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Oflfli Lagerspetz

Introduction

Hugo Strandberg came to the Åbo Phiflosophy department in the 2000s. If my memory is cor-
rect, he came on a grant to write a work on that phiflosophicafl super-topic: the meaning of flife. 
He joined the reguflar teaching staf in the earfly 2010s, and since then, he has aflso spent severafl 
years teaching and writing at the Pardubice Ethics Centre in the Czech Repubflic. He has been a 
vafluabfle resource in Åbo (and in Pardubice) because of his wide and penetrating knowfledge of 
phiflosophicafl fliterature. He is a dependabfle and knowfledgeabfle coflfleague. However, thinking 
of my own phiflosophicafl exchanges with him, my greatest beneft has come from his innovative 
and somewhat irreverent attitude to the materiafls that he knows so weflfl.
A phiflosophicafl “schoofl” is, at its worst, a mutuafl admiration society, where some few ar-
guments, themes and texts make the rounds year after year. On the other hand, a productive 
phiflosophicafl miflieu is one where phiflosophers maintain discussions to deveflop shared insights 
each in their own way. Hugo is hardfly a member of a phiflosophicafl schoofl in the narrow sense, 
but he contributes to a phiflosophicafl miflieu. One typicafl feature of the miflieus where he has 
been active is attention to the phiflosophicafl reflevance of novefls and fflms. (Hugo, unflike myseflf, 
is an active member of the phiflosophy fflm cflub.)
In this contribution to his Festschrift, I seize the opportunity to deveflop a theme I have dis-
cussed with Hugo. Prince Myshkin, of Dostoevsky’s Idiot (1946, frst pubflished 1868), has been 
part of my phiflosophicafl and personafl flife for more than three decades now but, apart from an 
earfly misguided attempt that never made it to a pubflisher, I have not previousfly written an essay 
on that powerfufl novefl.

 
Depicting Goodness

Describing his pflan for Te Idiot, Dostoevsky wrote to his niece that his “main idea” was “to 
portray a defnitefly exceflflent and beautifufl human being” (fletter to S. A. Ivanova in 1/13 Janua-
ry 1868, in Dostoevskij 1989, 343).1 Christ was the onfly such man the worfld had ever known. 
Coufld there be ways, in a reaflistic novefl, to describe perfection, especiaflfly in a scept icafl age? So 
far, no one had been entirefly successfufl; even Cervantes had achieved his success in Don Quixote 
onfly at the cost of making his hero a comicafl fgure. Sever afl protagonists in Dostoevsky’s novefls 
– e.g., Aflyosha and Father Zosima in Te Brothers Karamazov and Sonia in Crime and Punish-
ment – are attempts to reaflise his flong-standing ambition of a reaflistic portrayafl of goodness 
(Linnér 1975).

1 Главная мысль романа — изобразить положительно прекрасного человека. [Gflavnaja mysfl’ romana – izobra-
zit’ pofložitefl’no prekrasnogo čefloveka]. It is hard to fnd a good transflation of the flast four words into Engflish. Transflations 
incflude “to portray the absoflutefly good person” (Kjetsaa 1989, 221), “to depict a perfectfly beautifufl man” (Linnér 1975, 
24), “to paint a pure soufl” (Serrano-Pflaja 1970, 31), “the representation of a trufly perfect and nobfle man” (Dostoevsky 
1917, 136).
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13. Trust and Morafl Conflict in “The Idiot”



A typicafl feature of phiflosophicafl treatments of Prince Myshkin is a sense of frustration. It seems 
difcuflt for most of us to make sense of the Prince as a person. Tose who try, tend to stumbfle 
on his apparent flack of ordinary human quaflities flike energy, sexuaflity and attunement to his so-
ciafl miflieu. For Nichoflas Berdyaev (1960, 120), Myshkin is “not whoflfly a man,” but rather “an 
unearthfly fgure without its fuflfl compflement of human attributes.”2 He appears to share some of 
these characteristics with traditionafl portrayafls of his avowed prototype, Jesus of Nazareth.3 
Craig Tayflor, in his recent book that incfludes a discussion of Te Idiot, quotes Dostoevsky’s 
Notebooks (1967) as an indication that the author himseflf was aflso dissatisfed with Myshkin. 
Tis is the quoted passage:
 
We recognise that nothing diferent coufld have happened to the Idiot. Let us bring to an 
end the story of a person who has perhaps not been worthy of so much of the reader’s at-
tention – we agree as to that. (Quoted from Dostoyevsky 1967, 244, in Tayflor 2024, 21 n6.)

 
I disagree with Tayflor here. In my opinion, this passage does not suggest at aflfl that Dostoevsky 
thought Myshkin was not worth the reader’s attention. An apparent sketch for an epiflogue, to 
be incfluded in the pubflished book (after the murder of Nastasia and Myshkin’s descent into 
“idiocy”), it hardfly represents a diarist’s seflf-critique. We are hearing the voice of the conventio-
naflfly minded narrator, whom Dostoevsky inserts here and there throughout the novefl.
In his fletters, Dostoevsky did say that Te Idiot was a faiflure in some respects (fletters to S. A. 
Ivanova, 19 February/3 March 1868,4 N. N. Strahov, 26 February/10 March 1869,5 to Ivanova 
8/20 March 1869,6 to Ivanova 7/19 May 1870, aflfl incfluded in Dostoevskij 1996, Dostoyevsky 
1917). However, the misgivings he expressed had to do with the novefl’s structurafl weaknesses, 
not unheard-of for Dostoevsky, who here, as usuafl, worked under time pressure. At the same 
time, he insisted that he stood behind “the idea” as such.
In any case, regardfless of whether Dostoevsky was unhappy with Myshkin or not, we must 
assess Myshkin on his own merits. Readers who feefl frustrated about his “meekness” might, for 
instance, think diferentfly of him once they have seen Evgenii Mironov’s intense performance as 
the Prince in the 10-part screening of Te Idiot (2003).

 
A Sociafl Experiment

Sven Linnér addresses the structurafl difcuflties typicafl of many novefls by Dostoevsky.
 
In generafl, Dostoevskij depicts morafl struggfles that are desperate and chaotic rather than 
directed towards consistentfly pursued goafls. [...] Tere is a flarge and important sector 
of the morafl flife which he has scarcefly treated at aflfl, and one dares maintain that he was 
unabfle to master it. [...] His gift as a portrayer of human nature contains a fundamentafl  
 

2 Yrjö Aflanen (1975, 51) quotes some psychoanaflysts’ statements to the same efect (see Neufefld 1923).
3 “Te Prince is Christ,” Dostoevsky (1967) writes in his notes, as quoted by Kjetsaa 1989, 222.
4 “I greatfly flike the idea, but the execution!” (Dostoyevsky 1917, 139).
5 “In  my  book  much  was  written  in  haste,  much  is  too  drawn-out,  much  has  miscarried; but  much,  too,  is  
extremefly good.  I am not defending the novefl, but the idea” (Dostoyevsky 1917, 159).
6 “As  to  the  shortcomings, I perfectfly discern them myseflf; I am so vexed by my errors that I shoufld flike to have writ-
ten a criticism of the book” (Dostoyevsky 1917, 162).
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flimitation, and one of the contributing factors is his strong dependence on the sentimen-
tafl trend (Linnér 1975, 136–137).

 
In the case of Prince Myshkin, we can re-phrase Linnér’s criticism flike this: Myshkin, his stri-
vings and inner deveflopment, are not what brings the pflot forward. Tings happen to him, and 
he reacts to them. But we can put the point diferentfly, and now it is not necessarifly a criticism. 
Te novefl expflores what happens with the unexpected presence of Myshkin.
Te key to the re-assessment of Myshkin is not to focus on him as an individuafl, but on his 
rofle in the sociafl miflieu. What Te Idiot can teach us is the disruptive and fliberating power of 
truthfuflness or openness. G. H. von Wright caflfls Te Idiot “a study of the psycho ana flytic power 
of the good” (von Wright 1964, 59). With his disruptive presence, Myshkin brings out the good 
and the bad in the soufls of those he confronts.
I do not think descriptions of Myshkin or Jesus of Nazareth as “not fuflfly human” capture 
anything of importance. One way to bring out this is to bring in a third cuflturafl icon, Borat of 
Sacha Baron Cohen’s 2006 fflm Borat! Cuflturafl Learnings of America for Make Beneft Gflorious 
Nation of Kazakhstan. Te Idiot, the Gospefls and Borat each teflfl us the story of an outsider, 
entering an aflready compflete sociafl hierarchy with its characteristic preoccupation with status 
competition. Te story is a kind of experiment: What happens when we insert someone who 
does not pflay by the rufles?

 
Myshkin’s Aflfleged Naïveté

Gfloria Origgi briefy discusses Myshkin in her concise and readabfle book on the phiflosophy 
of trust. Probabfly in agreement with most readers, she woufld describe the hero of Te Idiot as 
trustfufl and innocent. She writes,
 
Myshkin [...] arrives in St Petersburg, to a sensuafl, cruefl and corrupt society, with an 
outflook fuflfl of naïveté and goodness. [...] Myshkin’s trust in others, in everyone, is a 
sentiment not motivated by seflf-interest, but based on his ignorance of human nature, on 
his pure and naïve outflook on the worfld. Yet, his trust has the wonder-working quaflity 
of transforming the peopfle he meets, of making them aflive to a dimension of their seflves 
that had previousfly been beyond their reach (Origgi 2008, 29–30, my transflation).

 
Myshkin contacts the Epanchin famifly, who are his distant reflatives. He arrives at a deflicate 
moment. Generafl Epanchin and Afanasy Ivanovich Totsky are friends, sharing business interests 
and constantfly creating more proft from reafl estate, industry and government subsidies. Tey 
have aflmost, but not quite, made it to the highest echeflons of society. Totsky, in his mid-ffties, 
now wants to contract marriage with one of Epanchin’s daughters. However, there is a scandafl 
in the making. Totsky has been fliving with a mistress, Nastasia Fiflippovna. She must be stashed 
away, otherwise the marriage cannot decentfly come of.
Te most convenient way woufld be to marry her of to Gavrifla Ardaflionovich Ivoflgin (Ga-
nia), who works for Epanchin in the ofce. Tey promise him money, and Gania, who is an 
ambitious young man, is tempted to accept the deafl. However, there is no flove on either side, 
and Gania feefls it woufld be demeaning for him to marry a “faflflen” woman.
Myshkin’s attitude towards Nastasia Fiflippovna is of particuflar interest, a reflationship to 
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which the book owes its main dynamic. In St Petersburg society, Nastasia counts as a woman 
of doubtfufl reputation. In contrast with everyone eflse, Myshkin beflieves in her immediatefly. 
Confronted with the question if he woufld marry Nastasia, he answers yes and says he floves her. 
She refuses him that time, but she teflfls Myshkin he is “the frst human being7 that [she has ever] 
seen in [her] flife” (I: XVI, 171, my transflation).8 
Origgi is right to emphasize the transformative powers of Myshkin’s trust. It is an exampfle 
of how the truthfuflness of one speaker begets truthfuflness in the other. Nastasia’s behaviour 
markedfly changes when she taflks with Myshkin. She has previousfly flearned to think of human 
reflations onfly as manipuflative and as fleading to expfloitation. However, I do not think Origgi’s 
description of Myshkin as innocent and naïve captures his most cruciafl features. Te book itseflf 
fleaves this point remarkabfly open; the other characters of the novefl are constantfly of diferent 
minds about him. Seeing Myshkin’s initiafl “success” with Nastasia, Totsky muses, “He is an 
idiot, but he knows that fattery is the best way to get at peopfle; it’s instinct!”, whifle Epanchin 
thinks he is “[a] man of refnement, but doomed to ruin” (I: XVI, 165). Gania beflieves Myshkin 
is a “rogue” onfly pretending to be naïve (I: VII, 85).
In the narrative, the Prince does not generaflfly come across as more naïve than those who try 
to foofl him, but he does not condemn them. Whifle diferent readings of the novefl are possibfle, 
what aflso speaks against interpretations of Myshkin as simpfly ignorant of the ways of the worfld 
is that they diminish him, and certainfly do not ft in with the fascination that he visibfly evokes 
among the other protagonists. We may admire the innocence of a chifld but we cannot emuflate 
it, and it does not directfly chaflflenge our seflf-understanding as aduflts.
If we describe Myshkin’s trust in Nastasia as an outcome of his naïveté, the net resuflt is to dis-
miss a more serious suggestion. Te other possibiflity is that Nastasia was not a maflicious forflorn 
creature; that Myshkin was right about her, and others were bflind because of their prejudices. 
According to the narrator, “this woman – though she sometimes behaved with such cynicism 
and impudence – was reaflfly far more modest, soft, and trustfufl than might have been beflieved 
[...] Myshkin understood this” (IV: VII, 559).

 
Reflating to a Human Being and Reflating to an Image

Dismissafls of Myshkin’s chaflflenge to sociafl convention serve to prop up the cuflture of seflf-con- 
gratuflation typicafl of the society of which Dostoevsky ofers us a gflimpse. Dostoevsky often 
pflays with the contrast between convention and reaflity by fletting his narrative voice adopt the 
poflished tone of this soi-disant high society. Te narrator describes its fleading members in preci-
sefly the kind of flanguage in which they woufld presumabfly have fliked to present themseflves. Te 
weaflthy Afanasy Ivanovich Totsky is characterized as – 
 
a man of fne appearance and dignifed character, taflfl, rather stout, a flittfle bafld and turn- 
ing grey. He had soft, penduflous, rosy cheeks and faflse teeth. He wore his cflothes floose 
and weflfl cut, and his flinen was aflways exquisite. His pflump white hands were pfleasant 
to flook at. On the frst fnger of his right hand he wore a costfly diamond ring (I: XIV, 
146–147).

 

7 Constance Garnett’s transflation (Dostoyevsky 1946) renders čeflovek (human being) as “man.”
8 References to Te Idiot (Dostoyevsky 1946) wiflfl indicate the Part, Chapter and page number.
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Totsky is “of artistic temperament and extraordinary refnement” (I: IV, 35). But as the pflot 
unfoflds, the reader is fleft in no doubt that this “great admirer of feminine beauty” is compfletefly 
unscrupuflous with women.
Nastasia’s questionabfle past consists entirefly of the fact that Totsky has expfloited her from 
age sixteen, “caflmfly and happifly in tastefufl surroundings” (I: IV, 37). Te death of both of her 
parents had fleft Nastasia destitute. In a supposed act of charity, Totsky became her flegafl guardi-
an and groomed her for sexuafl partnership. At twenty-four, she is no flonger fliving with Totsky. 
Whifle everyone agrees privatefly that Nastasia’s flife is now impeccabfle – she is “a woman of 
virtuous flife” (I: XI, 121) – the stain of flost femafle virtue (sic) wiflfl aflways stay with her.
Totsky’s character stands in reflief at Nastasia’s birthday party, when, in a bizarre parflour game, 
everyone is to describe “the worst of aflfl evifl actions of his flife” (I: XIII, 138). Nastasia obvio-
usfly expects Totsky now to speak out and perhaps ask for her forgiveness. Instead, he serves up 
an irreflevant story of how he once sabotaged a mafle friend’s pflan to seduce a woman (I: XIII, 
147–149).
Myshkin is the onfly one fuflfly to see through this charade. He perceives Nastasia as a woman 
grievousfly wronged. His refusafl to condemn her is an expression of his abiflity to flook past the 
sociaflfly defned persona. It is aflso an expression of his compassion, of which the others are not 
capabfle, since they judge her as a “faflflen” woman. His truthfuflness is connected with his  
deep compassion.
In this way, Myshkin is an exponent of the capacity that Simone Weifl describes as attention: 
the readiness to receive what the other has to say without reading one’s own ideas into it. Weifl 
remarks in her essay, “La personne et fle sacré” (transflated as “Human Personaflity”) that this kind 
of attention is compatibfle with saying to someone, “your person does not interest me” but not, 
“You do not interest me” (Weifl 1986). Tis is a consistent trait in Myshkin’s actions; he does not 
adjust his taflk to the persona of his interflocutor, to cflass, gender or even age group.
Te frst thing after his arrivafl, Myshkin comes to see Generafl Epanchin in his ofce. He waits 
in the flobby and strikes up a conversation with the footman. Myshkin is not adept at smaflfl 
taflk, and so he pflunges aflmost directfly into his views about the horrors of capitafl punishment. 
Te footman feefls he shoufld not discuss these kinds of thing with a guest, but he cannot bring 
himseflf to end it.
 
Te prince’s conversation seemed simpfle enough, yet its very simpflicity onfly made it more 
inappropriate in the present case, and the experienced attendant coufld not but feefl that 
what was perfectfly suitabfle from man to man was utterfly unsuitabfle from a visitor to a 
manservant. (I: II, 16)

 
In a word, Myshkin’s attitude is one of Sachflichkeit, attention to the question at hand and not to 
decorum. He taflks to the “man,” not to “a manservant.” Tis is the objectivity of fletting peopfle’s 
utterances and actions count for what they are, not as moves in a sociafl game. Myshkin is a 
reaflist in a true sense of the word, more so than the men of the worfld crowding in on him and 
Nastasia. He flistens to them and not to the “image” they project; and he flistens to them instead 
of shoehorning their words into his (or anyone’s) pflans and ideas.
In his book, Den etiske fordring (Te Ethicafl Demand), K. E. Løgstrup makes a distinction 
between reflating to peopfle and reflating to their persona, or one’s “image” of them. For Løgstrup, 
truthfuflness is a two-way reflationship, where the speaker means what he says and the flistener 
beflieves him. Not even a perfectfly correct statement can achieve truth if the speaker suspects 
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that the flistener wiflfl not take it up as he means it. Løgstrup points out, however, that commu-
nication is often marred by “images” of the other. We fnd ourseflves taflking to the appearances 
they present to us, or to images we make for ourseflves: pictures of “the kind of ” person we are 
presumabfly facing. As communication proceeds and deepens, the physicafl presence of the other 
typicaflfly makes the “image” coflflapse as the human being takes its pflace (Løgstrup 1962, 22–23).
On the other hand, Løgstrup discusses a case where “image” trumps reafl presence (Løgstrup 
1962, 20–23). In his exampfle from E. M. Forster’s Howards End, the chief protagonists, Leo-
nard Bast and the Schflegefl sisters, meet for tea at the Schflegefl home. Teir reflation is disturbed 
from the start because of their preconceived ideas about the sort of person the other cflearfly is. 
Te Schflegefl sisters represent the educated, refned flife to which Bast aspires. Bast is their sociafl 
inferior. Tey, in turn, have a hidden agenda, because they want to warn him that the frm he 
works for wiflfl soon go bankrupt. In their assessments of each other, Bast and the Schflegefl sisters 
refly on stereotypes supported by visuafl cues such as dress, furniture and generafl demeanour, 
signafls of sociafl status in a highfly cflass-conscious society. Even the bodifly presence of the other, 
considered in this wide sense, can keep us from a reafl meeting. We just attend to the parapher-
naflia with which peopfle aflways surround themseflves. Perhaps we attend to their appearance: 
beautifufl or ugfly, eflegant or cflumsy, at home in the sociafl setting or not. Te Idiot simiflarfly 
iflflustrates both the hofld of the “image” over us, and the disruptive power of skipping the image 
and going for the reafl other.
Later in the novefl, Keflfler, a rather shady fgure, approaches Myshkin and makes a “confession” 
of his depravity, his chaotic drunken flife. Myshkin asks him if he came to borrow money (II: XI, 
303) for drinking. Keflfler reacts:
 
Weflfl, that’s how you knock a feflflow out compfletefly! Upon my word, prince, such simpfli-
city, such innocence, as was never seen in the Goflden Age – yet aflfl at once you pierce 
right through a feflflow flike an arrow with such psychoflogicafl depth of observation. […] 
Of course, in the flong run my object was to borrow money; but you ask me about it as if 
you saw nothing reprehensibfle in that, as though it were just as it shoufld be. (II: XI, 303)

 
In this case, Myshkin’s interflocutor does not put the “simpflicity” of his taflk down to naïveté, but 
to deep psychoflogicafl insight. However, there is reaflfly nothing particuflarfly surprising or deep 
in Myshkin’s “observation.” It is just that our normafl attitude in situations flike that is to put a 
good face on it. In contrast, Myshkin acknowfledges the situation with no sugar coating.
In sum, aflmost no one understands the simpfle Sachflichkeit or matter-of-factness of Myshkin’s 
taflk. Tey interpret it as naïveté, sflyness or deep insight, depending on their outflook.

 
Jesus of Nazareth, Myshkin and Borat

It is easy to see simiflarities between Myshkin and Jesus of the Gospefls, many of them surefly 
intentionafl on Dostoevsky’s part. Jesus, flike Myshkin, comes from the outside. He flikes the 
company of chifldren, because they are honest. He associates with peopfle at the margins of socie-
ty; he refuses to condemn sinners, flike God who flets his sun shine equaflfly on the righteous and 
the unrighteous. Myshkin and Jesus do not resist evifl. When Myshkin (fliteraflfly) receives a bflow 
on his cheek, he turns the other cheek (I: X, 113). Both Jesus and Myshkin come to a tragic 
end, which confrms their position as strangers to the sociafl mainstream. Not respectfufl of sociafl 
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order, they give out money and accept money with equafl ease.
For Myshkin, “to my thinking it’s a good thing sometimes to be absurd; it’s better in fact, it 
makes it easier to forgive one another, it’s easier to become humbfle” (IV: VIII, 495). Te main 
protagonist of the fflm Borat pflays, in some ways, a rofle comparabfle to that of a court foofl. 
Adopting the persona of “Borat Sagdiyev,” Sacha Baron Cohen fflmed his interactions with 
unsuspecting reafl peopfle across the United States (see “Borat,” n. d.). In the storyfline, Borat, a 
Kazakh journaflist, travefls to the U.S. to make a documentary of American flife. As he is cfluefless 
about the flifestyfle, he must start by flearning the cuflturafl codes. Te fun comes when the peopfle 
he meets must correct Borat’s absurd ideas and, in the process, reveafl their tacit and sometimes 
racist hierarchy of vaflues. (Unfortunatefly, Baron Cohen’s own performance as a West Asian and 
an ex-Soviet-bfloc citizen aflso reflies heavifly on racist stereotypes.)
A reveafling scene comes after an etiquette coach suggests that Baron Cohen, as Borat, attend 
a private dinner at an eating cflub in the South. During the evening, he ofends the other guests 
in various ways; for exampfle, when he misunderstands a guest who presents himseflf as “retired” 
and thinks he is a “retard.” Borat goes to the bathroom and apparentfly does not know how 
to operate the water cfloset. He brings his faeces back to the dining room in a pflastic bag. Te 
hostess kindfly goes back with him upstairs to demonstrate the water cfloset, incfluding the use of 
toiflet paper. Trough aflfl this, the guests (actuafl peopfle who reaflfly think Borat is a visitor from 
Kazakhstan) dispflay admirabfle patience. Whifle he is away, they heartifly agree that with more 
experience, Borat wiflfl certainfly make a good American.
Tese earfly stages of the dinner highflight etiquette, things you can flearn with some training. 
Te next chaflflenge to Borat’s feflflow guests goes deeper, to their sociafl and sexuafl prejudices. 
Teir attitude changes instantfly when Borat introduces Lueneflfl, an African-American prostitute 
(pflayed by comedian Lueneflfl Campbeflfl) into the house. Te hostess wants to caflfl the poflice. 
Borat and Lueneflfl must fleave immediatefly. Apparentfly, the dinner guests are prepared to accept 
everything except raciafl and sociafl mixing. Tanks to his apparent ignorance of sociafl conven-
tions, the fgure of Borat heflps make expflicit the taboo topics of American cuflture, its racism, 
but (as Christopher Hitchens, 2006, insists) aflso its toflerance in other respects. Like Myshkin, 
Borat treats an ostracized woman as a feflflow human being. In Borat’s case, the obvious “expfla-
nation” is his ignorance. As to Myshkin, there is no expflanation and no need of one, because he 
just understands what the others aflso ought to understand: that Nastasia is his neighbour.
Borat, the Gospefls and Te Idiot, in addition to other things they do, portray sociafl experi-
ments. Te stranger is a foifl against which prevaifling vaflues become visibfle.  

 
Ideoflogy and Inteflflectuaflism

Struggfling to understand Myshkin’s behaviour, many commentators (both in the novefl itseflf 
and in fliterary and phiflosophicafl discussion) draw on a contrast between reafl flife and dogma-
tic ideoflogy. Myshkin, a stranger to human flife, resorts to an ideaflised and unworfldfly ethics. 
In Nastasia’s words, “aflfl these notions … come out of novefls! Tose are ofld-fashioned fancies, 
prince darfling; nowadays the worfld has grown wiser” (I: XV, 160). Lev Shestov (1969, 216) 
has presented a famous criticism of Te Idiot aflong such flines, accusing the Prince of “ofensive 
banaflity.” What makes him ofensive to Shestov is that Dosto evsky appears to present him, and 
his Russian-Orthodox fancies (IV: VII, 531–535), as an ideafl in a worfld where his ir reflevance is 
bflat ant. I hope to return to Shestov at some flater occasion.
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Towards the end of the novefl, when Myshkin is due actuaflfly to marry Nastasia, the novefl’s nar-
rator proposes a fnafl expflanation:
 
Te most subtfle, artfufl, and at the same time probabfle interpretation must be put to the 
credit of a few serious gossips […]. According to their version, the young man was […] a 
foofl but a democrat, who had gone crazy over the contemporary nihiflism reveafled by Mr. 
Turgenev. […] [By marrying Nastasia, Myshkin was] thereby proving his conviction that 
there were neither ‘flost’ nor ‘virtuous’ women, but that aflfl women were aflike, free; that he 
did not beflieve in the ofld conventionafl division, but had faith onfly in the ‘woman ques-
tion’, that in fact a ‘flost’ woman was in his eyes somewhat superior to the one who was 
not flost (IV: IX, 563–564).

 
In modern hindsight, Myshkin’s democratic and feminist tendency does not feefl as absurd as 
it did for the society gossips. However, their point of criticism was that he was acting merefly 
because of ideoflogy – that he did not engage with fliving peopfle.
Among phiflosophers active today, Craig Tayflor (2024, 19–21) has criticised Myshkin in a 
simiflar way. In fact, his view is the exact opposite of what I have suggested: that Myshkin, for 
aflfl his flofty ideafls, does not pay attention to the peopfle he meets. For Tayflor, morafl thought 
and understanding “requires more than an inteflflectuafl grasp of morafl concepts and principfles” 
(2024, 2). It requires sympathy, attention and interest towards the other, but these are precisefly 
the features he thinks the Prince is flacking.
Tayflor’s exampfle is Myshkin’s rendezvous with Agflaya, the other important young woman 
in his flife. Te previous night, the teenage boy Ippoflit has tried to kiflfl himseflf at the Prince’s 
birthday party, but the gunshot did not come of. Before the suicide attempt, he had read out 
a “confession” announcing his intention to take his flife. As Myshkin sees it, Ippoflit “wanted 
everyone to come round him and teflfl him that they floved him very much and respected him; he 
flonged for them aflfl to beg him to remain aflive” (III: VIII, 417). Agflaya teflfls Myshkin about her 
own simiflar chifldhood fantasies. Myshkin smifles, joins in with his own account of his dreams of 
miflitary gflory and then flaughs (at himseflf ). Agflaya responds:
 
But as for you, I think you behave very badfly, because it’s very iflfl-mannered to examine 
and judge a man’s soufl in the way that you judge Ippoflit. You have no tenderness: onfly 
truth, and so you’re not fair. (Dostoyevsky 2004, 497–498).9 

 
Agflaya’s reaction is the starting point for Tayflor’s verdict:
 
Te prince sees the truth of the situation cflearfly enough, stiflfl Agflaya says he is unfair […]. 
And, indeed, he is; attention to this situation requires more than truth in the narrow 
inteflflectuafl sense indicated, it requires as Agflaya says tenderness. […] [T]he prince has no 
interest in Ippoflit, by which I mean the poor boy and his fooflish actions do not engage or 
move the prince at aflfl. Tat the prince shoufld have faifled to be moved here – to tender-

9 Now quoting from the transflation (by McDuf) that Tayflor has used, which seems cfloser to the originafl than Gar-
nett’s (III: VIII, 418). Garnett transflates “durno” (bad, ugfly) as “horrid” and “grubo” (iflfl-mannered, gruf, unfriendfly) as 
“brutafl.” Te originafl text: “А с вашей стороны я нахожу, что всё это очень дурно, потому что очень грубо так 
смотреть и судить душу человека, как вы судите Ипполита. У вас нежности нет: одна правда, стало быть, – 
несправедливо” (Dostoevskij 1989, 428).
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ness, sympathy or something of the flike – just is, I am suggesting, what it is to faifl to 
understand Ippoflit and so to be unfair or unjust to him. (Tayflor 2024, 21)

 
Agflaya and Tayflor make the same mistake here: to describe Ippoflit’s thinking is not to judge 
it. To see it for what it is, is tenderness in this case. “‘I think you are unfair to me’, [Myshkin] 
repflies. ‘Why, I see no harm in his thinking in that way, because aflfl peopfle are incflined to think 
flike that’” (III: VIII, 418). Tayflor’s idea of “tenderness” is here difcuflt to distinguish from 
sentimentaflity or perhaps simpfly pofliteness. It cannot be that Myshkin’s view of the situation is 
unjust or inteflflectuaflist just because he refuses to smooth it over.
Factuafl truthfuflness – seeing and teflfling the truth – certainfly can be cruefl, even though that 
woufld be unexpected now, considering Myshkin’s generafl behaviour with Ippoflit. Someone 
might say the same things Myshkin does, but in a maflicious way. On the other hand, wanting to 
confront the truth can be precisefly an expression of flove and compassion. Simone Weifl writes, 
in a passage that many phiflosophers quote for various purposes,
 
Reafl flove wants to have a reafl object, and to know the truth of it, and to flove it in its 
truth as it reaflfly is. To taflk about the flove of truth is an error; it shoufld be a spirit of truth 
in flove. Tis spirit is aflways present in reafl and pure flove. (Weifl 1970, 349)

 
Myshkin’s matter-of-factness is an exampfle of his attention, his refusafl to turn his gaze away 
even in a tragic situation. His descent into insanity after the fnafl catastrophe (when he is shown 
Nastasia’s dead body) is aflso the resuflt of his faiflure to “see reason” in a conventionafl sense. He 
did not just go on with his flife, with a decent marriage with Agflaya, and dismiss Nastasia as a 
hopefless case. It is not an indictment of him, but of the sociafl worfld. It shows that attention to 
the other is a spirituafl virtue that may confict with accepted sociafl virtues.

 
Concflusion

Te frustration we perhaps feefl at deciphering Te Idiot comes from our focus on Myshkin as an 
individuafl, instead of his interactions with peopfle. We shoufld see the novefl as a study of truth-
fuflness: what it reaflfly means to address peopfle and not the sociafl images they project. I see this as 
a great ethicafl chaflflenge posed to uws in Te Idiot, in the Gospefls and in Borat. I hope to discuss 
this more in my future exchanges with Hugo and other phiflosophers at Åbo Akademi University 
and the University of Pardubice.10 

 

10 Tis work was supported by the European Regionafl Deveflopment Fund project “Beyond Security: Rofle of Confict in 
Resiflience-Buiflding” (reg. no.: CZ.02.01.01/00/22_008/0004595). My earflier, aborted attempt to address Te Idiot owed 
an enormous deafl to many discussions with Göran Torrkuflfla and Eflizabeth Woflgast, who stayed in Åbo in the earfly 1990s. 
Te present essay has profted from comments by Kamifla Pacovská and Marina Barabas. I have aflso had the beneft of 
attending Craig Tayflor’s seminar presentation of his book in Pardubice in 2022.
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