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      Context

      
      Fyodor Dostoevsky (also
         spelled Dostoyevsky) is renowned as one of the world’s greatest
         novelists and literary psychologists. His works grapple with deep
         political, social, and religious issues while delving into the often
         tortured psychology of characters whose lives are shaped by these
         issues. Born in Moscow in 1821, the son of
         a doctor, he was educated first at home and then at a boarding school.
         His father sent him to the St. Petersburg Academy of Military Engineering,
         from which he graduated in 1843. But, as
         he had long set his sights on literature, Dostoevsky immediately
         resigned his position as a sublieutenant in exchange for the much
         less stable life of a fiction writer. His first book, Poor
            Folk, was published to critical acclaim in 1846.
      

      
      In 1847, Dostoevsky became active
         in socialist circles, largely because of his opposition to the institution
         of serfdom. On April 23, 1849, he was arrested
         for his participation in a group that illegally printed and distributed
         socialist propaganda. After spending eight months in prison, he
         was sentenced to death for membership in the group and led, with
         other members of the group, to be shot. But the execution turned
         out to be a mere show, meant to punish the prisoners psychologically.
         Dostoevsky then spent four years at a labor camp in Siberia, followed
         by four years of military service. Raskolnikov’s time in a Siberian
         prison, described in the Epilogue of Crime and Punishment, is based
         on Dostoevsky’s own experiences at a similar prison.
      

      
      During his time in prison, Dostoevsky suffered the first
         of many epileptic seizures. He also underwent something of a political
         conversion, rejecting the radical socialist positions that had led
         to his arrest in favor of a conservative concern for traditional
         values. His dismissal of leftist political thought is evident in Crime
            and Punishment. For instance, Raskolnikov’s crime is motivated,
         in part, by his theories about society. Lebezyatnikov, whose name
         is derived from the Russian word for “fawning,” is obsessed with
         the so-called new philosophies that raged through St. Petersburg
         during the time that Dostoevsky was writing the novel. Luzhin, a
         mid-level government official, is continually afraid of being “exposed”
         by “nihilists.”
      

      
      In 1857, Dostoevsky married Mariya
         Dmitriyevna Isayeva, who died of consumption seven years later.
         He spent much of the 1860s in
         Western Europe experiencing the culture that was slowly invading
         Russia and struggled with poverty, epilepsy, and an addiction to gambling.
         But with the 1866 publication of Crime
            and Punishment, a long, delirious trip through the psyche
         of a tormented murderer, his fortunes improved. The novel’s popular
         and critical success allowed him to keep ahead, just barely, of
         daunting debts and the burden of supporting a number of children
         left in his care after the deaths of his brother and sister. In 1867,
         he was married a second time, to Anna Grigoryevna Snitkina, who
         helped him cope with his epilepsy, depression, and gambling problems,
         and who had served as his stenographer for his novel The
            Gambler. After Crime and Punishment, Dostoevsky
         went on to write a number of other classics of world literature.
         These include The Idiot, published in 1868, and
         another masterwork, The Brothers Karamazov, published
         in 1880. He died in 1881.
      

      
      Dostoevsky’s novels and other writings were major
         influences on twentieth-century literature and philosophy. Some
         people saw the political themes of his novels as prescient depictions
         of life under the Soviet regime. The existentialist movement that
         took shape in the middle of the twentieth century looked to him
         for his descriptions of human beings confronting mortality, despair,
         and the anxiety of choice. Writers such as Albert Camus and Jean-Paul
         Sartre valued Dostoevsky’s writing for his profound insights into
         human dilemmas, which, along with his style, themes, and unforgettable
         characters, continue to influence writers more than a century after
         his death.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      Rodion Romanovich Raskolnikov, a
         former student, lives in a tiny garret on the top floor of a run-down apartment
         building in St. Petersburg. He is sickly, dressed in rags, short
         on money, and talks to himself, but he is also handsome, proud,
         and intelligent. He is contemplating committing an awful crime,
         but the nature of the crime is not yet clear. He goes to the apartment
         of an old pawnbroker, Alyona Ivanovna, to get money for
         a watch and to plan the crime. Afterward, he stops for a drink at
         a tavern, where he meets a man named Marmeladov, who, in a fit of
         drunkenness, has abandoned his job and proceeded on a five-day drinking
         binge, afraid to return home to his family. Marmeladov tells Raskolnikov
         about his sickly wife, Katerina Ivanovna, and his daughter, Sonya,
         who has been forced into prostitution to support the family. Raskolnikov
         walks with Marmeladov to Marmeladov’s apartment, where he meets
         Katerina and sees firsthand the squalid conditions in which they
         live.
      

      
      The next day, Raskolnikov receives a letter from his mother,
         Pulcheria Alexandrovna, informing him that his sister, Dunya, is engaged
         to be married to a government official named Luzhin and that they
         are all moving to St. Petersburg. He goes to another tavern, where
         he overhears a student talking about how society would be better
         off if the old pawnbroker Alyona Ivanovna were dead. Later, in the
         streets, Raskolnikov hears that the pawnbroker will be alone in
         her apartment the next evening. He sleeps fitfully and wakes up the
         next day, finds an ax, and fashions a fake item to pawn to distract
         the pawnbroker. That night, he goes to her apartment and kills her.
         While he is rummaging through her bedroom, looking for money, her
         sister, Lizaveta, walks in, and Raskolnikov kills her as well. He
         barely escapes from the apartment without being seen, then returns
         to his apartment and collapses on the sofa.
      

      
      Waking up the next day, Raskolnikov frantically searches
         his clothing for traces of blood. He receives a summons from the
         police, but it seems to be unrelated to the murders. At the police
         station, he learns that his landlady is trying to collect money
         that he owes her. During a conversation about the murders, Raskolnikov
         faints, and the police begin to suspect him. Raskolnikov returns
         to his room, collects the goods that he stole from the pawnbroker,
         and buries them under a rock in an out-of-the-way courtyard. He
         visits his friend Razumikhin and refuses his offer of work. Returning
         to his apartment, Raskolnikov falls into a fitful, nightmare-ridden
         sleep. After four days of fever and delirium, he wakes up to find
         out that his housekeeper, Nastasya, and Razumikhin have been taking
         care of him. He learns that Zossimov, a doctor, and Zamyotov, a
         young police detective, have also been visiting him. They have all
         noticed that Raskolnikov becomes extremely uncomfortable whenever
         the murders of the pawnbroker and her sister are mentioned. Luzhin, Dunya’s
         fiancé, also makes a visit. After a confrontation with Luzhin, Raskolnikov
         goes to a café, where he almost confesses to Zamyotov that he is
         the murderer. Afterward, he impulsively goes to the apartment of
         the pawnbroker. On his way back home, he discovers that Marmeladov
         has been run over by a carriage. Raskolnikov helps to carry him
         back to his apartment, where Marmeladov dies. At the apartment,
         he meets Sonya and gives the family twenty rubles that he received
         from his mother. Returning with Razumikhin to his own apartment,
         Raskolnikov faints when he discovers that his sister and mother
         are there waiting for him.
      

      
      Raskolnikov becomes annoyed with Pulcheria Alexandrovna and
         Dunya and orders them out of the room. He also commands Dunya to
         break her engagement with Luzhin. Razumikhin, meanwhile, falls in
         love with Dunya. The next morning, Razumikhin tries to explain Raskolnikov’s
         character to Dunya and Pulcheria Alexandrovna, and then the three
         return to Raskolnikov’s apartment. There, Zossimov greets them and
         tells them that Raskolnikov’s condition is much improved. Raskolnikov
         apologizes for his behavior the night before and confesses to giving
         all his money to the Marmeladovs. But he soon grows angry
         and irritable again and demands that Dunya not marry Luzhin. Dunya
         tells him that she is meeting with Luzhin that evening, and that
         although Luzhin has requested specifically that Raskolnikov not
         be there, she would like him to come nevertheless. Raskolnikov agrees.
         At that moment, Sonya enters the room, greatly embarrassed to be
         in the presence of Raskolnikov’s family. She invites Raskolnikov
         to her father’s funeral, and he accepts. On her way back to her
         apartment, Sonya is followed by a strange man, who we later learn
         is Svidrigailov—Dunya’s lecherous former employer who is obsessively
         attracted to her.
      

      
      Under the pretense of trying to recover a watch he pawned, Raskolnikov
         visits the magistrate in charge of the murder investigation, Porfiry
         Petrovich, a relative of Razumikhin’s. Zamyotov is at the detective’s
         house when Raskolnikov arrives. Raskolnikov and Porfiry have a tense
         conversation about the murders. Raskolnikov starts to believe that
         Porfiry suspects him and is trying to lead him into a trap. Afterward,
         Raskolnikov and Razumikhin discuss the conversation, trying to figure
         out if Porfiry suspects him. When Raskolnikov returns to his apartment,
         he learns that a man had come there looking for him. When he catches
         up to the man in the street, the man calls him a murderer. That
         night Raskolnikov dreams about the pawnbroker’s murder. When he
         wakes up, there is a stranger in the room.
      

      
      The stranger is Svidrigailov. He explains that he would
         like Dunya to break her engagement with Luzhin, whom he esteems unworthy
         of her. He offers to give Dunya the enormous sum of ten thousand
         rubles. He also tells Raskolnikov that his late wife, Marfa Petrovna,
         left Dunya three thousand rubles in her will. Raskolnikov rejects
         Svidrigailov’s offer of money and, after hearing him talk about
         seeing the ghost of Marfa, suspects that he is insane. After Svidrigailov
         leaves, Raskolnikov and Razumikhin walk to a restaurant to meet
         Dunya, Pulcheria Alexandrovna, and Luzhin. Razumikhin tells Raskolnikov
         that he is certain that the police suspect Raskolnikov. Luzhin is
         insulted to find that Raskolnikov, contrary to his wishes, is in
         attendance at the meal. They discuss Svidrigailov’s arrival in the
         city and the money that has been offered to Dunya. Luzhin and Raskolnikov
         get into an argument, during the course of which Luzhin offends
         everyone in the room, including his fiancée and prospective mother-in-law.
         Dunya breaks the engagement and forces him to leave. Everyone is
         overjoyed at his departure. Razumikhin starts to talk about plans
         to go into the publishing business as a family, but Raskolnikov
         ruins the mood by telling them that he does not want to see them
         anymore. When Raskolnikov leaves the room, Razumikhin chases him
         down the stairs. They stop, face-to-face, and Razumikhin realizes,
         without a word being spoken, that Raskolnikov is guilty of the murders.
         He rushes back to Dunya and Pulcheria Alexandrovna to reassure them
         that he will help them through whatever difficulties they encounter.
      

      
      Raskolnikov goes to the apartment of Sonya Marmeladov.
         During their conversation, he learns that Sonya was a friend of
         one of his victims, Lizaveta. He forces Sonya to read to him the
         biblical story of Lazarus, who was resurrected by Jesus. Meanwhile,
         Svidrigailov eavesdrops from the apartment next door.
      

      
      The following morning, Raskolnikov visits Porfiry Petrovich
         at the police department, supposedly in order to turn in a formal request
         for his pawned watch. As they converse, Raskolnikov starts to feel
         again that Porfiry is trying to lead him into a trap. Eventually, he
         breaks under the pressure and accuses Porfiry of playing psychological
         games with him. At the height of tension between them, Nikolai,
         a workman who is being held under suspicion for the murders, bursts
         into the room and confesses to the murders. On the way to Katerina
         Ivanovna’s memorial dinner for Marmeladov, Raskolnikov meets the
         mysterious man who called him a murderer and learns that the man
         actually knows very little about the case.
      

      
      The scene shifts to the apartment of Luzhin and his roommate, Lebezyatnikov,
         where Luzhin is nursing his hatred for Raskolnikov, whom he blames
         for the breaking of his engagement to Dunya. Although Luzhin has
         been invited to Marmeladov’s memorial dinner, he refuses to go.
         He invites Sonya to his room and gives her a ten-ruble bill. Katerina’s
         memorial dinner goes poorly. The widow is extremely fussy and proud,
         but few guests have shown up, and, except for Raskolnikov, those
         that have are drunk and crude. Luzhin then enters the room and accuses
         Sonya of stealing a one-hundred-ruble bill. Sonya denies his claim,
         but the bill is discovered in one of her pockets. Just as everyone
         is about to label Sonya a thief, however, Lebezyatnikov enters and
         tells the room that he saw Luzhin slip the bill into Sonya’s pocket
         as she was leaving his room. Raskolnikov explains that Luzhin was
         probably trying to embarrass him by discrediting Sonya. Luzhin leaves,
         and a fight breaks out between Katerina and her landlady.
      

      
      After the dinner, Raskolnikov goes to Sonya’s
         room and confesses the murders to her. They have a long conversation
         about his confused motives. Sonya tries to convince him to confess
         to the authorities. Lebezyatnikov then enters and informs them that
         Katerina Ivanovna seems to have gone mad—she is parading the children
         in the streets, begging for money. Sonya rushes out to find them
         while Raskolnikov goes back to his room and talks to Dunya. He soon
         returns to the street and sees Katerina dancing and singing wildly.
         She collapses after a confrontation with a policeman and, soon after
         being brought back to her room, dies. Svidrigailov appears and offers
         to pay for the funeral and the care of the children. He reveals
         to Raskolnikov that he knows Raskolnikov is the murderer.
      

      
      Raskolnikov wanders around in a haze after his confession
         to Sonya and the death of Katerina. Razumikhin confronts him in
         his room, asking him whether he has gone mad and telling him of
         the pain that he has caused his mother and sister. After their conversation,
         Porfiry Petrovich appears and apologizes for his treatment of Raskolnikov
         in the police station. Nonetheless, he does not believe Nikolai’s
         confession. He accuses Raskolnikov of the murders but admits that
         he does not have enough evidence to arrest him. Finally, he urges
         him to confess, telling him that he will receive a lighter sentence
         if he does so. Raskolnikov goes looking for Svidrigailov, eventually
         finding him in a café. Svidrigailov tells him that though he is still
         attracted to Dunya, he has gotten engaged to a sixteen-year-old girl.
         Svidrigailov parts from Raskolnikov and manages to bring Dunya to
         his room, where he threatens to rape her after she refuses to marry
         him. She fires several shots at him with a revolver and misses,
         but when he sees how strongly she dislikes him, he allows her to
         leave. He takes her revolver and wanders aimlessly around St. Petersburg.
         He gives three thousand rubles to Dunya, fifteen thousand rubles
         to the family of his fiancée, and then books a room in a hotel.
         He sleeps fitfully and dreams of a flood and a seductive five-year-old
         girl. In the morning, he kills himself.
      

      
      Raskolnikov, who is visiting his mother, tells her that
         he will always love her and then returns to his room, where he tells
         Dunya that he is planning to confess. After she leaves, he goes
         to visit Sonya, who gives him a cross to wear. On the way to the
         police station, he stops in a marketplace and kisses the ground.
         He almost pulls back from confessing when he reaches the police
         station and learns of Svidrigailov’s suicide. The sight of Sonya,
         however, convinces him to go through with it, and he confesses to
         one of the police officials, Ilya Petrovich.
      

      
      A year and a half later, Raskolnikov is in prison
         in Siberia, where he has been for nine months. Sonya has moved to
         the town outside the prison, and she visits Raskolnikov regularly
         and tries to ease his burden. Because of his confession, his mental
         confusion surrounding the murders, and testimony about his past
         good deeds, he has received, instead of a death sentence, a reduced
         sentence of eight years of hard labor in Siberia. After Raskolnikov’s
         arrest, his mother became delirious and died. Razumikhin and Dunya
         were married. For a short while, Raskolnikov remains as proud and
         alienated from humanity as he was before his confession, but he
         eventually realizes that he truly loves Sonya and expresses remorse
         for his crime.
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Rodion Romanovich Raskolnikov (“Rodya,”
               “Rodka”) - The protagonist of the novel. A former
            student, Raskolnikov is now destitute, living in a cramped garret
            at the top of an apartment building. The main drama of the novel
            centers on his interior conflict, first over whether to kill the
            pawnbroker and later over whether to confess and rejoin humanity.
            Raskolnikov is ill throughout the novel, overwhelmed by his feelings
            of alienation and self-loathing.
         

      

      
      
         Sofya Semyonovna Marmeladov (“Sonya,”
               “Sonechka”) - Raskolnikov’s love and
            Marmeladov’s daughter. Sonya is forced to prostitute herself to
            support herself and the rest of her family. She is meek and easily
            embarrassed, but she maintains a strong religious faith. She is
            the only person with whom Raskolnikov shares a meaningful relationship.
         

      

      
      
         Avdotya Romanovna Raskolnikov (“Dunya,”
               “Dunechka”) - Raskolnikov’s sister.
            Dunya is as intelligent, proud, and good-looking as her brother,
            but she is also moral and compassionate. She is decisive and brave,
            ending her engagement with Luzhin when he insults her family and
            fending off Svidrigailov with gunfire.
         

      

      
      
         Arkady Ivanovich Svidrigailov - Dunya’s depraved former employer. Svidrigailov appears
            to believe, almost until the end of the novel, that he can make
            Dunya love him. The death of his wife, Marfa Petrovna, has made
            him generous, but he is generally a threatening presence to both
            Dunya and Raskolnikov.
         

      

      
      
         Dmitri Prokofych Razumikhin - Raskolnikov’s friend. A poor ex-student, he responds
            to his poverty not by taking from others but by working even harder.
            Razumikhin is Raskolnikov’s foil, illustrating through his kindness and
            amicability the extent to which Raskolnikov has alienated himself
            from society. To some extent, he even serves as Raskolnikov’s replacement,
            stepping in to advise and protect Pulcheria Alexandrovna and Dunya.
            His name comes from the Russian word razum, which
            means “reason” or “intelligence.”
         

      

      
      
         Katerina Ivanovna Marmeladov - The consumptive wife of Marmeladov. Katerina Ivanovna’s
            serious illness gives her flushed cheeks and a persistent, bloody
            cough. She is very proud and repeatedly declares her aristocratic heritage.
         

      

      
      
         Porfiry Petrovich - The magistrate in charge of investigating the murders.
            Porfiry Petrovich has a shrewd understanding of criminal psychology
            and is exquisitely aware of Raskolnikov’s mental state at every
            step along the way from the crime to the confession. He is Raskolnikov’s primary
            antagonist, and, though he appears only occasionally in the novel,
            his presence is constantly felt.
         

      

      
      
         Semyon Zakharovich Marmeladov - An alcoholic public official whom Raskolnikov meets
            at a tavern. Marmeladov is fully aware that his drinking is ruining
            himself and his family, but he is unable to stop. It is unclear
            whether his death by falling under the wheels of a carriage was
            a drunken accident or intentional.
         

      

      
      
         Pulcheria Alexandrovna Raskolnikov - Raskolnikov’s mother. Pulcheria Alexandrovna is
            deeply devoted to her son and willing to sacrifice everything, even
            her own and her daughter’s happiness, so that he might be successful.
            Even after Raskolnikov has confessed, she is unwilling to admit
            to herself that her son is a murderer.
         

      

      
      
         Pyotr Petrovich Luzhin - Dunya’s fiancé. Luzhin is stingy, narrow-minded,
            and self-absorbed. His deepest wish is to marry a beautiful, intelligent,
            but desperately poor girl like Dunya so that she will be indebted
            to him.
         

      

      
      
         Andrei Semyonovich Lebezyatnikov - Luzhin’s grudging roommate. Lebezyatnikov is a young
            man who is convinced of the rightness of the “new philosophies”
            such as nihilism that are currently raging through 
            St. Petersburg. Although he is self-centered, confused, and immature,
            he nonetheless seems to possess 
            basic scruples.
         

      

      
      
         Alyona Ivanovna - An old, withered pawnbroker whom Raskolnikov kills.
            Raskolnikov calls Alyona Ivanovna a “louse” and despises her for
            cheating the poor out of their money and enslaving her own sister,
            Lizaveta.
         

      

      
      
         Lizaveta Ivanovna - Alyona Ivanovna’s sister. Lizaveta is simple, almost
            “idiotic,” and a virtual servant to her sister. Sonya later reveals
            to Raskolnikov that she and Lizaveta were friends.
         

      

      
      
         Zossimov - Raskolnikov’s
            doctor and a friend of Razumikhin. Zossimov is a young, self-congratulating
            man who has little insight into his patient’s condition. He suspects that
            Raskolnikov is mentally ill.
         

      

      
      
         Nastasya Petrovna (“Nastenka,” “Nastasyushka”) - A servant in the house where Raskolnikov rents his
            “closet.” Nastasya brings him tea and food when he requests it and
            helps care for him in his illness after the murders.
         

      

      
      
         Ilya Petrovich (“Gunpowder”) - The police official whom Raskolnikov encounters
            after committing the murder and to whom he confesses at the end
            of the novel. Unlike Porfiry Petrovich, Ilya Petrovich is rather oblivious
            and prone to sudden bouts of temper (thus the nickname “Gunpowder”).
         

      

      
      
         Alexander Grigorievich Zamyotov - A junior official in the police station who suspects
            that Raskolnikov is the killer of Alyona Ivanovna and Lizaveta.
         

      

      
      
         Nikolai Dementiev (“Mikolka”) - A painter working in an empty apartment next to
            Alyona Ivanovna’s on the day of the murders. Suspected of the murders
            and held in prison, Nikolai eventually makes a false confession.
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