
  
    
      
    
  


		
			A Confession

			By Leo Tol­stoy.

			Trans­lat­ed by Aylmer Maude.

			[image: ]
		
	
		
			
				Imprint

				[image: The Standard Ebooks logo.]
			
			This ebook is the prod­uct of many hours of hard work by vol­un­teers for Stan­dard Ebooks, and builds on the hard work of oth­er lit­er­a­ture lovers made pos­si­ble by the pub­lic do­main.

			This par­tic­u­lar ebook is based on a tran­scrip­tion from Wik­isource and on dig­i­tal scans from the HathiTrust Dig­i­tal Li­brary.

			The source text and art­work in this ebook are be­lieved to be in the Unit­ed States pub­lic do­main; that is, they are be­lieved to be free of copy­right re­stric­tions in the Unit­ed States. They may still be copy­right­ed in oth­er coun­tries, so users lo­cat­ed out­side of the Unit­ed States must check their lo­cal laws be­fore us­ing this ebook. The cre­ators of, and con­trib­u­tors to, this ebook ded­i­cate their con­tri­bu­tions to the world­wide pub­lic do­main via the terms in the CC0 1.0 Uni­ver­sal Pub­lic Do­main Ded­i­ca­tion. For full li­cense in­for­ma­tion, see the Un­copy­right at the end of this ebook.

			Stan­dard Ebooks is a vol­un­teer-driv­en project that pro­duces ebook edi­tions of pub­lic do­main lit­er­a­ture us­ing mod­ern ty­pog­ra­phy, tech­nol­o­gy, and ed­i­to­ri­al stan­dards, and dis­trib­utes them free of cost. You can down­load this and oth­er ebooks care­ful­ly pro­duced for true book lovers at stan­dard­e­books.org.

		
	
		
			I

			I was bap­tized and brought up in the Or­tho­dox Chris­ti­an faith. I was taught it in child­hood and through­out my boy­hood and youth. But when I aban­doned the second course of the uni­ver­sity at the age of eight­een I no longer be­lieved any of the things I had been taught.

			Judging by cer­tain memor­ies, I nev­er ser­i­ously be­lieved them, but had merely re­lied on what I was taught and on what was pro­fessed by the grown-up people around me, and that re­li­ance was very un­stable.

			I re­mem­ber that be­fore I was el­ev­en a gram­mar school pu­pil, Vladi­mir Mily­utin (long since dead), vis­ited us one Sunday and an­nounced as the latest nov­elty a dis­cov­ery made at his school. This dis­cov­ery was that there is no God and that all we are taught about Him is a mere in­ven­tion (this was in 1838). I re­mem­ber how in­ter­ested my eld­er broth­ers were in this in­form­a­tion. They called me to their coun­cil and we all, I re­mem­ber, be­came very an­im­ated, and ac­cep­ted it as some­thing very in­ter­est­ing and quite pos­sible.

			I re­mem­ber also that when my eld­er broth­er, Dmitriy, who was then at the uni­ver­sity, sud­denly, in the pas­sion­ate way nat­ur­al to him, de­voted him­self to re­li­gion and began to at­tend all the Church ser­vices, to fast and to lead a pure and mor­al life, we all—even our eld­ers—un­ceas­ingly held him up to ri­dicule and for some un­known reas­on called him “Noah.” I re­mem­ber that Mus­in-Pushkin, the then Cur­at­or of Kazan Uni­ver­sity, when in­vit­ing us to dance at his home, iron­ic­ally per­suaded my broth­er (who was de­clin­ing the in­vit­a­tion) by the ar­gu­ment that even Dav­id danced be­fore the Ark. I sym­path­ized with these jokes made by my eld­ers, and drew from them the con­clu­sion that though it is ne­ces­sary to learn the cat­ech­ism and go to church, one must not take such things too ser­i­ously. I re­mem­ber also that I read Voltaire when I was very young, and that his raillery, far from shock­ing me, amused me very much.

			My lapse from faith oc­curred as is usu­al among people on our level of edu­ca­tion. In most cases, I think, it hap­pens thus: a man lives like every­body else, on the basis of prin­ciples not merely hav­ing noth­ing in com­mon with re­li­gious doc­trine, but gen­er­ally op­posed to it; re­li­gious doc­trine does not play a part in life, in in­ter­course with oth­ers it is nev­er en­countered, and in a man’s own life he nev­er has to reck­on with it. Re­li­gious doc­trine is pro­fessed far away from life and in­de­pend­ently of it. If it is en­countered, it is only as an ex­tern­al phe­nomen­on dis­con­nec­ted from life.

			Then as now, it was and is quite im­possible to judge by a man’s life and con­duct wheth­er he is a be­liev­er or not. If there be a dif­fer­ence between a man who pub­licly pro­fesses or­tho­doxy and one who denies it, the dif­fer­ence is not in fa­vor of the former. Then as now, the pub­lic pro­fes­sion and con­fes­sion of or­tho­doxy was chiefly met with among people who were dull and cruel and who con­sidered them­selves very im­port­ant. Abil­ity, hon­esty, re­li­ab­il­ity, good-nature and mor­al con­duct, were of­ten met with among un­be­liev­ers.

			The schools teach the cat­ech­ism and send the pu­pils to church, and gov­ern­ment of­fi­cials must pro­duce cer­ti­fic­ates of hav­ing re­ceived com­mu­nion. But a man of our circle who has fin­ished his edu­ca­tion and is not in the gov­ern­ment ser­vice may even now (and formerly it was still easi­er for him to do so) live for ten or twenty years without once re­mem­ber­ing that he is liv­ing among Chris­ti­ans and is him­self reckoned a mem­ber of the or­tho­dox Chris­ti­an Church.

			So that, now as formerly, re­li­gious doc­trine, ac­cep­ted on trust and sup­por­ted by ex­tern­al pres­sure, thaws away gradu­ally un­der the in­flu­ence of know­ledge and ex­per­i­ence of life which con­flict with it, and a man very of­ten lives on, ima­gin­ing that he still holds in­tact the re­li­gious doc­trine im­par­ted to him in child­hood where­as in fact not a trace of it re­mains.

			S., a clev­er and truth­ful man, once told me the story of how he ceased to be­lieve. On a hunt­ing ex­ped­i­tion, when he was already twenty-six, he once, at the place where they put up for the night, knelt down in the even­ing to pray—a habit re­tained from child­hood. His eld­er broth­er, who was at the hunt with him, was ly­ing on some hay and watch­ing him. When S. had fin­ished and was set­tling down for the night, his broth­er said to him: “So you still do that?”

			They said noth­ing more to one an­oth­er. But from that day S. ceased to say his pray­ers or go to church. And now he has not prayed, re­ceived com­mu­nion, or gone to church, for thirty years. And this not be­cause he knows his broth­er’s con­vic­tions and has joined him in them, nor be­cause he has de­cided any­thing in his own soul, but simply be­cause the word spoken by his broth­er was like the push of a fin­ger on a wall that was ready to fall by its own weight. The word only showed that where he thought there was faith, in real­ity there had long been an empty space, and that there­fore the ut­ter­ance of words and the mak­ing of signs of the cross and gen­u­flec­tions while pray­ing were quite sense­less ac­tions. Be­com­ing con­scious of their sense­less­ness he could not con­tin­ue them.

			So it has been and is, I think, with the great ma­jor­ity of people. I am speak­ing of people of our edu­ca­tion­al level who are sin­cere with them­selves, and not of those who make the pro­fes­sion of faith a means of at­tain­ing worldly aims. (Such people are the most fun­da­ment­al in­fi­dels, for if faith is for them a means of at­tain­ing any worldly aims, then cer­tainly it is not faith.) These people of our edu­ca­tion are so placed that the light of know­ledge and life has caused an ar­ti­fi­cial erec­tion to melt away, and they have either already no­ticed this and swept its place clear, or they have not yet no­ticed it.

			The re­li­gious doc­trine taught me from child­hood dis­ap­peared in me as in oth­ers, but with this dif­fer­ence, that as from the age of fif­teen I began to read philo­soph­ic­al works, my re­jec­tion of the doc­trine be­came a con­scious one at a very early age. From the time I was six­teen I ceased to say my pray­ers and ceased to go to church or to fast of my own vo­li­tion. I did not be­lieve what had been taught me in child­hood but I be­lieved in some­thing. What it was I be­lieved in I could not at all have said. I be­lieved in a God, or rather I did not deny God—but I could not have said what sort of God. Neither did I deny Christ and his teach­ing, but what his teach­ing con­sisted in I again could not have said.

			Look­ing back on that time, I now see clearly that my faith—my only real faith—that which apart from my an­im­al in­stincts gave im­pulse to my life—was a be­lief in per­fect­ing my­self. But in what this per­fect­ing con­sisted and what its ob­ject was, I could not have said. I tried to per­fect my­self men­tally—I stud­ied everything I could, any­thing life threw in my way; I tried to per­fect my will, I drew up rules I tried to fol­low; I per­fec­ted my­self phys­ic­ally, cul­tiv­at­ing my strength and agil­ity by all sorts of ex­er­cises, and ac­cus­tom­ing my­self to en­dur­ance and pa­tience by all kinds of priva­tions. And all this I con­sidered to be the pur­suit of per­fec­tion. The be­gin­ning of it all was, of course, mor­al per­fec­tion; but that was soon re­placed by per­fec­tion in gen­er­al: by the de­sire to be bet­ter not in my own eyes or those of God but in the eyes of oth­er people. And very soon this ef­fort again changed in­to a de­sire to be stronger than oth­ers: to be more fam­ous, more im­port­ant and rich­er than oth­ers.

		
	
		
			II

			Some day I will nar­rate the touch­ing and in­struct­ive his­tory of my life dur­ing those ten years of my youth. I think very many people have had a like ex­per­i­ence. With all my soul I wished to be good, but I was young, pas­sion­ate and alone, com­pletely alone when I sought good­ness. Every time I tried to ex­press my most sin­cere de­sire, which was to be mor­ally good, I met with con­tempt and ri­dicule, but as soon as I yiel­ded to low pas­sions I was praised and en­cour­aged.

			Am­bi­tion, love of power, cov­et­ous­ness, las­ci­vi­ous­ness, pride, an­ger, and re­venge—were all re­spec­ted.

			Yield­ing to those pas­sions I be­came like the grown-up folk and felt that they ap­proved of me. The kind aunt with whom I lived, her­self the purest of be­ings, al­ways told me that there was noth­ing she so de­sired for me as that I should have re­la­tions with a mar­ried wo­man: “Ri­en ne forme un jeune homme, comme une li­ais­on avec une femme comme il faut.”1 An­oth­er hap­pi­ness she de­sired for me was that I should be­come an aide-de-camp, and if pos­sible aide-de-camp to the Em­per­or. But the greatest hap­pi­ness of all would be that I should marry a very rich girl and so be­come pos­sessed of as many serfs as pos­sible.

			I can­not think of those years without hor­ror, loath­ing and heartache. I killed men in war and chal­lenged men to duels in or­der to kill them. I lost at cards, con­sumed the labor of the peas­ants, sen­tenced them to pun­ish­ments, lived loosely, and de­ceived people. Ly­ing, rob­bery, adul­tery of all kinds, drunk­en­ness, vi­ol­ence, murder—there was no crime I did not com­mit, and in spite of that people praised my con­duct and my con­tem­por­ar­ies con­sidered and con­sider me to be a com­par­at­ively mor­al man.

			So I lived for ten years.

			Dur­ing that time I began to write from van­ity, cov­et­ous­ness, and pride. In my writ­ings I did the same as in my life. To get fame and money, for the sake of which I wrote, it was ne­ces­sary to hide the good and to dis­play the evil. And I did so. How of­ten in my writ­ings I con­trived to hide un­der the guise of in­dif­fer­ence, or even of banter, those striv­ings of mine to­wards good­ness which gave mean­ing to my life! And I suc­ceeded in this and was praised.

			At twenty-six years of age2 I re­turned to Peters­burg after the war, and met the writers. They re­ceived me as one of them­selves and flattered me. And be­fore I had time to look round I had ad­op­ted the views on life of the set of au­thors I had come among, and these views com­pletely ob­lit­er­ated all my former striv­ings to im­prove—they fur­nished a the­ory which jus­ti­fied the dis­sol­ute­ness of my life.

			The view of life of these people, my com­rades in au­thor­ship, con­sisted in this: that life in gen­er­al goes on de­vel­op­ing, and in this de­vel­op­ment we—men of thought—have the chief part; and among men of thought it is we—artists and po­ets—who have the greatest in­flu­ence. Our vo­ca­tion is to teach man­kind. And lest the simple ques­tion should sug­gest it­self: What do I know, and what can I teach? It was ex­plained in this the­ory that this need not be known, and that the artist and poet teach un­con­sciously. I was con­sidered an ad­mir­able artist and poet, and there­fore it was very nat­ur­al for me to ad­opt this the­ory. I, artist and poet, wrote and taught without my­self know­ing what. For this I was paid money; I had ex­cel­lent food, lodging, wo­men, and so­ci­ety; and I had fame, which showed that what I taught was very good.

			This faith in the mean­ing of po­etry and in the de­vel­op­ment of life was a re­li­gion, and I was one of its priests. To be its priest was very pleas­ant and prof­it­able. And I lived a con­sid­er­able time in this faith without doubt­ing its valid­ity. But in the second and still more in the third year of this life I began to doubt the in­fal­lib­il­ity of this re­li­gion and to ex­am­ine it. My first cause of doubt was that I began to no­tice that the priests of this re­li­gion were not all in ac­cord among them­selves. Some said: We are the best and most use­ful teach­ers; we teach what is needed, but the oth­ers teach wrongly. Oth­ers said: No! we are the real teach­ers, and you teach wrongly. And they dis­puted, quar­relled, ab­used, cheated, and tricked one an­oth­er. There were also many among us who did not care who was right and who was wrong, but were simply bent on at­tain­ing their cov­et­ous aims by means of this activ­ity of ours. All this ob­liged me to doubt the valid­ity of our creed.

			Moreover, hav­ing be­gun to doubt the truth of the au­thors’ creed it­self, I also began to ob­serve its priests more at­tent­ively, and I be­came con­vinced that al­most all the priests of that re­li­gion, the writers, were im­mor­al, and for the most part men of bad, worth­less char­ac­ter, much in­feri­or to those whom I had met in my former dis­sip­ated and mil­it­ary life; but they were self-con­fid­ent and self-sat­is­fied as only those can be who are quite holy or who do not know what holi­ness is. These people re­vol­ted me, I be­came re­volt­ing to my­self, and I real­ized that that faith was a fraud.

			But strange to say, though I un­der­stood this fraud and re­nounced it, yet I did not re­nounce the rank these people gave me: the rank of artist, poet, and teach­er. I na­ively ima­gined that I was a poet and artist and could teach every­body without my­self know­ing what I was teach­ing, and I ac­ted ac­cord­ingly.

			From my in­tim­acy with these men I ac­quired a new vice: ab­nor­mally de­veloped pride and an in­sane as­sur­ance that it was my vo­ca­tion to teach men, without know­ing what.

			To re­mem­ber that time, and my own state of mind and that of those men (though there are thou­sands like them today), is sad and ter­rible and ludicrous, and arouses ex­actly the feel­ing one ex­per­i­ences in a lun­at­ic asylum.

			We were all then con­vinced that it was ne­ces­sary for us to speak, write, and print as quickly as pos­sible and as much as pos­sible, and that it was all wanted for the good of hu­man­ity. And thou­sands of us, con­tra­dict­ing and ab­us­ing one an­oth­er, all prin­ted and wrote—teach­ing oth­ers. And without no­ti­cing that we knew noth­ing, and that to the simplest of life’s ques­tions: What is good and what is evil? We did not know how to reply, we all talked at the same time, not listen­ing to one an­oth­er, some­times second­ing and prais­ing one an­oth­er in or­der to be seconded and praised in turn, some­times get­ting angry with one an­oth­er—just as in a lun­at­ic asylum.

			Thou­sands of work­men la­boured to the ex­treme lim­it of their strength day and night, set­ting the type and print­ing mil­lions of words which the post car­ried all over Rus­sia, and we still went on teach­ing and could in no way find time to teach enough, and were al­ways angry that suf­fi­cient at­ten­tion was not paid us.

			It was ter­ribly strange, but is now quite com­pre­hens­ible. Our real in­ner­most con­cern was to get as much money and praise as pos­sible. To gain that end we could do noth­ing ex­cept write books and pa­pers. So we did that. But in or­der to do such use­less work and to feel as­sured that we were very im­port­ant people we re­quired a the­ory jus­ti­fy­ing our activ­ity. And so among us this the­ory was de­vised: “All that ex­ists is reas­on­able. All that ex­ists de­vel­ops. And it all de­vel­ops by means of Cul­ture. And Cul­ture is meas­ured by the cir­cu­la­tion of books and news­pa­pers. And we are paid money and are re­spec­ted be­cause we write books and news­pa­pers, and there­fore we are the most use­ful and the best of men.” This the­ory would have been all very well if we had been un­an­im­ous, but as every thought ex­pressed by one of us was al­ways met by a dia­met­ric­ally op­pos­ite thought ex­pressed by an­oth­er, we ought to have been driv­en to re­flec­tion. But we ig­nored this; people paid us money and those on our side praised us, so each of us con­sidered him­self jus­ti­fied.

			It is now clear to me that this was just as in a lun­at­ic asylum; but then I only dimly sus­pec­ted this, and like all lun­at­ics, simply called all men lun­at­ics ex­cept my­self.

		
	
		
			III

			So I lived, abandon­ing my­self to this in­san­ity for an­oth­er six years, till my mar­riage. Dur­ing that time I went abroad. Life in Europe and my ac­quaint­ance with lead­ing and learned Europeans3 con­firmed me yet more in the faith of striv­ing after per­fec­tion in which I be­lieved, for I found the same faith among them. That faith took with me the com­mon form it as­sumes with the ma­jor­ity of edu­cated people of our day. It was ex­pressed by the word “pro­gress.” It then ap­peared to me that this word meant some­thing. I did not as yet un­der­stand that, be­ing tor­men­ted (like every vi­tal man) by the ques­tion how it is best for me to live, in my an­swer, “Live in con­form­ity with pro­gress,” I was like a man in a boat who when car­ried along by wind and waves should reply to what for him is the chief and only ques­tion “whith­er to steer” by say­ing, “We are be­ing car­ried some­where.”

			I did not then no­tice this. Only oc­ca­sion­ally—not by reas­on but by in­stinct—I re­vol­ted against this su­per­sti­tion so com­mon in our day, by which people hide from them­selves their lack of un­der­stand­ing of life. … So, for in­stance, dur­ing my stay in Par­is, the sight of an ex­e­cu­tion re­vealed to me the in­stabil­ity of my su­per­sti­tious be­lief in pro­gress. When I saw the head part from the body and how they thumped sep­ar­ately in­to the box, I un­der­stood, not with my mind but with my whole be­ing, that no the­ory of the reas­on­able­ness of our present pro­gress could jus­ti­fy this deed; and that though every­body from the cre­ation of the world had held it to be ne­ces­sary, on whatever the­ory, I knew it to be un­ne­ces­sary and bad; and there­fore the ar­bit­er of what is good and evil is not what people say and do, nor is it pro­gress, but it is my heart and I. An­oth­er in­stance of a real­iz­a­tion that the su­per­sti­tious be­lief in pro­gress is in­suf­fi­cient as a guide to life, was my broth­er’s death. Wise, good, ser­i­ous, he fell ill while still a young man, suffered for more than a year, and died pain­fully, not un­der­stand­ing why he had lived and still less why he had to die. No the­or­ies could give me, or him, any reply to these ques­tions dur­ing his slow and pain­ful dy­ing. But these were only rare in­stances of doubt, and I ac­tu­ally con­tin­ued to live pro­fess­ing a faith only in pro­gress. “Everything evolves and I evolve with it: and why it is that I evolve with all things will be known some day.” So I ought to have for­mu­lated my faith at that time.

			On re­turn­ing from abroad I settled in the coun­try and chanced to oc­cupy my­self with peas­ant schools. This work was par­tic­u­larly to my taste be­cause in it I had not to face the fals­ity which had be­come ob­vi­ous to me and stared me in the face when I tried to teach people by lit­er­ary means. Here also I ac­ted in the name of pro­gress, but I already re­garded pro­gress it­self crit­ic­ally. I said to my­self: “In some of its de­vel­op­ments pro­gress has pro­ceeded wrongly, and with prim­it­ive peas­ant chil­dren one must deal in a spir­it of per­fect free­dom, let­ting them choose what path of pro­gress they please.” In real­ity I was ever re­volving round one and the same in­sol­uble prob­lem, which was: How to teach without know­ing what to teach. In the high­er spheres of lit­er­ary activ­ity I had real­ized that one could not teach without know­ing what, for I saw that people all taught dif­fer­ently, and by quar­rel­ling among them­selves only suc­ceeded in hid­ing their ig­nor­ance from one an­oth­er. But here, with peas­ant chil­dren, I thought to evade this dif­fi­culty by let­ting them learn what they liked. It amuses me now when I re­mem­ber how I shuffled in try­ing to sat­is­fy my de­sire to teach, while in the depth of my soul I knew very well that I could not teach any­thing need­ful for I did not know what was need­ful. After spend­ing a year at school work I went abroad a second time to dis­cov­er how to teach oth­ers while my­self know­ing noth­ing.

			And it seemed to me that I had learnt this abroad, and in the year of the peas­ants’ eman­cip­a­tion (1861) I re­turned to Rus­sia armed with all this wis­dom, and hav­ing be­come an Ar­bit­er4 I began to teach, both the un­educated peas­ants in schools and the edu­cated classes through a magazine I pub­lished. Things ap­peared to be go­ing well, but I felt I was not quite sound men­tally and that mat­ters could not long con­tin­ue in that way. And I should per­haps then have come to the state of des­pair I reached fif­teen years later had there not been one side of life still un­ex­plored by me which prom­ised me hap­pi­ness: that was my mar­riage.

			For a year I busied my­self with ar­bit­ra­tion work, the schools, and the magazine; and I be­came so worn out—as a res­ult es­pe­cially of my men­tal con­fu­sion—and so hard was my struggle as Ar­bit­er, so ob­scure the res­ults of my activ­ity in the schools, so re­puls­ive my shuff­ling in the magazine (which al­ways amoun­ted to one and the same thing: a de­sire to teach every­body and to hide the fact that I did not know what to teach), that I fell ill, men­tally rather than phys­ic­ally, threw up everything, and went away to the Bashkirs in the steppes, to breathe fresh air, drink kumys,5 and live a merely an­im­al life.

			Re­turn­ing from there I mar­ried. The new con­di­tions of happy fam­ily life com­pletely di­ver­ted me from all search for the gen­er­al mean­ing of life. My whole life was centred at that time in my fam­ily, wife and chil­dren, and there­fore in care to in­crease our means of live­li­hood. My striv­ing after self-per­fec­tion, for which I had already sub­sti­tuted a striv­ing for per­fec­tion in gen­er­al, i.e. pro­gress, was now again re­placed by the ef­fort simply to se­cure the best pos­sible con­di­tions for my­self and my fam­ily.

			So an­oth­er fif­teen years passed. In spite of the fact that I now re­garded au­thor­ship as of no im­port­ance—the tempta­tion of im­mense mon­et­ary re­wards and ap­plause for my in­sig­ni­fic­ant work—and I de­voted my­self to it as a means of im­prov­ing my ma­ter­i­al po­s­i­tion and of stifling in my soul all ques­tions as to the mean­ing of my own life or life in gen­er­al.

			I wrote: teach­ing what was for me the only truth, namely, that one should live so as to have the best for one­self and one’s fam­ily.

			So I lived; but five years ago some­thing very strange began to hap­pen to me. At first I ex­per­i­enced mo­ments of per­plex­ity and ar­rest of life, and though I did not know what to do or how to live; and I felt lost and be­came de­jec­ted. But this passed and I went on liv­ing as be­fore. Then these mo­ments of per­plex­ity began to re­cur of­ten­er and of­ten­er, and al­ways in the same form. They were al­ways ex­pressed by the ques­tions: What is it for? What does it lead to?

			At first it seemed to me that these were aim­less and ir­rel­ev­ant ques­tions. I thought that it was all well known, and that if I should ever wish to deal with the solu­tion it would not cost me much ef­fort; just at present I had no time for it, but when I wanted to I should be able to find the an­swer. The ques­tions how­ever began to re­peat them­selves fre­quently, and to de­mand replies more and more in­sist­ently; and like drops of ink al­ways fall­ing on one place they ran to­geth­er in­to one black blot.

			Then oc­curred what hap­pens to every­one sick­en­ing with a mor­tal in­tern­al dis­ease. At first trivi­al signs of in­dis­pos­i­tion ap­pear to which the sick man pays no at­ten­tion; then these signs re­appear more and more of­ten and merge in­to one un­in­ter­rup­ted peri­od of suf­fer­ing. The suf­fer­ing in­creases, and be­fore the sick man can look round, what he took for a mere in­dis­pos­i­tion has already be­come more im­port­ant to him than any­thing else in the world—it is death!

			That is what happened to me. I un­der­stood that it was no cas­u­al in­dis­pos­i­tion but some­thing very im­port­ant, and that if these ques­tions con­stantly re­peated them­selves they would have to be answered. And I tried to an­swer them. The ques­tions seemed such stu­pid, simple, child­ish ones; but as soon as I touched them and tried to solve them I at once be­came con­vinced, first, that they are not child­ish and stu­pid but the most im­port­ant and pro­found of life’s ques­tions; and secondly that, oc­cupy­ing my­self with my Samara es­tate, the edu­ca­tion of my son, or the writ­ing of a book, I had to know why I was do­ing it. As long as I did not know why, I could do noth­ing and could not live. Amid the thoughts of es­tate man­age­ment which greatly oc­cu­pied me at that time, the ques­tion would sud­denly oc­cur: “Well, you will have 6,000 desyat­i­nas6 of land in Samara Gov­ern­ment and 300 horses, and what then?” … And I was quite dis­con­cer­ted and did not know what to think. Or when con­sid­er­ing plans for the edu­ca­tion of my chil­dren, I would say to my­self: “What for?” Or when con­sid­er­ing how the peas­ants might be­come pros­per­ous, I would sud­denly say to my­self: “But what does it mat­ter to me?” Or when think­ing of the fame my works would bring me, I would say to my­self, “Very well; you will be more fam­ous than Go­gol or Pushkin or Shakespeare or Molière, or than all the writers in the world—and what of it?” And I could find no reply at all. The ques­tions would not wait, they had to be answered at once, and if I did not an­swer them it was im­possible to live. But there was no an­swer.

			I felt that what I had been stand­ing on had col­lapsed and that I had noth­ing left un­der my feet. What I had lived on no longer ex­is­ted, and there was noth­ing left.

		
	
		
			IV

			My life came to a stand­still. I could breathe, eat, drink, and sleep, and I could not help do­ing these things; but there was no life, for there were no wishes the ful­fill­ment of which I could con­sider reas­on­able. If I de­sired any­thing, I knew in ad­vance that wheth­er I sat­is­fied my de­sire or not, noth­ing would come of it. Had a fairy come and offered to ful­fill my de­sires I should not have known what to ask. If in mo­ments of in­tox­ic­a­tion I felt some­thing which, though not a wish, was a habit left by former wishes, in sober mo­ments I knew this to be a de­lu­sion and that there was really noth­ing to wish for. I could not even wish to know the truth, for I guessed of what it con­sisted. The truth was that life is mean­ing­less. I had as it were lived, lived, and walked, walked, till I had come to a pre­cip­ice and saw clearly that there was noth­ing ahead of me but de­struc­tion. It was im­possible to stop, im­possible to go back, and im­possible to close my eyes or avoid see­ing that there was noth­ing ahead but suf­fer­ing and real death—com­plete an­ni­hil­a­tion.

			It had come to this, that I, a healthy, for­tu­nate man, felt I could no longer live: some ir­res­ist­ible power im­pelled me to rid my­self one way or oth­er of life. I can­not say I wished to kill my­self. The power which drew me away from life was stronger, fuller, and more wide­spread than any mere wish. It was a force sim­il­ar to the former striv­ing to live, only in a con­trary dir­ec­tion. All my strength drew me away from life. The thought of self-de­struc­tion now came to me as nat­ur­ally as thoughts of how to im­prove my life had come formerly, and it was se­duct­ive that I had to be cun­ning with my­self lest I should carry it out too hast­ily. I did not wish to hurry, be­cause I wanted to use all ef­forts to dis­en­tangle the mat­ter. “If I can­not un­ravel mat­ters, there will al­ways be time.” And it was then that I, a man fa­voured by for­tune, hid a cord from my­self lest I should hang my­self from the crosspiece of the par­ti­tion in my room where I un­dressed alone every even­ing, and I ceased to go out shoot­ing with a gun lest I should be temp­ted by so easy a way of end­ing my life. I did not my­self know what I wanted: I feared life, de­sired to es­cape from it, yet still hoped some­thing of it.

			And all this be­fell me at a time when all around me I had what is con­sidered com­plete good for­tune. I was not yet fifty; I had a good wife who loved me and whom I loved, good chil­dren, and a large es­tate which without much ef­fort on my part im­proved and in­creased. I was re­spec­ted by my re­la­tions and ac­quaint­ances more than at any pre­vi­ous time. I was praised by oth­ers and without much self-de­cep­tion could con­sider that my name was fam­ous. And far from be­ing in­sane or men­tally dis­eased, I en­joyed on the con­trary a strength of mind and body such as I have sel­dom met with among men of my kind; phys­ic­ally I could keep up with the peas­ants at mow­ing, and men­tally I could work for eight and ten hours at a stretch without ex­per­i­en­cing any ill res­ults from such ex­er­tion. And in this situ­ation I came to this—that I could not live, and, fear­ing death, had to em­ploy cun­ning with my­self to avoid tak­ing my own life.

			My men­tal con­di­tion presen­ted it­self to me in this way: my life is a stu­pid and spite­ful joke someone has played on me. Though I did not ac­know­ledge a “someone” who cre­ated me, yet such a present­a­tion—that someone had played an evil and stu­pid joke on me by pla­cing me in the world—was the form of ex­pres­sion that sug­ges­ted it­self most nat­ur­ally to me.

			In­vol­un­tar­ily it ap­peared to me that there, some­where, was someone who amused him­self by watch­ing how I lived for thirty or forty years: learn­ing, de­vel­op­ing, matur­ing in body and mind, and how, hav­ing with ma­tured men­tal powers reached the sum­mit of life from which it all lay be­fore me, I stood on that sum­mit—like an arch-fool—see­ing clearly that there is noth­ing in life, and that there has been and will be noth­ing. And he was amused. …

			But wheth­er that “someone” laugh­ing at me ex­is­ted or not, I was none the bet­ter off. I could give no reas­on­able mean­ing to any single ac­tion or to my whole life. I was only sur­prised that I could have avoided un­der­stand­ing this from the very be­gin­ning—it has been so long known to all. Today or to­mor­row sick­ness and death will come (they had come already) to those I love or to me; noth­ing will re­main but stench and worms. Soon­er or later my af­fairs, whatever they may be, will be for­got­ten, and I shall not ex­ist. Then why go on mak­ing any ef­fort? … How can man fail to see this? And how go on liv­ing? That is what is sur­pris­ing! One can only live while one is in­tox­ic­ated with life; as soon as one is sober it is im­possible not to see that it is all a mere fraud and a stu­pid fraud! That is pre­cisely what it is: there is noth­ing either amus­ing or witty about it, it is simply cruel and stu­pid.

			There is an East­ern fable, told long ago, of a trav­el­ler over­taken on a plain by an en­raged beast. Es­cap­ing from the beast he gets in­to a dry well, but sees at the bot­tom of the well a dragon that has opened its jaws to swal­low him. And the un­for­tu­nate man, not dar­ing to climb out lest he should be des­troyed by the en­raged beast, and not dar­ing to leap to the bot­tom of the well lest he should be eaten by the dragon, seizes a twig grow­ing in a crack in the well and clings to it. His hands are grow­ing weak­er and he feels he will soon have to resign him­self to the de­struc­tion that awaits him above or be­low, but still he clings on. Then he sees that two mice, a black one and a white one, go reg­u­larly round and round the stem of the twig to which he is cling­ing and gnaw at it. And soon the twig it­self will snap and he will fall in­to the dragon’s jaws. The trav­el­ler sees this and knows that he will in­ev­it­ably per­ish; but while still hanging he looks around, sees some drops of honey on the leaves of the twig, reaches them with his tongue and licks them. So I too clung to the twig of life, know­ing that the dragon of death was in­ev­it­ably await­ing me, ready to tear me to pieces; and I could not un­der­stand why I had fallen in­to such tor­ment. I tried to lick the honey which formerly con­soled me, but the honey no longer gave me pleas­ure, and the white and black mice of day and night gnawed at the branch by which I hung. I saw the dragon clearly and the honey no longer tasted sweet. I only saw the un­es­cap­able dragon and the mice, and I could not tear my gaze from them, and this is not a fable but the real un­answer­able truth in­tel­li­gible to all.

			The de­cep­tion of the joys of life which formerly al­layed my ter­ror of the dragon now no longer de­ceived me. No mat­ter how of­ten I may be told, “You can­not un­der­stand the mean­ing of life so do not think about it, but live,” I can no longer do it: I have already done it too long. I can­not now help see­ing day and night go­ing round and bring­ing me to death. That is all I see, for that alone is true. All else is false.

			The two drops of honey which di­ver­ted my eyes from the cruel truth longer than the rest: my love of fam­ily, and of writ­ing—art as I called it—were no longer sweet to me.

			“Fam­ily” … said I to my­self. But my fam­ily—wife and chil­dren—are also hu­man. They are placed just as I am: they must either live in a lie or see the ter­rible truth. Why should they live? Why should I love them, guard them, bring them up, or watch them? That they may come to the des­pair that I feel, or else be stu­pid? Lov­ing them, I can­not hide the truth from them: each step in know­ledge leads them to the truth. And the truth is death.

			“Art, po­etry?” … Un­der the in­flu­ence of suc­cess and the praise of men, I had long as­sured my­self that this was a thing one could do though death was draw­ing near—death which des­troys all things, in­clud­ing my work and its re­mem­brance; but soon I saw that that too was a fraud. It was plain to me that art is an ad­orn­ment of life, an al­lure­ment to life. But life had lost its at­trac­tion for me, so how could I at­tract oth­ers? As long as I was not liv­ing my own life but was borne on the waves of some oth­er life—as long as I be­lieved that life had a mean­ing, though one I could not ex­press—the re­flec­tion of life in po­etry and art of all kinds af­forded me pleas­ure: it was pleas­ant to look at life in the mir­ror of art. But when I began to seek the mean­ing of life and felt the ne­ces­sity of liv­ing my own life, that mir­ror be­came for me un­ne­ces­sary, su­per­flu­ous, ri­dicu­lous, or pain­ful. I could no longer soothe my­self with what I now saw in the mir­ror, namely, that my po­s­i­tion was stu­pid and des­per­ate. It was all very well to en­joy the sight when in the depth of my soul I be­lieved that my life had a mean­ing. Then the play of lights—com­ic, tra­gic, touch­ing, beau­ti­ful, and ter­rible—in life amused me. No sweet­ness of honey could be sweet to me when I saw the dragon and saw the mice gnaw­ing away my sup­port.

			Nor was that all. Had I simply un­der­stood that life had no mean­ing I could have borne it quietly, know­ing that that was my lot. But I could not sat­is­fy my­self with that. Had I been like a man liv­ing in a wood from which he knows there is no exit, I could have lived; but I was like one lost in a wood who, hor­ri­fied at hav­ing lost his way, rushes about wish­ing to find the road. He knows that each step he takes con­fuses him more and more, but still he can­not help rush­ing about.

			It was in­deed ter­rible. And to rid my­self of the ter­ror I wished to kill my­self. I ex­per­i­enced ter­ror at what awaited me—knew that that ter­ror was even worse than the po­s­i­tion I was in, but still I could not pa­tiently await the end. How­ever con­vin­cing the ar­gu­ment might be that in any case some ves­sel in my heart would give way, or some­thing would burst and all would be over, I could not pa­tiently await that end. The hor­ror of dark­ness was too great, and I wished to free my­self from it as quickly as pos­sible by noose or bul­let. That was the feel­ing which drew me most strongly to­wards sui­cide.

		
	
		
			V

			“But per­haps I have over­looked some­thing, or mis­un­der­stood some­thing?” said I to my­self sev­er­al times. “It can­not be that this con­di­tion of des­pair is nat­ur­al to man!” And I sought for an ex­plan­a­tion of these prob­lems in all the branches of know­ledge ac­quired by men. I sought pain­fully and long, not from idle curi­os­ity or list­lessly, but pain­fully and per­sist­ently day and night—sought as a per­ish­ing man seeks for safety—and I found noth­ing.

			I sought in all the sci­ences, but, far from find­ing what I wanted, be­came con­vinced that all who like my­self had sought in know­ledge for the mean­ing of life had found noth­ing. And not only had they found noth­ing, but they had plainly ac­know­ledged that the very thing which made me des­pair—namely the sense­less­ness of life—is the one in­dubit­able thing man can know.

			I sought every­where; and thanks to a life spent in learn­ing, and thanks also to my re­la­tions with the schol­arly world, I had ac­cess to sci­ent­ists and schol­ars in all branches of know­ledge, and they read­ily showed me all their know­ledge, not only in books but also in con­ver­sa­tion, so that I had at my dis­pos­al all that sci­ence has to say on this ques­tion of life.

			I was long un­able to be­lieve that it gives no oth­er reply to life’s ques­tions than that which it ac­tu­ally does give. It long seemed to me, when I saw the im­port­ant and ser­i­ous air with which sci­ence an­nounces its con­clu­sions which have noth­ing in com­mon with the real ques­tions of hu­man life, that there was some­thing I had not un­der­stood. I long was tim­id be­fore sci­ence, and it seemed to me that the lack of con­form­ity between the an­swers and my ques­tions arose not by the fault of sci­ence but from my ig­nor­ance, but the mat­ter was for me not a game or an amuse­ment but one of life and death, and I was in­vol­un­tar­ily brought to the con­vic­tion that my ques­tions were the only le­git­im­ate ones, form­ing the basis of all know­ledge, and that I with my ques­tions was not to blame, but sci­ence if it pre­tends to reply to those ques­tions.

			My ques­tion—that which at the age of fifty brought me to the verge of sui­cide—was the simplest of ques­tions, ly­ing in the soul of every man from the fool­ish child to the wisest eld­er: it was a ques­tion without an an­swer to which one can­not live, as I had found by ex­per­i­ence. It was: “What will come of what I am do­ing today or shall do to­mor­row? What will come of my whole life?”

			Dif­fer­ently ex­pressed, the ques­tion is: “Why should I live, why wish for any­thing, or do any­thing?” It can also be ex­pressed thus: “Is there any mean­ing in my life that the in­ev­it­able death await­ing me does not des­troy?”

			To this one ques­tion, vari­ously ex­pressed, I sought an an­swer in sci­ence. And I found that in re­la­tion to that ques­tion all hu­man know­ledge is di­vided as it were in­to two op­pos­ite hemi­spheres at the ends of which are two poles: the one a neg­at­ive and the oth­er a pos­it­ive; but that neither at the one nor the oth­er pole is there an an­swer to life’s ques­tions.

			The one series of sci­ences seems not to re­cog­nize the ques­tion, but replies clearly and ex­actly to its own in­de­pend­ent ques­tions: that is the series of ex­per­i­ment­al sci­ences, and at the ex­treme end of it stands math­em­at­ics. The oth­er series of sci­ences re­cog­nizes the ques­tion, but does not an­swer it; that is the series of ab­stract sci­ences, and at the ex­treme end of it stands meta­phys­ics.

			From early youth I had been in­ter­ested in the ab­stract sci­ences, but later the math­em­at­ic­al and nat­ur­al sci­ences at­trac­ted me, and un­til I put my ques­tion def­in­itely to my­self, un­til that ques­tion had it­self grown up with­in me ur­gently de­mand­ing a de­cision, I con­ten­ted my­self with those coun­ter­feit an­swers which sci­ence gives.

			Now in the ex­per­i­ment­al sphere I said to my­self: “Everything de­vel­ops and dif­fer­en­ti­ates it­self, mov­ing to­wards com­plex­ity and per­fec­tion, and there are laws dir­ect­ing this move­ment. You are a part of the whole. Hav­ing learnt as far as pos­sible the whole, and hav­ing learnt the law of evol­u­tion, you will un­der­stand also your place in the whole and will know your­self.” Ashamed as I am to con­fess it, there was a time when I seemed sat­is­fied with that. It was just the time when I was my­self be­com­ing more com­plex and was de­vel­op­ing. My muscles were grow­ing and strength­en­ing, my memory was be­ing en­riched, my ca­pa­city to think and un­der­stand was in­creas­ing, I was grow­ing and de­vel­op­ing; and feel­ing this growth in my­self it was nat­ur­al for me to think that such was the uni­ver­sal law in which I should find the solu­tion of the ques­tion of my life. But a time came when the growth with­in me ceased. I felt that I was not de­vel­op­ing, but fad­ing, my muscles were weak­en­ing, my teeth fall­ing out, and I saw that the law not only did not ex­plain any­thing to me, but that there nev­er had been or could be such a law, and that I had taken for a law what I had found in my­self at a cer­tain peri­od of my life. I re­garded the defin­i­tion of that law more strictly, and it be­came clear to me that there could be no law of end­less de­vel­op­ment; it be­came clear that to say, “in in­fin­ite space and time everything de­vel­ops, be­comes more per­fect and more com­plex, is dif­fer­en­ti­ated,” is to say noth­ing at all. These are all words with no mean­ing, for in the in­fin­ite there is neither com­plex nor simple, neither for­ward nor back­ward, nor bet­ter or worse.

			Above all, my per­son­al ques­tion, “What am I with my de­sires?” re­mained quite un­answered. And I un­der­stood that those sci­ences are very in­ter­est­ing and at­tract­ive, but that they are ex­act and clear in in­verse pro­por­tion to their ap­plic­ab­il­ity to the ques­tion of life: the less their ap­plic­ab­il­ity to the ques­tion of life, the more ex­act and clear they are, while the more they try to reply to the ques­tion of life, the more ob­scure and un­at­tract­ive they be­come. If one turns to the di­vi­sion of sci­ences which at­tempt to reply to the ques­tions of life—to physiology, psy­cho­logy, bio­logy, so­ci­ology—one en­coun­ters an ap­palling poverty of thought, the greatest ob­scur­ity, a quite un­jus­ti­fi­able pre­ten­sion to solve ir­rel­ev­ant ques­tions, and a con­tinu­al con­tra­dic­tion of each au­thor­ity by oth­ers and even by him­self. If one turns to the branches of sci­ence which are not con­cerned with the solu­tion of the ques­tions of life, but which reply to their own spe­cial sci­entif­ic ques­tions, one is en­rap­tured by the power of man’s mind, but one knows in ad­vance that they give no reply to life’s ques­tions. Those sci­ences simply ig­nore life’s ques­tions. They say: “To the ques­tion of what you are and why you live we have no reply, and are not oc­cu­pied with that; but if you want to know the laws of light, of chem­ic­al com­bin­a­tions, the laws of de­vel­op­ment of or­gan­isms, if you want to know the laws of bod­ies and their form, and the re­la­tion of num­bers and quant­it­ies, if you want to know the laws of your mind, to all that we have clear, ex­act and un­ques­tion­able replies.”

			In gen­er­al the re­la­tion of the ex­per­i­ment­al sci­ences to life’s ques­tion may be ex­pressed thus: Ques­tion: “Why do I live?” An­swer: “In in­fin­ite space, in in­fin­ite time, in­fin­itely small particles change their forms in in­fin­ite com­plex­ity, and when you have un­der­stood the laws of those muta­tions of form you will un­der­stand why you live on the earth.”

			Then in the sphere of ab­stract sci­ence I said to my­self: “All hu­man­ity lives and de­vel­ops on the basis of spir­itu­al prin­ciples and ideals which guide it. Those ideals are ex­pressed in re­li­gions, in sci­ences, in arts, in forms of gov­ern­ment. Those ideals be­come more and more el­ev­ated, and hu­man­ity ad­vances to its highest wel­fare. I am part of hu­man­ity, and there­fore my vo­ca­tion is to for­ward the re­cog­ni­tion and the real­iz­a­tion of the ideals of hu­man­ity.” And at the time of my weak-minded­ness I was sat­is­fied with that; but as soon as the ques­tion of life presen­ted it­self clearly to me, those the­or­ies im­me­di­ately crumbled away. Not to speak of the un­scru­pu­lous ob­scur­ity with which those sci­ences an­nounce con­clu­sions formed on the study of a small part of man­kind as gen­er­al con­clu­sions; not to speak of the mu­tu­al con­tra­dic­tions of dif­fer­ent ad­her­ents of this view as to what are the ideals of hu­man­ity; the strange­ness, not to say stu­pid­ity, of the the­ory con­sists in the fact that in or­der to reply to the ques­tion fa­cing each man: “What am I?” or “Why do I live?” or “What must I do?” one has first to de­cide the ques­tion: “What is the life of the whole?” (which is to him un­known and of which he is ac­quain­ted with one tiny part in one minute peri­od of time. To un­der­stand what he is, one man must first un­der­stand all this mys­ter­i­ous hu­man­ity, con­sist­ing of people such as him­self who do not un­der­stand one an­oth­er.

			I have to con­fess that there was a time when I be­lieved this. It was the time when I had my own fa­vour­ite ideals jus­ti­fy­ing my own caprices, and I was try­ing to de­vise a the­ory which would al­low one to con­sider my caprices as the law of hu­man­ity. But as soon as the ques­tion of life arose in my soul in full clear­ness that reply at once flew to dust. And I un­der­stood that as in the ex­per­i­ment­al sci­ences there are real sci­ences, and semi-sci­ences which try to give an­swers to ques­tions bey­ond their com­pet­ence, so in this sphere there is a whole series of most dif­fused sci­ences which try to reply to ir­rel­ev­ant ques­tions. Semi-sci­ences of that kind, the jur­idic­al and the so­cial-his­tor­ic­al, en­deav­our to solve the ques­tions of a man’s life by pre­tend­ing to de­cide each in its own way, the ques­tion of the life of all hu­man­ity.

			But as in the sphere of man’s ex­per­i­ment­al know­ledge one who sin­cerely in­quires how he is to live can­not be sat­is­fied with the reply—“Study in end­less space the muta­tions, in­fin­ite in time and in com­plex­ity, of in­nu­mer­able atoms, and then you will un­der­stand your life”—so also a sin­cere man can­not be sat­is­fied with the reply: “Study the whole life of hu­man­ity of which we can­not know either the be­gin­ning or the end, of which we do not even know a small part, and then you will un­der­stand your own life.” And like the ex­per­i­ment­al semi-sci­ences, so these oth­er semi-sci­ences are the more filled with ob­scur­it­ies, in­ex­actitudes, stu­pid­it­ies, and con­tra­dic­tions, the fur­ther they di­verge from the real prob­lems. The prob­lem of ex­per­i­ment­al sci­ence is the se­quence of cause and ef­fect in ma­ter­i­al phe­nom­ena. It is only ne­ces­sary for ex­per­i­ment­al sci­ence to in­tro­duce the ques­tion of a fi­nal cause for it to be­come non­sensic­al. The prob­lem of ab­stract sci­ence is the re­cog­ni­tion of the prim­or­di­al es­sence of life. It is only ne­ces­sary to in­tro­duce the in­vest­ig­a­tion of con­sequen­tial phe­nom­ena (such as so­cial and his­tor­ic­al phe­nom­ena) and it also be­comes non­sensic­al.

			Ex­per­i­ment­al sci­ence only then gives pos­it­ive know­ledge and dis­plays the great­ness of the hu­man mind when it does not in­tro­duce in­to its in­vest­ig­a­tions the ques­tion of an ul­ti­mate cause. And, on the con­trary, ab­stract sci­ence is only then sci­ence and dis­plays the great­ness of the hu­man mind when it puts quite aside ques­tions re­lat­ing to the con­sequen­tial causes of phe­nom­ena and re­gards man solely in re­la­tion to an ul­ti­mate cause. Such in this realm of sci­ence—form­ing the pole of the sphere—is meta­phys­ics or philo­sophy. That sci­ence states the ques­tion clearly: “What am I, and what is the uni­verse? And why do I ex­ist, and why does the uni­verse ex­ist?” And since it has ex­is­ted it has al­ways replied in the same way. Wheth­er the philo­soph­er calls the es­sence of life ex­ist­ing with­in me, and in all that ex­ists, by the name of “idea,” or “sub­stance,” or “spir­it,” or “will,” he says one and the same thing: that this es­sence ex­ists and that I am of that same es­sence; but why it is he does not know, and does not say, if he is an ex­act thinker. I ask: “Why should this es­sence ex­ist? What res­ults from the fact that it is and will be?” … And philo­sophy not merely does not reply, but is it­self only ask­ing that ques­tion. And if it is real philo­sophy all its la­bour lies merely in try­ing to put that ques­tion clearly. And if it keeps firmly to its task it can­not reply to the ques­tion oth­er­wise than thus: “What am I, and what is the uni­verse?” “All and noth­ing”; and to the ques­tion “Why?” by “I do not know.”

			So that how­ever I may turn these replies of philo­sophy, I can nev­er ob­tain any­thing like an an­swer—and not be­cause, as in the clear ex­per­i­ment­al sphere, the reply does not re­late to my ques­tion, but be­cause here, though all the men­tal work is dir­ec­ted just to my ques­tion, there is no an­swer, but in­stead of an an­swer one gets the same ques­tion, only in a com­plex form.

		
	
		
			VI

			In my search for an­swers to life’s ques­tions I ex­per­i­enced just what is felt by a man lost in a forest.

			He reaches a glade, climbs a tree, and clearly sees the lim­it­less dis­tance, but sees that his home is not and can­not be there; then he goes in­to the dark wood and sees the dark­ness, but there also his home is not.

			So I wandered in that wood of hu­man know­ledge, amid the gleams of math­em­at­ic­al and ex­per­i­ment­al sci­ence which showed me clear ho­ri­zons but in a dir­ec­tion where there could be no home, and also amid the dark­ness of the ab­stract sci­ences where I was im­mersed in deep­er gloom the fur­ther I went, and where I fi­nally con­vinced my­self that there was, and could be, no exit.

			Yield­ing my­self to the bright side of know­ledge, I un­der­stood that I was only di­vert­ing my gaze from the ques­tion. How­ever al­lur­ingly clear those ho­ri­zons which opened out be­fore me might be, how­ever al­lur­ing it might be to im­merse one­self in the lim­it­less ex­panse of those sci­ences, I already un­der­stood that the clear­er they were the less they met my need and the less they ap­plied to my ques­tion.

			“I know,” said I to my­self, “what sci­ence so per­sist­ently tries to dis­cov­er, and along that road there is no reply to the ques­tion as to the mean­ing of my life.” In the ab­stract sphere I un­der­stood that not­with­stand­ing the fact, or just be­cause of the fact, that the dir­ect aim of sci­ence is to reply to my ques­tion, there is no reply but that which I have my­self already giv­en: “What is the mean­ing of my life?” “There is none.” Or: “What will come of my life?” “Noth­ing.” Or: “Why does everything ex­ist that ex­ists, and why do I ex­ist?” “Be­cause it ex­ists.”

			In­quir­ing for one re­gion of hu­man know­ledge, I re­ceived an in­nu­mer­able quant­ity of ex­act replies con­cern­ing mat­ters about which I had not asked: about the chem­ic­al con­stitu­ents of the stars, about the move­ment of the sun to­wards the con­stel­la­tion Her­cules, about the ori­gin of spe­cies and of man, about the forms of in­fin­itely minute im­pon­der­able particles of eth­er; but in this sphere of know­ledge the only an­swer to my ques­tion, “What is the mean­ing of my life?” was: “You are what you call your ‘life’; you are a trans­it­ory, cas­u­al co­he­sion of particles. The mu­tu­al in­ter­ac­tions and changes of these particles pro­duce in you what you call your ‘life.’ That co­he­sion will last some time; af­ter­wards the in­ter­ac­tion of these particles will cease and what you call ‘life’ will cease, and so will all your ques­tions. You are an ac­ci­dent­ally united little lump of some­thing. That little lump fer­ments. The little lump calls that fer­ment­ing its ‘life.’ The lump will dis­in­teg­rate and there will be an end of the fer­ment­ing and of all the ques­tions.” So an­swers the clear side of sci­ence and can­not an­swer oth­er­wise if it strictly fol­lows its prin­ciples.

			From such a reply one sees that the reply does not an­swer the ques­tion. I want to know the mean­ing of my life, but that it is a frag­ment of the in­fin­ite, far from giv­ing it a mean­ing des­troys its every pos­sible mean­ing. The ob­scure com­prom­ises which that side of ex­per­i­ment­al ex­act sci­ence makes with ab­stract sci­ence when it says that the mean­ing of life con­sists in de­vel­op­ment and in co­oper­a­tion with de­vel­op­ment, ow­ing to their in­ex­act­ness and ob­scur­ity can­not be con­sidered as replies.

			The oth­er side of sci­ence—the ab­stract side—when it holds strictly to its prin­ciples, reply­ing dir­ectly to the ques­tion, al­ways replies, and in all ages has replied, in one and the same way: “The world is some­thing in­fin­ite and in­com­pre­hens­ible. Hu­man life is an in­com­pre­hens­ible part of that in­com­pre­hens­ible ‘all.’ ” Again I ex­clude all those com­prom­ises between ab­stract and ex­per­i­ment­al sci­ences which sup­ply the whole bal­last of the semi-sci­ences called jur­idic­al, polit­ic­al, and his­tor­ic­al. In those semi-sci­ences the con­cep­tion of de­vel­op­ment and pro­gress is again wrongly in­tro­duced, only with this dif­fer­ence, that there it was the de­vel­op­ment of everything while here it is the de­vel­op­ment of the life of man­kind. The er­ror is there as be­fore: de­vel­op­ment and pro­gress in in­fin­ity can have no aim or dir­ec­tion, and, as far as my ques­tion is con­cerned, no an­swer is giv­en.

			In truly ab­stract sci­ence, namely in genu­ine philo­sophy—not in that which Schopen­hauer calls “pro­fess­or­i­al philo­sophy,” which serves only to clas­si­fy all ex­ist­ing phe­nom­ena in new philo­soph­ic cat­egor­ies and to call them by new names—where the philo­soph­er does not lose sight of the es­sen­tial ques­tion, the reply is al­ways one and the same—the reply giv­en by So­crates, Schopen­hauer, So­lomon, and Buddha.

			“We ap­proach truth only inas­much as we de­part from life,” said So­crates when pre­par­ing for death. “For what do we, who love truth, strive after in life? To free ourselves from the body, and from all the evil that is caused by the life of the body! If so, then how can we fail to be glad when death comes to us?

			“The wise man seeks death all his life and there­fore death is not ter­rible to him.”

			And Schopen­hauer says:

			“Hav­ing re­cog­nized the in­most es­sence of the world as will, and all its phe­nom­ena—from the un­con­scious work­ing of the ob­scure forces of Nature up to the com­pletely con­scious ac­tion of man—as only the ob­jectiv­ity of that will, we shall in no way avoid the con­clu­sion that to­geth­er with the vol­un­tary re­nun­ci­ation and self-de­struc­tion of the will all those phe­nom­ena also dis­ap­pear, that con­stant striv­ing and ef­fort without aim or rest on all the stages of ob­jectiv­ity in which and through which the world ex­ists; the di­versity of suc­cess­ive forms will dis­ap­pear, and to­geth­er with the form all the mani­fest­a­tions of will, with its most uni­ver­sal forms, space and time, and fi­nally its most fun­da­ment­al form—sub­ject and ob­ject. Without will there is no concept and no world. Be­fore us, cer­tainly, noth­ing re­mains. But what res­ists this trans­ition in­to an­ni­hil­a­tion, our nature, is only that same wish to live—Wille zum Leben—which forms ourselves as well as our world. That we are so afraid of an­ni­hil­a­tion or, what is the same thing, that we so wish to live, merely means that we are ourselves noth­ing else but this de­sire to live, and know noth­ing but it. And so what re­mains after the com­plete an­ni­hil­a­tion of the will, for us who are so full of the will, is, of course, noth­ing; but on the oth­er hand, for those in whom the will has turned and re­nounced it­self, this so real world of ours with all its suns and milky way is noth­ing.”

			“Van­ity of van­it­ies,” says So­lomon—“van­ity of van­it­ies—all is van­ity. What profit hath a man of all his labor which he taketh un­der the sun? One gen­er­a­tion pas­seth away, and an­oth­er gen­er­a­tion com­meth: but the earth abide­th forever. … The thing that hath been, is that which shall be; and that which is done is that which shall be done: and there is no new thing un­der the sun. Is there any­thing where­of it may be said, ‘See, this is new?’ It hath been already of old time, which was be­fore us. There is no re­mem­brance of former things; neither shall there be any re­mem­brance of things that are to come with those that shall come after. I the Preach­er was King over Is­rael in Jer­u­s­alem. And I gave my heart to seek and search out by wis­dom con­cern­ing all that is done un­der heav­en: this sore trav­ail hath God giv­en to the sons of man to be ex­er­cised there­with. I have seen all the works that are done un­der the sun; and be­hold, all is van­ity and vex­a­tion of spir­it. … I com­muned with my own heart, say­ing, Lo, I am come to great es­tate, and have got­ten more wis­dom than all they that have been be­fore me over Jer­u­s­alem: yea, my heart hath great ex­per­i­ence of wis­dom and know­ledge. And I gave my heart to know wis­dom, and to know mad­ness and folly: I per­ceived that this also is vex­a­tion of spir­it. For in much wis­dom is much grief: and he that in­creaseth know­ledge in­creaseth sor­row.

			“I said in my heart, ‘Go to now, I will prove thee with mirth, there­fore en­joy pleas­ure: and be­hold this also is van­ity.’ I said of laughter, ‘It is mad’: and of mirth, ‘What doeth it?’ I sought in my heart how to cheer my flesh with wine, and while my heart was guided by wis­dom, to lay hold on folly, till I might see what it was good for the sons of men that they should do un­der heav­en the num­ber of the days of their life. I made me great works; I buil­ded me houses; I planted me vine­yards; I made me gar­dens and orch­ards, and I planted trees in them of all kinds of fruits: I made me pools of wa­ter, to wa­ter there­from the forest where trees were reared: I got me ser­vants and maid­ens, and had ser­vants born in my house; also I had great pos­ses­sions of herds and flocks above all that were be­fore me in Jer­u­s­alem: I gathered me also sil­ver and gold and the pe­cu­li­ar treas­ure from kings and from the provinces: I got me men sing­ers and wo­men sing­ers; and the de­lights of the sons of men, as mu­sic­al in­stru­ments and all that of all sorts. So I was great, and in­creased more than all that were be­fore me in Jer­u­s­alem: also my wis­dom re­mained with me. And whatever mine eyes de­sired I kept not from them. I with­held not my heart from any joy. … Then I looked on all the works that my hands had wrought, and on the la­bour that I had la­boured to do: and, be­hold, all was van­ity and vex­a­tion of spir­it, and there was no profit from them un­der the sun. And I turned my­self to be­hold wis­dom, and mad­ness, and folly. … But I per­ceived that one even happen­eth to them all. Then said I in my heart, ‘As it happen­eth to the fool, so it happen­eth even to me, and why was I then more wise?’ then I said in my heart, that this also is van­ity. For there is no re­mem­brance of the wise more than of the fool forever; see­ing that which now is in the days to come shall all be for­got­ten. And how di­eth the wise man? as the fool. There­fore I hated life; be­cause the work that is wrought un­der the sun is griev­ous un­to me: for all is van­ity and vex­a­tion of spir­it. Yea, I hated all my la­bour which I had taken un­der the sun: see­ing that I must leave it un­to the man that shall be after me. … For what hath man of all his la­bour, and of the vex­a­tion of his heart, wherein he hath la­boured un­der the sun? For all his days are sor­rows, and his trav­ail grief; yea, even in the night his heart taketh no rest. This is also van­ity. Man is not blessed with se­cur­ity that he should eat and drink and cheer his soul from his own la­bour. … All things come alike to all: there is one event to the right­eous and to the wicked; to the good and to the evil; to the clean and to the un­clean; to him that sac­ri­ficeth and to him that sac­ri­ficeth not; as is the good, so is the sin­ner; and he that sweareth, as he that feareth an oath. This is an evil in all that is done un­der the sun, that there is one event un­to all; yea, also the heart of the sons of men is full of evil, and mad­ness is in their heart while they live, and after that they go to the dead. For him that is among the liv­ing there is hope: for a liv­ing dog is bet­ter than a dead li­on. For the liv­ing know that they shall die: but the dead know not any­thing, neither have they any more a re­ward; for the memory of them is for­got­ten, also their love, and their hatred, and their envy, is now per­ished; neither have they any more a por­tion forever in any­thing that is done un­der the sun.”

			So said So­lomon, or who­ever wrote those words.7

			And this is what the In­di­an wis­dom tells:

			Sakya Muni, a young, happy prince, from whom the ex­ist­ence of sick­ness, old age, and death had been hid­den, went out to drive and saw a ter­rible old man, tooth­less and slob­ber­ing. The prince, from whom till then old age had been con­cealed, was amazed, and asked his driver what it was, and how that man had come to such a wretched and dis­gust­ing con­di­tion, and when he learnt that this was the com­mon fate of all men, that the same thing in­ev­it­ably awaited him—the young prince—he could not con­tin­ue his drive, but gave or­ders to go home, that he might con­sider this fact. So he shut him­self up alone and con­sidered it. And he prob­ably de­vised some con­sol­a­tion for him­self, for he sub­sequently again went out to drive, feel­ing merry and happy. But this time he saw a sick man. He saw an ema­ci­ated, liv­id, trem­bling man with dim eyes. The prince, from whom sick­ness had been con­cealed, stopped and asked what this was. And when he learnt that this was sick­ness, to which all men are li­able, and that he him­self—a healthy and happy prince—might him­self fall ill to­mor­row, he again was in no mood to en­joy him­self but gave or­ders to drive home, and again sought some solace, and prob­ably found it, for he drove out a third time for pleas­ure. But this third time he saw an­oth­er new sight: he saw men car­ry­ing some­thing. “What is that?” “A dead man.” “What does dead mean?” asked the prince. He was told that to be­come dead means to be­come like that man. The prince ap­proached the corpse, un­covered it, and looked at it. “What will hap­pen to him now?” asked the prince. He was told that the corpse would be bur­ied in the ground. “Why?” “Be­cause he will cer­tainly not re­turn to life, and will only pro­duce a stench and worms.” “And is that the fate of all men? Will the same thing hap­pen to me? Will they bury me, and shall I cause a stench and be eaten by worms?” “Yes.” “Home! I shall not drive out for pleas­ure, and nev­er will so drive out again!”

			And Sakya Muni could find no con­sol­a­tion in life, and de­cided that life is the greatest of evils; and he de­voted all the strength of his soul to free him­self from it, and to free oth­ers; and to do this so that, even after death, life shall not be re­newed any more but be com­pletely des­troyed at its very roots. So speaks all the wis­dom of In­dia.

			These are the dir­ect replies that hu­man wis­dom gives when it replies to life’s ques­tion.

			“The life of the body is an evil and a lie. There­fore the de­struc­tion of the life of the body is a bless­ing, and we should de­sire it,” says So­crates.

			“Life is that which should not be—an evil; and the pas­sage in­to Noth­ing­ness is the only good in life,” says Schopen­hauer.

			“All that is in the world—folly and wis­dom and riches and poverty and mirth and grief—is van­ity and empti­ness. Man dies and noth­ing is left of him. And that is stu­pid,” says So­lomon.

			“To live in the con­scious­ness of the in­ev­it­ab­il­ity of suf­fer­ing, of be­com­ing en­feebled, of old age and of death, is im­possible—we must free ourselves from life, from all pos­sible life,” says Buddha.

			And what these strong minds said has been said and thought and felt by mil­lions upon mil­lions of people like them. And I have thought it and felt it.

			So my wan­der­ing among the sci­ences, far from free­ing me from my des­pair, only strengthened it. One kind of know­ledge did not reply to life’s ques­tion, the oth­er kind replied dir­ectly con­firm­ing my des­pair, in­dic­at­ing not that the res­ult at which I had ar­rived was the fruit of er­ror or of a dis­eased state of my mind, but on the con­trary that I had thought cor­rectly, and that my thoughts co­in­cided with the con­clu­sions of the most power­ful of hu­man minds.

			It is no good de­ceiv­ing one­self. It is all—van­ity! Happy is he who has not been born: death is bet­ter than life, and one must free one­self from life.

		
	
		
			VII

			Not find­ing an ex­plan­a­tion in sci­ence I began to seek for it in life, hop­ing to find it among the people around me. And I began to ob­serve how the people around me—people like my­self—lived, and what their at­ti­tude was to this ques­tion which had brought me to des­pair.

			And this is what I found among people who were in the same po­s­i­tion as my­self as re­gards edu­ca­tion and man­ner of life.

			I found that for people of my circle there were four ways out of the ter­rible po­s­i­tion in which we are all placed.

			The first was that of ig­nor­ance. It con­sists in not know­ing, not un­der­stand­ing, that life is an evil and an ab­surdity. People of this sort—chiefly wo­men, or very young or very dull people—have not yet un­der­stood that ques­tion of life which presen­ted it­self to Schopen­hauer, So­lomon, and Buddha. They see neither the dragon that awaits them nor the mice gnaw­ing the shrub by which they are hanging, and they lick the drops of honey, but they lick those drops of honey only for a while: some­thing will turn their at­ten­tion to the dragon and the mice, and there will be an end to their lick­ing. From them I had noth­ing to learn—one can­not cease to know what one does know.

			The second way out is epi­cur­e­an­ism. It con­sists, while know­ing the hope­less­ness of life, in mak­ing use mean­while of the ad­vant­ages one has, dis­reg­ard­ing the dragon and the mice, and lick­ing the honey in the best way, es­pe­cially if there is much of it with­in reach. So­lomon ex­presses this way out thus: “Then I com­men­ded mirth, be­cause a man hath no bet­ter thing un­der the sun, than to eat, and to drink, and to be merry: and that this should ac­com­pany him in his la­bour the days of his life, which God giv­eth him un­der the sun.

			“There­fore eat thy bread with joy and drink thy wine with a merry heart. … Live joy­fully with the wife whom thou lovest all the days of the life of thy van­ity … for this is thy por­tion in life and in thy la­bours which thou takest un­der the sun. … What­so­ever thy hand fin­d­e­th to do, do it with thy might, for there is not work, nor device, nor know­ledge, nor wis­dom, in the grave, whith­er thou goest.”

			That is the way in which the ma­jor­ity of people of our circle make life pos­sible for them­selves. Their cir­cum­stances fur­nish them with more of wel­fare than of hard­ship, and their mor­al dull­ness makes it pos­sible for them to for­get that the ad­vant­age of their po­s­i­tion is ac­ci­dent­al, and that not every­one can have a thou­sand wives and palaces like So­lomon, that for every­one who has a thou­sand wives there are a thou­sand without a wife, and that for each palace there are a thou­sand people who have to build it in the sweat of their brows; and that the ac­ci­dent that has today made me a So­lomon may to­mor­row make me a So­lomon’s slave. The dull­ness of these people’s ima­gin­a­tion en­ables them to for­get the things that gave Buddha no peace—the in­ev­it­ab­il­ity of sick­ness, old age, and death, which today or to­mor­row will des­troy all these pleas­ures.

			So think and feel the ma­jor­ity of people of our day and our man­ner of life. The fact that some of these people de­clare the dull­ness of their thoughts and ima­gin­a­tions to be a philo­sophy, which they call Pos­it­ive, does not re­move them, in my opin­ion, from the ranks of those who, to avoid see­ing the ques­tion, lick the honey. I could not im­it­ate these people; not hav­ing their dull­ness of ima­gin­a­tion I could not ar­ti­fi­cially pro­duce it in my­self. I could not tear my eyes from the mice and the dragon, as no vi­tal man can after he has once seen them.

			The third es­cape is that of strength and en­ergy. It con­sists in des­troy­ing life, when one has un­der­stood that it is an evil and an ab­surdity. A few ex­cep­tion­ally strong and con­sist­ent people act so. Hav­ing un­der­stood the stu­pid­ity of the joke that has been played on them, and hav­ing un­der­stood that it is bet­ter to be dead than to be alive, and that it is best of all not to ex­ist, they act ac­cord­ingly and promptly end this stu­pid joke, since there are means: a rope round one’s neck, wa­ter, a knife to stick in­to one’s heart, or the trains on the rail­ways; and the num­ber of those of our circle who act in this way be­comes great­er and great­er, and for the most part they act so at the best time of their life, when the strength of their mind is in full bloom and few habits de­grad­ing to the mind have as yet been ac­quired.

			I saw that this was the wor­thi­est way of es­cape and I wished to ad­opt it.

			The fourth way out is that of weak­ness. It con­sists in see­ing the truth of the situ­ation and yet cling­ing to life, know­ing in ad­vance that noth­ing can come of it. People of this kind know that death is bet­ter than life, but not hav­ing the strength to act ra­tion­ally—to end the de­cep­tion quickly and kill them­selves—they seem to wait for some­thing. This is the es­cape of weak­ness, for if I know what is best and it is with­in my power, why not yield to what is best? … I found my­self in that cat­egory.

			So people of my class evade the ter­rible con­tra­dic­tion in four ways. Strain my at­ten­tion as I would, I saw no way ex­cept those four. One way was not to un­der­stand that life is sense­less, van­ity, and an evil, and that it is bet­ter not to live. I could not help know­ing this, and when I once knew it could not shut my eyes to it. The second way was to use life such as it is without think­ing of the fu­ture. And I could not do that. I, like Sakya Muni, could not ride out hunt­ing when I knew that old age, suf­fer­ing, and death ex­ist. My ima­gin­a­tion was too vivid. Nor could I re­joice in the mo­ment­ary ac­ci­dents that for an in­stant threw pleas­ure to my lot. The third way, hav­ing un­der­stood that life is evil and stu­pid, was to end it by killing one­self. I un­der­stood that, but some­how still did not kill my­self. The fourth way was to live like So­lomon and Schopen­hauer—know­ing that life is a stu­pid joke played upon us, and still to go on liv­ing, wash­ing one­self, dress­ing, din­ing, talk­ing, and even writ­ing books. This was to me re­puls­ive and tor­ment­ing, but I re­mained in that po­s­i­tion.

			I see now that if I did not kill my­self it was due to some dim con­scious­ness of the in­valid­ity of my thoughts. How­ever con­vin­cing and in­dubit­able ap­peared to me the se­quence of my thoughts and of those of the wise that have brought us to the ad­mis­sion of the sense­less­ness of life, there re­mained in me a vague doubt of the justice of my con­clu­sion.

			It was like this: I, my reas­on, have ac­know­ledged that life is sense­less. If there is noth­ing high­er than reas­on (and there is not: noth­ing can prove that there is), then reas­on is the cre­at­or of life for me. If reas­on did not ex­ist there would be for me no life. How can reas­on deny life when it is the cre­at­or of life? Or to put it the oth­er way: were there no life, my reas­on would not ex­ist; there­fore reas­on is life’s son. Life is all. Reas­on is its fruit yet reas­on re­jects life it­self! I felt that there was some­thing wrong here.

			Life is a sense­less evil, that is cer­tain, said I to my­self. Yet I have lived and am still liv­ing, and all man­kind lived and lives. How is that? Why does it live, when it is pos­sible not to live? Is it that only I and Schopen­hauer are wise enough to un­der­stand the sense­less­ness and evil of life?

			The reas­on­ing show­ing the van­ity of life is not so dif­fi­cult, and has long been fa­mil­i­ar to the very simplest folk; yet they have lived and still live. How is it they all live and nev­er think of doubt­ing the reas­on­able­ness of life?

			My know­ledge, con­firmed by the wis­dom of the sages, has shown me that everything on earth—or­gan­ic and in­or­gan­ic—is all most clev­erly ar­ranged—only my own po­s­i­tion is stu­pid. And those fools—the enorm­ous masses of people—know noth­ing about how everything or­gan­ic and in­or­gan­ic in the world is ar­ranged; but they live, and it seems to them that their life is very wisely ar­ranged! …

			And it struck me: “But what if there is some­thing I do not yet know? Ig­nor­ance be­haves just in that way. Ig­nor­ance al­ways says just what I am say­ing. When it does not know some­thing, it says that what it does not know is stu­pid. In­deed, it ap­pears that there is a whole hu­man­ity that lived and lives as if it un­der­stood the mean­ing of its life, for without un­der­stand­ing it could not live; but I say that all this life is sense­less and that I can­not live.

			“Noth­ing pre­vents our deny­ing life by sui­cide. Well then, kill your­self, and you won’t dis­cuss. If life dis­pleases you, kill your­self! You live, and can­not un­der­stand the mean­ing of life—then fin­ish it, and do not fool about in life, say­ing and writ­ing that you do not un­der­stand it. You have come in­to good com­pany where people are con­ten­ted and know what they are do­ing; if you find it dull and re­puls­ive—go away!”

			In­deed, what are we who are con­vinced of the ne­ces­sity of sui­cide yet do not de­cide to com­mit it, but the weak­est, most in­con­sist­ent, and to put it plainly, the stu­pid­est of men, fuss­ing about with our own stu­pid­ity as a fool fusses about with a painted hussy? For our wis­dom, how­ever in­dubit­able it may be, has not giv­en us the know­ledge of the mean­ing of our life. But all man­kind who sus­tain life—mil­lions of them—do not doubt the mean­ing of life.

			In­deed, from the most dis­tant time of which I know any­thing, when life began, people have lived know­ing the ar­gu­ment about the van­ity of life which has shown me its sense­less­ness, and yet they lived at­trib­ut­ing some mean­ing to it.

			From the time when any life began among men they had that mean­ing of life, and they led that life which has des­cen­ded to me. All that is in me and around me, all, cor­por­eal and in­cor­por­eal, is the fruit of their know­ledge of life. Those very in­stru­ments of thought with which I con­sider this life and con­demn it were all de­vised not by me but by them. I my­self was born, taught, and brought up thanks to them. They dug out the iron, taught us to cut down the forests, tamed the cows and horses, taught us to sow corn and to live to­geth­er, or­gan­ized our life, and taught me to think and speak. And I, their product, fed, sup­plied with drink, taught by them, think­ing with their thoughts and words, have ar­gued that they are an ab­surdity! “There is some­thing wrong,” said I to my­self. “I have blundered some­where.” But it was a long time be­fore I could find out where the mis­take was.

		
	
		
			VIII

			All these doubts, which I am now able to ex­press more or less sys­tem­at­ic­ally, I could not then have ex­pressed. I then only felt that how­ever lo­gic­ally in­ev­it­able were my con­clu­sions con­cern­ing the van­ity of life, con­firmed as they were by the greatest thinkers, there was some­thing not right about them. Wheth­er it was in the reas­on­ing it­self or in the state­ment of the ques­tion I did not know—I only felt that the con­clu­sion was ra­tion­ally con­vin­cing, but that that was in­suf­fi­cient. All these con­clu­sions could not so con­vince me as to make me do what fol­lowed from my reas­on­ing, that is to say, kill my­self. And I should have told an un­truth had I, without killing my­self, said that reas­on had brought me to the point I had reached. Reas­on worked, but some­thing else was also work­ing which I can only call a con­scious­ness of life. A force was work­ing which com­pelled me to turn my at­ten­tion to this and not to that; and it was this force which ex­tric­ated me from my des­per­ate situ­ation and turned my mind in quite an­oth­er dir­ec­tion. This force com­pelled me to turn my at­ten­tion to the fact that I and a few hun­dred sim­il­ar people are not the whole of man­kind, and that I did not yet know the life of man­kind.

			Look­ing at the nar­row circle of my equals, I saw only people who had not un­der­stood the ques­tion, or who had un­der­stood it and drowned it in life’s in­tox­ic­a­tion, or had un­der­stood it and ended their lives, or had un­der­stood it and yet from weak­ness were liv­ing out their des­per­ate life. And I saw no oth­ers. It seemed to me that that nar­row circle of rich, learned, and leis­ured people to which I be­longed formed the whole of hu­man­ity, and that those mil­liards of oth­ers who have lived and are liv­ing were cattle of some sort—not real people.

			Strange, in­cred­ibly in­com­pre­hens­ible as it now seems to me that I could, while reas­on­ing about life, over­look the whole life of man­kind that sur­roun­ded me on all sides; that I could to such a de­gree blun­der so ab­surdly as to think that my life, and So­lomon’s and Schopen­hauer’s, is the real, nor­mal life, and that the life of the mil­liards is a cir­cum­stance un­deserving of at­ten­tion—strange as this now is to me, I see that so it was. In the de­lu­sion of my pride of in­tel­lect it seemed to me so in­dubit­able that I and So­lomon and Schopen­hauer had stated the ques­tion so truly and ex­actly that noth­ing else was pos­sible—so in­dubit­able did it seem that all those mil­liards con­sisted of men who had not yet ar­rived at an ap­pre­hen­sion of all the pro­fund­ity of the ques­tion—that I sought for the mean­ing of my life without it once oc­cur­ring to me to ask: “But what mean­ing is and has been giv­en to their lives by all the mil­liards of com­mon folk who live and have lived in the world?”

			I long lived in this state of lun­acy, which, in fact if not in words, is par­tic­u­larly char­ac­ter­ist­ic of us very lib­er­al and learned people. But thanks either to the strange phys­ic­al af­fec­tion I have for the real la­bour­ing people, which com­pelled me to un­der­stand them and to see that they are not so stu­pid as we sup­pose, or thanks to the sin­cer­ity of my con­vic­tion that I could know noth­ing bey­ond the fact that the best I could do was to hang my­self, at any rate I in­stinct­ively felt that if I wished to live and un­der­stand the mean­ing of life, I must seek this mean­ing not among those who have lost it and wish to kill them­selves, but among those mil­liards of the past and the present who make life and who sup­port the bur­den of their own lives and of ours also. And I con­sidered the enorm­ous masses of those simple, un­learned, and poor people who have lived and are liv­ing and I saw some­thing quite dif­fer­ent. I saw that, with rare ex­cep­tions, all those mil­liards who have lived and are liv­ing do not fit in­to my di­vi­sions, and that I could not class them as not un­der­stand­ing the ques­tion, for they them­selves state it and reply to it with ex­traordin­ary clear­ness. Nor could I con­sider them epi­cur­eans, for their life con­sists more of priva­tions and suf­fer­ings than of en­joy­ments. Still less could I con­sider them as ir­ra­tion­ally drag­ging on a mean­ing­less ex­ist­ence, for every act of their life, as well as death it­self, is ex­plained by them. To kill them­selves they con­sider the greatest evil. It ap­peared that all man­kind had a know­ledge, un­ac­know­ledged and des­pised by me, of the mean­ing of life. It ap­peared that reas­on­able know­ledge does not give the mean­ing of life, but ex­cludes life: while the mean­ing at­trib­uted to life by mil­liards of people, by all hu­man­ity, rests on some des­pised pseudo-know­ledge.

			Ra­tion­al know­ledge presen­ted by the learned and wise, denies the mean­ing of life, but the enorm­ous masses of men, the whole of man­kind re­ceive that mean­ing in ir­ra­tion­al know­ledge. And that ir­ra­tion­al know­ledge is faith, that very thing which I could not but re­ject. It is God, One in Three; the cre­ation in six days; the dev­ils and an­gels, and all the rest that I can­not ac­cept as long as I re­tain my reas­on.

			My po­s­i­tion was ter­rible. I knew I could find noth­ing along the path of reas­on­able know­ledge ex­cept a deni­al of life; and there—in faith—was noth­ing but a deni­al of reas­on, which was yet more im­possible for me than a deni­al of life. From ra­tion­al know­ledge it ap­peared that life is an evil, people know this and it is in their power to end life; yet they lived and still live, and I my­self live, though I have long known that life is sense­less and an evil. By faith it ap­pears that in or­der to un­der­stand the mean­ing of life I must re­nounce my reas­on, the very thing for which alone a mean­ing is re­quired.

		
	
		
			IX

			A con­tra­dic­tion arose from which there were two exits. Either that which I called reas­on was not so ra­tion­al as I sup­posed, or that which seemed to me ir­ra­tion­al was not so ir­ra­tion­al as I sup­posed. And I began to veri­fy the line of ar­gu­ment of my ra­tion­al know­ledge.

			Veri­fy­ing the line of ar­gu­ment of ra­tion­al know­ledge I found it quite cor­rect. The con­clu­sion that life is noth­ing was in­ev­it­able; but I no­ticed a mis­take. The mis­take lay in this, that my reas­on­ing was not in ac­cord with the ques­tion I had put. The ques­tion was: “Why should I live, that is to say, what real, per­man­ent res­ult will come out of my il­lus­ory trans­it­ory life—what mean­ing has my fi­nite ex­ist­ence in this in­fin­ite world?” And to reply to that ques­tion I had stud­ied life.

			The solu­tion of all the pos­sible ques­tions of life could evid­ently not sat­is­fy me, for my ques­tion, simple as it at first ap­peared, in­cluded a de­mand for an ex­plan­a­tion of the fi­nite in terms of the in­fin­ite, and vice versa.

			I asked: “What is the mean­ing of my life, bey­ond time, cause, and space?” And I replied to quite an­oth­er ques­tion: “What is the mean­ing of my life with­in time, cause, and space?” With the res­ult that, after long ef­forts of thought, the an­swer I reached was: “None.”

			In my reas­on­ings I con­stantly com­pared (nor could I do oth­er­wise) the fi­nite with the fi­nite, and the in­fin­ite with the in­fin­ite; but for that reas­on I reached the in­ev­it­able res­ult: force is force, mat­ter is mat­ter, will is will, the in­fin­ite is the in­fin­ite, noth­ing is noth­ing—and that was all that could res­ult.

			It was some­thing like what hap­pens in math­em­at­ics, when think­ing to solve an equa­tion, we find we are work­ing on an iden­tity. The line of reas­on­ing is cor­rect, but res­ults in the an­swer that a equals a, or x equals x, or 0 equals 0. The same thing happened with my reas­on­ing in re­la­tion to the ques­tion of the mean­ing of my life. The replies giv­en by all sci­ence to that ques­tion only res­ult in—iden­tity.

			And really, strictly sci­entif­ic know­ledge—that know­ledge which be­gins, as Descartes’s did, with com­plete doubt about everything—re­jects all know­ledge ad­mit­ted on faith and builds everything afresh on the laws of reas­on and ex­per­i­ence, and can­not give any oth­er reply to the ques­tion of life than that which I ob­tained: an in­def­in­ite reply. Only at first had it seemed to me that know­ledge had giv­en a pos­it­ive reply—the reply of Schopen­hauer: that life has no mean­ing and is an evil. But on ex­amin­ing the mat­ter I un­der­stood that the reply is not pos­it­ive, it was only my feel­ing that so ex­pressed it. Strictly ex­pressed, as it is by the Brah­mins and by So­lomon and Schopen­hauer, the reply is merely in­def­in­ite, or an iden­tity: 0 equals 0, life is noth­ing. So that philo­soph­ic know­ledge denies noth­ing, but only replies that the ques­tion can­not be solved by it—that for it the solu­tion re­mains in­def­in­ite.

			Hav­ing un­der­stood this, I un­der­stood that it was not pos­sible to seek in ra­tion­al know­ledge for a reply to my ques­tion, and that the reply giv­en by ra­tion­al know­ledge is a mere in­dic­a­tion that a reply can only be ob­tained by a dif­fer­ent state­ment of the ques­tion and only when the re­la­tion of the fi­nite to the in­fin­ite is in­cluded in the ques­tion. And I un­der­stood that, how­ever ir­ra­tion­al and dis­tor­ted might be the replies giv­en by faith, they have this ad­vant­age, that they in­tro­duce in­to every an­swer a re­la­tion between the fi­nite and the in­fin­ite, without which there can be no solu­tion.

			In whatever way I stated the ques­tion, that re­la­tion ap­peared in the an­swer. How am I to live?—Ac­cord­ing to the law of God. What real res­ult will come of my life?—Etern­al tor­ment or etern­al bliss. What mean­ing has life that death does not des­troy?—Uni­on with the etern­al God: heav­en.

			So that be­sides ra­tion­al know­ledge, which had seemed to me the only know­ledge, I was in­ev­it­ably brought to ac­know­ledge that all live hu­man­ity has an­oth­er ir­ra­tion­al know­ledge—faith which makes it pos­sible to live. Faith still re­mained to me as ir­ra­tion­al as it was be­fore, but I could not but ad­mit that it alone gives man­kind a reply to the ques­tions of life, and that con­sequently it makes life pos­sible. Reas­on­able know­ledge had brought me to ac­know­ledge that life is sense­less—my life had come to a halt and I wished to des­troy my­self. Look­ing around on the whole of man­kind I saw that people live and de­clare that they know the mean­ing of life. I looked at my­self—I had lived as long as I knew a mean­ing of life and had made life pos­sible.

			Look­ing again at people of oth­er lands, at my con­tem­por­ar­ies and at their pre­de­cessors, I saw the same thing. Where there is life, there since man began faith has made life pos­sible for him, and the chief out­line of that faith is every­where and al­ways identic­al.

			Whatever the faith may be, and whatever an­swers it may give, and to whom­so­ever it gives them, every such an­swer gives to the fi­nite ex­ist­ence of man an in­fin­ite mean­ing, a mean­ing not des­troyed by suf­fer­ings, depriva­tions, or death. This means that only in faith can we find for life a mean­ing and a pos­sib­il­ity. What, then, is this faith? And I un­der­stood that faith is not merely “the evid­ence of things not seen,” etc., and is not a rev­el­a­tion (that defines only one of the in­dic­a­tions of faith), is not the re­la­tion of man to God (one has first to define faith and then God, and not define faith through God); it is not only agree­ment with what has been told one (as faith is most usu­ally sup­posed to be), but faith is a know­ledge of the mean­ing of hu­man life in con­sequence of which man does not des­troy him­self but lives. Faith is the strength of life. If a man lives he be­lieves in some­thing. If he did not be­lieve that one must live for some­thing, he would not live. If he does not see and re­cog­nize the il­lus­ory nature of the fi­nite, he be­lieves in the fi­nite; if he un­der­stands the il­lus­ory nature of the fi­nite, he must be­lieve in the in­fin­ite. Without faith he can­not live.

			And I re­called the whole course of my men­tal la­bour and was hor­ri­fied. It was now clear to me that for man to be able to live he must either not see the in­fin­ite, or have such an ex­plan­a­tion of the mean­ing of life as will con­nect the fi­nite with the in­fin­ite. Such an ex­plan­a­tion I had had; but as long as I be­lieved in the fi­nite I did not need the ex­plan­a­tion, and I began to veri­fy it by reas­on. And in the light of reas­on the whole of my former ex­plan­a­tion flew to atoms. But a time came when I ceased to be­lieve in the fi­nite. And then I began to build up on ra­tion­al found­a­tions, out of what I knew, an ex­plan­a­tion which would give a mean­ing to life; but noth­ing could I build. To­geth­er with the best hu­man in­tel­lects I reached the res­ult that 0 equals 0, and was much as­ton­ished at that con­clu­sion, though noth­ing else could have res­ul­ted.

			What was I do­ing when I sought an an­swer in the ex­per­i­ment­al sci­ences? I wished to know why I live, and for this pur­pose stud­ied all that is out­side me. Evid­ently I might learn much, but noth­ing of what I needed.

			What was I do­ing when I sought an an­swer in philo­soph­ic­al know­ledge? I was study­ing the thoughts of those who had found them­selves in the same po­s­i­tion as I, lack­ing a reply to the ques­tion “why do I live?” Evid­ently I could learn noth­ing but what I knew my­self, namely that noth­ing can be known.

			What am I?—A part of the in­fin­ite. In those few words lies the whole prob­lem.

			Is it pos­sible that hu­man­ity has only put that ques­tion to it­self since yes­ter­day? And can no one be­fore me have set him­self that ques­tion—a ques­tion so simple, and one that springs to the tongue of every wise child?

			Surely that ques­tion has been asked since man began; and nat­ur­ally for the solu­tion of that ques­tion since man began it has been equally in­suf­fi­cient to com­pare the fi­nite with the fi­nite and the in­fin­ite with the in­fin­ite, and since man began the re­la­tion of the fi­nite to the in­fin­ite has been sought out and ex­pressed.

			All these con­cep­tions in which the fi­nite has been ad­jus­ted to the in­fin­ite and a mean­ing found for life—the con­cep­tion of God, of will, of good­ness—we sub­mit to lo­gic­al ex­am­in­a­tion. And all those con­cep­tions fail to stand reas­on’s cri­ti­cism.

			Were it not so ter­rible it would be ludicrous with what pride and self-sat­is­fac­tion we, like chil­dren, pull the watch to pieces, take out the spring, make a toy of it, and are then sur­prised that the watch does not go.

			A solu­tion of the con­tra­dic­tion between the fi­nite and the in­fin­ite, and such a reply to the ques­tion of life as will make it pos­sible to live, is ne­ces­sary and pre­cious. And that is the only solu­tion which we find every­where, al­ways, and among all peoples: a solu­tion des­cend­ing from times in which we lose sight of the life of man, a solu­tion so dif­fi­cult that we can com­pose noth­ing like it—and this solu­tion we light-heartedly des­troy in or­der again to set the same ques­tion, which is nat­ur­al to every­one and to which we have no an­swer.

			The con­cep­tion of an in­fin­ite god, the di­vin­ity of the soul, the con­nec­tion of hu­man af­fairs with God, the unity and ex­ist­ence of the soul, man’s con­cep­tion of mor­al good­ness and evil—are con­cep­tions for­mu­lated in the hid­den in­fin­ity of hu­man thought, they are those con­cep­tions without which neither life nor I should ex­ist; yet re­ject­ing all that la­bour of the whole of hu­man­ity, I wished to re­make it afresh my­self and in my own man­ner.

			I did not then think like that, but the germs of these thoughts were already in me. I un­der­stood, in the first place, that my po­s­i­tion with Schopen­hauer and So­lomon, not­with­stand­ing our wis­dom, was stu­pid: we see that life is an evil and yet con­tin­ue to live. That is evid­ently stu­pid, for if life is sense­less and I am so fond of what is reas­on­able, it should be des­troyed, and then there would be no one to chal­lenge it. Secondly, I un­der­stood that all one’s reas­on­ings turned in a vi­cious circle like a wheel out of gear with its pin­ion. How­ever much and how­ever well we may reas­on we can­not ob­tain a reply to the ques­tion; and 0 will al­ways equal 0, and there­fore our path is prob­ably er­ro­neous. Thirdly, I began to un­der­stand that in the replies giv­en by faith is stored up the deep­est hu­man wis­dom and that I had no right to deny them on the ground of reas­on, and that those an­swers are the only ones which reply to life’s ques­tion.

		
	
		
			X

			I un­der­stood this, but it made mat­ters no bet­ter for me. I was now ready to ac­cept any faith if only it did not de­mand of me a dir­ect deni­al of reas­on—which would be a false­hood. And I stud­ied Buddhism and Mo­hammedan­ism from books, and most of all I stud­ied Chris­tian­ity both from books and from the people around me.

			Nat­ur­ally I first of all turned to the or­tho­dox of my circle, to people who were learned: to Church theo­lo­gians, monks, to theo­lo­gians of the new­est shade, and even to Evan­gel­ic­als who pro­fess sal­va­tion by be­lief in the Re­demp­tion. And I seized on these be­liev­ers and ques­tioned them as to their be­liefs and their un­der­stand­ing of the mean­ing of life.

			But though I made all pos­sible con­ces­sions, and avoided all dis­putes, I could not ac­cept the faith of these people. I saw that what they gave out as their faith did not ex­plain the mean­ing of life but ob­scured it, and that they them­selves af­firm their be­lief not to an­swer that ques­tion of life which brought me to faith, but for some oth­er aims ali­en to me.

			I re­mem­ber the pain­ful feel­ing of fear of be­ing thrown back in­to my former state of des­pair, after the hope I of­ten and of­ten ex­per­i­enced in my in­ter­course with these people.

			The more fully they ex­plained to me their doc­trines, the more clearly did I per­ceive their er­ror and real­ized that my hope of find­ing in their be­lief an ex­plan­a­tion of the mean­ing of life was vain.

			It was not that in their doc­trines they mixed many un­ne­ces­sary and un­reas­on­able things with the Chris­ti­an truths that had al­ways been near to me: that was not what re­pelled me. I was re­pelled by the fact that these people’s lives were like my own, with only this dif­fer­ence—that such a life did not cor­res­pond to the prin­ciples they ex­pounded in their teach­ings. I clearly felt that they de­ceived them­selves and that they, like my­self found no oth­er mean­ing in life than to live while life lasts, tak­ing all one’s hands can seize. I saw this be­cause if they had had a mean­ing which des­troyed the fear of loss, suf­fer­ing, and death, they would not have feared these things. But they, these be­liev­ers of our circle, just like my­self, liv­ing in suf­fi­ciency and su­per­fluity, tried to in­crease or pre­serve them, feared priva­tions, suf­fer­ing, and death, and just like my­self and all of us un­be­liev­ers, lived to sat­is­fy their de­sires, and lived just as badly, if not worse, than the un­be­liev­ers.

			No ar­gu­ments could con­vince me of the truth of their faith. Only deeds which showed that they saw a mean­ing in life mak­ing what was so dread­ful to me—poverty, sick­ness, and death—not dread­ful to them, could con­vince me. And such deeds I did not see among the vari­ous be­liev­ers in our circle. On the con­trary, I saw such deeds done8 by people of our circle who were the most un­be­liev­ing, but nev­er by our so-called be­liev­ers.

			And I un­der­stood that the be­lief of these people was not the faith I sought, and that their faith is not a real faith but an epi­cur­ean con­sol­a­tion in life.

			I un­der­stood that that faith may per­haps serve, if not for a con­sol­a­tion at least for some dis­trac­tion for a re­pent­ant So­lomon on his deathbed, but it can­not serve for the great ma­jor­ity of man­kind, who are called on not to amuse them­selves while con­sum­ing the la­bour of oth­ers but to cre­ate life.

			For all hu­man­ity to be able to live, and con­tin­ue to live at­trib­ut­ing a mean­ing to life, they, those mil­liards, must have a dif­fer­ent, a real, know­ledge of faith. In­deed, it was not the fact that we, with So­lomon and Schopen­hauer, did not kill ourselves that con­vinced me of the ex­ist­ence of faith, but the fact that those mil­liards of people have lived and are liv­ing, and have borne So­lomon and us on the cur­rent of their lives.

			And I began to draw near to the be­liev­ers among the poor, simple, un­lettered folk: pil­grims, monks, sec­tari­ans, and peas­ants. The faith of these com­mon people was the same Chris­ti­an faith as was pro­fessed by the pseudo-be­liev­ers of our circle. Among them, too, I found a great deal of su­per­sti­tion mixed with the Chris­ti­an truths; but the dif­fer­ence was that the su­per­sti­tions of the be­liev­ers of our circle were quite un­ne­ces­sary to them and were not in con­form­ity with their lives, be­ing merely a kind of epi­cur­ean di­ver­sion; but the su­per­sti­tions of the be­liev­ers among the la­bour­ing masses con­formed so with their lives that it was im­possible to ima­gine them to one­self without those su­per­sti­tions, which were a ne­ces­sary con­di­tion of their life. The whole life of be­liev­ers in our circle was a con­tra­dic­tion of their faith, but the whole life of the work­ing-folk be­liev­ers was a con­firm­a­tion of the mean­ing of life which their faith gave them. And I began to look well in­to the life and faith of these people, and the more I con­sidered it the more I be­came con­vinced that they have a real faith which is a ne­ces­sity to them and alone gives their life a mean­ing and makes it pos­sible for them to live. In con­trast with what I had seen in our circle—where life without faith is pos­sible and where hardly one in a thou­sand ac­know­ledges him­self to be a be­liev­er—among them there is hardly one un­be­liev­er in a thou­sand. In con­trast with what I had seen in our circle, where the whole of life is passed in idle­ness, amuse­ment, and dis­sat­is­fac­tion, I saw that the whole life of these people was passed in heavy la­bour, and that they were con­tent with life. In con­tra­dis­tinc­tion to the way in which people of our circle op­pose fate and com­plain of it on ac­count of depriva­tions and suf­fer­ings, these people ac­cep­ted ill­ness and sor­row without any per­plex­ity or op­pos­i­tion, and with a quiet and firm con­vic­tion that all is good. In con­tra­dis­tinc­tion to us, who the wiser we are the less we un­der­stand the mean­ing of life, and see some evil irony in the fact that we suf­fer and die, these folk live and suf­fer, and they ap­proach death and suf­fer­ing with tran­quil­lity and in most cases gladly. In con­trast to the fact that a tran­quil death, a death without hor­ror and des­pair, is a very rare ex­cep­tion in our circle, a troubled, re­bel­li­ous, and un­happy death is the rarest ex­cep­tion among the people. And such people, lack­ing all that for us and for So­lomon is the only good of life and yet ex­per­i­en­cing the greatest hap­pi­ness, are a great mul­ti­tude. I looked more widely around me. I con­sidered the life of the enorm­ous mass of the people in the past and the present. And of such people, un­der­stand­ing the mean­ing of life and able to live and to die, I saw not two or three, or tens, but hun­dreds, thou­sands, and mil­lions. And they all—end­lessly dif­fer­ent in their man­ners, minds, edu­ca­tion, and po­s­i­tion, as they were—all alike, in com­plete con­trast to my ig­nor­ance, knew the mean­ing of life and death, la­boured quietly, en­dured depriva­tions and suf­fer­ings, and lived and died see­ing therein not van­ity but good.

			And I learnt to love these people. The more I came to know their life, the life of those who are liv­ing and of oth­ers who are dead of whom I read and heard, the more I loved them and the easi­er it be­came for me to live. So I went on for about two years, and a change took place in me which had long been pre­par­ing and the prom­ise of which had al­ways been in me. It came about that the life of our circle, the rich and learned, not merely be­came dis­taste­ful to me, but lost all mean­ing in my eyes. All our ac­tions, dis­cus­sions, sci­ence and art, presen­ted it­self to me in a new light. I un­der­stood that it is all merely self-in­dul­gence, and that to find a mean­ing in it is im­possible; while the life of the whole la­bour­ing people, the whole of man­kind who pro­duce life, ap­peared to me in its true sig­ni­fic­ance. I un­der­stood that that is life it­self, and that the mean­ing giv­en to that life is true: and I ac­cep­ted it.

		
	
		
			XI

			And re­mem­ber­ing how those very be­liefs had re­pelled me and had seemed mean­ing­less when pro­fessed by people whose lives con­flic­ted with them, and how these same be­liefs at­trac­ted me and seemed reas­on­able when I saw that people lived in ac­cord with them, I un­der­stood why I had then re­jec­ted those be­liefs and found them mean­ing­less, yet now ac­cep­ted them and found them full of mean­ing. I un­der­stood that I had erred, and why I erred. I had erred not so much be­cause I thought in­cor­rectly as be­cause I lived badly. I un­der­stood that it was not an er­ror in my thought that had hid truth from me as much as my life it­self in the ex­cep­tion­al con­di­tions of epi­cur­ean grat­i­fic­a­tion of de­sires in which I passed it. I un­der­stood that my ques­tion as to what my life is, and the an­swer, and evil, was quite cor­rect. The only mis­take was that the an­swer re­ferred only to my life, while I had re­ferred it to life in gen­er­al. I asked my­self what my life is, and got the reply: An evil and an ab­surdity. And really my life—a life of in­dul­gence of de­sires—was sense­less and evil, and there­fore the reply, “Life is evil and an ab­surdity,” re­ferred only to my life, but not to hu­man life in gen­er­al. I un­der­stood the truth which I af­ter­wards found in the Gos­pels, “that men loved dark­ness rather than the light, for their works were evil. For every­one that doeth ill hat­eth the light, and cometh not to the light, lest his works should be re­proved.” I per­ceived that to un­der­stand the mean­ing of life it is ne­ces­sary first that life should not be mean­ing­less and evil, then we can ap­ply reas­on to ex­plain it. I un­der­stood why I had so long wandered round so evid­ent a truth, and that if one is to think and speak of the life of man­kind, one must think and speak of that life and not of the life of some of life’s para­sites. That truth was al­ways as true as that two and two are four, but I had not ac­know­ledged it, be­cause on ad­mit­ting two and two to be four I had also to ad­mit that I was bad; and to feel my­self to be good was for me more im­port­ant and ne­ces­sary than for two and two to be four. I came to love good people, hated my­self, and con­fessed the truth. Now all be­came clear to me.

			What if an ex­e­cu­tion­er passing his whole life in tor­tur­ing people and cut­ting off their heads, or a hope­less drunk­ard, or a mad­man settled for life in a dark room which he has fouled and ima­gines that he would per­ish if he left—what if he asked him­self: “What is life?” Evid­ently he could get no oth­er reply to that ques­tion than that life is the greatest evil, and the mad­man’s an­swer would be per­fectly cor­rect, but only as ap­plied to him­self. What if I am such a mad­man? What if all we rich and leis­ured people are such mad­men? and I un­der­stood that we really are such mad­men. I at any rate was cer­tainly such.

			And in­deed a bird is so made that it must fly, col­lect food, and build a nest, and when I see that a bird does this I have pleas­ure in its joy. A goat, a hare, and a wolf are so made that they must feed them­selves, and must breed and feed their fam­ily, and when they do so I feel firmly as­sured that they are happy and that their life is a reas­on­able one. Then what should a man do? He too should pro­duce his liv­ing as the an­im­als do, but with this dif­fer­ence, that he will per­ish if he does it alone; he must ob­tain it not for him­self but for all. And when he does that, I have a firm as­sur­ance that he is happy and that his life is reas­on­able. But what had I done dur­ing the whole thirty years of my re­spons­ible life? Far from pro­du­cing susten­ance for all, I did not even pro­duce it for my­self. I lived as a para­site, and on ask­ing my­self, what is the use of my life? I got the reply: “No use.” If the mean­ing of hu­man life lies in sup­port­ing it, how could I—who for thirty years had been en­gaged not on sup­port­ing life but on des­troy­ing it in my­self and in oth­ers—how could I ob­tain any oth­er an­swer than that my life was sense­less and an evil? … It was both sense­less and evil.

			The life of the world en­dures by someone’s will—by the life of the whole world and by our lives someone ful­fills his pur­pose. To hope to un­der­stand the mean­ing of that will one must first per­form it by do­ing what is wanted of us. But if I will not do what is wanted of me, I shall nev­er un­der­stand what is wanted of me, and still less what is wanted of us all and of the whole world.

			If a na­ked, hungry beg­gar has been taken from the cross­roads, brought in­to a build­ing be­long­ing to a beau­ti­ful es­tab­lish­ment, fed, sup­plied with drink, and ob­liged to move a handle up and down, evid­ently, be­fore dis­cuss­ing why he was taken, why he should move the handle, and wheth­er the whole es­tab­lish­ment is reas­on­ably ar­ranged—the beg­ger should first of all move the handle. If he moves the handle he will un­der­stand that it works a pump, that the pump draws wa­ter and that the wa­ter ir­rig­ates the garden beds; then he will be taken from the pump­ing sta­tion to an­oth­er place where he will gath­er fruits and will enter in­to the joy of his mas­ter, and, passing from lower to high­er work, will un­der­stand more and more of the ar­range­ments of the es­tab­lish­ment, and tak­ing part in it will nev­er think of ask­ing why he is there, and will cer­tainly not re­proach the mas­ter.

			So those who do his will, the simple, un­learned work­ing folk, whom we re­gard as cattle, do not re­proach the mas­ter; but we, the wise, eat the mas­ter’s food but do not do what the mas­ter wishes, and in­stead of do­ing it sit in a circle and dis­cuss: “Why should that handle be moved? Isn’t it stu­pid?” So we have de­cided. We have de­cided that the mas­ter is stu­pid, or does not ex­ist, and that we are wise, only we feel that we are quite use­less and that we must some­how do away with ourselves.

		
	
		
			XII

			The con­scious­ness of the er­ror in reas­on­able know­ledge helped me to free my­self from the tempta­tion of idle ra­ti­ocin­a­tion. The con­vic­tion that know­ledge of truth can only be found by liv­ing led me to doubt the right­ness of my life; but I was saved only by the fact that I was able to tear my­self from my ex­clus­ive­ness and to see the real life of the plain work­ing people, and to un­der­stand that it alone is real life. I un­der­stood that if I wish to un­der­stand life and its mean­ing, I must not live the life of a para­site, but must live a real life, and—tak­ing the mean­ing giv­en to life by real hu­man­ity and mer­ging my­self in that life—veri­fy it.

			Dur­ing that time this is what happened to me. Dur­ing that whole year, when I was ask­ing my­self al­most every mo­ment wheth­er I should not end mat­ters with a noose or a bul­let—all that time, to­geth­er with the course of thought and ob­ser­va­tion about which I have spoken, my heart was op­pressed with a pain­ful feel­ing, which I can only de­scribe as a search for God.

			I say that that search for God was not reas­on­ing, but a feel­ing, be­cause that search pro­ceeded not from the course of my thoughts—it was even dir­ectly con­trary to them—but pro­ceeded from the heart. It was a feel­ing of fear, orphan­age, isol­a­tion in a strange land, and a hope of help from someone.

			Though I was quite con­vinced of the im­possib­il­ity of prov­ing the ex­ist­ence of a Deity (Kant had shown, and I quite un­der­stood him, that it could not be proved), I yet sought for God, hoped that I should find Him, and from old habit ad­dressed pray­ers to that which I sought but had not found. I went over in my mind the ar­gu­ments of Kant and Schopen­hauer show­ing the im­possib­il­ity of prov­ing the ex­ist­ence of a God, and I began to veri­fy those ar­gu­ments and to re­fute them. Cause, said I to my­self, is not a cat­egory of thought such as are Time and Space. If I ex­ist, there must be some cause for it, and a cause of causes. And that first cause of all is what men have called “God.” And I paused on that thought, and tried with all my be­ing to re­cog­nize the pres­ence of that cause. And as soon as I ac­know­ledged that there is a force in whose power I am, I at once felt that I could live. But I asked my­self: What is that cause, that force? How am I to think of it? What are my re­la­tions to that which I call “God”? And only the fa­mil­i­ar replies oc­curred to me: “He is the Cre­at­or and Pre­serv­er.” This reply did not sat­is­fy me, and I felt I was los­ing with­in me what I needed for my life. I be­came ter­ri­fied and began to pray to Him whom I sought, that He should help me. But the more I prayed the more ap­par­ent it be­came to me that He did not hear me, and that there was no one to whom to ad­dress my­self. And with des­pair in my heart that there is no God at all, I said: “Lord, have mercy, save me! Lord, teach me!” But no one had mercy on me, and I felt that my life was com­ing to a stand­still.

			But again and again, from vari­ous sides, I re­turned to the same con­clu­sion that I could not have come in­to the world without any cause or reas­on or mean­ing; I could not be such a fledgling fallen from its nest as I felt my­self to be. Or, grant­ing that I be such, ly­ing on my back cry­ing in the high grass, even then I cry be­cause I know that a moth­er has borne me with­in her, has hatched me, warmed me, fed me, and loved me. Where is she—that moth­er? If I have been deser­ted, who has deser­ted me? I can­not hide from my­self that someone bored me, lov­ing me. Who was that someone? Again “God”? He knows and sees my search­ing, my des­pair, and my struggle.

			“He ex­ists,” said I to my­self. And I had only for an in­stant to ad­mit that, and at once life rose with­in me, and I felt the pos­sib­il­ity and joy of be­ing. But again, from the ad­mis­sion of the ex­ist­ence of a God I went on to seek my re­la­tion with Him; and again I ima­gined that God—our Cre­at­or in Three Per­sons who sent His Son, the Sa­viour—and again that God, de­tached from the world and from me, melted like a block of ice, melted be­fore my eyes, and again noth­ing re­mained, and again the spring of life dried up with­in me, and I des­paired and felt that I had noth­ing to do but to kill my­self. And the worst of all was, that I felt I could not do it.

			Not twice or three times, but tens and hun­dreds of times, I reached those con­di­tions, first of joy and an­im­a­tion, and then of des­pair and con­scious­ness of the im­possib­il­ity of liv­ing.

			I re­mem­ber that it was in early spring: I was alone in the wood listen­ing to its sounds. I listened and thought ever of the same thing, as I had con­stantly done dur­ing those last three years. I was again seek­ing God.

			“Very well, there is no God,” said I to my­self; “there is no one who is not my ima­gin­a­tion but a real­ity like my whole life. He does not ex­ist, and no mir­acles can prove His ex­ist­ence, be­cause the mir­acles would be my ima­gin­a­tion, be­sides be­ing ir­ra­tion­al.

			“But my per­cep­tion of God, of Him whom I seek,” I asked my­self, “where has that per­cep­tion come from?” And again at this thought the glad waves of life rose with­in me. All that was around me came to life and re­ceived a mean­ing. But my joy did not last long. My mind con­tin­ued its work.

			“The con­cep­tion of God is not God,” said I to my­self. “The con­cep­tion is what takes place with­in me. The con­cep­tion of God is some­thing I can evoke or can re­frain from evok­ing in my­self. That is not what I seek. I seek that without which there can be no life.” And again all around me and with­in me began to die, and again I wished to kill my­self.

			But then I turned my gaze upon my­self, on what went on with­in me, and I re­membered all those ces­sa­tions of life and re­an­im­a­tions that re­curred with­in me hun­dreds of times. I re­membered that I only lived at those times when I be­lieved in God. As it was be­fore, so it was now; I need only be aware of God to live; I need only for­get Him, or dis­be­lieve Him, and I died.

			What is this an­im­a­tion and dy­ing? I do not live when I lose be­lief in the ex­ist­ence of God. I should long ago have killed my­self had I not had a dim hope of find­ing Him. I live, really live, only when I feel Him and seek Him. “What more do you seek?” ex­claimed a voice with­in me. “This is He. He is that without which one can­not live. To know God and to live is one and the same thing. God is life.”

			“Live seek­ing God, and then you will not live without God.” And more than ever be­fore, all with­in me and around me lit up, and the light did not again aban­don me.

			And I was saved from sui­cide. When and how this change oc­curred I could not say. As im­per­cept­ibly and gradu­ally the force of life in me had been des­troyed and I had reached the im­possib­il­ity of liv­ing, a ces­sa­tion of life and the ne­ces­sity of sui­cide, so im­per­cept­ibly and gradu­ally did that force of life re­turn to me. And strange to say the strength of life which re­turned to me was not new, but quite old—the same that had borne me along in my earli­est days.

			I quite re­turned to what be­longed to my earli­est child­hood and youth. I re­turned to the be­lief in that Will which pro­duced me and de­sires some­thing of me. I re­turned to the be­lief that the chief and only aim of my life is to be bet­ter, i.e. to live in ac­cord with that Will. And I re­turned to the be­lief that I can find the ex­pres­sion of that Will in what hu­man­ity, in the dis­tant past hid­den from, has pro­duced for its guid­ance: that is to say, I re­turned to a be­lief in God, in mor­al per­fec­tion, and in a tra­di­tion trans­mit­ting the mean­ing of life. There was only this dif­fer­ence, that then all this was ac­cep­ted un­con­sciously, while now I knew that without it I could not live.

			What happened to me was some­thing like this: I was put in­to a boat (I do not re­mem­ber when) and pushed off from an un­known shore, shown the dir­ec­tion of the op­pos­ite shore, had oars put in­to my un­prac­tised hands, and was left alone. I rowed as best I could and moved for­ward; but the fur­ther I ad­vanced to­wards the middle of the stream the more rap­id grew the cur­rent bear­ing me away from my goal and the more fre­quently did I en­counter oth­ers, like my­self, borne away by the stream. There were a few row­ers who con­tin­ued to row, there were oth­ers who had aban­doned their oars; there were large boats and im­mense ves­sels full of people. Some struggled against the cur­rent, oth­ers yiel­ded to it. And the fur­ther I went the more, see­ing the pro­gress down the cur­rent of all those who were adrift, I for­got the dir­ec­tion giv­en me. In the very centre of the stream, amid the crowd of boats and ves­sels which were be­ing borne down stream, I quite lost my dir­ec­tion and aban­doned my oars. Around me on all sides, with mirth and re­joicing, people with sails and oars were borne down the stream, as­sur­ing me and each oth­er that no oth­er dir­ec­tion was pos­sible. And I be­lieved them and floated with them. And I was car­ried far; so far that I heard the roar of the rap­ids in which I must be shattered, and I saw boats shattered in them. And I re­col­lec­ted my­self. I was long un­able to un­der­stand what had happened to me. I saw be­fore me noth­ing but de­struc­tion, to­wards which I was rush­ing and which I feared. I saw no safety any­where and did not know what to do; but, look­ing back, I per­ceived in­nu­mer­able boats which un­ceas­ingly and strenu­ously pushed across the stream, and I re­membered about the shore, the oars, and the dir­ec­tion, and began to pull back up­wards against the stream and to­wards the shore.

			That shore was God; that dir­ec­tion was tra­di­tion; the oars were the free­dom giv­en me to pull for the shore and unite with God. And so the force of life was re­newed in me and I again began to live.

		
	
		
			XIII

			I turned from the life of our circle, ac­know­ledging that ours is not life but a sim­u­la­tion of life—that the con­di­tions of su­per­fluity in which we live de­prive us of the pos­sib­il­ity of un­der­stand­ing life, and that in or­der to un­der­stand life I must un­der­stand not an ex­cep­tion­al life such as ours who are para­sites on life, but the life of the simple la­bour­ing folk—those who make life—and the mean­ing which they at­trib­ute to it. The simplest la­bour­ing people around me were the Rus­si­an people, and I turned to them and to the mean­ing of life which they give. That mean­ing, if one can put it in­to words, was as fol­lows: Every man has come in­to this world by the will of God. And God has so made man that every man can des­troy his soul or save it. The aim of man in life is to save his soul, and to save his soul he must live “godly” and to live “godly” he must re­nounce all the pleas­ures of life, must la­bour, humble him­self, suf­fer, and be mer­ci­ful. That mean­ing the people ob­tain from the whole teach­ing of faith trans­mit­ted to them by their pas­tors and by the tra­di­tions that live among the people. This mean­ing was clear to me and near to my heart. But to­geth­er with this mean­ing of the pop­u­lar faith of our non­sec­tari­an folk, among whom I live, much was in­sep­ar­ably bound up that re­vol­ted me and seemed to me in­ex­plic­able: sac­ra­ments, Church ser­vices, fasts, and the ad­or­a­tion of rel­ics and icons. The people can­not sep­ar­ate the one from the oth­er, nor could I. And strange as much of what entered in­to the faith of these people was to me, I ac­cep­ted everything, and at­ten­ded the ser­vices, knelt morn­ing and even­ing in pray­er, fas­ted, and pre­pared to re­ceive the Euchar­ist: and at first my reas­on did not res­ist any­thing. The very things that had formerly seemed to me im­possible did not now evoke in me any op­pos­i­tion.

			My re­la­tions to faith be­fore and after were quite dif­fer­ent. Formerly life it­self seemed to me full of mean­ing and faith presen­ted it­self as the ar­bit­rary as­ser­tion of pro­pos­i­tions to me quite un­ne­ces­sary, un­reas­on­able, and dis­con­nec­ted from life. I then asked my­self what mean­ing those pro­pos­i­tions had and, con­vinced that they had none, I re­jec­ted them. Now on the con­trary I knew firmly that my life oth­er­wise has, and can have, no mean­ing, and the art­icles of faith were far from present­ing them­selves to me as un­ne­ces­sary—on the con­trary I had been led by in­dubit­able ex­per­i­ence to the con­vic­tion that only these pro­pos­i­tions presen­ted by faith give life a mean­ing. Formerly I looked on them as on some quite un­ne­ces­sary gib­ber­ish, but now, if I did not un­der­stand them, I yet knew that they had a mean­ing, and I said to my­self that I must learn to un­der­stand them.

			I ar­gued as fol­lows, telling my­self that the know­ledge of faith flows, like all hu­man­ity with its reas­on, from a mys­ter­i­ous source. That source is God, the ori­gin both of the hu­man body and the hu­man reas­on. As my body has des­cen­ded to me from God, so also has my reas­on and my un­der­stand­ing of life, and con­sequently the vari­ous stages of the de­vel­op­ment of that un­der­stand­ing of life can­not be false. All that people sin­cerely be­lieve in must be true; it may be dif­fer­ently ex­pressed but it can­not be a lie, and there­fore if it presents it­self to me as a lie, that only means that I have not un­der­stood it. Fur­ther­more I said to my­self, the es­sence of every faith con­sists in its giv­ing life a mean­ing which death does not des­troy. Nat­ur­ally for a faith to be able to reply to the ques­tions of a king dy­ing in lux­ury, of an old slave tor­men­ted by over­work, of an un­reas­on­ing child, of a wise old man, of a half-wit­ted old wo­man, of a young and happy wife, of a youth tor­men­ted by pas­sions, of all people in the most var­ied con­di­tions of life and edu­ca­tion—if there is one reply to the one etern­al ques­tion of life: “Why do I live and what will res­ult from my life?”—the reply, though one in its es­sence, must be end­lessly var­ied in its present­a­tion; and the more it is one, the more true and pro­found it is, the more strange and de­formed must it nat­ur­ally ap­pear in its at­temp­ted ex­pres­sion, con­form­ably to the edu­ca­tion and po­s­i­tion of each per­son. But this ar­gu­ment, jus­ti­fy­ing in my eyes the queer­ness of much on the ritu­al side of re­li­gion, did not suf­fice to al­low me in the one great af­fair of life—re­li­gion—to do things which seemed to me ques­tion­able. With all my soul I wished to be in a po­s­i­tion to mingle with the people, ful­filling the ritu­al side of their re­li­gion; but I could not do it. I felt that I should lie to my­self and mock at what was sac­red to me, were I to do so. At this point, how­ever, our new Rus­si­an theo­lo­gic­al writers came to my res­cue.

			Ac­cord­ing to the ex­plan­a­tion these theo­lo­gians gave, the fun­da­ment­al dogma of our faith is the in­fal­lib­il­ity of the Church. From the ad­mis­sion of that dogma fol­lows in­ev­it­ably the truth of all that is pro­fessed by the Church. The Church as an as­sembly of true be­liev­ers united by love and there­fore pos­sessed of true know­ledge be­came the basis of my be­lief. I told my­self that di­vine truth can­not be ac­cess­ible to a sep­ar­ate in­di­vidu­al; it is re­vealed only to the whole as­sembly of people united by love. To at­tain truth one must not sep­ar­ate, and in or­der not to sep­ar­ate one must love and must en­dure things one may not agree with.

			Truth re­veals it­self to love, and if you do not sub­mit to the rites of the Church you trans­gress against love; and by trans­gress­ing against love you de­prive your­self of the pos­sib­il­ity of re­cog­niz­ing the truth. I did not then see the soph­istry con­tained in this ar­gu­ment. I did not see that uni­on in love may give the greatest love, but cer­tainly can­not give us di­vine truth ex­pressed in the def­in­ite words of the Nicene Creed. I also did not per­ceive that love can­not make a cer­tain ex­pres­sion of truth an ob­lig­at­ory con­di­tion of uni­on. I did not then see these mis­takes in the ar­gu­ment and thanks to it was able to ac­cept and per­form all the rites of the Or­tho­dox Church without un­der­stand­ing most of them. I then tried with all the strength of my soul to avoid all ar­gu­ments and con­tra­dic­tions, and tried to ex­plain as reas­on­ably as pos­sible the Church state­ments I en­countered.

			When ful­filling the rites of the Church I humbled my reas­on and sub­mit­ted to the tra­di­tion pos­sessed by all hu­man­ity. I united my­self with my fore­fath­ers: the fath­er, moth­er, and grand­par­ents I loved. They and all my pre­de­cessors be­lieved and lived, and they pro­duced me. I united my­self also with the mis­sions of the com­mon people whom I re­spec­ted. Mo­ve­over, those ac­tions had noth­ing bad in them­selves (“bad” I con­sidered the in­dul­gence of one’s de­sires). When rising early for Church ser­vices I knew I was do­ing well, if only be­cause I was sac­ri­fi­cing my bod­ily ease to humble my men­tal pride, for the sake of uni­on with my an­cest­ors and con­tem­por­ar­ies, and for the sake of find­ing the mean­ing of life. It was the same with my pre­par­a­tions to re­ceive Com­mu­nion, and with the daily read­ing of pray­ers with gen­u­flec­tions, and also with the ob­serv­ance of all the fasts. How­ever in­sig­ni­fic­ant these sac­ri­fices might be I made them for the sake of some­thing good. I fas­ted, pre­pared for Com­mu­nion, and ob­served the fixed hours of pray­er at home and in church. Dur­ing Church ser­vice I at­ten­ded to every word, and gave them a mean­ing whenev­er I could. In the Mass the most im­port­ant words for me were: “Let us love one an­oth­er in con­form­ity!” The fur­ther words, “In unity we be­lieve in the Fath­er, the Son, and Holy Ghost,” I passed by, be­cause I could not un­der­stand them.

		
	
		
			XIV

			It was then so ne­ces­sary for me to be­lieve in or­der to live that I un­con­sciously con­cealed from my­self the con­tra­dic­tions and ob­scur­it­ies of theo­logy. But this read­ing of mean­ings in­to the rites had its lim­its. If the chief words in the pray­er for the Em­per­or be­came more and more clear to me, if I found some ex­plan­a­tion for the words “and re­mem­ber­ing our Sov­er­eign Most-Holy Moth­er of God and all the Saints, ourselves and one an­oth­er, we give our whole life to Christ our God,” if I ex­plained to my­self the fre­quent re­pe­ti­tion of pray­ers for the Tsar and his re­la­tions by the fact that they are more ex­posed to tempta­tions than oth­er people and there­fore are more in need of be­ing prayed for—the pray­ers about sub­du­ing our en­emies and evil un­der our feet (even if one tried to say that sin was the en­emy prayed against), these and oth­er pray­ers, such as the “cher­ubic song” and the whole sac­ra­ment of ob­la­tion, or “the chosen War­ri­ors,” etc.—quite two-thirds of all the ser­vices—either re­mained com­pletely in­com­pre­hens­ible or, when I forced an ex­plan­a­tion in­to them, made me feel that I was ly­ing, thereby quite des­troy­ing my re­la­tion to God and de­priving me of all pos­sib­il­ity of be­lief.

			I felt the same about the cel­eb­ra­tion of the chief hol­i­days. To re­mem­ber the Sab­bath, that is to de­vote one day to God, was some­thing I could un­der­stand. But the chief hol­i­day was in com­mem­or­a­tion of the Re­sur­rec­tion, the real­ity of which I could not pic­ture to my­self or un­der­stand. And that name of “Re­sur­rec­tion” was also giv­en the weekly hol­i­day.9 And on those days the Sac­ra­ment of the Euchar­ist was ad­min­istered, which was quite un­in­tel­li­gible to me. The rest of the twelve great hol­i­days, ex­cept Christ­mas, com­mem­or­ated mir­acles—the things I tried not to think about in or­der not to deny: the As­cen­sion, Pente­cost, Epi­phany, the Feast of the In­ter­ces­sion of the Holy Vir­gin, etc. At the cel­eb­ra­tion of these hol­i­days, feel­ing that im­port­ance was be­ing at­trib­uted to the very things that to me presen­ted a neg­at­ive im­port­ance, I either de­vised tran­quil­liz­ing ex­plan­a­tions or shut my eyes in or­der not to see what temp­ted me.

			Most of all this happened to me when tak­ing part in the most usu­al Sac­ra­ments, which are con­sidered the most im­port­ant: bap­tism and com­mu­nion. There I en­countered not in­com­pre­hens­ible but fully com­pre­hens­ible do­ings: do­ings which seemed to me to lead in­to tempta­tion, and I was in a di­lemma—wheth­er to lie or to re­ject them.

			Nev­er shall I for­get the pain­ful feel­ing I ex­per­i­enced the day I re­ceived the Euchar­ist for the first time after many years. The ser­vice, con­fes­sion, and pray­ers were quite in­tel­li­gible and pro­duced in me a glad con­scious­ness that the mean­ing of life was be­ing re­vealed to me. The Com­mu­nion it­self I ex­plained as an act per­formed in re­mem­brance of Christ, and in­dic­at­ing a puri­fic­a­tion from sin and the full ac­cept­ance of Christ’s teach­ing. If that ex­plan­a­tion was ar­ti­fi­cial I did not no­tice its ar­ti­fi­ci­al­ity: so happy was I at hum­bling and abas­ing my­self be­fore the priest—a simple, tim­id coun­try cler­gy­man—turn­ing all the dirt out of my soul and con­fess­ing my vices, so glad was I to merge in thought with the hu­mil­ity of the fath­ers who wrote the pray­ers of the of­fice, so glad was I of uni­on with all who have be­lieved and now be­lieve, that I did not no­tice the ar­ti­fi­ci­al­ity of my ex­plan­a­tion. But when I ap­proached the al­tar gates, and the priest made me say that I be­lieved that what I was about to swal­low was truly flesh and blood, I felt a pain in my heart: it was not merely a false note, it was a cruel de­mand made by someone or oth­er who evid­ently had nev­er known what faith is.

			I now per­mit my­self to say that it was a cruel de­mand, but I did not then think so: only it was in­des­crib­ably pain­ful to me. I was no longer in the po­s­i­tion in which I had been in youth when I thought all in life was clear; I had in­deed come to faith be­cause, apart from faith, I had found noth­ing, cer­tainly noth­ing, ex­cept de­struc­tion; there­fore to throw away that faith was im­possible and I sub­mit­ted. And I found in my soul a feel­ing which helped me to en­dure it. This was the feel­ing of self-abase­ment and hu­mil­ity. I humbled my­self, swal­lowed that flesh and blood without any blas­phem­ous feel­ings and with a wish to be­lieve. But the blow had been struck and, know­ing what awaited me, I could not go a second time.

			I con­tin­ued to ful­fil the rites of the Church and still be­lieved that the doc­trine I was fol­low­ing con­tained the truth, when some­thing happened to me which I now un­der­stand but which then seemed strange.

			I was listen­ing to the con­ver­sa­tion of an il­lit­er­ate peas­ant, a pil­grim, about God, faith, life, and sal­va­tion, when a know­ledge of faith re­vealed it­self to me. I drew near to the people, listen­ing to their opin­ions of life and faith, and I un­der­stood the truth more and more. So also was it when I read the Lives of Holy men, which be­came my fa­vour­ite books. Put­ting aside the mir­acles and re­gard­ing them as fables il­lus­trat­ing thoughts, this read­ing re­vealed to me life’s mean­ing. There were the lives of Makari­us the Great, the story of Buddha, there were the words of St. John Chryso­stom, and there were the stor­ies of the trav­el­ler in the well, the monk who found some gold, and of Peter the pub­lic­an. There were stor­ies of the mar­tyrs, all an­noun­cing that death does not ex­clude life, and there were the stor­ies of ig­nor­ant, stu­pid men, who knew noth­ing of the teach­ing of the Church but who yet were saved.

			But as soon as I met learned be­liev­ers or took up their books, doubt of my­self, dis­sat­is­fac­tion, and ex­as­per­ated dis­pu­ta­tion were roused with­in me, and I felt that the more I entered in­to the mean­ing of these men’s speech, the more I went astray from truth and ap­proached an abyss.

		
	
		
			XV

			How of­ten I en­vied the peas­ants their il­lit­er­acy and lack of learn­ing! Those state­ments in the creeds which to me were evid­ent ab­surdit­ies, for them con­tained noth­ing false; they could ac­cept them and could be­lieve in the truth—the truth I be­lieved in. Only to me, un­happy man, was it clear that with truth false­hood was in­ter­woven by finest threads, and that I could not ac­cept it in that form.

			So I lived for about three years. At first, when I was only slightly as­so­ci­ated with truth as a cat­echu­men and was only scent­ing out what seemed to me clearest, these en­coun­ters struck me less. When I did not un­der­stand any­thing, I said, “It is my fault, I am sin­ful”; but the more I be­came im­bued with the truths I was learn­ing, the more they be­came the basis of my life, the more op­press­ive and the more pain­ful be­came these en­coun­ters and the sharp­er be­came the line between what I do not un­der­stand be­cause I am not able to un­der­stand it, and what can­not be un­der­stood ex­cept by ly­ing to one­self.

			In spite of my doubts and suf­fer­ings I still clung to the Or­tho­dox Church. But ques­tions of life arose which had to be de­cided; and the de­cision of these ques­tions by the Church—con­trary to the very bases of the be­lief by which I lived—ob­liged me at last to re­nounce com­mu­nion with Or­tho­doxy as im­possible. These ques­tions were: first the re­la­tion of the Or­tho­dox East­ern Church to oth­er Churches—to the Cath­ol­ics and to the so-called sec­tari­ans. At that time, in con­sequence of my in­terest in re­li­gion, I came in­to touch with be­liev­ers of vari­ous faiths: Cath­ol­ics, prot­est­ants, Old-Be­liev­ers, Mo­lokans,10 and oth­ers. And I met among them many men of lofty mor­als who were truly re­li­gious. I wished to be a broth­er to them. And what happened? That teach­ing which prom­ised to unite all in one faith and love—that very teach­ing, in the per­son of its best rep­res­ent­at­ives, told me that these men were all liv­ing a lie; that what gave them their power of life was a tempta­tion of the dev­il; and that we alone pos­sess the only pos­sible truth. And I saw that all who do not pro­fess an identic­al faith with them­selves are con­sidered by the Or­tho­dox to be heretics, just as the Cath­ol­ics and oth­ers con­sider the Or­tho­dox to be heretics. And I saw that the Or­tho­dox (though they try to hide this) re­gard with hos­til­ity all who do not ex­press their faith by the same ex­tern­al sym­bols and words as them­selves; and this is nat­ur­ally so; first, be­cause the as­ser­tion that you are in false­hood and I am in truth, is the most cruel thing one man can say to an­oth­er; and secondly, be­cause a man lov­ing his chil­dren and broth­ers can­not help be­ing hos­tile to those who wish to per­vert his chil­dren and broth­ers to a false be­lief. And that hos­til­ity is in­creased in pro­por­tion to one’s great­er know­ledge of theo­logy. And to me who con­sidered that truth lay in uni­on by love, it be­came self-evid­ent that theo­logy was it­self des­troy­ing what it ought to pro­duce.

			This of­fence is so ob­vi­ous to us edu­cated people who have lived in coun­tries where vari­ous re­li­gions are pro­fessed and have seen the con­tempt, self-as­sur­ance, and in­vin­cible con­tra­dic­tion with which Cath­ol­ics be­have to the Or­tho­dox Greeks and to the Prot­est­ants, and the Or­tho­dox to Cath­ol­ics and Prot­est­ants, and the Prot­est­ants to the two oth­ers, and the sim­il­ar at­ti­tude of Old-Be­liev­ers, Pashkovites (Rus­si­an Evan­gel­ic­als), Shakers, and all re­li­gions—that the very ob­vi­ous­ness of the tempta­tion at first per­plexes us. One says to one­self: it is im­possible that it is so simple and that people do not see that if two as­ser­tions are mu­tu­ally con­tra­dict­ory, then neither of them has the sole truth which faith should pos­sess. There is some­thing else here, there must be some ex­plan­a­tion. I thought there was, and sought that ex­plan­a­tion and read all I could on the sub­ject, and con­sul­ted all whom I could. And no one gave me any ex­plan­a­tion, ex­cept the one which causes the Sum­sky Hus­sars to con­sider the Sum­sky Hus­sars the best re­gi­ment in the world, and the Yel­low Uh­lans to con­sider that the best re­gi­ment in the world is the Yel­low Uh­lans. The ec­cle­si­ast­ics of all the dif­fer­ent creeds, through their best rep­res­ent­at­ives, told me noth­ing but that they be­lieved them­selves to have the truth and the oth­ers to be in er­ror, and that all they could do was to pray for them. I went to archi­man­drites, bish­ops, eld­ers, monks of the strict­est or­ders, and asked them; but none of them made any at­tempt to ex­plain the mat­ter to me ex­cept one man, who ex­plained it all and ex­plained it so that I nev­er asked any­one any more about it. I said that for every un­be­liev­er turn­ing to a be­lief (and all our young gen­er­a­tion are in a po­s­i­tion to do so) the ques­tion that presents it­self first is, why is truth not in Luther­an­ism nor in Cath­oli­cism, but in Or­tho­doxy? Edu­cated in the high school he can­not help know­ing what the peas­ants do not know—that the Prot­est­ants and Cath­ol­ics equally af­firm that their faith is the only true one. His­tor­ic­al evid­ence, twis­ted by each re­li­gion in its own fa­vour, is in­suf­fi­cient. Is it not pos­sible, said I, to un­der­stand the teach­ing in a lofti­er way, so that from its height the dif­fer­ences should dis­ap­pear, as they do for one who be­lieves truly? Can we not go fur­ther along a path like the one we are fol­low­ing with the Old-Be­liev­ers? They em­phas­ize the fact that they have a dif­fer­ently shaped cross and dif­fer­ent al­le­lu­ias and a dif­fer­ent pro­ces­sion round the al­tar. We reply: You be­lieve in the Nicene Creed, in the sev­en sac­ra­ments, and so do we. Let us hold to that, and in oth­er mat­ters do as you please. We have united with them by pla­cing the es­sen­tials of faith above the un­es­sen­tials. Now with the Cath­ol­ics can we not say: You be­lieve in so-and-so and in so-and-so, which are the chief things, and as for the Filioque clause and the Pope—do as you please. Can we not say the same to the Prot­est­ants, unit­ing with them in what is most im­port­ant?

			My in­ter­locutor agreed with my thoughts, but told me that such con­cep­tions would bring re­proach of the spir­itu­al au­thor­it­ies for desert­ing the faith of our fore­fath­ers, and this would pro­duce a schism; and the vo­ca­tion of the spir­itu­al au­thor­it­ies is to safe­guard in all its pur­ity the Greco-Rus­si­an Or­tho­dox faith in­her­ited from our fore­fath­ers.

			And I un­der­stood it all. I am seek­ing a faith, the power of life; and they are seek­ing the best way to ful­fil in the eyes of men cer­tain hu­man ob­lig­a­tions. And ful­filling these hu­man af­fairs they ful­fil them in a hu­man way. How­ever much they may talk of their pity for their erring brethren, and of ad­dress­ing pray­ers for them to the throne of the Almighty—to carry out hu­man pur­poses vi­ol­ence is ne­ces­sary, and it has al­ways been ap­plied and is and will be ap­plied. If of two re­li­gions each con­siders it­self true and the oth­er false, then men de­sir­ing to at­tract oth­ers to the truth will preach their own doc­trine. And if a false teach­ing is preached to the in­ex­per­i­enced sons of their Church—which has the truth—then that Church can­not but burn the books and re­move the man who is mis­lead­ing its sons. What is to be done with a sec­tari­an—burn­ing, in the opin­ion of the Or­tho­dox, with the fire of false doc­trine—who in the most im­port­ant af­fair of life, in faith, mis­leads the sons of the Church? What can be done with him ex­cept to cut off his head or to in­car­cer­ate him? Un­der the Tsar Alex­is Mikhaylovich people were burned at the stake, that is to say, the severest meth­od of pun­ish­ment of the time was ap­plied, and in our day also the severest meth­od of pun­ish­ment is ap­plied—de­ten­tion in sol­it­ary con­fine­ment.11

			The second re­la­tion of the Church to a ques­tion of life was with re­gard to war and ex­e­cu­tions.

			At that time Rus­sia was at war. And Rus­si­ans, in the name of Chris­ti­an love, began to kill their fel­low men. It was im­possible not to think about this, and not to see that killing is an evil re­pug­nant to the first prin­ciples of any faith. Yet pray­ers were said in the churches for the suc­cess of our arms, and the teach­ers of the Faith ac­know­ledged killing to be an act res­ult­ing from the Faith. And be­sides the murders dur­ing the war, I saw, dur­ing the dis­turb­ances which fol­lowed the war, Church dig­nit­ar­ies and teach­ers and monks of the less­er and stricter or­ders who ap­proved the killing of help­less, erring youths. And I took note of all that is done by men who pro­fess Chris­tian­ity, and I was hor­ri­fied.

		
	
		
			XVI

			And I ceased to doubt, and be­came fully con­vinced that not all was true in the re­li­gion I had joined. Formerly I should have said that it was all false, but I could not say so now. The whole of the people pos­sessed a know­ledge of the truth, for oth­er­wise they could not have lived. Moreover, that know­ledge was ac­cess­ible to me, for I had felt it and had lived by it. But I no longer doubted that there was also false­hood in it. And all that had pre­vi­ously re­pelled me now presen­ted it­self vividly be­fore me. And though I saw that among the peas­ants there was a smal­ler ad­mix­ture of the lies that re­pelled me than among the rep­res­ent­at­ives of the Church, I still saw that in the people’s be­lief also false­hood was mingled with the truth.

			But where did the truth and where did the false­hood come from? Both the false­hood and the truth were con­tained in the so-called holy tra­di­tion and in the Scrip­tures. Both the false­hood and the truth had been handed down by what is called the Church.

			And wheth­er I liked or not, I was brought to the study and in­vest­ig­a­tion of these writ­ings and tra­di­tions—which till now I had been so afraid to in­vest­ig­ate.

			And I turned to the ex­am­in­a­tion of that same theo­logy which I had once re­jec­ted with such con­tempt as un­ne­ces­sary. Formerly it seemed to me a series of un­ne­ces­sary ab­surdit­ies, when on all sides I was sur­roun­ded by mani­fest­a­tions of life which seemed to me clear and full of sense; now I should have been glad to throw away what would not enter a healthy head, but I had nowhere to turn to. On this teach­ing re­li­gious doc­trine rests, or at least with it the only know­ledge of the mean­ing of life that I have found is in­sep­ar­ably con­nec­ted. How­ever wild it may seem to my firm old mind, it was the only hope of sal­va­tion. It had to be care­fully, at­tent­ively ex­amined in or­der to un­der­stand it, and not even to un­der­stand it as I un­der­stand the pro­pos­i­tions of sci­ence: I do not seek that, nor can I seek it, know­ing the spe­cial char­ac­ter of re­li­gious know­ledge. I shall not seek the ex­plan­a­tion of everything. I know that the ex­plan­a­tion of everything, like the com­mence­ment of everything, must be con­cealed in in­fin­ity. But I wish to un­der­stand in a way which will bring me to what is in­ev­it­ably in­ex­plic­able. I wish to re­cog­nize any­thing that is in­ex­plic­able as be­ing so not be­cause the de­mands of my reas­on are wrong (they are right, and apart from them I can un­der­stand noth­ing), but be­cause I re­cog­nize the lim­its of my in­tel­lect. I wish to un­der­stand in such a way that everything that is in­ex­plic­able shall present it­self to me as be­ing ne­ces­sar­ily in­ex­plic­able, and not as be­ing some­thing I am un­der an ar­bit­rary ob­lig­a­tion to be­lieve.

			That there is truth in the teach­ing is to me in­dubit­able, but it is also cer­tain that there is false­hood in it, and I must find what is true and what is false, and must dis­en­tangle the one from the oth­er. I am set­ting to work upon this task. What of false­hood I have found in the teach­ing and what I have found of truth, and to what con­clu­sions I came, will form the fol­low­ing parts of this work, which if it be worth it and if any­one wants it, will prob­ably some day be prin­ted some­where.

			
				1879.

			
		
	
		
			Afterword

			The fore­go­ing was writ­ten by me some three years ago, and will be prin­ted.

			Now a few days ago, when re­vis­ing it and re­turn­ing to the line of thought and to the feel­ings I had when I was liv­ing through it all, I had a dream. This dream ex­pressed in con­densed form all that I had ex­per­i­enced and de­scribed, and I think there­fore that, for those who have un­der­stood me, a de­scrip­tion of this dream will re­fresh and elu­cid­ate and uni­fy what has been set forth at such length in the fore­go­ing pages. The dream was this:

			I saw that I was ly­ing on a bed. I was neither com­fort­able nor un­com­fort­able: I was ly­ing on my back. But I began to con­sider how, and on what, I was ly­ing—a ques­tion which had not till then oc­curred to me. And ob­serving my bed, I saw I was ly­ing on plaited string sup­ports at­tached to its sides: my feet were rest­ing on one such sup­port, my calves on an­oth­er, and my legs felt un­com­fort­able. I seemed to know that those sup­ports were mov­able, and with a move­ment of my foot I pushed away the fur­thest of them at my feet—it seemed to me that it would be more com­fort­able so. But I pushed it away too far and wished to reach it again with my foot, and that move­ment caused the next sup­port un­der my calves to slip away also, so that my legs hung in the air. I made a move­ment with my whole body to ad­just my­self, fully con­vinced that I could do so at once; but the move­ment caused the oth­er sup­ports un­der me to slip and to be­come en­tangled, and I saw that mat­ters were go­ing quite wrong: the whole of the lower part of my body slipped and hung down, though my feet did not reach the ground. I was hold­ing on only by the up­per part of my back, and not only did it be­come un­com­fort­able but I was even frightened. And then only did I ask my­self about some­thing that had not be­fore oc­curred to me. I asked my­self: Where am I and what am I ly­ing on? and I began to look around and first of all to look down in the dir­ec­tion which my body was hanging and whith­er I felt I must soon fall. I looked down and did not be­lieve my eyes. I was not only at a height com­par­able to the height of the highest towers or moun­tains, but at a height such as I could nev­er have ima­gined.

			I could not even make out wheth­er I saw any­thing there be­low, in that bot­tom­less abyss over which I was hanging and whith­er I was be­ing drawn. My heart con­trac­ted, and I ex­per­i­enced hor­ror. To look thith­er was ter­rible. If I looked thith­er I felt that I should at once slip from the last sup­port and per­ish. And I did not look. But not to look was still worse, for I thought of what would hap­pen to me dir­ectly I fell from the last sup­port. And I felt that from fear I was los­ing my last sup­ports, and that my back was slowly slip­ping lower and lower. An­oth­er mo­ment and I should drop off. And then it oc­curred to me that this can­not be real. It is a dream. Wake up! I try to arouse my­self but can­not do so. What am I to do? What am I to do? I ask my­self, and look up­wards. Above, there is also an in­fin­ite space. I look in­to the im­mens­ity of sky and try to for­get about the im­mens­ity be­low, and I really do for­get it. The im­mens­ity be­low re­pels and fright­ens me; the im­mens­ity above at­tracts and strengthens me. I am still sup­por­ted above the abyss by the last sup­ports that have not yet slipped from un­der me; I know that I am hanging, but I look only up­wards and my fear passes. As hap­pens in dreams, a voice says: “No­tice this, this is it!” And I look more and more in­to the in­fin­ite above me and feel that I am be­com­ing calm. I re­mem­ber all that has happened, and re­mem­ber how it all happened; how I moved my legs, how I hung down, how frightened I was, and how I was saved from fear by look­ing up­wards. And I ask my­self: Well, and now am I not hanging just the same? And I do not so much look round as ex­per­i­ence with my whole body the point of sup­port on which I am held. I see that I no longer hang as if about to fall, but am firmly held. I ask my­self how I am held: I feel about, look round, and see that un­der me, un­der the middle of my body, there is one sup­port, and that when I look up­wards I lie on it in the po­s­i­tion of se­curest bal­ance, and that it alone gave me sup­port be­fore. And then, as hap­pens in dreams, I ima­gined the mech­an­ism by means of which I was held; a very nat­ur­al, in­tel­li­gible, and sure means, though to one awake that mech­an­ism has no sense. I was even sur­prised in my dream that I had not un­der­stood it soon­er. It ap­peared that at my head there was a pil­lar, and the se­cur­ity of that slender pil­lar was un­doubted though there was noth­ing to sup­port it. From the pil­lar a loop hung very in­geni­ously and yet simply, and if one lay with the middle of one’s body in that loop and looked up, there could be no ques­tion of fall­ing. This was all clear to me, and I was glad and tran­quil. And it seemed as if someone said to me: “See that you re­mem­ber.”

			And I awoke.

			
				1882.

			
		
	
		
			Endnotes

			1. “Noth­ing so forms a young man as an in­tim­acy with a wo­man of good breed­ing.”

			2. Tol­stoy makes a slip here: he was twenty-sev­en.

			3. Rus­si­ans gen­er­ally make a dis­tinc­tion between Europeans and Rus­si­ans.

			4. To keep peace between peas­ants and own­ers.

			5. A fer­men­ted drink pre­pared from mare’s milk.

			6. The desyat­ina is about 2¾ acres.

			7. Tol­stoy’s ver­sion dif­fers slightly in a few places from our own Au­thor­ized or Re­vised ver­sion. I have fol­lowed his text, for in a let­ter to Fet, quoted on p. 11, vol. II, of my Life of Tol­stoy, he says that “The Au­thor­ized Eng­lish ver­sion [of Ec­cle­si­ast­es] is bad.”

			8. This pas­sage is note­worthy as be­ing one of the few ref­er­ences made by Tol­stoy at this peri­od to the re­volu­tion­ary or “Back-to-the-People” move­ment, in which many young men and wo­men were risk­ing and sac­ri­fi­cing home, prop­erty, and life it­self from motives which had much in com­mon with his own per­cep­tion that the up­per lay­ers of So­ci­ety are para­sit­ic and prey on the vi­tals of the people who sup­port them.

			9. In Rus­sia Sunday was called Re­sur­rec­tion-day.

			10. A sect that re­jects sac­ra­ments and ritu­al.

			11. At the time this was writ­ten, cap­it­al pun­ish­ment was con­sidered to be ab­ol­ished in Rus­sia.
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