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James P. Scanlan

Dostoevsky on the Existence of God

Among the many philosophical questions that Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-1881)
addressed in his novels, essays, letters, and notebooks, none concerned
him more deeply than the question of God’s existence. As a romantic
youth of seventeen he wrote to his brother Mikhail that ,to puzzle out
God” would be to fulfill ,,the purpose of philosophy” (28[1]: 54)'. Later,
he planned for many years to write a monumental novel called ,,The
Life of a Great Sinner” (fulfilled only partially in The Brothers Karamazov),
in which the existence of God would be the central theme; describing
the proposed work to a friend in an 1870 letter, he wrote: ,,The main
question, pursued in all its parts, is the same one that has tormented
me consciously and unconsciously all my life — divine existence” (29[1]: 117).
Such enduring torment, one might think, would have led Dostoevsky to
reflect often on possible epistemological grounds for belief in the existence of
God. He did leave records of his reasonings concerning other ultimate questions,
even religious ones. He returned again and again, for example, to the subject of
the immortality of the human soul, and, giving the lie to his reputation as an
,irrationalist,” he advanced several different logical arguments for immortality?.
But at first glance, at least, such marshaling of the resources of reason and
logic appears to be largely absent in regard to the question of God’s existence.

! The references to Dostoevsky’s writings given parenthetically in the text are to volume and
page of his Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v tridtsati tomakh (Leningrad, 1972-1990). All the translations
are mine.

2 For a discussion of these arguments see James P. Scanlan, ,,Dostoevsky’s Arguments for
Immortality”, forthcoming in 2000 in The Russian Review.
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As for the traditional scholastic arguments, Dostoevsky is almost entirely
silent. Never in his fiction or nonfiction does he so much as mention the
time-honored First Cause Argument, which affirms the need for an ultimate
efficient cause of the universe; or the related First Mover Argument, which
argues for God as the initial source of the world’s motion; or the thoroughly
a priori Ontological Argument, which seeks to deduce the existence of God
from His very essence as a supremely perfect being. These hoary reasonings,
much discussed by St. Thomas Aquinas and other fathers of the Roman
Catholic Church, are ignored by Dostoevsky (as they are by Russian Orthodox
thinkers generally).

The only one of the famous scholastic arguments for the existence of God
that finds echoes, though not acceptance, in Dostoevsky’s writings is the
Teleological Argument, which appeals to the existence of God to account for
the supposedly beneficent order that exists in nature, whereby dumb animals
and even inanimate objects appear to act regularly for good ends. Aquinas
stated the argument in the following terms in his Summa Theologica:

We see that things which lack knowledge, such as natural bodies, act for an end, and
this is evident from their acting always, or nearly always, in the same way, so as to
obtain the best result. ...Now whatever lacks knowledge cannot move towards an
end, unless it be directed by some being endowed with knowledge and intelligence.
...Therefore some intelligent being exists by whom all natural things are directed to
their end; and this being we call God?.

Dostoevsky incorporates this idea of divine direction to an end in the starets
Zosima’s reflections on the beauty and mystery of ,,this world of God’s” in The
Brothers Karamazov:

Every blade of grass, every little insect, ant, little golden bee, everything knows its
way astouishingly; though without intellect, they testify to the divine mystery,
themselves ceaselessly enact it. ...,,[Flor the Word is for all, all creation and all
creatures, every little leaf strives towards the Word, sings glory to God.” (14: 267-68)

The difference between Aquinas’ and Zosima’s uses of the idea is evident.
For Zosima, it is not an argument for the existence of God but a celebration of
the divine ,,mystery” of the universe. Nor is it used as an argument elsewhere in
the novel or in any other writing by Dostoevsky. Indeed Dostoevsky was
a severe critic of the Teleological Argument: in The Brothers Karamazov, Ivan’s
passionate indictment of a natural order that allows the suffering and death of
innocent children is one of the most gripping statements in world literature of
the philosophical ,,problem of evil” (14: 215-24). To the extent that Dostoevsky
himself accepted Zosima’s paean to the beauty of the natural order, he clearly

* Anton C. Pegis, ed., Introduction to St. Thomas Aquinas (New York: Modern Library,
1948), p. 27.
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did not regard that beauty as absolute; rather, he was acutely aware of its
imperfections — an awareness that showed, he told a critic later, that his
religious belief was not acquired lightly: ,,although philosophy is not my
specialty, ...it is not like a child that I believe in Christ and profess faith in Him”
(27: 86).

There is, however, one tantalizing fragment in a late notebook (1880-81) in
which Dostoevsky did offer an explicit, if obscure, argument for the existence of
God. In this passage, apparently written after he had become acquainted with
the non-Euclidean geometry of Georg Riemann, he contends that the existence
of God can be deduced simply from the ,,fact” of infinity:

The real (created) world is finite, whereas the immaterial world is infinite. If parallel
lines came together, the law of this world would come to an end. But in infinity they
do come together, and infinity unquestionably exists. For if there were no infini-
ty, there would also be no finiteness, it would be inconceivable. But if infinity
exists, then God and the other world exist, with laws different from the real
(created) world. (27: 43)

If this fragment were an isolated instance of associating the concept of
infinity with the concept of God, it could perhaps be disregarded as a simple
curiosity. But in fact it is consonant with other comments by Dostoevsky, both
published and unpublished, in which the two concepts are related. By bringing
these various comments together, I believe we can gain some idea of how far
Dostoevsky thought ratiocination could go in grounding the existence of God,
and also can reconstruct what I shall call his ,,philosophical” concept of God.

The comments in question are some that, though not explicitly structured as
arguments for the existence of God, nonetheless imply that Dostoevsky
accepted specific types of evidence as providing reasonable support for belief in
God’s existence. Two such types of evidence stand out in his writings: One is the
universality or near universality of religious beliefs among peoples of the world.
The other is personal religious experience, in the form of an individual’s
supposed direct encounter with the divine’.

Appealing to the ubiquity of religious belief as evidence of the existence of
God is known in philosophical theology as the Argument from Common
Consent (consensus gentium, in the language of the early Roman thinkers who
first advanced it). Although Dostoevsky nowhere formally subscribes to this
argument, he does suggest on several occasions that the evidence has force. He
was, of course, painfully aware of the widespread absence of religious belief in
modern societies, but he clearly regards that as an unnatural, ,diseased”
condition; in healthy, pre-civilized societies, he wrote in a notebook, ,,God is the
idea of all humanity, of the masses, of everyone” (20: 191; Dostoevsky’s

* In addition, there are some indications that Dostoevsky regarded his arguments for
immortality as providing support for the existence of God as well; see, for example, 30(1): 10-11.



66 James S. Scanlan

emphasis). And he suggests that even in modern societies the popularity of
spiritualism — a phenomenon that interested him greatly — is a distorted
manifestation of the consensus gentium concerning the reality of the super-
natural. In this vein a later notebook entry, addressed to an atheistic opponent,
comes close to an explicit endorsement of the argument:

Science cannot disdain the meaning that religion does have for humanity, if only as
a historical fact that is staggering in its continuity and tenacity. The persistent and
permanent conviction that humanity has about contact with other worlds is also very
significant, you know. (27: 85; Dostoevsky’s emphasis)

Notably, there is no specific reference here to God as such, only to
,;other worlds,” without indication of their character. In other passages,
however, Dostoevsky goes somewhat further and links the Argument from
Common Consent with the efernity of human beings as participants in
these ,,other worlds.” Thus in 4 Writer’s Diary, citing again the widespread
existence of religion, he refers to ,convictions that man is eternal, that
he is not simply an earthly animal but is linked with other worlds and
with eternity.” ,,Always and everywhere,” he adds, ,,these convictions were
formulated in religion” (26: 165). To the extent, then, that Dostoevsky
can be said to sympathize with, if not endorse, the Argument from Common
Consent, that argument appears to have for him no specifically theistic,
much less Christian, content. It supports at best the existence of (and
human participation in) ,,other worlds,” one feature of which is eternity.
This reference to both ,,other worlds” and ,,eternity,” of course, directly
links these comments with the ,,infinity” argument in Dostoevsky’s 188081
notebook, for eternity in the sense of timelessness is a form of infinity.

Turning now to Dostoevsky’s references to evidence of the second sort
— personal religious experience — we find support for similarly broad con-
clusions about other worlds and eternity. Supposed direct contact with the deity
has been advanced in various forms through the ages as an argument for the
existence of God, generally known now as the Argument from Religious
Experience. According to this argument, some people, at least, have direct
experiences of the divine realm. In the face of such immediate evidence, the
argument’s supporters contend, it would be unreasonable, indeed absurd, to
deny the existence of what is experienced.

We know from Dostoevsky’s own testimony that he himself had such
experiences, principally in the ecstatic aura that preceded the epileptic seizures
from which he suffered throughout his mature life. Furthermore it is clear
from his own and others’ reports of his experiences that he considered them veri-
dical. They are presumably what Dostoevsky had in mind in having Zosima say
in The Brothers Karamazov that ,,we have been given a secret, mysterious sense
of a living bond with the other world, with the celestial, higher world” (14: 290).
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Dostoevsky’s only detailed account of his pre-seizure mental state occurs in
a transparently autobiographical passage in his novel The Idiot, in which he is
describing the epileptic aura as experienced by Prince Myshkin:

[His] [m]ind and heart were illumined with extraordinary light; all uneasiness, all his
doubts, all anxiety were somehow allayed at once, resolved into a kind of higher
tranquillity, full of bright, harmonious joy and hope, full of reason [razum] and
ultimate cause. ...[There were] gleams and flashes of a higher perception and
consciousness and thus of ,,a higher existence.” ...[There was] a sense of fullness, of
measure, of reconciliation and fervent, prayerful fusion with the highest synthesis of
life. ...,,At that moment,” as he once said ...,,] come somehow to understand the
extraordinary saying that there will be no more time.” (8: 188-89; Dostoevsky’s
emphasis)

In the novel Myshkin immediately raises the question of whether these
experiences are simply illusory products of his illness. But he decides that
even if they were in fact prompted by his epilepsy, he cannot deny their
veracity:

[Tlhat this actually was ,,the highest synthesis of life” — of that he could not doubt or
even entertain doubts. It was not as if at that moment he were having abnormal and
unreal visions of some sort, as from hashish, opium, or wine, degrading the
understanding [rassudok] and distorting the soul. He could judge of that correctly
after the attack. These moments were purely and simply an extraordinary inten-
sification of consciousness [samosoznanie] —if it is necessary to express the condition
in a word — consciousness and at the same time perception [samooshchushchenie], to
the highest degree immediate. (8: 188)°

Much has been made of this passage by interpreters of Dostoevsky’s
thought. Reinhard Lauth, for example, uses it as the basis for a highly
speculative reconstruction of the writer’s religious epistemology and of his
conception of God. Joseph Frank, on the other hand, points out that no specific
religious doctrines (not even theism) are affirmed in the passage, and he raises
the question of whether Dostoevsky himself actually saw a connection between
his religious faith and the experience®. For our purposes, although it is true that
the passage makes no explicit mention of God and thus may seem to go no
further than the ,,other worlds” and ,,eternity” (,,there will be no more time”) of
Dostoevsky’s references to ,,common consent,” it cannot be denied that it does

5 Although the words here translated ‘consciousness’ and ‘perception’ have in the literal
Russian the prefix ‘self-* (samo-), they should not be taken to mean consciousness or perception of
the self simpliciter. Clearly Dostoevsky is speaking of consciousness and perception of oneself as
included in the ,higher synthesis of life.”

¢ Reinhard Lauth, Die Philosophie Dostojewskis in systematischer Darstellung (,,Ich habe die
Wahrheit gesehen”) (Munich, 1950), 431fF; Joseph Frank, Dostoevsky: The Years of Ordeal,
1850-59 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 196-7.
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provide additional content that ties the experience firmly to a conception of
God — though not so elaborate and richly nuanced a conception as Lauth
contends.

Three features of Dostoevsky’s account are particularly noteworthy here.
First, he presents the experience as a cognitive one with a rational component. It
involves consciousness and perception leading to a genuine understanding of
reality; it was not simply a matter of ,,abnormal and unreal vision of some sort.”
Furthermore, it was a perception ,,full of reason” — in Russian razum, the term
used for a higher, freer application of the rational faculty (comparable to the
German Vernunft) as opposed to the more limited, narrowly calculating,
,rationalistic” application called in Russian rassudok (like the German Ver-
stand). That the ,,consciousness” and ,,perception” involved are not alien to the
rational capacity is evident from the fact that their authenticity can subsequent-
ly be ,,judged” by the individual. Thus for Dostoevsky the experience represent-
ed not an abandonment of reason but extraordinary access to its higher form.

Second, the experience discloses a reality with the same features seen in
Dostoevsky’s appeals to ,,common consent.” It discloses other worlds in the
form of ,,a higher existence,” inaccessible to ordinary perception or awareness.
And that experience is apparently marked by eternity, for awareness of it brings
understanding of the Biblical assertion that ,,there will be no more time.”

Third, the passage goes beyond the Argument from Common Consent by
specifying further content that the experience discloses. In the experience as
Dostoevsky describes it there is, over and above the perception of ,,other
worlds” and eternity, a euphoric consciousness of ,,the highest synthesis of life,”
and of his own inclusion in (,fusion with”) that synthesis. The intense
,,consciousness” (samosoznanie) Dostoevsky describes is not simply an aware-
ness of self as such but of one’s union with the all. Consistent with that
description, though less specific, is an account of the aura that Strakhov says
Dostoevsky gave him in conversation: ,,For several brief moments,” Strakhov
reports Dostoevsky as saying, ,,I feel a happiness unthinkable in a normal state.
...I am then in perfect harmony with myself and the entire universe.”” Here the
synthesis is described as a ,,harmony,” but it is still one that is comprehensive
and includes the individual.

For Frank, what Dostoevsky describes here, since it includes no explicit
theistic references, is simply an example of a common type of vague mystical
experience in which ,,the personal ego is obliterated and fuses into a harmony
with the cosmos,” including, in Dostoevsky’s case, the sense of overcoming time
and apprehending eternity®. For this reason Frank is reluctant to class the
account as an instance of presenting religious experience to support a belief in

" Quoted in Frank, Dostoevsky: The Years of Ordeal, 185059, 196.
& Ibid.
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God. There are, however, other considerations that suggest a close connection
between Dostoevsky’s experiences and the question of the existence of God.

For one thing, we have a report of an occasion on which Dostoevsky
explicitly linked the two. According to Sofya Kovalevskaya, who as a child
knew Dostoevsky when he was courting her older sister (after the death of his
first wife in 1864), the writer told her that once, just as he had insisted to an
atheist that God does exist, bells rang out from a church nearby. He described
his reaction as follows: ,,I had the feeling ...that heaven had come down to earth
and swallowed me up. I really perceived God and was permeated by Him. I then
cried: Yes, there is a God! I remember nothing after that.” Here not simply
a ,,highest synthesis” but God Himself is said to be directly apprehended in the
experience’.

Although Frank and others have questioned the reliability of Kovalev-
skaya’s account'?, it deserves a second look in light of what else, albeit little, we
know about Dostoevsky’s conception of the deity from other sources. There is
only one passage in all of his writings in which he explicitly and directly speaks
of the nature of God — another notebook entry, this one in 1864 (not long before
his testimony to Kovalevskaya), in which he reflects on his wife’s death. In this
passage he describes God in the same terms he used for the object of his
experience in the epileptic aura — that is, as a full ,,synthesis” of being:

The nature of God is the direct opposite of the nature of man. Man, according to
a great finding of science, goes from multiplicity to Synthesis, from facts to their
generalization and comprehension. But the nature of God is different. It is the full
synthesis of all being, contemplating itself in multiplicity, in Analysis. (20: 174,
emphasis added)

On the basis of this parallel between Dostoevsky’s religious experiences and
his general conception of the nature of God, the statement reported by
Kovalevskaya need not be considered an uncharacteristic leap from the
experience to God. For the ,,highest synthesis” reached in the experiences as he
describes them is precisely the ontological characterization of God that
Dostoevsky presented in his 1864 notebook entry. Thus the fact that he does not
explicitly use the word 'God’ in describing the experiences does not rule them
out as intended to suggest the existence of God, broadly conceived.

From the evidence of this notebook passage, together with Dostoevsky’s
,,infinity” argument and his discussions of common consent and religious
experience, I believe it is possible to sketch his ,,philosophical” conception of
God, meaning by that the conception of a being whose existence can be
comprehended and supported on reasonable grounds, as distinct from faith.

% A. Dolinin, comp., F.M. Dostoevskii v vospominaniiakh sovremennikov, 2 vols. (Moscow:
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1964), 1: 347.
% Frank, Dostoevsky: The Years of Ordeal, 185059, 196-7.
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The historical fact of common consent and the ,,infinity” argument provide
support for the reality of an eternal (timelessly infinite) immaterial world.
Religious experience confirms those conclusions and adds the ontological
characterization of God as the ,,full synthesis of being.”

Beyond those broad features of the deity I believe Dostoevsky never goes in
seeking to conceive of God philosophically and support His existence rational-
ly. The infinity argument goes no further than that, and his use of common
consent and religious experience goes no further. I believe he regarded the
theistic, personal traits of the Christian God, creator of the universe and its
providential ruler, to be beyond the ken of philosophy. They are the elements,
rather, of a religious conception of God, resting entirely on faith. The God to
whom one prays, who gave the world His Only Begotten Son and with Him
a moral code, can be comprehended philosophically and approached rationally,
but only as a supernatural, eternal synthesis of being; beyond that His attributes
are the stuff of mystery, revelation, and faith. Speaking, for example, of Christ
as the ultimate test of the morality of one’s own convictions, Dostoevsky adds,
,,but this is no longer philosophy, but faith” (27: 56).

Such a distinction between a philosophical and a religious concept of God
perhaps explains why Dostoevsky does not dilate further on the ,,problem of
evil” beyond his forceful posing of it in The Brothers Karamazov. The presence
of evil in the world is often considered an argument against the existence of the
Christian, theistic God, since as an omnipotent and benevolent creator He
should be both able and eager to create a world without such evil as the
suffering of innocent children. Ingenious suggestions have been made in an
attempt to provide Dostoevsky with a reasonable answer to the problem; S.V.
Belov, for example, finds such an answer in Dostoevsky’s affirmation of
immortality: on Belov’s reading, because a murdered child ,,arises” after death,
the child’s suffering is expiated and the evil is overcome. Thus the fact of
immortality resolves the problem of evil ,,fully,” in Belov’s view''.

But Dostoevsky does not seek to rationalize or explain away the problem of
evil in this fashion. It is significant that the only response to Ivan’s posing of the
problem in The Brothers Karamazov comes from Alyosha, who simply speaks of
the need to believe in Christ and to proclaim to Him ,,Just Thou art, O Lord, for
Thy ways have been revealed” (14: 224). The explanation for this reluctance to
respond rationally to the problem, I would suggest, can be found in Dostoev-
sky’s twofold conception of God. For Dostoevsky, the presence of undeserved
suffering in the world is irrelevant to belief in God as conceived philosophically,
for the object of that rationally supportable, philosophical belief is an infinite,
otherworldly synthesis of being, not a benevolent creator who could be called

"' S.V. Belov, ed., F.M. Dostoevskii v zabytykh i neizvestnykh vospominaniiakh sovremennikov
(St. Petersburg, 1993), 12.
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