
1. Ivan

In his novel The Brothers 

Karamazov, Fyodor Dostoevsky 

shows us a young philosopher 

with a problem. That young 

philosopher, named Ivan, is sure 

of one thing: men need to love. 

He feels this to be so, and he 

cannot escape it any more than 

he can escape himself. He is 

also, reputedly, an atheist. 

Convinced that the existence of 

God and the immortality of 

men‟s  souls are unprovable 

dreams and that absolute 

nothingness awaits men after 

death, he concludes that all the 

world is a graveyard, that all of 

his love will only die into 

absolute nothingness along with 

those upon whom he spends it, 

and that a world in which men 

are demanded by nature to love 

only to have that love brought to 

eternal naught is an absurd 

world undergirded by disorderly, 

damnable, and perhaps even 

devil-ridden chaos. In such a 

world, metaphysical rebellion is 

the only idea in keeping with the 

love man‟s nature demands, 

though that idea itself can only 

serve as a senseless 

lamentation. Unbounded, 

murderous acts of egoism would 

be more practical. These two 

opposing ideas pull Ivan apart. 

On one hand, he still feels the 

need to love humanity in 

general. On the other, he 

despises real people.
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3. An Answer and a 
Peasant

By the end of the novel, 

Ivan  is hallucinating 

about the devil and 

burning with brain fever. 

Madame Hohlakov 

becomes more and more 

frenzied and incapable of 

any action of single 

purpose. Until a person 

actively loves real people, 

his mind will deteriorate 

into madness, and his 

feelings will dissolve into 

hysterics. Only the active 

love can bring Ivan to 

sanity and Madame 

Hohlakov to coherence 

once again. And, as mad 

as Ivan is, there‟s still 

some hope for him. Amid 

the feverish throes of brain 

fever, he has one moment 

of clarity. Stumbling 

across a peasant lying in 

the snow—a peasant he 

himself had knocked 

over—he commits to the 

only sane course of action. 

He helps the peasant. At 

that moment the world 

makes sense, because at 

that moment, Ivan makes 

sense.
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2. Madame Hohlakov

How can we solve Ivan‟s problem? First, we must be 

clearer as to where his true problem lies. To do this, 

we‟ll juxtapose. There is another character in The 

Brothers Karamazov who shares his dilemma, a 

sentimental society lady named Madame Hohlakov. 

Like Ivan, she feels a great need to love humanity in 

general. Like Ivan, she cannot—or will not—bring 

herself to love real particular people. Like Ivan, she‟s 

unconvinced of the eternal worth of any kind of love. 

But unlike Ivan, she‟s sincere. She knows—or feels—

that the problem is not one of logical progression, and 

that, as such, it can never be solved by logic. The 

problem is instead one of psychological procession, 

and, as such, the only true answer is a re-processing 

of one‟s psyche, one‟s soul. That is not a matter of 

understanding an argument. It is a matter of acting in 

accordance with what one needs.

(above) Ivan leaves his brother Alyosha,

who stands throughout the novel as a beacon of active love. “‟Alexey Fyodorovitch,‟ he said, with a cold smile, „I can‟t 

endure prophets and epileptics—messengers from God especially—and you know that only too well. I break off all 

relations with you from this moment and probably for ever. I beg you to leave me at this turning. It‟s the way to your 

lodgings, too. You‟d better be particularly careful not to come to me to-day! Do you hear?‟ He turned and walked on with 

a firm step, not looking back. „Brother,‟ Alyosha called after him, „if anything happens to you to-day, turn to me before 

any one!‟ But Ivan made no reply. Alyosha stood under the lamp-post at the cross roads, till Ivan had vanished into the 

darkness” (Dostoevsky, Fyodor. The Brothers Karamazov. Trans. Constance Garnett. New York: The Modern Library, 

1996. p. 687). Consider what kind of crossroads this decision really is for Ivan, what kind of crossroads every decision is 

for the man who chooses whether to turn to love or walk away with a firm step. Also, notice where the light is, and into 

what kind of life Ivan is walking.


