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KRISTEVA’S DOSTOYEVSKY: 

THE ARRIVAL OF THE HUMAN

Rowan Williams

1

For the “speaking subject,” the  parlêtre, that is a human being, nothing simply  happens. However minimally, it is  told, and so represented. For us, this is what happening means, and it is a seductive error to think of telling or representation as a kind of secondary refinement to some basic and unproblematic register-ing of stimuli. But the act of telling itself posits an area of obscurity, a hiatus between pure stimulus and its narration, in the sense that the act of telling opens up diverse possibilities, the unspoken potential for something to be said otherwise. 

Division and duality are inscribed in speech: whenever something is said, we acknowledge its connection with what is said elsewhere and otherwise because if we didn’t, what we said would not be communication at all. 

So: we are touched; our material subsistence encounters the presence of what it is not. And to be a  body in any intelligible sense— to be something other than a bundle of organic stuff— is to be animated into some pattern of coherent response to what it is not, to establish a continuity of reaction whose most complex expression is the speech we shape together as intelligent 

viii  Y Kristeva’s Dostoyevsk y bodies: the practice of activating and receiving material behaviors, especially but not exclusively noises, as  signs, as invitations to examine and reexamine a “what is not us” that is more than an  individual  object  of  encounter,  to  map  an  environment.  A crucial implication of this is that speech complicates and diverts desire— or, to use the somewhat more technical term, it “mediates” desire. What we want is something we as speaking beings are bound to  represent, and so our desire is inflected by the already represented desire of others and problematized by the obscurity identified in the act of representing, the awareness of the elsewhere and otherwise that representation entails. In this sense, representation accompanies the deferral of gratification; narrative puts off the moment of climax or fulfillment because that moment has to be an end to the joyous and alarming multiplic-ity of potential that language involves. All intelligent speech is to some degree an enactment of this foundational displacement; the sophistication of storytelling is a particularly focused and developed version of it. The narrator can be seen as someone familiarizing themselves with the “void” in language, digging for what lies within the dividedness at the heart, the “ground zero” or “degree zero” of thought, to borrow one of Kristeva’s summary phrases. The narratives that endure and impress themselves on widely diverse readers and hearers across time and space are those that allow us not exactly to  inhabit this space, since it is not a place to live in, but to be constantly aware of its imminence. What Walter Davis calls the “crypt” of imagination, what Wilfred Bion calls the “O” in the psyche and the speaking subject, this is what a durable narrative needs to hold us to, offering the paradoxical gratification of deferral, the complex human delight of staying with the undetermined. 

Julia Kristeva’s reading of Dostoyevsky is, in effect, a tour de force of linking this particular novelist’s practice with the 
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fundamentals of the psyche as a linguistic reality. It is a reading that pulls together the impact of the familiar Bakhtinian theme of Dostoyevsky’s “polyphonic” method, the centrality of dialogical exchange, and the less fully explored idea of the narrative writer as consciously holding themselves and the reader on the verge of the “empty center” of speech. They are in fact perspectives that belong together: if the essence of Bakhtinian dialogue is that everything and everyone is “at the frontier” of its opposite, this means that any determinate identity in the speech- world will be shaped by its  refusal of what it is not; it is haunted by the unrealized potential of what has not been chosen and spoken. A dialogical and polyphonic form of “telling” 

allows a to- and- fro between what is said and not- said, what is chosen and what is denied, by voicing different speakers. And Dostoyevsky is famously in love with creating pairings, twinnings between characters— most dramatically perhaps with Myshkin/

Rogozhin and Nastasya/Aglaya in  The Idiot and with the images of abusive and nurturing fatherhood in Fyodor and Zosima in Karamazov. 

But there is a key distinction to be drawn between this dialogical embodiment of the diverse potentialities of language and the language that purports to come  from the void itself— 

that is, from a place of pure arbitrariness and antidetermination. 

This is the voice of the narrator in  Notes from Underground, the naked statement of what lies in the  clivage between voices: staying here or speaking from here is in fact ultimately to refuse language itself. The Underground Man cannot speak  with human others. Yet the dizzying sense of liberty that is expressed in the denial that two plus two must always equal four— the 

“Underground Man’s example of human or linguistic freedom from the compulsion of rationality”— pervades the linguistic world, where there are no universal mechanical conclusions. 

x  Y Kristeva’s Dostoyevsk y The challenge for narrator, fabulist, novelist is to keep this radical absurdity in the corner of the eye at all times: to deploy the dialogical so as to hold open that fertile emptiness within what we say. 

It is a fertile emptiness because it resists a final reduction of speech to sameness, the collapse of all utterance into tautology. 

The not- ourselves from which stimulus originates is not identically repeated when it is spoken of, and the voices that speak of it are not reducible to one another, identical repetitions of a single set of words. Once there is touch there is difference, but a difference that is not a binary pattern of mutual exclusion. 

Thus, one element in what I’ve been calling a “durable” fiction or narration is the displaying of what damage is done to the speaking subject when otherness and mediation collapse. Kristeva describes the bleak ending of  The Idiot as an “erotic implosion,” 

in which the object of desire in its living otherness has disappeared and all that is left is the rivalrous otherness of the two desiring subjects, whose unmediated difference is a mutually devouring and annihilating relation that neither can survive (we might recall René Girard’s application to Dostoyevsky’s fiction of his analysis of the crises of mimetic desire). This is related to the “primordial homoeroticism” in which a developing subject projects their own “desiring” identity on to another subject of the same gender (Kristeva is careful to remind us that this is not an etiology of developed same- sex desire but the observation of a particular stage in all evolving erotic consciousness, whatever the ultimate settled orientation or gendering may turn out to be). The desire for sameness, for  le même, is the desire for  le m’aimes, that which “loves” my self- identity, but an otherness that loves only me cannot sustain my life or nurture my desire as a mobile, reflective, spoken reality— that is, a human reality. 

Kristeva quotes to good effect the appeal of Shatov in  Demons 
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to Stavrogin to “speak humanly for once”: Stavrogin (about whom more later) is a figure steadily withdrawing from human speech  because  he  is  increasingly  devoid  of  erotic  connection with any other person or reality, paralyzed by his own self-projections as they are mirrored back to him. 

Like Ivan in  Karamazov, he is familiar with the Devil: a presence that acts as a universal acid of skepticism, shrugging off the question of whether it is the diabolical voice or Ivan that is “real.” 

The speaking self splits in an infinite regress; there is no place for the subject to stand not because the subject has undergone the ascetic process of displacement out of love, the taking- on of the other’s place for the sake of reparation and healing, but because there is no point of orientation to move  from— as has been said of a famous American urban landscape, there is no  there there. 

Kristeva refers to the Dostoyevskian notion of the  mysl’ 

 deistvitel’naya, “the idea in its actuality,” and interprets this as denoting the bare moment of being touched or being “imprinted” 

( impressée), from which the sense of being a  body grows, and with it the very possibility of thought. Conversely, the skeptical or nihilistic withdrawal from speech— figured by the diabolical interlocutors of Stavrogin and Ivan— becomes a dissolution of the body and so of the erotic and so of the subject as such. Writing, in particular the polyphonic narration of fictions like these, is a means of extending and liberating the body, by its perfor-mance, its play, on the edge of routine consciousness, evoking the foundational moment of touch or imprint that sets in motion the multiple possibilities of desire. And, as Kristeva notes, this may mean— paradoxically— that the writing itself may not be very specific about the detail of its physical setting. We don’t go to Dostoyevsky for  that  kind  of  realism;  as  he  asserted  vigor-ously, the realism that mattered to him was to do with the psyche. But it remains an incarnate realism. It is not at all that 

xii  Y Kristeva’s Dostoyevsk y his narrative prose is abstract and disembodied: his descrip-tive style is often seen as expressionist and protocinematic, highlighting unexpected detail, swinging the narrative camera around without warning, even at times a slow- motion moment or a subliminal glimpse of something never otherwise flagged. 

And Kristeva rightly sees this distinctive narrative register as a transcribing into narrative of the techniques of the icon painter in Eastern Christianity, whose goal is not to depict the contin-gent externals of a holy life but to evoke the imprint of holy reality. 

One of Kristeva’s basic insights is thus to do with what Dostoyevsky’s fiction tells us about writing itself, and narrative writing in particular: the significant and durable fiction is one in which we are aware of the central void at the origins of speech and the touch that crosses it— not a touch uniting two isolated substances but one that constitutes substance and subject precisely  in that moment. As the subject develops from this point, it can remain “in touch” with the originating touch only by the deferral and mediation of desire, which steers away from any collapse into a “fruition” that is simply the absorption of otherness into sameness. And our relations with other desiring subjects, both  taught by them and  contesting them, are all in one way or another involved with negotiating these deferrals and medi-ations so that they sustain life. Ultimately— in one of Dostoyevsky’s boldest moves— they permit us to see physical death (which, says Kristeva, Dostoyevsky regards as the ultimate evil) as a vehicle for meaning to be communicated: the rapid onset of decomposition in Father Zosima’s corpse and the consequent smell arising are described in a chapter whose title is 

“Tletvornyi dukh,” literally something like “the breath of decay,” 

with  dukh, the normal word for “spirit,” replacing the expected zapakh, “odor.” Ordinary fleshly mortality “breathes” the spirit 
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of communion, connection, reconciliation, the cosmic wedding feast that Alyosha dreams of as he keeps vigil with the dead body. It is worth setting this alongside the shock felt by Myshkin in  The Idiot on seeing Holbein’s picture of the dead— and visibly decaying— Christ: it is as if death for Myshkin cannot 

“breathe.” Something about the dark future that awaits Myshkin and Rogozhin seems to be adumbrated here, a drawing away from life in the refusal to embrace actual physical death. It is an instance among several of the way in which  The Idiot deploys imperfect or misunderstood images of Christ to quarry its central themes of aborted desire and mutual damage. Its ending, significantly, leaves us with the two tragic protagonists speechless. 

2

The act of writing involves, as we have seen, the  jouissance that allows life to continue and to be generative; as Kristeva puts it, human failure and transgression are made fruitful by the abundance of speech. But she also observes that this inevitably stands in tension with the “tragic humanism” that would seem to be the natural response to narratives of unspeakable outrage and suffering. This prompts some further investigation not so much of writing in general but specifically of the way that such narratives are handled in the novels. The long- suppressed chapter of Demons containing the almost unreadably distressing account of Stavrogin’s sadism toward and sexual abuse of a prepubescent child constitutes— even more starkly than the more famous 

“Rebellion” chapter in  Karamazov— a crucial key to understanding what Dostoyevsky is doing as a narrator. Stavrogin invites the unconventional monastic elder, Bishop Tikhon, to 

xiv  Y Kristeva’s Dostoyevsk y read his “confession,” which he intends, he says, to publish. 

Tikhon gently probes why he wants this document to circulate. 

Stavrogin’s responses are multiple and evasive: he wants to be made to suffer by being publicly humiliated, he wants to lay his history bare to those whom he in fact despises and hates, he wants to be hated so that he will have an occasion to hate more fully, he wants to be forgiven, but not by everyone . . .  Startlingly, Tikhon’s first response to reading the document is to express reservations about its style: he reacts to it as a  literary problem. 

Or rather, perhaps, he sees the instability of the literary tone as embodying the underlying moral question. How does one  narrate the conscious and deliberate extinction of another human being, the extinction that the abused child, before she kills herself, expresses as having been forced to “kill God”? Is the narration still the voice of the same speaker whose appalling actions are being narrated, still fascinated by the mystery of his own iniquity and the all- pervading character of his hatred and contempt? Tikhon’s challenge is about what kind of “ascetic achievement,”  podvig, this confession actually is. Stavrogin narrates himself both as a Luciferian sinner, a would- be destroyer of God, and also as a pathologically detached personality, unmoved by his terrible acts,  affektlos. It is almost as though his intention in offering this excruciating self-revelation to the 

world is to provoke a reaction that will break through the glacial isolation out of which he speaks. But can a narrative cast in these terms be a narrative of  penitence? This is Tikhon’s challenge, and his counterproposal, that Stavrogin should take monastic vows (perhaps in secret), is not just a predictable bit of ecclesiastical counsel but an invitation for Stavrogin to recognize that he cannot access repentance and forgiveness by a text written as he has written his confession. He must become another person, another kind of narrator of himself, another kind 
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of  writer. His existing text is a bid for a certain kind of heroism— 

defiantly provoking hatred, and so reinforcing his “Luciferian” 

self- mythologizing— and it is also a chronicle of anomie and affectlessness. But such a narrative voice is not one that articulates unimaginable guilt and atrocity in a way that opens any doors to a different kind of relatedness. 

Kristeva discusses how the  jouissance of writing produces texts that can make some kind of meaning out of an absence of meaning. What Stavrogin’s confession implies is that there are some sorts of narration that cannot attain  jouissance: the “libidinal  urgency”  of  the  abuser  is  self- destructive, she argues, a desperate effort to break once and for all through the ethical firewall of the superego, but it is an effort that will prove lethal to the transgressor. There is no punishment adequate to this ultimate reaching for  jouissance in the sheer assertion of desire that annihilates the other— and most especially that other who symbolizes for Dostoyevsky the sacredness of life unfolding as it should, the child whose pleasure and desire must be protected from adult exploitation in order for the “genuinely human” to arrive, as Kristeva puts it. So when Tikhon reacts as he does to Stavrogin’s text, he is questioning the entire framework Stavrogin has set up, a framework of suffering that is deliberately invited in order to assure the narrator that he exists and others exist, even in a relationship of disgust or hatred. The question Tikhon puts is whether Stavrogin can in fact bear the possibility that his narration will be not so much a cause for horror and loathing as an object of mockery and contempt, something both ugly and ridiculous. It is not that the narrated crime is laughable but that the idea of escape from guilt by this kind of confession is absurd. This is a story that cannot be told— or at least cannot be told  like this, as a chronicle that changes nothing and embod-ies no change in its teller. 

x vi  Y Kristeva’s Dostoyevsk y What all this implies is that properly “generative” writing both enacts and enables the transforming of the speaking subject, enacts the recursive memory of being touched (and so of being embodied) and the commitment to deferred, rerouted, mediated desire; writer/narrator and reader are both located in the dialogical process and so are engaged in the endlessly fruitful nonidentity of speech. While the unchanged narrator of Stavrogin’s confession is caught up in the downward and inward spiral of death, the  telling of that telling becomes part of the novel’s polyphonic integrity and fertility. Similarly, we could say of Ivan Karamazov’s catalogue of atrocities and his parable of the Inquisitor— texts that Kristeva characterizes as in themselves oriented toward death— that they become part of a telling that, because it is a dialogical and open narration, makes bearable what would otherwise be unbearable. What is unbearable is the record of an atrocity that leaves the teller unmoved/unmoving and isolated: hence Stavrogin’s failure. He has written a text that cannot be  responsively read. Tikhon’s efforts to make him speak so as to make his words “answerable” are equally a failure. 

They echo Shatov’s appeal to Stavrogin to talk like a human being and fall on the same deaf ears. 

But Kristeva also raises the question of whether in Dostoyevsky’s fictions it is possible to imagine open, dialogical relations in the context of sexual coupling and partnering. As she says, Dostoyevsky is much preoccupied with the orientation of sexual activity toward death. Repeatedly we encounter sexual relationships that are mutually lethal, narratives of the impossibility of “coupledom.” Kristeva analyzes the short story 

“Krotkaya” (sometimes translated as “The Gentle Spirit”) as an illustration of the mutual inscrutabilty and mutual projections of man and woman in marriage, with the husband’s self- image as victim and the wife’s actual victimization at the hands of her 

Rowan Williams  Z  x vii

violent husband. She invites us to contrast with this the “phallic” women, almost all of them mothers (and widows), who are so ubiquitous in the novels, abrasive, emotionally tempestuous, and ruthless, who represent both a kind of ontological solidity (a foundation of continuity) and a threatening absorption. They are all the more present and powerful in the face of the absence or impotence (or even malignity) of paternal figures throughout the great fictions. 

One of the drivers of Dostoyevskian plot is the riskiness of the territory opened up between the hyperactive maternal presence and the absence of the paternal symbol of “transcendence,” 

the not- 

yet- actualized self with which and through which desire identifies itself in a sustainable subject’s agency. This is the gap in which the “abjection” of the maternal takes place— 

the effort simply to repudiate, distance, objectify, and violate the feminine without the necessary otherness that creates generative tension, the summons of the paternal symbol whose language enables the intelligence of deferred and negotiated desire. Kristeva observes in passing that Dostoyevsky’s shocking and repellent anti- Semitic tropes (most starkly visible in  Karamazov in the exchange between Lise and Alyosha on the blood libel) have their psychosexual roots in this same territory; they are expressions of the urge to “abject” a reality that is both an origin and a rival (a competitor to the sacred identity of Holy Russia). 

Whether or not the novelist sees or intends this particular implication, the abjection of Jewish reality becomes another symptom of the vacant place where the symbol of a liberating rather than threatening origin should stand. And in  Karamazov, Kristeva argues, we see the four sons of Fyodor Karamazov playing out four different strategies to deal with the father’s absence, hostility, or betrayal— two ultimately self-destructive (Ivan and Smerdyakov), two fragile but possibly 

x viii  Y Kristeva’s Dostoyevsk y viable: Alyosha’s fusion of paternal and fraternal relation with his group of teenage boys and Dmitri’s acceptance of his condemnation for wishing the death of his father, which frees him to recognize and to be accountable for his desire. Kristeva suggests that the future dreamed of for Dmitri and Grushenka in America, accompanied by the sentimental background music of Schiller’s “Ode to Joy,” is treated satirically by Dostoyevsky and is suffused by the male fantasy of finding a second innocence in liberated sensuality. This is arguable but does not fully reckon with Dmitri’s embrace of “responsibility for all” and the acceptance of complicity not only in the death of his father but in the violence and injustice of the world order. If there is a satirical element here, it is not the whole picture, however startling the thought of Dmitri and Grushenka in a Midwest-ern farmstead . . . 

In sum: the writer who knows their business is involved with urging the reader to guess at, to imagine, the point of equilib-rium where the necessary separation from the mother is pulled back from descending into an abjection that poisons all sexual partnership, by a “resurrection” of a paternal symbol that has become absent or dysfunctional. For this to happen, trauma and terror have to be narrated in a certain way, not as immobilized memories but as an element in the continuing dialogical fluidity of real human exchange. These memories must become speech that invites rather than silences response (which is why both the Inquisitor parable and the telling of its telling end as they do, with a response that the original narrator does not expect, having set out to foreclose the possibility of any reply). And for this dialogical exchange to be possible, the speakers have to move into the register of the “symbolic,” the territory of mediated and deferred desire— 

rather than the naked binary otherness of mirroring and rivalry— the territory where it is safe for the self 
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to be suspended in openness without the terror of being consumed by the other. 

Dostoyevsky— in Kristeva’s reading, which I think a fair one— is especially sensitive to the ways that sexual partnership reverts to this deadly unmediated alterity. After the creation of the rather distinctive instance of Sonya and Raskolnikov, Dostoyevsky never depicts a sexual partnership that is “dialogical”; sexual consummation may be held back by real or metaphorical impotence, or, where it happens, is absorbed into a story of murderous contest. He is writing in a context where heterosexual marriage is the narrative and social norm, so in his treatment of these issues he renders them in a way that primarily brings to light the difficulty for the male speaker/agent/narrator of allow-ing the woman to occupy a place of real and living difference: Grushenka in  Karamazov comes close in some respects (and very importantly plays a role in returning Alyosha to himself at a key moment in the story), but her role is in various ways complicated, Kristeva points out, by her involvement in, or perhaps complicity in, the Oedipal drama played out by Dmitri. As we have seen, the projected future for her and Dmitri is shadowed by the fantasy of salvation by innocent sensuality. In short, Dostoyevsky’s fictions are systematically skeptical about erotic fulfillment as a vehicle for the “arrival of the human.” And because he is just as systematically insistent on desire and embodiment being the fundamental elements in the human, the depiction of the erotic in his fiction is an area of particular tension and irresolution. The reader’s desire for the desire of the characters is consistently deferred, not to say frustrated; the novel as it is read  enacts the central urging toward the place of touch and  clivage where the symbolic emerges into view. Or, to put it another way, the analyses and dramatizations of isolation, of  the  mutual  threat  of  annihilation  in  unmediated  binary 

x x  Y Kristeva’s Dostoyevsk y relation, of the derealizing of women in aborted erotic pairings all make the Dostoyevskian novel a statement about the nature of the symbolic itself. The diagnosis of the symbolic void and its consequences  is  what  justifies  us  in  seeing  these  as  religious texts. 

3

Religious texts: not because they deal primarily with the surface issues of religious belief and practice (though they allude with varying levels of explicitness to the debates of the day about Church and society) but because they provide diagnostic tools for understanding what’s entailed in the rejection of religious language. Many people vaguely remember Dostoyevsky as having said something like “Without God, everything is permitted” ( Bez Boga,  vse pozvoleno, a rather compressed version of two sentences in  Karamazov 4.11.4) and have heard this as not much more than a lament at the passing of clear moral sanc-tions, the dissolving of an assurance that morality is eternally guaranteed and immorality eternally punished. 

Kristeva’s discussion takes us well beyond these clichés. 

Dostoyevsky uses something like the phrase at a few points in Karamazov, and there are two motifs that can be traced in the usage. The first is the way in which the idea is linked with discussion of the “new man” whose advent is expected by the radical thought of the day, the new human subject who will step into the void left by the absence of God and remake the human world by the sheer exercise of freedom and the subduing of the natural order. What is left is the will; or, in less psychoanalyti-cally innocent terms, what is left is desire without mediation. 

And this, as the novels spell out, may mean the zero- sum game 

Rowan Williams  Z  x xi

of mirroring and rivalry, with the implosion of speech and exchange that this involves. Or it may mean— 

thinking of 

Kirillov in  Demons— the conclusion that freedom can only be unconditionally manifest in its own destruction: if the self now inhabits the space once occupied by the divine focus of the symbolic world, its pure, uncompromised identity, dependent on nothing else, no circumstance, no  body, can act with full consciousness and integrity only in removing itself from embodiment and language by its own free decision. Or it may mean that the new man, the man- God, is most perfectly realized in those who preempt any sort of dependence by seizing control of others: Ivan’s Inquisitor is a paradoxically compassionate version of this, exercising freedom and intelligence so as to guarantee for others a life made more bearable by the absence of freedom and intelligence.  Bez Boga, “without God,” the alternatives are the war of all against all, suicide, or totalitarianism. 

But— as the diabolical visitor muses in Ivan’s feverish nightmare in  Karamazov 4.11.9— there is a paradoxical charm to the absence of God: the amoral or immoral person can feel that they have the sanction of “truth” for doing what they please, the truth of God’s absence. As the Devil observes, this allows a happy combination of moral earnestness with moral vacuity. 

And “vacuity” is the word here: the second motif drawn out forcefully by Kristeva might be approached by way of the register of  pozvoleno, “permitted.” It is a word associated in Russian with polite expressions of the “by your leave” kind: not so much a lifting of restriction as a recognition that something is tolerable and not very significant. So “everything is permitted,” as Kristeva puts it, might be read as the replacement of angst by 

“cash- flow anxieties,” the denial of some fundamental serious-ness about human awareness and agency— ultimately a surren-der to the extreme of capitalist commodification. “Everything is 

x xii  Y Kristeva’s Dostoyevsk y permitted” amounts to “everything is on offer for the purchas-ing will.” What announces itself as “liberating parricide” 

becomes the inauguration of a trivializing and dehumanizing market and the dissolution of what we could call imaginative labor. There are no narratives to be told about how desire is grasped, misunderstood, renegotiated, brought to speech, deployed in construing and constructing the world in which I am spoken to as well as speaking, where I learn to imagine desire that is neither simply “mine” nor “yours.” Social imagining and linguistic, dialogical exploration, beauty, and terror, all die with the death of God. 

Neither Dostoyevsky nor Kristeva is saying that no atheist can write. And perhaps it is worth remembering that Russian has no definite article and that when Dmitri Karamazov quotes the 

“everything is permitted” axiom from the apostate seminarian Rakitin, the  bog  of  Dmitri’s  quotation  actually  appears  with  a lower case  b: “without  a god . . .”? Putting it into language closer to Kristeva’s concerns, we could say that what causes the dissolution of transforming imagination is the disappearance of the  symbolic and that it is the absence of the symbolic order that creates the risks we have been thinking about. Any dialogical exercise has to ask what it is that allows my desire and the desire of my interlocutor to be transformed from that “naked binary” where one party can live only at the expense of the other. A narrative that invites the reader to spend time with it is one that provides a temporal space, a “time of telling,” in which our own desire can also be transformed, questioned, opened. The narrator’s desire, expressed in the dialogical form created, posits for the reader’s desire a possibility of further maturation as a speaking subject; this is why reading fiction is something undertaken not to collect and store experiences for the gratification of our own desire but for the sake of an education in polyphony and time- taking. 
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But all this being said, Dostoyevsky and Kristeva raise the issue of what it is in the specifically Christian story that offers a distinctive resource for thinking this through. Kristeva observes early on in her essay that Dostoyevsky’s novels are “christic” and that his Christianity is novelistic. A hint as to what she means by this tantalizing and lapidary comment comes later, when she notes what theologians call the “kenotic” dimension of the Christian narrative: “kenosis,” “emptying,” is the term used to characterize what is happening in the incarnation of the divine Word  in  the  life  of  Jesus.  The  divine  “descends”  into  earthly form; what can be known about God is now identical to what can be known about Jesus. And Jesus “descends into hell”; his earthly life moves toward a conclusion in anguish and terror, and he disappears into the darkness where God is invisible. 

This  effondrement christique, “Christlike collapse,” at the center of Christian narrative, proposes that there is a moment within the world’s history in which something is actualized that somehow cuts across the economy of mirroring and rivalry. If God is, by definition, that which cannot be reduced to any role in  such  an  economy— since God cannot be imagined or con-ceived as a self with developmental needs and negotiable desires— then the claim that a human being is identifiable with God or as God is a claim that there exists a human subject who can  serve as a symbol, who holds open the space in which others may learn the deferral of their desires and the possibility of dialogical relation in place of murderous rivalry. The kenotic self-dispossessing of Jesus means that there is always an otherness that does not threaten but affirms or welcomes, an otherness that I do not have to resist or overcome because it makes no domi-neering claim on me. This unconditional withdrawal for the sake of the other— of all others— is what is recognized in the story of Jesus as the embodiment of the eternal divine Word; it 

x xiv  Y Kristeva’s Dostoyevsk y is the presence of an absolute and reconciling love, the foun-tainhead of a plurivocal, outward- spiraling human discourse. It is this that, for Dostoyevsky, grounds true human solidarity and moral kinship (“fraternity”)— not the abstract universalism of the contemporary radical, which fails to affirm the immeasurable and unique worth of each person and so always risks degenerating into utilitarianism at best and tyranny at worst, the world of the Inquisitor or of Shigalyov. 

This vision of the Christological grounds of the novel is ambitious,  even  audacious,  but  it  is  undoubtedly,  as  Kristeva suggests, central to what Dostoyevsky thinks he is doing. As so many commentators have observed, his “saintly” figures do not intervene directly in the variously damaged and paralyzed relations of others, and their actions do not determine any out-comes. This does not mean that they are passive victims or ciphers: it is simply that they refuse to  own any elements of the psychodramas unfolding around them. Their role is to be the guarantors of a space in which other agents may come to a different level of self- recognition. One of the things that complicates the relationships depicted in  The Idiot is that there are no saints here: the figure who looks most like one, and is indeed still often thought of by unwary readers as a “Christ- figure”— 

Myshkin— is entangled in a mesh of contested desires, fatally uncertain of whether he can or cannot intervene in the intrigues surrounding him, and so eventually drawn toward the definitely non- Christological   effondrement that concludes the novel. He has not found a  symbolique that illuminates him for himself, and so his  christique potential— 

which I think Dostoyevsky  did 

mean his readers to see— to become a liberating presence is never actualized. The symbolic vacuum that Kristeva identifies in the novel helps make sense of what is meant by seeing 
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Dostoyevsky’s fiction as Christological and his Christology as novelistic. 

But underlying this is an opposition that became more and more culturally significant in Russian thinking about faith, politics, and literature between the 1860s and the revolutionary era. Dostoyevsky utilizes the doctrinal trope of the  bogochelovek, the God- Man or “deified” human being whose humanity has been caught up in the divine (supremely and completely the Christ who is fully both divine and human), and— like many other Russian writers of the period— opposes it to the  chelove-kobog, the Man- God who has seized divinity for himself. We have seen that the absence of God in a narrative text (including the narrative text of what we routinely tell ourselves about ourselves) creates a void into which the human agent may step, with the variegated destructive consequences we have already noted. But the  presence of God in the text does not mean the intrusion of a preternatural agency providing sanction for moral probity or solutions to doubt and ambiguity; Dostoyevsky of all writers is one of the least liable to be accused of resorting to any kind  of  deus  ex  machina.  The   bogochelovek— a concept at the heart of the philosophy of Dostoyevsky’s friend Vladimir Solovyov— steps into a void always already inhabited by God and therefore renounces control over others so that they may offer to others the possibility of  meaning. And this is a meaning understood as the freedom to occupy a place within the process of dialogue/polyphony, neither annihilating nor being annihilated by engagement with the other: the freedom to be a linguistic subject,  parlêtre, in the fullest sense. Where the project of the Man- God leads inexorably to death while promising unlimited life, the freedom of the God- Man creates the narrative and conversational space for actual human solidarity. 

x x vi  Y Kristeva’s Dostoyevsk y Kristeva’s analysis of the great novelist is not as such an apo-logia for Christianity, Dostoyevsky’s variety of it or any other, but it is a formidably challenging and sophisticated exposition of how a contemporary mind might “think with” the doctrinal narrative he assumes. More than that: she repeatedly raises the question of where and how the symbolic, in the robust psycho-analytical sense, might be located in a culture in which deferral and mediation are largely foreign, and the story of the psyche shrinks to the project of a mythologized individual will— the inflated infantile desire that the rhetoric of the market plays with. The derealization of concrete otherness, an otherness that genuinely exceeds the need or agenda of infantile desire, results in the peculiar fusion of romanticism and cynicism that characterizes the culture of advanced market capitalism. And Kristeva is determined in this study to keep our attention on the destructive  and  oppressive  implications  of  this  (she  does  not  address this directly, but the dominance of the “echo chamber” phenomenon makes her point powerfully). 

Why continue to read Dostoyevsky? If Kristeva is right, the answer is: so that we may learn what not many contemporaries can teach us, and what a systematic secularism cannot teach us— something about how desire becomes human, about how speech and storytelling work to humanize our desire, about our fears of murderous absorption and our own murderous resort to abjection in enacting our desire and our terror, about our need for a  symbolique that makes space for the recognition of love. 

Dostoyevsky’s  christique fiction holds open that space, and we neglect it at our mortal peril— as a culture, even as a species. 

PREFACE

 Everywhere and in all things I lived at the ultimate limit, and I spent my life surpassing it. 

— Dostoyevsky to A. Maykov, 1867

In love with the absolute, clinical explorer in the “underground” of human passions, prey to the anguish of death and the infinite quest for meaning, on the razor’s edge of crime and sublimity, abjection and saintliness, Dostoyevsky (1821– 1881) has haunted the European and global consciousness for a century and a half (Nietzsche, Proust, Kafka, Berdyaev, Visconti, Bresson, Kurosawa, Wajda, and many others . . .). 

Carried by his Orthodox faith in the Word incarnate, the 

“Russian giant” reinvented the polyphonic novel by betting on the power of speech and story to defy nihilism and its double, fundamentalism, which blight a world without— or with— God. 

His extravagant characters, oscillating between the monstrosity and insignificance of “insects,” already sensed the prison matrix of the totalitarian universe that would reveal itself through the Shoah and the Gulag. Even if the man and the work continue to fascinate the hyperconnected market that keeps churning out 
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translations (sixteen versions of  Crime and Punishment in Chi-nese!), can the impatient internet user still be pulled into the jubilant whirlpool of this eloquent terror? 

Reading has a remarkable afterlife, and on many occasions I thought I had  read  “Dostoyevsky”:  understood  or  questioned him, overwhelmed or enthralled. Thanks to my French publisher’s Authors of  My Life series, I let myself be carried through the whole expanse of his oratorio devoted to sex haunted by language (Sollers) before spinning this thread, the knots and trails of which I leave for you to discover in that immense body of work. This is an invitation for you to clear your own path, without fear of overstepping the bounds or of living close to the final limit. 

My thanks to Nicolas Aude and Elisabeth Bélorgey for their invaluable assistance. 

TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

In general, the quotations from Dostoyevsky that appear here are drawn from standard English translations of his work. In some cases, because context requires it, they are translated into English directly from Julia Kristeva’s French text. 

DOSTOYEVSKY


CAN YOU LIKE DOSTOYEVSKY? 

IMMERSION

Eyes fixed on the Bulgarian editions of  The Idiot (1869), Demons (1872), and  The Brothers Karamazov (1880), my father advised me strongly against reading them: “Destructive, demonic, clinging, too much is too much, you won’t like him at all, let it go!” He dreamed of seeing me escape “the bowels of hell,” as he called our native Bulgaria, quoting some obscure verse in the Holy Scriptures. To fulfill this desperate plan, I only had to develop my “innate taste” for clarity and freedom, according to him, in French, of course, since he had introduced me to the language of La Fontaine and Voltaire. In addition to the language of our “great Russian brother,” which was imposed upon us “naturally.” At that time, the ruling ideology taunted the “religious obscurantism” of the writer, “an enemy of the people,” even though, behind the Stalinist scenes, devoted specialists continued to extol his mysteries with a passion: his 

“immersion” ( proniknovenie) in self and other (Vyacheslav Ivanov), the “plurality of his worlds” in the manner of Einstein (Leonid Grossman), his “Shakespearean polyphony” (A.  V. 

Lunacharsky), and so on. Of course, and as usual, I disobeyed 
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paternal orders and plunged into Dosto. Dazzled, overwhelmed, engulfed. 

I will never forget the staggering effect of reading the two conversations between Raskolnikov and Sonya and their exchange of the cross in  Crime and Punishment (1866). Did she guess that he himself did not really know what he had done? 

Crime or delirium, the murder of Alyona Ivanovna, lowly pawnbroker and “rich as a Yid,” had wrested the “detective novel” 

from popular literature and revealed the wretchedness and abjection of our century. And the cross that the nervous student rejected and then finally accepted: was it Sonya’s cross or in fact the one she had received from Liza, the second victim? 

This gift of a gift, this pardon, did he link it— both fascinated and disgusted— with his own feminine tendencies? To succeed with the revival of his hero’s destiny, with “Napoleon in view,” Rodion hallucinated the ultimate freedom of a “louse” 

becoming “superman” by murdering a superfluous human being. 

“Everywhere and in all things I lived at the ultimate limit, and I spent my life surpassing it,” Dostoyevsky wrote to his friend A. N. Maykov in that same period (1867). I could understand, envy, question. But  living in the text, this jostling of norms and laws to the point of obliterating the “ultimate limit”? 

I was in over my head. 

Later, rediscovering Dostoyevsky in French, I stumbled onto a passage in  A Writer’s Diary  (1877)  mentioning  the  fate  of  a neologism of his own invention, which he had introduced in  The Double (1846) and which Turgenev, his unbearable and admired rival,  had  used  abundantly  since:   stushevatsya (“to disappear,” 

“to annihilate,” from the Russian  tush, in German  Tusch, referring to India ink). The engineering student who applied himself to sketching various drafts, plans, and military constructions, 
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drawn and washed with India ink, excelled in the art of “reduc-ing a dark drawing to white and to nothingness.” “Impercepti-ble erasure into nonbeing,” like the evasive, vanishing subject that was the young Dostoyevsky himself. To one who wished to hear it, his neologism revealed the exquisite excitement retained in the written gesture, the extenuated sound of his voice engraved in the map of the mother tongue, the sensual pleasure of being “the wound and the knife,” the sharp stylet that scarifies, control and collapse conjoined. Or how to “annihilate oneself with fluidity.” 

But it is neither an “elegant ink wash” nor a painting on Chi-nese silk that  stushevatsya produces as penned by Dostoyevsky. 

That word permeates the pitiful embraces of the elder Golyadkin and his double, the younger Golyadkin ( The Double, 1846). It oozes into the “sin” that pierces them,  tickles the fleeting “glance,” 

 brushes against the crowd that “surrounds” them, then “gives way” 

delightfully, like “pâté in the mouth” of its shadow, substitute filth. . . .  In the discreet polyphony of this neologism, I thus perceived what  A Writer’s Diary (1877) did not say but what the novelistic swell of the entire opus insidiously sweeps along with it: the triumphant expansion of sentences released with the last breath ( tush in Russian also means “fanfare”); the convulsive saraband  of  consumed  bodies  (“tusha” refers to “flesh” and 

“meat”; “tushit’” means “extinguish” or “smother”); seductions, lures, and the sensual pleasure of the catch; or the caressing pictorial technique. In French,  toucher (“to touch”) is charming when we find something “touching” or are “touched” by it but becomes questionable in  faire une touche (to hit on someone). 

Irrefutable pleasures of writing. 

The young student of French philology and comparative literature did not know that she was captive to this  tushenie/ stushevatsya.  

I was knocked flat. And I ran to find again my La Fontaine, 
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Voltaire, and Hugo, which would lead me to Sartre, Beauvoir, Camus, Blanchot, the nouveau roman, Sollers. An exile as exhausting as hard labor underground in Dosto’s white nights, but different. Sharp- edged intoxication of pleasure, lucid sublimation of French, in French, and risky freedom as singular transcendence. 

BAKHTIN THE  DISCOVERER

Then the second edition of the book by Mikhail Bakhtin,  Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics (1929– 1963), appeared in Russian, a major event for specialists, amateurs, and many others. This was the  thaw. The promised freedom of thought was slow to arrive, but it crept into literary theory and criticism, secret lung of a suffocated philosophy. 

The initiated had been familiar with the first edition for a long time, but with this new one, Bakhtin’s Dostoyevsky became a social phenomenon, a political symptom. At the center of this new furor was my friend and mentor, Tzvetan Stoyanov, well-known literary critic, anglophone, francophone, and obviously russophone. He had already introduced me to Shakespeare and Joyce, Cervantes and Kafka, the Russian formalists and the breakthrough postformalism of a certain Bakhtin. Now we could reimmerse ourselves, day and night, out loud and in Russian, Bakhtin’s book in hand, in the novels of Dostoyevsky. 

I heard the vocal power of tragic laughter, the farce within the force of evil, and that contagious, drunken flow of dialogues composed as story that Bakhtin calls  slovo, translated as  mot (word) in French. Through the vocabulary and syntax, I heard, as Logos incarnate, the Word stirring biblical deliverance into a new multivocal, multiversal narration:

“I  am  full  of  words,  the  spirit  within  me  constrains  me; inside I am like wine that has no vent, like wine that bursts 
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from new wineskins! I will speak, that I may find relief, I will open my lips and reply! I will show no partiality nor flatter any-one, for I do not know how to flatter, else my maker would soon take me away” (Job 33:18– 22). 

Job’s cry, recounts the writer, must have already pierced the eardrums of the baby Fyodor, nestled in his mother’s arms. 



The Russian formalists knew how to examine carefully the laby-rinths of  story, and they would inspire French structuralism. 

Illuminating analyses, against which the Bakhtinian approach rebelled; attentive as it was to Hegel even while rejecting Freud, tuned into “popular comedy” and “Rabelaisian laughter,” it attempted to elucidate the sorcery and toxicity of narrative poet-ics according to Dostoyevsky. 

In the novelistic  slovo (“word”), in the Bakhtinian sense, this theorist’s  interpretations  locate  a  profound  logic:  that  of  the dialogue. The human voice arises from  dialogue: initial, inexhaustible, unresolvable  conversation. I only ever speak in twos, a fundamental alterity- proximity. We  con- verse with one another. 

A stabilizing- destabilizing structure because “dialogue allows the substitution of one’s own voice for that of another . ” From which identification and confusion follow. But also projection, introjection, and sometimes reciprocities: invasive or fruitful, closed or open, murders or ecstasies. The narrator finds himself alone there, but only just, because he is not really the author but another kind of dialogist, a sort of third party who risks getting mixed up in the story, which proceeds from the dialogue and is composed of thresholds, impasses, and dramatic twists, repeatedly, ad infinitum. 

The dialogue becomes, with Dostoyevsky, the deep structure of the way of  being in the world, “everything is at the border of its opposite”: meaning crumbles but is restored, masked-unmasked, carnivalesque misalliances, and dark, pensive 
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laughter. Necessarily, inevitably, “love lives on the very border of hate, knows and understands it, and hate lives on the border of love and also understands it” (as with Alyosha Karamazov).1

In renewing a current that runs through European literature, Dostoyevsky invents an “original and inimitable form, totally new, the  polyphonic novel.” On the one hand, he manages to 

“carnivalize” ethical solipsism; since humanity cannot do without the awareness of others, the opposites that divide (life-death, love- hate, birth- death, affirmation- negation) also tend to contract and con- verse in the “the upper pole of a two- in- one image.” Example: Prince Myshkin, a brilliant carnival figure, saint and idiot. His mad love for his rival Rogozhin, who has tried to assassinate him, reaches its height after the assassination of Nastasya Filippovna by that same Rogozhin, when the final moments of princely consciousness give way to insanity. 

But, on the other hand, the polyphonic novel also opens the private scene and its defined era to the space of a  universal infinity, the aim of the  mysteries as early as the Middle Ages, and evoked by the important explanation of Shatov and Stavrogin in Demons (1872): “We are two beings, and we have come together in infinity . . .  the last time in the world. Drop your tone, and speak like a human being! Speak, if only for once in your life, with the voice of a human.” 

REINVENTING ONESELF   

AD INFINITUM

With his generous, awkward laugh, Tzvetan Stoyanov dispelled the confused melancholy of my first readings and taught me to break the seal on the farce that is the nothingness of being. 

Bakhtin had convinced us that Dostoyevsky had opened an 
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extraordinary path: neither  tragedy nor  comedy, even while borrowing from classical, medieval, and Renaissance satire, more caustic than Socratic dialogue, and for all that, not  cynical. 

No cynicism, then, for the one who kills himself with laughter, passionate stand- in for this civilization that shudders to feel its mortality. The gravity of the carnival in Dostoyevsky revealed to us a vitality we had needed, twenty- five years before the fall of the Berlin Wall, to unmask the insanity underlying the ambi-ent ideologies and pretensions of “making sense.” More serious still, and beyond the political context, Tzvetan’s laugh helped me accept the carnivalesque dimension of the  inner experience, which Dostoyevsky presents as counterweight to beliefs and ideologies. 

Meanwhile, Tzvetan Stoyanov devoted himself to the final 

“dialogue” that Dostoyevsky brought into play in his correspon-dence with Konstantin Pobedonostsev. This permanent pillar in the reigns of Nicholas II and Alexander III was not unaware of the “media success” of the novelist whose public was already fighting over the works serialized in periodicals. And the writer needed him for protection against the “pig- critics” (as he called them) who threatened the seventh book of  The Brothers Karamazov, in which the former convict, sublimated into faithful Christian, allows himself to transform a Russian monk into a literary character, the famous starets, Zosima, of the stinking corpse, harboring “Karamazovian depths.” Among other carnivalesque visions, sudden catastrophes, and true lies . . . 

Because the problem of God makes him “suffer consciously or unconsciously all [his] life” (letter to Maykov), this “child of the century of disbelief and doubt” that extends, said the novelist, even “to the grave” (letter to Mme. Fonvizina). “I can’t think of something else. I think all my life of one thing. God has tormented me all my life,” proclaims Kirillov as well in  Demons 
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(1872). The former Fourierist, henceforth spokesperson for the God- bearing Russian people, was convinced that only the Orthodox faith of the tsar- father and the muzhiks could incarnate the message of Christ, provided that the dangerous mystery of which his novels bear precious and true evidence is given a pass. 

Might it have displaced God in all men? 

Dostoyevsky and Pobedonostsev: complicity and manipula-tion, as ever and always! 

The first volume of Tzvetan Stoyanov’s study on this subject central to all totalitarian régimes,  sprinkled  with  veiled  allusions to the risky ties of intellectuals to the dominant powers in Bulgaria in that period, was to be followed by another one, devoted to the inexhaustible novelistic ruse of the genius who, under the auspices of Holy Synod, endlessly refined his art of parricide.2 Tzvetan Stoyanov died in 1977, under dubious circumstances, and that second volume would never see the light of  day.  As  though  echoing  and  in  a  final  dialogue  with  Dostoyevsky, who never wrote his “Life of a Great Sinner,” although his entire opus is just that. 

Embarrassed by Russia, troubled by multilingualism, Europe has a hard time with its Orthodoxy. It has not yet taken full measure of those penetrating voices that brought it about, that will make it last. The voice of Tzvetan Stoyanov is one of them. 

I took the plane to Paris with five dollars in my pocket (all my father could find, pending my fellowship for doctoral stud-ies in the new French novel) and Bakhtin’s book on Dostoyevsky in my suitcase. 



Paris was talking about language, discussing phonemes, myths, and relationships . . .  elementary structures and generative syntax, semantics, semiotics, the avant- garde, formalism. . . .  Exile is an ordeal and an opportunity; I dared to ask, “Messieurs 
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Structuralists, how do you like poststructuralism?” I heard Émile Benveniste insist on the  enunciation that bears the  énoncé and Jacques Lacan play with the  signifier in the unconscious. 

Bakhtin’s postformalism had inspired in me another vision of language: intrinsically  dialogic, and another vision of writing: necessarily   intertextual. Roland Barthes’s seminar, the journal Critique, and especially the journal and editions of Phillipe Sollers’s  Tel Quel, then the École des Hautes Études, Université Paris– VII, Columbia University in New York, and many other institutions, gave me the chance to elaborate them. 

I moved away from Dostoyevsky’s themes only to enter into, with his polyphonic logic and my own inner life, the revolutions of language in Mallarmé, Céline, Proust, Artaud, Colette. Once again I encountered the mouths of darkness that had discon-certed me in my father’s library; my semantic- analytic seismo-graph, dialogism and intertextuality notwithstanding, pulsed with the mix of these toxic experiences that, in the texts and in me, nevertheless did not let me cross beyond their threshold. 

Reading in the era of “posttruth,” would I set off in search of that “something which, not being God” (as Georges Bataille would say), disappeared in the jubilant night of the suffering sinner, in the impossible feat of the moralist? 

Yet another alternative, psychoanalysis, was going to open for me new horizons, more stimulating in different ways. 

FREUD, READER OF DOSTOYEVSKY

The founder of psychoanalysis, who acknowledged that he 

“did not really like” Dostoyevsky (letter to Rank), nonetheless placed him “not far behind Shakespeare” and divided him into four parts: writer, neurotic, moralist, and sinner.3 He based his 
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analysis on “the murder of the father,” presumed source of the writer’s epilepsy and obsessive theme in his work. These sound-ings should be read in the context of  all the writings of the founder of psychoanalysis. 

When  he  first  approached  “that  cursed  Russian”  (Freud  to Stefan Zweig), the inventor of the unconscious was in the process of modifying his conception of psychological apparatus: repression, Oedipus, and neurosis no longer sufficed. In  Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), Thanatos emerges in the text as the double of Eros. It is the “work of the negative,” call it  negation, denial, or  debarment, that indicates the speaking being. 

The drives for immediate satisfaction and pleasure are deferred but retained in mnemic traces, themselves attached to mnemic  traces  of  internal  and  external  perceptions.  Matter renounces immediate pleasure and constructs “beyond” it a “substitute.” This is the capacity to activate engrams, to represent, to memorize— degree zero of thought. It comes at the price of a rupture, a leap, a generative cut. Freud had evoked “a psychological revolution of matter” (“Formulations on the Two Principles of Mental Functioning,” 1911); Lacan pivots around the 

“purely topological origin of language”: “Does the speaking being speak because of something that happened with sexuality, or did something happen with sexuality because he is the speaking being?” (Seminar XIX, 1972– 1973). 

Repression is thus resumed in a kind of suspension; psychosexual preforms initiate the process of thought, accompanied by the creation of  the symbol of negation and all the symbols that will follow.  Being appears in the form of  nonbeing, conveying a new type of pleasure:  jouissance. But the volcanic drives cannot leave in peace this crust of sensible sense, and the  neurotic tends in vain to achieve unity, “synthesis.” To the point that the   unconscious and its formations erupt in bursts and the 
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speaking being abandons himself to “original speechlessness,” 

“borderline states,” and the revolution of the “void.” 

BORDERLINE STATES

This place where neurosis crumbles and Dostoyevskian demons break through the surface would be called “cleavage,” “cut,” or 

“splitting of the subject.” The  underground is not outside of us; it is within us:  split  we  are,  daily,  by  the  airtight  separation between daytime life, which tends toward peacefulness, and the wild destructivity of dream life;  split,  we  also  evolve  into  the ideology and mysticism of groups and communities, which protect internal bonds by projecting reprobation onto others. 

Because of the effects of traumas, some subjects are “cleaved . ” 

“Borderline states” are where, in order to avoid the “break” of the self, the “loss of one’s unary nature,” they “deform themselves,” “eventually even affecting the cleavage or division of themselves”— in such a way that their “inconsistencies, eccen-tricities, and follies . . .  would appear in a similar light as their sexual perversions, through acceptance of which they spare themselves repression,” wrote Freud.4 Exit the “purified pleasure-ego” that still haunted the fastidious Viennese doctor. 

Well before then, and very early on, Dostoyevsky had realized that epileptic explosions, with their auras, pains, and fears, put him in contact with an essential dimension of the human condition: with the advent and eclipse of sense. He was able to register, aloud and in writing, the hypersynchronous flare- up of the neurons, the noisy, strangled breathing of the fits, the dis-charges still charged with energy. 

Psychoanalyst before the term existed, the writer managed a great feat when he succeeded in piercing the fog of the neurotic 
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fantasies in which his pre- Siberian writings kept him, by discovering their  underground: the  cleavage— the ultimate  threshold of primary rejection, the  empty center of the schism, the splitting of the subject. To tirelessly rename it in endless conversations of the self outside the self, improbable reconstruction. It would take a double- edged sword stroke, those two  Notes from the House of the Dead (1862) and  from the Underground (1864)— delicate incision and maddening dissection— in order for him to set free, above and beyond neurosis, the voice of the great novels:  Crime and Punishment (1866),  The Idiot (1869),  Demons (1872),  The Adolescent (1875), and  The Brothers Karamazov (1880). 

That is to say that the writer’s Christianity was not simply an idea or a moral and political  engagement to reassure “the child of disbelief and doubt” and the young rebel tormented by the scaffold, nihilism, and exile consubstantial with the human condition. His  optimism and his glorification of  thinking energy (so admired by André Gide) are incomprehensible without his Christian faith ( vera in Russian) in the Word incarnate. His novels are Christian; his Christianity is novelistic. 



Finally, when “everything is permitted,” or almost, and you no longer have angst but cash- flow anxieties, no more desires but buying fevers, no more pleasures but urgent messages on multiple apps, no more friends but  followers and  likes, and when, unable to express yourself in the quasi- Proustian sentences of Dostoyevsky’s possessed, you give yourself over to the addiction of clicks and selfies, you are resonating with that author’s exhausting polyphonies, which already prophesied the stream-ing of text messages, blogs, and Facebook, pornography and 

“white markets,” “#balancetonporc” [“out your pig”— France’s 

#MeToo], and nihilist wars in the guise of “holy wars.” 
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Do you hear something there? Could the inaudible Dostoyevsky be our contemporary? No more but no less than a fugue for string quartet or choral symphony of Beethoven. Or the density of Shakespeare. Or the comedy of Dante. Brazen challenges in time’s outside- of- time. 

CRIMES AND PARDONS

PASSIONS PLAYED- OUTPLAYED

At twenty- eight years old, the young writer had already published, successfully,  Poor Folk (1846) and  The Double (1846), when he found himself condemned to “being shot by a firing squad” for belonging to a Fourierist revolutionary group. He awaited death near the scaffold. At the last minute, a military assistant delivered the royal pardon; Tsar Nicholas I commuted the death sentence to hard labor in a Siberian prison camp for an undetermined length of time. On the evening of December 22, 1849, the future convict wrote to his brother Mikhail, “One can see the sun,” in French, quoting Victor Hugo. 

The metamorphoses begin with  The House of the Dead (1862). 

Tormented flesh, instinctive anguish of selfhood: “Ideas, convictions themselves change, the entire man changes” (wrote the convict to Totleben). The bellowing of filthy cattle, “they would have eaten us,” the desire to resemble them. Had he truly been denounced by “Eight- eyes” Krivtzov?— “I was the one who was the disciple of the convicts . ” “Hard labor killed many things in me and brought to life many others . ” Tenderness for deformed bodies in the mist of the steam baths. 
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A new  narrator is in the process of emerging: the common- law criminal Alexander Goryanchikov, condemned to forced labor for having killed his wife, a convict with others, a man like others. Following no plan, this chronicler notes “scenes,” his “portrait” of ten years of hard labor. It is not enough to split oneself, like a narrator hidden away in the shadows of his characters; it is possible to unite with the universal death drive, absolute void edged with certainty, but which becomes a joy. The joy of the power to play- outplay: of writing. 

Dostoyevsky introduced reportage into the absurdity of the prison world, opera of male passions, Christian grace of the Russian people. Reportage “publishes,” that is to say, recounts for the public, a human existence cut off from public space. 

Death that lives a human life: this is only the prison  system, its social and prolific “house.” On the other hand, the convicts themselves, criminals, recluses, condemned for life in this death, lead a “capitalized” life: “A new way opens,” wrote the convict to his brother. Indeed, the  house of the dead opens the way to the explorers of the totalitarian social contract. The concentration- camp universe of the twentieth century is already emerging; Kafka’s  The Trial, Primo Levi’s  If This Is a Man, and Solzhenitsyn’s  One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich would not be far behind. 

Nine years in Siberia— including four years of hard labor in Omsk, five years of exile in Semipalatinsk, first marriage in 1857 

to Maria Dmitrievna, feverish affair with brilliant student and early feminist Apollinaria Suslova, first trip to Europe, death of first wife Maria and father Mikhail in 1864. . . . 

Then follows a sensational descent, notebooks in hand, to the very depths of the horrid fissure and its membrane in words: Notes from the Underground (1864). Which reshuffles the cards for the irresistible final flight. 

16  Y  Crimes and Pardons The House of the Dead (1862) can be read as the  right side out of the  reverse side that is the dazzling brilliance of  Notes from the Underground (1864). 

I am a sick man . . . 

I am a wicked man

The underground man lives in a “corner” ( ugul) under the 

“floor” ( pol). The word  podpolye evokes “that which is under the floor,” and, without implying any sort of underground burial, it suggests the clandestine, the “maquis.” No more a question of hiding away in his disease, enough of bilious repression that affects the liver, well- known seat of doleful resentment: “I” 

makes the anger heard! Outlaw and resister, “I” lets fly a furious confession, his rages, hatreds, and inextinguishable abjections. 

Miserable “mouse” with a heightened consciousness that slaps, whips, mocks, and enjoys itself, this ridiculous man can only bang his head and fists against “a stone wall,” the wall of universal reason, summarized in the statement: “Two times two makes four.” No compromise, “zero periodic constant” could satisfy him, for the simple reason that this is the law of “us all” 

that expresses and thus commands the impregnable fortress of the “us-all- ity.” The “wicked rascal” has already invented a word:   obshchecheloveki, “global men,” that heralds the third-millennium fantasy of a densely packed, globalized humanity. 

And it disgusts him. 

What to make of  Poor Folk (1846), of the pathetic  The Double (1846), of the continuous carnival of threesomes, of the “internal swarming,” of the “twisted moans”? The “wit” of their neurosis that mixes pleasure and suffering together into “who knows what, who knows who and what for you” no longer amuses the rebel. His rage turns against “the heart, or whatever makes a 
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mess of itself,” like a spirited horse that rids itself of its “bit.” 

Another kind of writing develops, bringing to light his trenchant energy; it lays into the morons of romanticism taking refuge in the “beautiful and sublime” and even the future philosophers of “nausea” who, “wet hens with German beaver collar coats,” will abruptly champion it. 

In the structure of the narrative, a new kind of knowledge takes shape— neither cheerful nor despairing, but poignant and passionate— that of  cleavage, the empty center of the split, the borderline state where subject and sense are eclipsed. Which the one who hid away has discovered by dint of healing himself through writing. 

“Don’t spare the whip!” cries the narrator to his coachman, who drives them to a woman’s house, not for love, just an absolute encounter to take revenge, imperatively, savagely, on the self, on the impossible, on reality itself reinvented. The ice of repression is beginning to melt, and its “wet snow” gives way to the inferno of elucidated drives. 

These   Notes from the Underground (1864) are not literature. 

They plot the  provisional position in a violent recovery of the self that, beyond some neurotic affairs, accedes to the splitting of the antihero; edge- to- edge lie drives and sense, there where arises— or collapses— the speaking being, the  parlêtre. He pal-pates the living plasma, that protobiotic constituent that is nothing other than the distinctive capacity of the unhappy consciousness, the insect, the “mouse” or the “ant,” to mutate. 

To  be  and  to  disappear.  Tuned  into  passions  henceforth  set free: formidable  unbonding  that  sweeps  away  the  boundary between   good and  bad,  ego and  other,  feminine and  masculine; paradoxical coexistence of opposites and of sexes, that risks murder or madness. Like those of Raskolnikov and his punishment, always in gestation, latent. With his cutting clinical 

18  Y  Crimes and Pardons precision, Dostoyevsky thus diagnoses the  cut in “self ” and with 

“others”— at work in the student assassin: “He had the impression that at that precise minute he had just cut himself off ( otrezal)  

from the others with a snip of the scissors ( kak budto sam otrezal sebya sam ot vsekh).” As is also announced— although it must wait— the furious, scrupulous negation of that destructivity itself in the novelistic polyphony that reconstructs it into truth, a certain beauty. 

These  borderline states of unbonding, splitting, and cut became available to analytical research only in the century following the author’s death. Dostoyevsky appropriated the psychosexual experience of them in an act of survival that reinvented the  novel of the mind inhabited by  cleavage. It is not enough to say that his comitial state left his intellect intact. The writer introduced the “psychological revolution of matter,” according to Freud’s metapsychology, which he experienced— even to the point of epileptic seizures— in the art of novelistic thinking. That is where his immeasurable originality lies— in the voice of the thinker, ideologist, and Orthodox, as an integral part, among other voices, of his polyphonic narration. 

The urgent pressure of the work henceforth returned authority to word incarnate over the “borderline states” of the worldly being: “to carry to an extreme what you have not dared to carry halfway, and what’s more, you have taken your cowardice for good sense” ( Notes from the Underground, 1864). 

From the “monstrous,” it will be a matter of extracting “what is most alive,” “with a real body, like us, with blood . ” Good-bye to the “living- dead” and those fathers who engender us 

“themselves dead.” Soon, “we will need to invent a way to be born from an idea.”  The Brothers Karamazov (1880) will see to that, inciting underground humanity to suck all the “ juices from life.” 
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THE OPERA OF CRIME OR THE 

ABJECTION OF MATRICIDE

RRR, the main character in  Crime and Punishment (1866), Rodion Romanovich Raskolnikov ( raskol, “schism,” through derivation, designates the schismatic movements with mystical tendencies  in  the  Russian  Orthodox  Church),  inhabits  something worse than the underground, a storage room or, more accurately, a closet, where, brooding over morbid dreams, he had begun an article, even while distrusting himself: how to move from  ideas to  action as such? A student at odds with the university, living in extreme poverty, haunted by “certain strange and unachieved” ideas, does RRR commit the “double murder” 

of the usurer Alyona Ivanovna and her sister, the “innocent” 

Lizaveta? 

Did he do  it, did he only dream of  it, and if  it really and truly exists, how can  it be spoken? Impossible confession, or silent confession in infinite coexistence with the death drive. 

As for the narrator of  Crime and Punishment, he falls back on his faith in Christ, perceiving in RRR something like a 

“humility without reasoning,” “through conviction.” He does his utmost to make voices proliferate, to multiply realities. Polyphonic writing is his conviction, his faith. This is the true spirited horse who escaped from the underground and the “wet snow” to invent, for the first time, a psychological and metaphysical detective novel,  without a denouement. 

More trenchant than a confession, in the end shameless, necessarily more empathetic than a documentary account, the third- person narrative that is  Crime and Punishment cuts across and superimposes times and places. It complexifies the points of view of the killer by intersecting them with those of his various doubles, reasonable accomplices (Razumikhin) or cynical 

20  Y  Crimes and Pardons rogues (Svidrigailov); by making the task more difficult; by elucidating without resolving it: how to  relate something about which one has neither a clear idea nor personal opinion? Is it a matter of reconstructing the murder, its motivations, and its goals? Or rather of tracing back to the gestation, to the birth of the very idea of killing? How to live with the initial cruelty of all new thinking, whatever it is, when it pierces whatever solitude there is in one’s emotional fog and starts to make sense to another, to others? “It’s too ideal, and thus cruel,” concludes Vanya in  Humiliated and Insulted (1861). Raskolnikov himself shudders at the idea that innovative geniuses are killers who escape their criminal fate insofar as they succeed in imposing their inevitably cruel new ideas on general opinion of all kind, on existing norms and laws. How to recount  it? The “idea is not stupid,” since it puts you “on an independent footing . ” But above all it is “the aesthetic form that doesn’t work!”  It is displeasing , it is not beautiful: matricide! And neither is femicide, we would add today. 

THE UNSPEAKABLE   

AND THE ATOMS OF SILENCE

Without being a  political crime (it doesn’t contest the patrilineal filiation upon which is built the country’s political and social bond), Clytemnestra’s murder by Orestes had to have a  societal meaning; by attacking the arch- memory of an  anterior matri-lineal domestic society, it is the fertility within the hominoid bond, the mother- child reliance, that the Orestian murder targets most profoundly. 

The human being does not cease being born in separating from its mother, and that unflagging “loss” amounts to a 
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“murder” in the imagination. Imaginary “matricide” is a foundational psychological movement of self- autonomy, but along the way, it threatens to fixate on the act in service to the death drive, when this is not a matter of weeping bitter tears over death itself. Orthodox faith kneels down to weep on the earth, 

“wet mother,” and icons only “appear” in order to call the faithful to kiss them, to let themselves be embraced by all the senses in an oceanic fusion. Dostoyevsky would never cease to visit those deep regions of Orthodoxy, which would lead him, in the last years of his life, on a mystical pilgrimage with his young friend Vladimir Solovyov to the Optima Monastery. 

The scene that follows is one of cosmic exactitude. Face to face, body to body: the “bitter worry,” the “insatiable suffering” 

of Sonya- Sofiya, and the studied insolence, the “rather forced laughter” of Rodion. She heard his “drifting talk,” “something peculiar that led somewhere in a roundabout way.” “Speak, she cried, you’re leading up to something.” He: “ . . .  I would like to tell you . . .  who killed Lizaveta . . .    ” She: “How do you know about  it?” He: “Guess . ” 

Sonya  guesses that Rodion has taken the sword, the axe, to the feminine “thing” in him. The threatening feminine: the overbearing mother, expert in  the hold through money (usury) that takes the place of eroticism, and the depressed, restive mother, petrified into  dead mother (Liza); impregnable, irresistible, inaccessible visions of the  Thing, of the “umbilicus of the dream.” Dread of separation, dawn of the other. 

I came close to finding the end of  Crime and Punishment (1866) overrated: a “deus ex machina,” this mass where the assassin and the prostitute need to read the eternal Book to bless their communion sealed by the half- confessed matricide! I had underestimated the direct and discreet presence, throughout this arborescent drama, of the saga of the Marmeladovs, which 

22  Y  Crimes and Pardons continually instills, as countercurrent, the message of the Gospel into this first great novel issued from the underground. Isn’t it the evangelized poverty of the father Marmeladov’s bank-ruptcy that engenders the suffering femininity of his daughter Sonya Marmeladova, in which the antihero will recognize himself and of which they will together try to mutually free themselves? To the “gift” that her “lawyer” RRR makes to Sonya in defending her integrity responds the injured feminine of the prostitute who “gives herself ” to the assassin in flashes of Gospel. The drama of the reading could only take place in this reciprocity of two undergrounds, where she  guesses him. 

What is “guessing”? A third ear that hears the “juices of life” 

boiling. Her listening drifts with the drifting talk, and Sofia 

“gets it” without understanding or making it understandable. 

At first  she contracts his words into questions; “now,”  she holds the void thanks to  him and with  him, “together”; in the end  she is able to embrace the hour of judgment: “I will follow you to prison . ” 

To confess the crime does not mean making  it public, subjecting   it  to  public  opinion.  In  this  new  mutuality  of  the half- said between  her and  him, another  it is introduced, is forbidden: the  it of the transference whereby the silent confession hears and pardons itself. Forgotten is the “fear of aesthetics” 

that was for RRR “the first symptom of impotence.” Dostoyevsky is in the process of inventing a polyphonic writing in which this  it guesses itself. Henceforth nothing will stop the narrator in his accelerated quest for new cruelties. 

THE GOD- MAN, THE  MAN- GOD

HOMOEROTICISM

Prince  Lev  Nikolayevich  Myshkin,  the  Idiot,  is  an  “absolute child,” even if he were to live for a hundred years. His childish trust and “extraordinary frankness” “pierce people . ” With a gift for inner and telepathic contemplation, he is a “soul of light,” 

“lover without egotism,” “incapable of hate,” a “positively beautiful man,” in “this world, impossible without the perpetual devouring of one another.” Trapped in the innocence of the Infant Jesus? A strange bird in any case: blundering, awkward, naïve man of fine words, breaker of vases. Grotesque, demented, epileptic, frightened by his reason that escapes him in “contrary gestures,” does he truly have a “principal idea”? “No sense of proportion, that’s the essential thing.” An idiot use-ful for amusing the godless Apocalypse, its ridiculous canni-bals who devour one another, as in the past monks and children were eaten during the great famines of the Middle Ages. They openly make fun of him, not without recognizing a “principal intelligence” “spontaneous, different from secondary intelligence.” A mouse ( mysh, for Myshkin) of the underground, caught in the storm of leonine passions ( lev, “lion” of his first name). 

24  Y  The God-Man, the Man-God The most pathetic of Dostoyevskian masks, tender complicity with the laughable, the holy impotence of man. 

Parfyon Semyonovich Rogozhin, the taciturn bad boy, “is appallingly silent” (shudders Nastasya Filippovna): “only his eyes speak, he does not know how to move his tongue.” Young merchant, uneducated and bloodthirsty, partial to violence, sex, money, wads of cash, and stock market speculation. This boss of corruption is headed for crime; he prefigures the Mafia oligar-chy, globalized thanks to its billions and its assassinations by poison. Or the traffickers in weapons, drugs, and human beings. 

But he has encountered the Idiot, and  unbeing, annihilation outside of self, catches up with the Man of grief. 

The two men embrace each other from a distance, through the carnal myth of one Nastasya Filippovna, whom they will tear apart or save, in rivalry and solidarity. So that Rogozhin wins this woman, and persuades himself that he can only possess her by preventing her from being, by sacrificing her. Horror of the primal scene, night of the death drive. 

With Nastasya Filippovna dead, the male twins can comfort each other only in their Christian prostration. Given over to his madness, the murderer Rogozhin finally allows himself to be caressed by the idiotic tenderness of the absolute child, the Prince. Without intermediary, without “object,” without other, without a third party. Deadly triumph of erotic implosion: enacted, shameful, fatal. 

SAMENESS, IDENTITY, SELF- LOVE

On  the  long  path  to  identity— interminable incarnation— 

primary homoeroticism is an inescapable experience: the primary creative capacity for reunion with the self through 
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projection- identification with someone of the same sex. By taking over from the maternal bond and before identification with the loving father of individual prehistory, homoeroticism avoids incest and directs the destructive drive toward an affective quest for  the same in the other. An  other- self, degree zero of otherness in the  same sex as self.  This fusion- destruction, homoerotic psychological energy precedes the choice of the sexual object. The life drive needs  the same ( self- love) to affirm itself, develop itself, sin-gularize itself on its way toward the other, its objects and its laws. Homoeroticism is at the foundation of  subjectivation, in the   fluctuating sense of that experience. It accompanies and underlies the  choice  of  the  sexual  object  (whether  it  is  heterosexual, homosexual, transgender, or neuter) and is constructed throughout the psychosexual development of the individual. 

Myshkin thought that beauty was going to save the world and joked, standing before Holbein’s  Dead Christ, that “this painting could make us lose faith.” Rogozhin is not joking. He recalls with a “bitter laugh” that “we [Russians] have gone much further” than “people who don’t believe in God.” Very far, indeed, in that homoeroticism without Other, which these “two brothers” in nihilism embody, each in his own fashion. And which grants women neither the right nor the opportunity to construct themselves and to live as something other than the other’s other, in their difference, heterogeneous autonomy forever to be conquered. 

“THE DEAD CHRIST” 

More unfathomable than the underground of the suffering consciousness (“. . .  suffering is the sole origin of consciousness . . . 

their greatest misfortune, which man loves and would not 

26  Y  The God-Man, the Man-God exchange for any satisfaction”;  Notes from the Underground, 1864), it is natural mortality, without a beyond and denied resurrection, that torments the male voices of the carnival. 

Dostoyevskian man is haunted by his living corpse. As is the Orthodox faith, which, more than other branches of Christianity, pays special attention to the descent of Jesus into hell, designated by the noun  kenosis in Greek (“nothingness,” 

“emptiness,” “nullity”). Is this annihilation because of Christ’s humanity alone, or does it affect his very divinity,  the divinity? 

“You see me and you do not see the Father?” Jesus asks Philip before the Passion. Christian kenosis prefigures the modern age confronted with the “death of God.” 

The gravity of Hans Holbein’s  Dead Christ, a singular mini-malist representation of  kenosis, almost triggered an epileptic fit in Dostoyevsky at the Basel Künstmuseum. Like the eye of the cyclone, the low- pressure zone around which swirls the storm that carries off everything, the painting sets spinning the same/ self- love of the twinned passions in  The Idiot (1869),  Demons (1872), and “The Dream of a Ridiculous Man” (1877). “No hint of beauty” in this tortured corpse, no sign of the Resurrection that 

“overcame nature” by pronouncing “Talitha Cumi” and “Laza-rus, get up.” Death for Holbein is the ultimate truth. 

Confronted with his own irrefutable mortality, what is left for the Dostoyevskian man given over to the “new ideas” coming  from  Europe  and  structured  by  that  cleavage  beyond repression? 

He is tempted to take the vacant place of the Creator and, through a final revolt against the laws of nature that have programmed his death, commit suicide  himself. Apotheosis of the omnipotent  identity that feeds the negative narcissism of the brothers, this nihilism is going to culminate in the well-thought- out suicide of Kirillov ( Demons, 1872). But the engineer 
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speaks little and in bursts; his elliptical idiom already seems compacted by the ineluctable hold of death. Nevertheless, it is very much through thought, though  incarnated, necessarily backed up by dream, that the Dostoyevskian man seeks to save himself,  even  though  thought  also  runs  the  risk  of  failing, whether in “double thinking” (Myshkin,  The Idiot) or in deadly nightmares (Hippolyte,  The Idiot;  The Brothers Karamazov), when not more pathetically in comic aestheticism (Stepan Trofimovich and then the worldly writer Karmazinov). 

Throughout Dostoyevsky’s work, death remains the  absolute evil, whether it is the sensual pleasure of suffering or reason that leads his heroes to suicide or murder. On the other hand, Dostoyevsky does not pardon the “clean” death, cold and irre-vocable, dealt out by the revolutionary guillotine; that is “the cruelest torture . ” “Who dares to say that any man can suffer this without going mad?” ( The Idiot). Impossible to pardon such torture. The face of “a criminal, one minute before the fall of the guillotine, while the wretched man is still standing on the scaffold, waiting to place his neck on the block” makes Prince Myshkin think of the painting in Basel. “Our Lord Christ spoke of this anguish and dread.” 

THE BODY AT THE HEART   

OF LANGUAGE

A grand stairway and a train station merge, the present and the past overlap; Myshkin and Rogozhin; Aglaya and Nastasya Filippovna; Nastasya, Myshkin, and Rogozhin and others . . . 

lend one another emotions and behaviors ( The Idiot, 1869). The characters lose their contours, porous identities, in flight, con-taminated. . . .  Loves, hates, and jealousies interpenetrate, merge 

28  Y  The God-Man, the Man-God or repulse each other. Exchanges of looks, voices, and gestures form “spaces” before space, receptacles for signs before the setting down of words and sentences, before grammar and logic.  The Idiot is a novel about the irresistible power- powerlessness of ideas. 

Or else “ideas” drag on or trail off— dubious adjustments— 

and suspend judgment in allusions, suggestions, and precau-tions, to better magnetize the  gap: neither truth nor lie, a pro-fusion of “no doubt,” “perhaps,” “something,” “I don’t know what,” “I don’t really know what,” “he really didn’t know what,” 

“for one reason or another,” “for whatever reason,” of which Dostoyevsky was so fond. To arrive finally at that apotheosis of uncertainty: “that seemed almost perfectly certain, perhaps.” 

“The Ridiculous Man” (1877), who takes over from “the wicked man” and  The Idiot,  knows  very  well  that  “being  myself  is  a joke.” Nevertheless he does not commit suicide. Because he has the dream— 

hallucination?— that it is possible to  transmit desire, that “living image” of the impossible and the unrealizable. Desire for the unsayable. And the joker accomplishes his 

“preaching” by making words, syntax, and logic tremble. 

Or else the absurdities and incongruities of “your dream” 

intertwine  with  “your  reason,”  provided  that  it  is  “concentrated to the extreme” and “cunning,” so that they enter into reality “completely” and make you smile in the midst of the dream at a “very real idea this time” ( The Idiot). What is this 

“real idea” ( mysl deistvitelnaya), or rather  ideation in actuality ( mysl deistvie)? 

The  real idea is the substance, the element of  eroticism, according to Dostoyevsky. Do not search in the body, the sex organs, erogenous zones, cerebral areas, neurotransmitters, or other organic stagings, susceptible to marketization, financialized and globalized today in our own “crystal palace” where “two times two makes four.” Hardly mentioned, vaguely implied, and 
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nevertheless omnipresent, there remains of the sex drive only 

“the extraordinary power of the impression” ( vpechatlenie, from pechat, “seal, imprint, trace”), the psychological stylus that impregnates this kind of thinking, made “real” . . .  by dint of bizarre grafts. As a result of which this thinking, that which was thought, possesses the quality of belonging to your life: to 

“something that has always existed in your heart,” a “strong impression,” “joyful or cruel,” the dream saying “something new, prophetic . ” 

Because it unfolds between the folds of language, Dostoyevsky’s eroticism is not unaware of the body, but it disseminates it, by seizing it and making it into  preforms that the writer reconstructs in the polyphony of his  parlêtres who wave their masks. 

The body is not really “forgotten” by Dostoyevsky, as he might lead us to believe. It is true that in his novels the image of the body, portraits and physical details, are often lacking for essential characters, whether barely sketched or heavily outlined, who get submerged by the voice of ideas. Because an eroticism without organs disobjectalizes Dostoyevskian man. It comes to terms with the  void with the aid of encounters-surprises, improbable thresholds, icy solitudes, fusions, and ruptures. Random progressions and chaotic homeostases, it does not weave Webs or even rhizomes, much less social net-works. Terrified by the prohibition of incest, it is diluted in the confusion of the sexes, is threatened by the explosion of the feminine in the self outside of self, is exhausted in indifference, is consumed in the criminal or gambler. 

Thus the narrator of  The Gambler (1866), Alexie Ivanovich, the young tutor for the children of General Sagorjanski, only becomes a gambler to please the daughter of his employer. Who only responds to his outbursts of passion by ordering him to 

30  Y  The God-Man, the Man-God place bets for her at the casino. Suffering and probing the spirals of this agonizing passion, the gambler and the writer become one, a grasping, humiliated pest carried away by a “pleasure comparable to no other, unless that of the whip, when it cracks against your back, when it tears your flesh.” 

The sensual pleasure of gambling and/or of writing, the multiple stations of this way of the cross, these extreme sensations that make one “stick out his tongue,” “thumb his nose at fate,” 

calculate the “whims of chance.” To win in order to lose, to start over. To drown oneself, forget, forget oneself, without thinking, nothing but the vertiginous excitement of gain, undue power. More stinging, more staggering still, is loss, the  zero that articulates, from a negative ecstasy, the infinite expecta-tion of luck. “Money is everything” . . . 

Dostoyevsky was a 

gambling   addict for years, exhausting his wife’s dowry, his author’s royalties, the patience of his friends. 

On morning, April  16, 1871, he was wandering “through unknown streets” in Wiesbaden, looking for a Russian church, when fate led him to the holy of holies, to an unnamable God who made him “feel regenerated morally,” “whose blessing he awaited.” “A cold shower,” he wrote. Could he have heard in this unexpected place the last Job calling to him from the depths of the Book? The man as  convict and his sorry version as  gambler finally reconciled with Yahweh, like Job through Elijah? Neither guilty nor innocent, repudiating transgressions and morti-fications? He swears that he will gamble only one last time, and his wife, Anna Grigoryevna, confirms in her  Memoirs that he kept his word. 

Backed by the economy of the  Orthodox icon— which uses the image and its figures only to  inscribe an imprint, notch, or infiltration and which invites communication with the invisible, uterine, or mortal— 

Dostoyevsky’s writing distills this 
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Byzantine  iconism into Western  figurism.  The scattered corpo-real flashes that the novelist grants his characters release their iconic traces in the textual polyphony. Thus Stepan Trofimovich who, like Dostoyevsky, reveres the Sistine Madonna, believes in the Supreme Being; he is  addicted to alcohol and to card playing and is known for his vulgar laugh, unrestrained tears, and attacks of summer cholera (acute diarrhea). The narrator takes pleasure in noting the comic aspect of his expressions, where the repressed body only breaks through language in the figurative sense of those sayings the retired professor allows himself. 

Myshkin ( The Idiot, 1869), on the other hand, is totally deprived of body, but the elusive landscape in which he moves— the Saint Petersburg climate where the prince is tossed and knocked about, insulted, struck— lets us see the wild- eyed breakdown of the epileptic idiot, even before we learn of his disease. 

Whether they are forgotten, minimalized, or outrageously caricatured, the body, as well as all things “figurable” (objects, landscapes, behaviors . . .), are  seen before making themselves  felt, heard, and  sounded out in the whirlpool of languages. Nearly all the speakers in the Dostoyevskian polyphony “wring their hands,” 

turn “completely red,” “let out cries,” “collapse onto the divans,” 

suddenly turn “white as a sheet,” “shudder,” and “convulse.” 

Throughout, their dialogic interpenetration, their  medium prin-ceps, is constructed  between  “body”  and  “meaning,”  “flesh”  and 

“ideas.” Inexhaustible, insolvable organizations- disorganizations of othernesses. 

Because the  real idea, the  active idea only produces its eroticism because it is written . . .  as though delicately, “with the tips of one’s fingers.” Not out of  disgust, which nevertheless often accompanies it, but in letting itself trail out, almost inelegantly. 

With that Dostoyevskian  wave, brushing close to death and nevertheless a  living wave (like the pictorial  gesture of Cy 

32  Y  The God-Man, the Man-God Twombly,  according  to  Roland  Barthes)  that  “seems  to  be  in levitation.” The eroticism of writing “no longer lives anywhere”; the body  and figurism— eroticism  and writing— are both “absolutely too much.” 

THE SECOND SEX   

OU TSIDE OF SEX

 Nastasya Filippovna: “I am going to die soon” 

Her mother “had deigned to burn” to death with the entire Baraskoff estate. Nastasya Filippovna deigns to burn with her “monstrous passion,” throughout The Idiot (1869): proud, haughty, pensive, explosive, consumed. 

But she is not of this world: “I have renounced the world, already it hardly exists anymore . ” For better or for worse, she has entered the emptiness, without ties and without ego, intrinsically altered: 

“God knows what lives in me in place of me . ” 

Nevertheless, with a superior education, in French, of course, but also in various fields of knowledge, even law, this fatal beauty 

“understands a countless number of things,” especially the value of money (as do Dostoyevskian women in general). A reader, a student, in a word (sadly reminiscent of Apollinaria Suslova), in an atmosphere marked with taste and elegance, but not without her guardian “inflicting” upon her what he calls “the original act.” Enclosed within the shame of her “disfigured fate,” 

Nastasya Filippovna rises up first as an unconscious, budding feminist against Totsky, her lecherous benefactor, “that man toward whom she nurtured an inhuman repulsion.” Especially 
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The “woman object” does not let herself be pushed around and “outs her pig,” a pathetic prefiguration of the “me too” 

movement. The offended party throws herself headlong into the comedy with malicious laughter and venomous sarcasm and then in turn turns gambler, apparently out of disgust, out of vexation, basically for nothing: shouting, straight out, that “she no longer cared about anything, least of all herself,” that “all her life hung by a thread.” She keeps upping the ante; the players increase their bets. This rebel persists in refusing the marriage and also resists marrying the idiot Prince, leading the narrator to believe that her simmering pride is much superior to the rank of princess. In fact, Nastasya Filippovna is a “seeker” but “without goodness,” a kind of lover outside of sex who bonds with Myshkin, and not only through the intermediary of Aglaya (two women who are jealous of each other because they love each other in loving the same “angelic innocence”). 

As counterpoint to the  dead Christ exposing the males to the anguish of death, this proud beauty describes  her favorite painting, thus revealing the secret of the disturbing strangeness that makes her gaze so seductive: Christ  alone listening to a child, a hand resting on the child’s head, with “a faraway look”: “A thought, great as the universe, is in his eyes.” “And it is a pensive look— as children can be pensive— pensive and attentive, as the child gazes up at him.” 

As feminine alter ego of the Idiot, and beyond her refusal of the marketplace corruption that perpetuates the outrage done to women, whether or not they feel “superior,” Nastasya 
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Filippovna attests that “there is no sexual relationship,” whether understood as organic commerce (with Totsky, with Rogozhin) or as communion outside of sex (with Myshkin).  It does not exist, without each side losing in the war of the sexes. 

Dostoyevsky could have pronounced Alfred de Vigny’s late-nineteenth- century verdict: “The two sexes will die each on its own side.” Nastasya Filippovna does not feel capable of confronting that “shame” of sex that poisons her pride and her whole era, in conservative Russia in particular. And since Myshkin proves himself to be, in the end, sublime, their delightful and dramatic sublimation finally condemns these two “celibates of art” to the disaster of insanity (for him) and of death (for her). 

PROUD ONES, LITTLE DEMONS, 

AND SOLID AS SAINTS

The retinue of  proud and rebellious women includes three Catherines: Katerina Ivanovna Marmeladova in  Crime and Punishment (1866), Katerina Nikolaevna Akhmakova in  The Adolescent (1857), and Katerina Ivanovna Verkhovtseva in  The Brothers Karamazov (1880). Descended from nobility or simple com-moners, free or tormented, these eternal “phallic women” (even more “eternal” than the “eternal husband”!) command respect for their autonomy, even if they lose power in the end and border on the ridiculous— because they do not have the fatal breath of Nastasya Filippovna. Dostoyevsky likes them, lets himself be fascinated by them, and does not spare them. 

Dantesque furies and indispensable reference points,  mothers traverse the entire Dostoyevskian carnival; they are its messen-gers.  Between the countless tears with which they bathe the kissed hands of the servants of the church and the complaisant 

36  Y  The Second Sex Outside of Sex smiles they wear moving about the salons,  between logorrheic love and epistolary despair,  between imploring God or justice and scrambling for money. . . .  Interminable ordeals that fulfill them and that they suffer for their children, small, grown, and old, hanging from their breasts and from their souls, forever, until the end. . . .  The  melancholy distress of Pulkheria Alexandrovna Raskolnikova. The  maternal madness of Katerina Ivanovna Marmeladova, mother of the young Marmeladovs ( Crime and Punishment, 1866). The  pathetic domination of Varvara Petrovna Stavrogina ( Demons,  1872).  These  “Mothers  Courage”  tower above the anonymous mothers who overrun the monasteries and drench with their tears the holy ground of Mother Russia. “Our society has no foundations,” warned Dostoyevsky. But it does. 

The writer went searching for the “foundations” “internally and morally,” in the Russian mothers whom he does not let himself eulogize: “The mother, a Russian type (an immense character); they are crushed and subjugated and solid as saints.” 

Only one adolescent, “the little demon” Liza Khokhlakova ( The Brothers Karamazov, 1880), extends certain aspects of the 

“feverish and lunatic” heroine of  The Idiot (1869), Nastasya the seeker. Liza is not content with smashing Alyosha Karamazov’s finger between two doors (before Ilyusha bites another one)— a sign, through carnivalesque displacement, of the phallic competition that feeds adolescent desires. Her hysterical curiosity carries her into the darkest zones of nihilistic ideologies, extremist frenzies, and religious persecutions. It is Liza who, suddenly, through an unlikely leap— which Dostoyevsky’s narratives often employ— formulates one of his morbid and murderous fantasies that excite latent anti- Semitism and prepare the way for the Shoah: “Is it true that at Easter the Jews steal children and slit their throats?” Alyosha settles for a simple “I do not know.” 

This treacherous exchange disrupts the narrative with its whiff of dark, implicit fantasies. To the cruel legend of the 
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Jewish seducer, rapist, and murderer (captivating as Stavrogin?), medieval anti- Jewish literature adds the fantasy of the Jewish man who bleeds menstrual blood— to make him pay for the spilled blood of the also feminized Christ? They coexist with the fantasies of Jews as manipulators of money, the inexhaustible power that dominates the global market— 

an obsessive 

theme in Dostoyevsky’s writing— through and above which the intoxicating desire to gamble, to win to the point of losing, tries to get the upper hand ( The Gambler, 1866). 

The reader is taken hostage by the lascivious postures of this orgiastic imagination: Liza’s, Alyosha’s, the narrator’s? Alyosha’s 

“I do not know” cannot be dismissed as a simple literary tool that makes use of this evasion by a character (the youngest of the Karamazovs) to give free rein to the polyphony so dear to the 

“artistic perspective” of the author. Dostoyevsky’s ideological position can be heard here implicitly, which he adopts in the political debate, developing in his  Writer’s Diary (March 1877) his own “Jewish question,” a “necessary explanation,” he considers, for what Lacan calls  hainamoration, his “hatelove” of Judaism. 

By establishing the religion of the Russian people as “God-bearing,” the author inevitably clashes with the temple of the Bible and becomes complicit in the calls for the murder of the absolute rival, the Jews, now become superfluous foreigners and scapegoats. His novelistic writing itself struggles to decon-struct the psychosexual sources of this fantasy, this abjection. 

THE CRIPPLED SHRIEKER: “I DO NOT 

KNOW WHAT I AM GUILTY OF ” 

Delirium or grief? Guilty of disability (“a lame leg, shorter than the other”), of infanticide, of being a woman, of not being a mother. . . .  Marya Timofeevna Lebyadkina ( Demons, 1872) is 
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Shatov does not strike Stavrogin because this atheist nobleman, whom he loved, slept with his wife or because he seduced his sister Darya. But because he married Marya Timofeevna the Cripple, “in a shameful and base way,” “from a passion for martyrdom, from a craving for remorse, through moral sensuality.” This man of the people, the greatest zealot of the Dostoyevskian idea of the “God- bearing people,” is outraged by the perversity of his idol: “Is it true that you could give lessons to the Marquis de Sade?” 

The avenging truth of these demonic excesses, like the final weapon of the defeated raised against the executioner, strikes in the last encounter between Stavrogin and his scorned wife. 

He comes to announce to her that he is making their marriage public,  that  they  will  go  to  live  in  Switzerland  in  an  austere place. The Cripple is still lost in her deathly premonitions: someone is going to kill her, a knife appears, she dreams of a prince. . . . “Hands off, impostor!” “A curse on you, Grishka Otrepyev!” she cries, naming a heretic cursed by the church. 

“Ugh, idiot!” Stavrogin mutters. 

Thus ends this nihilistic blasphemy, the absurd marriage of 

“moral sensuality” and impregnable Cripple. Fedka the convict will  soon  come  to  murder  Mademoiselle  Marya  Lebyadkina with her brother and burn down their house. 
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Since there can be no love in a world without God, all that remains for these shrieking heroines is to cry out the truth of their morbid pleasure in the face of deceptions by male nihilists who consider them superfluous and often manage to savagely exterminate them. 

THE GENTLE SPIRIT, OR, THE 

IMPOSSIBILITY OF THE COUPLE

“The Gentle Spirit” (1876) ( krotkaya: “tender,” “fragile,” “humiliated,” “brought down,” and also “appeased”— even “peace in itself ”) is presented as a “fantastic story.” A veritable anatomy of hatred eats away at the couple:  He— appalling retired officer, about fifty years old, turned pawnbroker— and  She— the gentle spirit, poor girl of sixteen, who pawns some trinkets as well as an icon of the Virgin and Child to pay for an employment-wanted ad in the newspaper. She possesses nothing, an ideal situation for marrying her and treating her as the dowry. 

Another kind of pawnbroking: once she becomes his wife, she will, in short, be his principal object of security. The Gentle Spirit dares to take initiatives; he sees only “rebellion and independence.”  She eventually meets privately with an old comrade from   His regiment . He now joins the ranks of Dostoyevskian jealous husbands, in “hatelove,” with a “third party” via a wife. 

 She now appears to him as a “merciless tyrant,” a “torturer,” a 

“flirt from French theater”; her laugh is a kind of “debauchery but spiritual.” 

A “terrible reminiscence” threatens the impossible couple. 

Searing, destructive fantasies of  His projected onto  Her in a hallucination- daydream, or an act committed for the good, but by  Her? The polyphonic  wave, the Dostoyevskian trembling of 
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 She falls ill. The more  She deteriorates, the more  He enjoys distilling his hatred to the point of reversing it into pleasure. “The idea of our inequality pleased me. . . .” As  He has “gone out,” as though by chance, to make preparations for their lovers’ get-away,  She jumps out of the window, clenching the Virgin and Child. . . .  And   He  continues  droning,  “Why  is  this  woman dead?” 

Ineluctable solitude exhausts the chimera of the couple. 

Death carries off one more wife, while the husband continues to repeat himself, a burlesque version of long- suffering masculin-ity. They hardly suspect that the war of the sexes is about to change course, toward emancipating the “second” sex. As for the specious narrator, who says “I” in the place of  He, tender and eternal accomplice to the melancholy feminine suicide, he vents his carnivalesque poison on the  He. And leaves unanswered the fatal question: “Who was I: who was she?” — ultimate  splitting, 

“at the highest point,” through the shock waves of a perfect story. 

GRUSHENKA: “SHE SEEMED   

QUITE IN LOVE WITH HERSELF ” 

Proud, suffering, dominating, murdered, Dostoyevsky’s women are not only “commensurate with man” (as writes Nikolai Berdyaev, well- informed observer). They reveal to men their own unrecognized and repressed depths. They also inspire their irreconcilable eroticism, their feminine solitude: to be shared later or never. Battered by the vortex of “ils,” women are “îles.” 
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Grushenka ( The Brothers Karamazov) stands out in the archipelago of feminine voices. Mistress of father and son, she withdraws from Fyodor, flirts with Alyosha, and is captivated by Dmitri Karamazov. The licentious ingénue takes an active role in the  murder of the father that structures  The Brothers Karamazov. It is by coveting “his father’s wife” that the son enters into paternal desire. But— 

unlike other “trios” in which Dos-

toyevsky’s eroticism is deployed, culminating in  The Eternal Husband (1870)— Dmitri castrates his parent. Because it is a woman in the “maternal” position whom he appropriates and who becomes the prize of the explicitly sexual, lecherous competition between the two men. Nevertheless Grushenka is not content with stoking the jealous rivalry of these double lovers, this amorous dualism. Through her “audacious and realistic nature,” she is the one who introduces and directs the initiative and energy among the Karamazovs. They would have only been a hotheaded tribe going adrift without this “fresh” “business-woman,” this “Venus of Russian beauty, with somewhat exag-gerated proportions,” who reinvents herself at the same time as she transforms her men. 

Even if she is a typical Dostoyevskian woman, a sensitive orphan with a girlish cheerfulness, seduced and abandoned five years earlier by a Polish officer, Grushenka breaks the mold. 

Nothing at all like the “new woman,” and a long way from having “new ideas,” it is not for nothing that Agrafena bears the first name (in its diminutive form!) of the mother of Nero: she has an “extraordinary taste for business” (the era would have us employ the German:  geschäft). Speculating unscrupulously, she succeeds in “making herself a little capital,” this “true Jewess.” 

The young “trader” increases tenfold the investment of her partner Fyodor Karamazov, the patriarch who, as a result, falls 

“madly  in  love”  with  her.  The  narrator’s  anti- Semitism seems 
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Nevertheless the priceless energy of this “beauty of the moment” finds its roots in her shame: a very moral feeling, but a very peculiar shame. Insolent shame, “bitch” shame, when the indignant Grushenka so successfully seduces her rival, the 

“worthy” Katerina Ivanovna Verkhovtseva, who begins to greedily kiss her “swollen lip,” before the vulgar winner projects her shame onto the other, refusing to kiss “her sweet hand”: “do you know, after all, I think I won’t kiss your hand?” Nothing could be more base. “Vile slut! Go away!” explodes the proud Katerina in turn, thus defied. 

Empathetic shame, “witch” shame: the seductress flirts with Alyosha, purest of the pure. She can scent the shame of the young man that grows excitedly, that smolders under the irrepressible sensuality of the Karamazovs. Changeable Grushenka and timid Alyosha— their two suspended sensualities abandon themselves to each other in angelic osmosis: “I have found my sister. . . .  You’ve just let me find my soul again,” Alyosha reassures himself. 

But the triumph of the “Russian woman” is not complete until the improbable encounter at Mokroe. Agrafena- Grusha, 

“wild” and “beast,” is engaged— but without giving herself— to the impassioned Mitya, who has, in the meantime, very nearly killed the elder Karamazov: his own father, her lover. Mistress, mother mistress, at the height of hysterical intoxication, Grushenka induces and accompanies the resurrection of the “new man” in him. “I will be your slave for life!. . .  Beat me, torture me, do what you will with me.” Mitya dreams of avoiding prison by fleeing with her to America, a bizarre scenario. But “just look at her; is she an American?” Grusha?! 
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Does this last Dostoyevskian carnival prophesy the improbable fate of a couple who perhaps finally atoned for the parricidal obsession? Are they President Putin’s Rocambolesque globalized citizens? In any case, the comic possibility of a life as two takes shape here, destined for the libertarian fads of the new man, now reconciled with his sensual pleasures, thanks to the sinuous, submissive, faithful sensuality of a woman. The aging novelist remains unaware of the feminist passions already surfacing at the end of that century. But his archipelago of feminine islands is completed with a complicit wink to the inexhaustible ruses of  feminine sexuality. 

CHILDREN, RAPES, 

AND SENSUAL PLEASURES

A VEHEMENT LIBIDO

Childhood is the final threshold for pathetic humanity, purity or madness, transition to action or suicide. Ivan Karamazov, the most  reasonable  of  nihilists,  the  coldest,  most  exacting intellectual— even if he cannot avoid a visit from the Devil, and no doubt precisely because he cannot avoid it— achieves orgas-mic thinking in his interminable anthropology lesson on child abuse through the ages. 

And it is only after the inventory of these “bestial cruelties” 

that Ivan gives his famous tirade on  the innocence of children. 

Pure essence of human existence, exempt from the sins of the fathers, even from original sin, they might be the only humanity worth the trouble of saving, in that dream of “founding an edifice of destiny,” so dear to the “architect Alyosha.” 

The emphasis on Christianity in this indictment addressing nihilistic indifference and, above and beyond that, Stavrogin’s crime makes it sound like a universal humanistic warning. The criminal potential in ideological blindness: “While there is still time, I hasten to protect myself, and so I renounce the higher harmony altogether. It is not worth the tears of that one 
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tortured child who beat itself on the breast with its little fist and prayed in its stinking outhouse, with its unexpiated tears to 

‘dear, kind God’!” When Jean- Paul Sartre affirms existential-ism as a kind of humanism (“I have done a long apprenticeship in reality. I have seen children die of hunger. In the face of a dying child,  Nausea counts for nothing”), the atheist philosopher’s position resonates with Ivan Karamazov’s sobs.1 It is, of course, from this emotional platform, and followed by self-conscious laughter, that Ivan recites the poem that he “composed with fire” and that he “committed to memory”: The Grand Inquisitor, an alarming take on sectarian trends that threaten Christian and post- Christian humanism. 

It falls to Alyosha Karamazov to “make friends with street urchins” and to accompany one “young rascal” through his illness and to his grave. The narrator wants us to believe that, in the person of this teacher “half laughing, half enthusiastic,” 

who lives his religion “irrepressibly,” “walking hand- in- hand” 

with his “passionate boys,” “the love of children” can survive the concupiscence of faith. This final effusion in  The Brothers Karamazov cannot withstand Dostoyevsky’s immersion into the   rape of young girls that had constituted the (too?) dark material of  Demons, the complete version of which did not become available to the public until the 1920s and was integrated into the end of the second volume in the translator André Markowicz’s three- volume edition (Babel, Actes Sud) published in French in 1995. 

THE IMPRESCRIP TIBLE CRIME

In the printed pages that Stavrogin gives the starets Tikhon ( Demons), the libertarian and libertine nobleman scrupulously 

46  Y  Children, R apes, and Sensual Pleasures details the “incredible delight” he derives from “moments of committing crimes and when life was in danger,” the baseness of which he accepts: the “disgraceful and wild sensation” of waiting for “my opponent to fire” in a duel, for example, and above all, of receiving a slap in the face. He projects himself to the point of fusion with the couple formed by the mother and her daughter Matryosha (was she fourteen or ten years old? the confession  given  to  Tikhon  wavers),  and  he  minutely  reconstructs the sadomasochistic fever of the two women, placing himself on the side of the scolded, beaten child. Tears and punishments, shame again, but “extreme shame,” shame turned into little girl.  She— strangled by solitude to the point of dying from it— brandishes her impotent hatred, threatening him with her small raised fist; fever, disgust, mortal illness follow: “I killed God.”  He, on the contrary, “in full possession of his mental faculties,” he knows that she is going to kill herself, coldly spies on her, and lets her do it, listening to the silent death of gnats, observing the reddish spider on a geranium petal. A pho-tograph of a little girl who resembles Matryosha, bought in Switzerland, will sit on his mantelpiece, adorn his life. 

Having presented his debauchery to Tikhon ( tikhy, “the silent one”), Stavrogin compares himself to Rousseau: “Having indulged up to the age of sixteen with extraordinary immodera-tion in the vice to which J. J. Rousseau confessed, I stopped it at the very moment which I had fixed, at the age of seventeen.” 

But well beyond those solitary and forbidden pleasures, it is his sadistic delight that Shatov senses in “the extraordinary apti-tude for crime” of his abhorred idol, whom he defies: “Speak, don’t dare to lie!” 

As for Kirillov, he plays ball with a little girl whose mother is dying. He plays the child; life is a children’s game. A little girl, that is life: “Life exists, but death doesn’t at all.” The 
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engineer expresses himself in a halting language; without grammar, it names only the essentials, fields of meaning and of life composed at will. This Technical man stands in stark contrast to, but  right beside, the aristocratic Stavrogin’s muzzled sensuality. Without violating or profaning marriage, and by acquiescing to the cycle of life and death, Kirillov  feels a “completely new” and otherwise terrifying “idea.” His apology for the life cycle, sucked dry by nothingness, deprived of Creator, and lacking eternal life, imposes a  leveling without distinction between  good and  evil. When everything is equal, there is no more crime. And no freedom is possible, except the ultimate extravagance: suicide. 

Stavrogin does not listen to him, but, as though echoing the phrasing of his lunatic comrade, he follows the broken thread of his own thinking, of its ridiculous rubbish. He takes even greater pleasure in imagining the reprobation, rejection, and revenge of “all those people there, they will spit on us for a thousand years, won’t they?” His syntax is inflamed and falter-ing as it savors his present similarity- difference with Kirillov and the future punishment that will and must be inflicted on him by posterity. 

The abuser will also put an end to his life, but without having 

“felt” the absolute aura, the paradise of the epileptic Kirillov. 

Perhaps because there is no crime more vile than the rape of a child and no punishment equal to the pleasure of it. Unless it is the strangulation of solitude in the impotence of a hanging. 

DREAM AND REALITY

Sofya Kovalevskaya mentions in her memoir,  A Russian Childhood, that during a reception at her parents’ house (1865), the 
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In a letter from 1883, Nikolay Strakhov drew up a vitriolic portrait of his former friend, “given to [according to him] base actions and boasting of having raped ( sobloudil) a little girl whom a governess had brought to him in a bath.” Anna Grigoryevna Snitkina’s refutation in response to these rumors: “My dear husband represented the ideal man.” 

Dostoyevsky showed up one day in the office of Turgenev, who personified for him the hollowness of the West and whose caricature would be the worldly writer Karmazinov in  Demons. 

He confessed to him “an act most vile of them all”: he had raped a little girl. “Why did you tell me this?” asked Turgenev. “To prove to you to what extent I despise you.” The provocation came to a sudden end, but the anecdote never ceased to intrigue Gide and other biographers. 

In 1870 (this episode only came to light a century later, in the 1970s), the writer maintained that “the most frightful sin, the most terrible sin— was to violate a child. To take a life— 

that  is  horrible . . .  but to take away faith in the beauty of love— that is the most terrible crime.”2 And he reported a memory from childhood, in the courtyard of the hospital for the poor where he lived with his parents in Moscow: a little girl with whom he played was violated by some disgraceful drunken wretch. “All my life this memory has haunted me.” The boy had witnessed the torture; “[the little girl] died, pouring out blood.” 

WRITING AND PARDON

Fragments of memories, vague reminiscences, fleeting impres-sions,  even  personal  confessions. . . .  These are not “atomic 

Children, R apes, and Sensual Pleasures  Z 49

facts” that formal logic addresses but “quantum states,” impossible to define, locate, identify in a single act of memory, con-trition, declaration, or provocation. Bounds and rebounds of pleasure, they set into motion both thought and sentence, pierce the pathos of the event and story, make breathe or suspend the carnival. 

Since that pleasure begins at birth and with speech— with nature, society, and consciousness immediately imposing on it laws and limits— the sensuality of the innocent and irrespon-sible child- adolescent partakes of the risks of its free flowering; they are inherent in the blossoming and the future of the human. Therefore, children and adolescents are, first of all, to be protected, Dostoyevsky the novelist says, essentially, when he makes the abusers Svidrigailov and Stavrogin commit suicide. Whereas Dostoyevsky the political writer ( A Writer’s Diary) protests against child abuse, when it is domestic, but also against the new legal reforms when, according to him, they bow to enlightened Western rationalism. Irresistible infantile sensuality, which, not content to be “polymorphous” 

as Freud labels infantile sexuality, asserts itself as outright perversity. 

Masochism or sadism? Homosexuality concealed by the girl- object, spectral image of the feminine envied-despised 

through abuse, ghost of the abuser himself? These categories are too clear- cut for this murky zone of arousal- repulsion in which the aggressor drawn to the victim takes revenge on her in order not to be her, where the imperious sexual drive of the pedophile satisfies its wounded narcissism through the possession of the little boy within, set up as fetish . . .  abused. So many erotic scenarios that the cleaved superego’s morality must keep hidden, secret, without a trace. And that “the indifference” of repression forces to degenerate into pure madness, the anguish of annihilation. 
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Today “Stavrogin’s sin” is called “pedophile criminality”— 

the single sensual pleasure punished by the “Rights of Man” for being “without free consent.” Dostoyevsky would be the prophet for the era of “everything is permitted.” 



The polyphonic writer has no control over tragic humanism. 

The melancholic voices of what is essentially religious ontological pain- expiation, and their moral, humanist, secularized versions, resonate throughout his work, where they do not restrain but rekindle the  carnival of sensual pleasures, triumphant or calamitous, in  the sensual pleasure of writing.  It accompanies them and transcends them. Exorbitant ambition, to make heard to humanity, who has given free rein to its drives and its languages, that the only way to die on this earth “outplaying the limits,” is by making transgressions bear fruit through the abundance of talk. “Much fruit”— “  fruitio”  proliferating jouissance. “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and does not die, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit,” preached the Evangelist John (12:24), as quoted in  The Brothers Karamazov (1880). 

The sensual pleasure/fruit of  fiction, of writing- reading. It appeals to  interpretation, singular pardon in the text by the text, endless gift of sense to the insane. Is our explosive solitude still capable of this? In order for us not to die of hypocrisies or crimes 
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in the hyperconnected, mutely totalitarian framework into which we have programmed ourselves for eternity? 



One sunny, salty, windswept day on an island in the Atlantic, I thought I had detected and perceived— as one sometimes happens upon a letter tucked into hundreds of thousands of pages— 

what Saint Dosto wrote facing death, obsessed with the sex that kills. Since then, I have kept this “stolen letter” in mind; it is my compass. I am no longer afraid of drowning in the vast surges of his vocal meditation, inscribed in the fits and starts of his universal Russian. 

I enter it, reread it, I run, I bathe in it, accompanied by that human fever that cries and laughs, and I do not forget the impossible. 

EVERY THING IS PERMIT TED

FROM THE  DEAD  FATHER TO THE 

MURDER OF THE FATHER

Often lost among the secondary extras, pitiful specters of “us-all- ism,” the father lives behind the scenes in Dostoyevsky’s polyphony and participates in his splittings as early as the first novel by the young author,  Poor Folk (1846). Desperate “palimp-sest” of failures and sorrows, Varenka’s father dies suddenly, the creditors take everything, Mama is badly shaken and may be losing her mind.  Netochka Nezvanova (1849– 1860) does not have a father but rather a stepfather, a fascinating violinist. She indulges in the dream of living with him, “eternal bliss,” a dream that the madness of the tragic maestro succeeds in annihilating. 

 Humiliated and Insulted (1861) multiplies into many versions the paternal figures (Prince Piotr Alexandrovich Valkovky, the landowner Ikhmeniev, the rich English manufacturer A. 

Smith), who impose restraints and prohibitions on the desires of their adolescent boys and girls (Alexie, Natasha, the mother of Nelly), the girls especially, and ruin their lives, not without 
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all being finally forgiven in emotional scenes with tears and convulsions. 

As for the father of Rodion Raskolnikov ( Crime and Punishment, 1866), absent throughout the novel, he only appears as a powerless onlooker in Rodion’s nightmare, in which father and son observe a red mare being beaten to death, whipped by drunken peasants. The nihilistic student will only have to adapt this “primal scene” in assassinating the old usurer. 

The figure of the  general lends itself ideally to this disman-tling of paternal virility and authority. Thus General Sagorjanski, who supposedly rules over his colorful family ( The Gambler, 1866), is brushed aside by his aunt, referred to as “the grandmother” of the clan. In  The Idiot (1869), General Epanchin, loving father, is mercilessly dominated by his wife, Lizaveta Fyodorovna, the true general of the tribe and related to Prince Myshkin, with whom she shares peculiarities. 

But it is the specter of the dead father, sketched out lightly here and there in earlier works, that penetrates the chiaroscuro of the central couple, Myshkin- Rogozhin ( The Idiot), as though to make plausible their spectral passions. Without father or mother, without family, but not without Name, the disembodied saintliness of the Idiot is not of this world, and any allusion to social paternity is incomprehensible to him. Another kind of victim of that unthinkable “paternal function,” Rogozhin inher-its the gloomy family mansion and a good deal of rather dirty money, Holbein’s  Dead Christ, and his sinister sensuality, haunted by castrati. 

Stavrogin too has only a dead father ( The Demons, 1872): a lieutenant general (one more!), a frivolous old man, “dead from a stomach ailment on the way to the Crimea, where he was hastening to join the army in active service.” The patroness 
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Stepan Trofimovich Verkhovensky is the first central character to embody the humiliated, lying father. Tutor of the young Stavrogin and father of Pyotr Stepanovich Verkhovensky, the overexcited leader of a revolutionary group, this “liberal idealist,” a failed university professor, “stands up against the homeland like a reproach incarnate.” “The most innocent of all fifty- year- old infants” was “passionately fond of writing,” 

“and during hysterical interludes he would write two letters a day.” He even composed a “revolutionary poem.” This pathetically endearing modernist, who confesses at the end of his life to have lied throughout his existence, makes his last pilgrimage despite himself, summoned by “the limitless and the infinite.” 

The carnival of the “paternal function” here achieves its height in tender derision of its monotheistic axis, its irremediable decomposition. 

Thus lit by a few twigs, the inferno of the father only catches fire in the last two great novels that complete Dostoyevsky’s opus. The untouchable, inconstant, elusive father. To be recognized, to be rediscovered. Indestructible vitality, indispensable to the son, when the foundations crumble.  The Adolescent (1875) exposes this vision. It would have to be confronted, overcome, killed, in actual fact or in fantasies, in order for the son to reinvent— as the writer does?— “beautiful forms even for por-traying the past disorder and chaos!”  The Brothers Karamazov (1880) traces this path. 

The Dostoyevskian adolescent ( The Adolescent, 1875) lacks a father only because he has two of them. His legal father, the old gardener Makar Ivanovich Dolgoruky, and his biological father, 
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Andrei Petrovich Versilov, landowner, “man of the Enlighten-ment,” definitive atheist— “the only European in Russia.” 

In  this  universe  where  splitting,  cloning,  and  rupture accumulate, Arkady, son of the former serf and bastard son of the former master, has only one idea: “to become a Roths-child.” The power of money, god- father of modernity, Capital, administers the laws and replaces the social and religious need for constancy and continuity. Without opposing it, the biological father ( Vater  in  German!)  adds  to  his  adolescent son’s idea of “capitalism” the irresistible, male desire of the man who inflates his most elevated ideas with fierce energy: 

“I know I’m exceedingly strong. . . .  There’s no crushing me, no destroying me, no surprising me. . . .  I have the vitality of a watchdog.” 

 The Adolescent is not only a novel about the need for absolute faith that constitutes all adolescence. It is also a novel on the indestructible paternal ideal, angry, frantic guardian, ultimate “watchdog” of the aspiration to surpass oneself. In this idea is hidden the immanent transcendence of the  parlêtre and of the writer himself. 

Nevertheless, Makar is only a poor wretch, and the lecherous father Versilov plays the role of mocking deist. A new novel takes over, in which the sons’ trajectory will pass through  parricide, to which the carnal passions necessarily lead. That is how in actual fact the resurrection of the fathers begins, put to death by, and in the transformation of, the sons. 

“Why is such a man alive? Tell me, can he be allowed to go on defiling the earth?” Dmitri Karamazov points to his father, speaking “evenly and deliberately.” Father and son ( The Brothers Karamazov, 1880) are “infected” with the same “rage” for Grushenka, who has stopped “the cycle of the ages.” “The parricide!” 

cries Fyodor Karamazov at the arrival of his son- rival. And the 
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blasphemer, relishing his shame and his demise. During the trial that will be attempted against the sons, Ivan Karamazov, the thoughtful son, proclaims with “furious contempt”: “They all desire the death of their fathers.” 

Dostoyevsky constructs the character of a  father to be killed who introduces “sensuality,” “lechery,” and “concupiscence”— 

terms for naming the unbearable truth of the variant father-son relationship, charged with fascination, horror, and derision. Dmitri desires, at the same time, Grushenka— as and because his father desires her—  and the desire of the father himself, with which he is constructed, this “pattern” that constitutes him, that both repulses and thrills him to death. 

Thus, totally mobilized by his object (the woman, pivot of sensual pleasure) and by the extent of his drive (identification-disidentification with the father of the domestic triangle), Mitya’s   desire reaches its climax: it rejoins its stand- in, the desire for death. 

The sons will develop four strategies for taming this flame. 

Alyosha returns to the Christian sources of morality, sublimat-ing homoeroticism through instructive engagement. He will be a father- brother among the brothers, devoted to “boys.” Ivan denies carnal desire, which will not spare him a visit nevertheless, in the form of the Devil. Intellectually he acknowledges parricide, but he lets it be executed by Smerdyakov, and his madness is the price of this cleavage. Smerdyakov, the troubled bastard son, is the only one who dares to kill this “rotten” father, to finally join him in death by hanging himself. Whereas Mitya accepts his condemnation to twenty years of hard labor, because it echoes his desire for parricide, which he failed to carry out. A 
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universal desire, as Liza explains to Alyosha during the trial: 

“They say that it’s horrible, but deep within, it’s the horror that they love.” All the same, by being wrong about Mitya’s actions and  condemning  an  innocent  man,  Mitya’s  condemnation  is self- condemning: it leaves man alone with himself, free with the consciousness of his desire for life and death. So many carnivalesque replicas of the impossible  Golden Age of Claude Lorrain. 

THE GRAND INQUISITOR   

AND SHIGALYOV

From that fatal love, the poem of the Grand Inquisitor emerges. 

In this “ridiculous thing” constructed as a fantasy story, Ivan Karamazov expresses Dostoyevsky’s own revolt against the 

“heresies” of Roman Catholicism. Intended for the elect, unaware that men are “little children” and “vile,” the official Christian doctrine supposedly incited the “fierce and rebellious” 

to “eliminate one another.” All that remains is the advice of “the great and terrible spirits” to give some “semblance of tolerable order to those weak rebels.” With the defrocked seminarian Rakitin, Ivan the poet will thus echo Nietzsche in proposing that “if God does not exist, everything is permitted.” 

His long profession of faith wagers on the ruins of Christianity, but not without glimpses of its possible survival and even intermittent revival, when Ivan mentions the “dark places in the city” where Jesus will go to seek shelter. But “without the woman you love,” shut off from the carnal world of “little sticky leaves, and the precious tombs, and the blue sky” of which the sensitive Alyosha dreams. It falls to Dostoyevskian polyphony to make heard “the strength of the Karamazov baseness.” 
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The “solution of the social problem” that the “despairing” Shigalyov constructs before the dumbfounded gathering of the “us- all” 

( Demons, 1872) precedes the fantasies of the Grand Inquisitor and reads like a premonition of “Big Brother” from George Orwell’s 1984, of Hitler’s “final solution,” and of Stalin’s gulags. 

The  solution is indeed  final; the doctrinaire fanatic proclaims that “there can be no solution of the social problem but mine”: 

“Starting from unlimited freedom, I arrive at unlimited despo-tism.” After which Pyotr Verkhovensky summarizes and fleshes out the essence of Shigalovism: “Cicero will have his tongue cut out, Copernicus will have his eyes put out, Shakespeare will be stoned— that’s Shigalovism!”; “The moment you have family ties or love you get the desire for property. We will destroy that desire!”; “Boredom is an aristocratic sensation. The Shigalo-vians will have no desires. Desire and suffering are our lot, but Shigalovism is for the slaves.” 

With the father and God both flouted, the government of this totalitarian leveling is nonetheless supported, in Pyotr Ver-hovensky’s feverish excitement, by a supreme leader: not yet Führer, Duce, or Father of the People, but an inevitable comic offshoot  of . . .  the papacy: “Do you know, I have thought of giving up the world to the Pope. . . .  The Pope at the head, with us around him, and below us— Shigalovism. All that’s needed is that the Internationale should come to an agreement with the Pope; so it will. And the old chap will agree at once. And there’s no other solution. . . .” 

To give the signal for the great rebellion, Dostoyevsky’s demons will assassinate the gentle Shatov, one of the “us- all,” 

ultrapopulist, cuckolded, and happy to become a father despite 
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himself. In the bitter intoxication of sacrifice, it is still  religiously that  they  rise  up  against  God,  as  Ivan  Karamazov  will  do  as well, but as a frenetically broken thinker pierced by parricide. 

For five centuries, according to these characters and the political writer himself, Christendom has supposedly failed to make freedom possible, by surreptitiously submitting the Gospel (unfathomable mystery of the transcendence revealed to man by Christ) to the iron rule of the state (with its Roman model, which the Grand Inquisitor employs). 

This reduction of  faith to  politics explodes into egalitarianism and the mad scramble for money, according to the enraged writer. Unless, alternatively, the church manages to permeate the state and to open the possibility of a utopian human broth-erhood: a restoration of the Golden Age, the dream of Dostoyevsky the ideologue that transfigures the end of  Crime and Punishment (1869). 

But Shigalyov’s “philanthropy” needs “one or two genera-tions of vice” for man to become “a loathsome, cruel, egoistic reptile” and for “an aristocrat” to become “irresistible when he goes in for democracy!” “What can Socialism do? It has destroyed the old forces but hasn’t brought in any new,” con-cedes Pyotr Verkhovensky. Moreover, he himself is “a scoun-drel, not a socialist,” as he rightly admits. 

ZOSIMA: “DO NOT BE AFRAID   

OF THE  SINNER” 

In confronting parricide, self- analysis through writing is supported nonetheless by another mortal and passable paternity, the extreme opposite of Myshkin’s disembodied, fragile asceticism ( The Idiot, 1869), and hardier than Tikhon’s seductive empathy 
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The biographical file on this “type of Russian monk,” gambler, sinner, and controversial corpse, takes up more than one hundred fifty pages in  The Brothers Karamazov; it interrupts and obstructs this metaphysical whodunnit. Haunted by the words of his older brother Markel, dead at seventeen years old (“life is paradise, and we are all in paradise”; “every one of us is guilty of everything before all others”), and having learned to read from the Book of Job (as did Dostoyevsky, he himself a younger brother), Zosima exudes vitality until his death, when it rots to make itself felt. 

Long journeys on the roads of Russia, erotic spiritualities of 

“self- love,” joining the military cadets, explicitly carnal encounters, and jealousy of a “brutal cruelty” are added to the “mysterious path” of this man who evades a deadly duel before taking holy orders. In communion with “the man of sin,” the body of the starets remains the body of a man. It is not sublimated or entirely transcended into “spirit” ( dukh). Its skin reeks ( zapakh, “odor”). Already in  Crime and Punishment (1866), then in  The Idiot (1862), and finally in  The Brothers Karamazov (1880), with Smerdyakov (from  smerdit, “to stink”), the narrator loves to blur the boundaries between the two universes of odor and  spirit. Here, they are merged when the author even replaces the usual word for  odor  ( zapakh) with the one that more frequently signifies  spirit  ( dukh) to show that, in the saintliness of Zosima, they are inseparable: supplicant spirit and/or sublimated stench. Waste, putrefaction, death itself participate in spirituality. The stench that the story attributes to Zosima’s corpse is the most irreverent way possible of presenting that savage delicacy that is the internal experience. 

Dissemination and concretion of being, core and projectile, 
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Zosima’s saintliness is extravagant: in external inclusion, in internal  exclusion,  as  it  must  be  in  mysticism,  Orthodox  or Catholic. The extreme freedom of drives, filtered through the strict observance of the religious code reinvested and reincarnated, does not destroy but literally pulverizes  the identity laid bare, that of ego, sex, or language. 



“Of the vaporization and the centralization of the  ego. Everything is there. Of a certain sensual pleasure in the society of the extravagant,” wrote Baudelaire ( My Heart Laid Bare, 1887). 

A contemporary of Dostoyevsky, the French poet conveyed those experiences for which “God is a [living] scandal” in fra-grant terms: some are “fresh as songs of children,” “others corrupt, rich, and triumphant” ( Letters), always there are “rockets” 

that “hollow the sky,” the “infinite void.” 

Outrageously nauseating, the vaporization and centralization of Zosima- Dostoyevsky only emit the foul smells of the decaying carcass. Warning of the death love harbors, violations of prohibitions and limits, rotten sign that “no one is in a condition to understand,” they do not sing, they disgust and question. 

It is left to Alyosha to “go into ecstasies” after having bemoaned this carnal deflagration. But he is only a novice, and his brothers Ivan and Mitya are immersed in other ways in the foul “truth.” 

No triumph in “odor of decomposition,” just a “moment like that”: the contemptible whiff “shook the essential beliefs” of the young Karamazov, who, after having transited through Grusha’s beauty, brings his exaltation back down “to earth” and the  “vault of heaven . . .  in his soul.” There is no other way of 

“remaining in the world” than to fill one’s lungs with the scent of how  this novel on the death of God questions “the transports of minds and senses.” A big brash question mark at the most serious part. 
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The Karamazovs are “sensualists.” The word  naslazhdenie (“sensual pleasure”) peppers Dostoyevsky’s writing, but Alyosha turns his ecstasies back into pedagogical plans and only Dmitri’s puri-fying torture gives him full voice without killing him. This 

“  jouissance,” mystical operation paid for with a “pound of flesh” 

(Lacan), so close to us and so elusive, can be heard in the French 

“  j’ouïe” (“I hear”) and in all languages, when one body en- “joys” 

pure abandon through another. 

Experiencing one’s parricidal desires as an exhausting fantasy, without advancing to the act, however, leaves open the insolvable question: “But who has killed my father, who has killed him? Who can have killed him if I didn’t?” cries Mitya at the end of the trial. This “martyr to a sense of honor,” this 

“humiliated soul, guilty of nothing,” is nevertheless not a man at peace. He continues his search for dignity ( dostoinstvo) through “filth.” In a brilliant twist on the biblical, evangelical man, this modern Diogenes thanks the Lord for having revealed to him that he is a “monstrous sinner,” while not preventing him from leaving his father alive. “I didn’t kill him . . .  but I wanted to kill him.” 

The tearful exaltation of this antihero is too pathetic to be convincing. And as a mix of Christian moralism and carnivalesque excess, his tortuous trial verges on the sarcastic and ridiculous through a commiserating send- up of the judicial system. Dostoyevsky never fails to give all his spokespeople a heartrending tragic- comic tone. 

I hear that, and I prefer to remember Mitya in the summer-house scene, in the grip of his contradictions, with no way out in sight— not even prison—  and delivering to Alyosha a conviction that strikes us with its prophetic intensity. This survival of 

Every thing Is Permitted  Z 63

nihilism, this sinner before God, presents only enigmas, and as a celibate of art, lacking answers, suddenly singles out the most mysterious of them, the enigma of  beauty: “There are plenty of people . . .  who begin with the ideal of the Madonna and end with the ideal of Sodom.” 

“Sodom,” debauchery, anality, passivity, femininity, inexhaustible homoeroticism? Or the Hebrew “Sodom,” archetype of universal evil, home of immorality and vice, insatiable, exhausting desire? “No, man is broad, too broad, indeed. I’d have him narrower. . . .  What to the mind is shameful is beauty and nothing else to the heart. . . . 

Believe me, that for the 

immense mass of mankind beauty is found in Sodom.” 

Theologian and clever carnivalist, Dostoyevsky makes resonate in “Dmitri” the Greek name of the mythic Demeter, tireless “mother of the earth” for which she must plow up hell before returning to the harvests of life. He thus lets readers wandering in this polyphony understand that it is by merging with the energy of maternal eroticism that the son survives the murder of the father. And that Dmitri’s “Sodom” aspires to and assumes the unbearable hysteria of feminine  desire as well as the sovereign  will of femininity. 

Thus, it is a matter of Karamazovian beauty, that “terrifying thing,” the secret battleground between the Devil and the Good Lord. But Dmitri is not satisfied with the stories and confessions that he stammers out. In order for “man to rise again from his abasement,” and “in the very midst of this shame,” Dmitri Karamazov finally leaves everything . . .  to the memory of European literature. Thus, “he raised his head, thought a minute, and began with enthusiasm” to recite Schiller’s “Ode to Joy”! 

To each his poem. Ivan, son of his father and the shrieker, composes his “Grand Inquisitor.” Alyosha, the youngest, stops holding forth as pedagogue and transforms into a 

64  Y  Every thing Is Permitted walker- educator of “boys.” Mitya, the oldest brother, born of the same buffoon and the independent aristocratic woman who beat him, feminist before the term existed, becomes impassioned over a strange kind of romantic humanism. He recites for Alexie the verses celebrating the deist orgy with mother earth: “Her gifts to man are friends in need, / The wreath, the foaming must, / To angels— 

vision of God’s throne, / To 

insects— sensual lust.” 

Dmitri is much more irreverent, however, than the German idealist  he  quotes,  his  mentor  in  this  case.  He  plunges  into debauchery, “headlong and heels up,” and finds beauty in that 

“humiliating position.” Beyond sarcasm, is it the demonic that he rallies by trying to “kiss the hem of the veil in which my God is shrouded” and to enter into a new stage of sensuality? This absurd condemned man no longer complains of “not knowing how to say it with words,” and he no longer “preaches” either. 

Having found the formula for  beauty, he puts it into action and sketches out a future with Grusha as his wife: together they will brave prison camp and America! 

A final— European and Dostoyevskian— variation on the 

“ridiculous man.” 



A version of Schiller’s hymn inspired the last movement of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. That tune, without words, became the anthem of the European Union. Today, romanticism and sarcasm maintain the global market, and Karamazovian  jouissance is diluted or radicalized in the “everything is permitted” of the World Wide Web. The ideal of the Madonna is displayed, with no shame whatsoever, side by side the ideal of Sodom. Or so it seems. It is not certain that men and women are “broad” enough (just as Mitya wished) to grasp the terrifying beauty of that. 
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When the repercussions of this battleground escape us, maybe we can reread Dostoyevsky. Proliferating dialogues which are not a means, but  the end. The only one still possible? 

With their unresolvable tensions, we approach something like the center of a beauty that constitutes us and that could, perhaps, survive us. 
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