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 The conflicts that arise in and propel the action of Fyodor Dostoevsky’s novel, Crime and 

Punishment, are fueled by the different ethical views the characters possess. Raskolnikov’s initial 

utilitarian approach, for instance, contradicts the principles of his close friends, such as Sonya’s 

insistence upon Christianity and personal sacrifice. And both are in direct opposition to social 

morays of criminal justice. In pitting these competing ideas against each other, Dostoevsky 

argues for what he believes is the “greatest good”: morality stems from transformational 

journeys of suffering and self-reflection. We can identify this solution and discredit other ideas 

he explores by analyzing the fates of the characters who embody each of the key perspectives. 

 Dostoevsky pays the most attention to the utilitarian ideal, dedicating his protagonist’s 

fate to demonstrating its ultimate demise. Raskolnikov’s idea is that the greatest good arises 

when one considers net social benefit above all other metrics. This analysis is how he justifies 

his murder of the crone: she was an unproductive member of society and “a thousand good deeds 

and undertakings . . . could be arranged and set going by the money that old woman has doomed 

to the monastery [make] up for one tiny little crime” (65). According to the “end justifies the 

means” ideal that Dostoevsky highlights in Raskolnikov, killing a person who impedes the 

happiness of others is not just justified, but necessary. But Dostoevsky pays as much attention to 

the shortcomings of this ethical perspective. Raskolnikov immediately feels guilt for his two 

murders: he suffers from nightmares, he contemplates suicide by drowning, and he wavers on the 

line of unsolicited confession. Throughout the novel he continues to argue in favor of 

utilitarianism: “Crime? What crime? . . . to kill [a vile, pernicious louse] is worth forty sins 

forgiven” (518). But when he finally breaks free of his state of delirium after he has been 

imprisoned, he presents a negative opinion of the social force that rules him in retrospect: “Why 
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had he not killed himself . . . when he was standing over the river [and instead] preferred to go 

and confess?” (544). Looking back at his actions, Raskolnikov has lost the literal life force that 

was propelling him forward and now “sensed a profound lie in himself and in his convictions” 

(545). Dostoevsky has thus used the fate of a character who embodies the “end justifies the 

means” idea to demonstrate his disagreement. 

 The opposite of Raskolnikov’s character is also presented by means of the idea that the 

greatest good is attained by sacrificing yourself for the happiness of those whom you love. 

Dostoevsky shows that having such a mentality leads to squalor and unhappiness. Dunya, for 

instance, is resigned to marry Luzhin, whom she does not love. Though she may not 

acknowledge it consciously, those around her interpret her words and actions as evidence that 

“for a dear person she will sell herself” (43). Thus, she places her family’s prosperity on a higher 

pedestal than her own happiness. Similarly, Sonya also demonstrates this Christian ideal of the 

importance of self-sacrifice: she resorts to working as a prostitute in order to feed her family, and 

she forgives Raskolnikov for his actions, since he sees “her anxious and painfully caring eyes 

fixed upon him; here was love” (409). Sonya therefore lives for the world and makes it her goal 

to help others. But this mentality is rewarded only with hardship: Dunya lives in emotional 

distress, and Sonya lives in squalor and in shame, knowing that in forgiving and in providing for 

her family as a prostitute she has committed “many sins” in the eyes of God (23). Thus, 

Dostoevsky argues that while Christian ideals are fundamentally pure, they do not succeed in 

their goal to ensure equality, righteousness, and decency for all, since they require actions from 

the likes of Sonya and Dunya that are sins. 

 Another potential greatest good that Dostoevsky discusses is societal judgment of what 

constitutes sin. We first see this through the low social standing Sonya has for her actions in 
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service of her family, a yellow card that she has to carry as a tag that identifies her to the society. 

And Dunya is not respected either for choosing to marry simply to support her brother’s 

education. Immediately, we see a contradiction: what Christianity says is the moral thing to do 

does not match what society expects and values. Since Dunya and Sonya live in poor condition  

ns, according to Dostoevsky, adopting full Christian morals must not be the right choice. But 

societal judgment is portrayed negatively as well: the system of criminal justice, which imposes 

suffering without redemption, is misguided. Punishing prisoners in Siberia leads to further anger, 

not to their moral reform, since they continue to “[fall] on [Raskolnikov] at once with ferocity” 

(546). Initially, prison has little effect on Raskolnikov, too, since he “did not find any especially 

terrible guilt in his past, except perhaps a simple blunder that could have happened to anyone” 

(543). Prison is meant to teach criminals the consequences of their actions — but Raskolnikov 

continues to consider his two murders as a “simple blunder.” Dostoevsky’s argument is thus that 

societal judgments of sin are misguided and the consequent attempted treatments of moral 

depravity only backfire. 

 But we can find a greater good in Raskolnikov’s eventual evolution, when all these 

external moral pressures have influenced him. This utilitarian character, judged by all as morally 

depraved, is purified through his suffering. After his final bout of delirium, his attitude towards 

Sonya changes: when she falls ill, “he was very worried and sent to inquire after her” (548), and 

although “he always took her hand as if with loathing . . . this time their hands did not separate” 

(549). The final result of Raskolnikov’s suffering and introspection was “[resurrection] by love” 

(549), and his previous life-less feelings were now removed, since “the heart of each held infinite 

sources of life for the heart of the other” (549). Thus, Dostoevsky presents a moral journey that 

transforms Raskolnikov from a criminal obsessed with ideas of grandeur and superiority into a 
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humble, spiritual, and accepting human being who is ultimately an agent of good for those 

around him. The key difference between this solution and other presented ideas is that 

Raskolnikov’s evolution builds on his suffering and his self-reflection: these traits enable him to 

repeatedly identify deficiencies in his internal moral code and improve them. 

Considering the individual fates of the different characters Dostoevsky presents, we see 

that the greatest good for society can be found through improvement of the self: Raskolnikov’s 

path to salvation is through suffering, self-reflection and changing his moral code as a result. Yet 

Dostoevsky leaves one question open: if all members of society undergo transformations like 

that of Raskolnikov, will the changes still be as effective, or will there continue to be moral 

clashes that lead to further suffering? 


