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What gives meaning to life after the end of religious and metaphysical conceptions?
This is the crucial quest of Jan Patoc¢ka’s final study. His “phenomenology of meaning”
advocates a relative, human meaning, yet one that transcends the egotistical enclo-
sure in oneself. The most important source for Patoéka in these regards is the
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the quest for a “new” meaning to a critical reflection on reason and the nightmarish
monsters it creates.

Keywords: Dostoevsky; The Brothers Karamazov, reason; nihilism; madness;
onto-theology

What gives meaning to life after the end of religious and metaphysical conceptions?
This is the crucial question of Jan Patocka’s final study that is published in this volume
for the first time in English translation.' It was written in late 1976, just before the
philosopher’s commitment to the civil rights movement Charter 77, which was to
significantly change, and ultimately cost him his life. As the last major work that
Patotka completed, and the first one to be circulated in Samizdat after his death,
the study turned into something like Patotka’s personal legacy. It is, beyond
question, closely tied to the circumstances of that time—to the tragic death, to the
evacuation of all documents from his flat (in order to secure them against seizure by
the secret police) as well as to the subsequent formation of an archive of his writings.2

However, the study for sure is also one of Patotka’s most remarkable philosophical
pieces and it deserves to be read independently of these historical and biographi-
cal circumstances. The manuscript consisted of 58 double-sided pages, closely and
orderly written.’ It is thereby one of the longest and most condensed pieces
within all of his work, as Patocka, generally speaking, was more of an essayistic
than a systematic writer. But most of all, it is the topic itself that makes these
reflections stand out as his philosophical legacy: the quest for meaning in human life
amidst the onslaught of either nihilism or dogmatism. Nihilism and dogmatism
defiantly negate or affirm a meaning of life, thereby paving the way for all kinds of
political or religious ideologies. Yet they both resemble each other precisely in their
unwillingness to bear the openness of the question as such. And it is this openness,

the confrontation with the abysmal depth entailed in the question that Patoka
advocates in his final study.

B
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A similar undertaking is already characteristic of Patotka’s Heretical Essays m the
Philosophy of History, which was published two years earlier (1975, also in Sam_zzd.at)
and is arguably his most important—or at least best—l<1'10wn‘—-bool<.4 Here everything
is focused on the topic of history and the guiding question: Does. history haYe a
meaning? More precisely, the book is an inquiry into the phllosgphlcal foundationg
of modern civilization: Is the attempt to base history and politics on reason and
insight, as was first formulated in classical Greek philosophy and tal.<er.1 for granted
by most of the philosophical tradition, still a valid undertaking? Qr is it perl_la.p.s all
too evident that history is trapped in the dichotomy of dogmgtlsm a‘nd l’llh.lll.SIll?
The first (dogmatism) is the hijacking of history by external 1d§01.9gles (religious
eschatology, political ideology of race, class, etc.), t.he second (r,nhlllsm)—not any
less dogmatic—is the obstinate denial of any meaning. Patgéka} answer to thes'e
questions is found in his somewhat grim hope that philosophical insight Wlll prevail
éxactly in those moments when ideologies are unmgsked, WhC.ll at their deepegt
point they must finally show their real face as only cynical calculations of death—th%s
is the leading conviction of his famous reference to the front fighters and their
“solidarity of the shaken.”* . -

Patotka’s final study then somewhat radicalizes the very same question. Meaning is
no longer reflected through history and with the help of history as a medlu.m.. Ipstead,
the problem is addressed directly: Does human life have a meaning? And 1'f it is at all
necessary for human life to have a meaning, then why? The answer tO'thlS is maybe
even more reluctant and skeptical than the one in regards to the meaning of history.
But the whole essay is a radical quest for this answer and concludes with what Pat.oék.a
outlines as a new “phenomenology of meaning.”® This phenomenology of meaning is
a breaking-free from the metaphysical tradition and its quest for a “purpose of crea-
tion.” Or as Patotka states: “The problem of meaning as the purpose of creation,
which presupposes a ‘true,’ higher, transcendent world, is .wrongly forrpulated.
Meaning as a purpose to which man ascribes the value of' eternity, on the l?asw of ‘the
postulate of a ‘true world,” is to be dismissed as a topic for serious philosophical
discussion.”” His own “phenomenology of meaning” is therefpre the advoca.cy of a
relative, human meaning, yet one that transcends the egotistical F:l’lClOSLU.‘C in one-
self. The most important source for this phenomenology is the llterafy writing of
Dostoevsky, especially his novel Brothers Karamazov. Tt is Dostoevsky’s final novel,
and it became the focal point of reference for an essay that alsQ turned out to be
Patotka’s final piece. In the following, I will offer a closer look at this essay in interplay
with Dostoevsky’s novel. Before doing so, however, two further remgrks should be
made. The first refers to the title, the second to Dostoevsky’s meaning for the late
Patotka. . - .

The title of the essay is “On Masaryk’s Philosophy of Religion.” Thls is unfortun.at.ely
quite misleading, since neither the discussion of Masaryk nor the phllosopixy.of re]!g':m]
are really the essay’s central topics. Indeed, Masaryk is one of the philosophica
interlocutors concerning the question of meaning.* But he is for sure not th}e most
important one; next to Dostoevsky, philosophers Kant, Nietzsche, and Heidegger
should also be mentioned.? To put it a bit polemically, one could hold thz}t the Oﬂ])i
purpose for mentioning Masaryk in this article is to create a dummy—rhe plnlo‘sop’hlt‘is
position of someone who, according to Patocka, misses the question of meaning in 1
full-fledged dimensions and all too easily escapes into the sz}f(? hiven of Cllrlsglan
dogma. Also misleading is the reference to “philosophy of religion”: the article does
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not at all deal with classical philosophy or phenomenology of religion, but only with
the question of meaning, which was traditionally answered either by religion(-s) or by
its philosophical-metaphysical surrogates.

Interestingly, the discussion of Dostoevsky in this last piece by Patocka is a variation,
if not to say a revision, of his discussion of Dostoevsky in the Heretical Essays.
The fourth of the Heretical Essays offers a short discussion of Nietzsche and

Dostoevsky as the two main representatives for diverging, yet similarly dogmatic
ideologies:

For Nietzsche, nihilism is rooted precisely where Dostoevsky would have us
return: in the Christian devaluation of this world by a “true” world [...].

Dostoevsky proposes Byzantine Christianity, Nietzsche an eternal return of the
same as the solution to the crisis.'

Whereas Nietzsche’s offensive is considered to be “itself nihilistic,”"" Dostoevsky
is here portrayed as propagator for a dogmatic return, that is, for the reinstallation of
Christian dogma “by appealing to traditional Russia with its broken soul
and with individuals who humble themselves before the great community which
weighs them down and charges them with suffering for purification.”? In his
last study, Patoka uses similar terminology when diagnosing that Dostoevsky
was convinced “to have transcended the rationalism of European philosophy
and to have found a way to the simple faith of the suffering and the humble.”®
Yet, this seemingly akin statement has an entirely different undertone in stressing
Dostoevsky’s role as a critic of European rationalism: it is Dostoevsky who
rightly diagnosed the fatigue of reason and who, as will be shown in the follow-
ing, is the main inspiration for an overcoming of the fatal dichotomy of dog-
matism and nihilism. Dostoevsky’s novels do not only articulate a valid critique of

rationalism, but they open up the path to a “new continent of hitherto unknown
meaning.”"

Conversation with a “Sort of Sponger”

“I feel fine now, only there’s a pain in my temple . . . and in the top of my head . . .
only please don’t talk philosophy, as you did last time. Tell some pleasant lies, if
you can’t clear out. Gossip, since you’re a sponger, go ahead and gossip. Why am
I stuck with such a nightmare! But I'm not afraid of you. I will overcome you.
They won’t take me to the madhouse!”

“C’est charmant—sponger! Yes, that is precisely my aspect. What am I on earth
if not a sponger? Incidentally, I'm a little surprised listening to you: by God, it
seems you’re gradually beginning to take me for something real, and not just your
fantasy, as you insisted last time |[. . .]”

“Not for a single moment do I take you for the real truth,” Ivan cried, somehow
even furiously. “You are a lie, you are my illness, you are a ghost. Only I don’t
know how to destroy you, and I see T'll have to suffer through it for a while. You
are my hallucination. You are the embodiment of myself, but of just one side of
me . . . of my thoughts and feelings, but only the most loathsome and stupid of

them. From that angle you could even be interesting to me, if I had time to bother
with you [...].”"

.-" i N
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This is a short impression of the conversation of Ivan Karamzov with a gentleman
called the devil. It takes place toward the end of the monumental novel, in Fhe ele_.venth
of twelve books, when everything is forcefully set to disembogue into the final trial—y
trial about guilt and innocence that will not solve the problem, but, rather, further
complicate the whole situation. It will only demonstrate that even the longest trialg
and the most forceful and eloquent evidence do not reach the truth, nor are they apt
to finally judge about guilt and innocence. If, as one of the most famous sentences of
this book holds, everybody is guilty of everything, if ever.ybody were to .be l'leld
responsible for everything, then it is clear from the very beginning thaF all investigations
are in vain and that the only purpose they serve is to satisfy the vanity of persecutors,
judges, defenders, suspects, witnesses—in short, to once again stage the comedia
bumana with all its paradoxes and ridiculous contortions. ‘

Dmitri Karamazov is found guilty for a murder he has not committed. Yet he: is not
found guilty, he is not even really accused of a kind of murder that he has_ u:.:orpmltted—j—
namely the outrageous humiliation of the father of little Illytfsha, a hunulmF:on that is
so deep and insurmountable that the little boy afterwards dies 11?cau5e of it. There is
no causal nexus, no juridical evidence for this murderous deed, just a sensory nexus,
moral evidence or evidence of the heart that the novel wants to advocate. Smerd.yakov,
the illegitimate son of Fyodor Karamazov and his actual murderer, is l}iding behind the
fagade of the epileptic fool whom people do not want to accuse, p]jECiSﬂ'ly b{:ca'use of a
desire for justice that keeps them from blaming the seemingly stupfcl and cl1.1lc!1sl1 fool.
Behind this facade, Smerdyakov is a cunning little monster: s.elhsh, egotistical, and
calculating. Is he guilty? Yes—if a judge had heard him confes&ng the murder to Ivan
and if somebody had seen the money in his hands as further evidence, Smerdyakov
would have been found guilty.

Yet at the same time, it is also clear that the novel conceives Smerdyakov as a mere
tool in the hands of Ivan Karamazov, a tool that Ivan himself is not aware of for most
of the time and that he only comes to recognize in the end with surprise and a lack qf
understanding. His impact on the creation of this cunning and mutrderous monster is
crucial, but the imposition entailed in that story is so tremendous that I\./an cannot
accept or fully understand it. It is Ivan’s bewilderment that leads up precisely to his
madness and the appearance of the devil.

Everybody is Guilty, but Some are More

Everybody is guilty of everything, yes, but some are guiltier and more responsible. Is
Ivan guilty? Funnily enough, no court in the world could sentence him for what he has
done. At the very least, they would not find him guilty for the murder. What mal‘{cs the
setup of Dostoevsky’s novel so rich, is the mul_ti—layered structure and the variety l(l)f
perspectives that tell different truths. Yet one of the nove:l's messages, one layer qf the
story that is for sure not the least important, tells us that 11.1deed Ivlan Karamazov is t.he
real devil, that he is the guiltiest character in this story. Being a writer and an 1r{‘vent1ve
mind, he is the one who, at an early point of the bpok, tells the fa.lmous Grand
Inquisitor” parable, a parable that also prominently }nvolves the devil. Moslt of all%
however, Ivan is portrayed as the incarnation of philosophy, or more precisely, o
Western philosophy.

Patotka’s approach is insightful in interpreting Dostoevsky’s nm'fel not only as a
deeply philosophical book but, more so, as an explicit confrontation with, and an
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answer to Western philosophy. In his discussion of the novel, he dedicates a surprising
amount of effort to the demonstration of how and why Dostoevsky conceived of his
novel in this way. Patocka brings in direct evidence such as letters wherein Dostoevsky
asks for the consignment of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and Hegel’s History of
Philosophy (and conditions his request with the words: “my entire future depends on
it”), but he also looks for indirect clues by quoting dialogues from the Brothers
Karamazov that reflect Kantian arguments or sometimes even fully resemble his for-
mulations. These bits of evidence are important for Patotka’s reading of Dostoevsky,
because they demonstrate the author’s will to explicitly build his arguments on and
against Western philosophy. From here on, Patotka will then continue to show that
Dostoevsky’s attempt to go beyond the rationalism of European philosophy does not
necessarily have to disembogue into a re-affirmation of Byzantine Christianity; it may
also open up the path to a new phenomenology of meaning by providing a philosophi-
cal impulse for the debate on the meaning of life after the onslaught of nihilism.

The whole setup of the novel and the development of the story is an apparent proof
for the truth of this hypothesis: The eldest son Dmitri stands for everything that is bad
about the Russian soul—he is passionate and intemperate, voluptuous, lazy, and
wasteful. As such, he is a “truly Karamazovian character.” Among the three brothers,
he is the one who is always quarreling with his father, precisely because they are so
similar. He and his father both desire money and both desire the same girl. Dmitri
is also portrayed as a gambler and hazard-player, thereby representing a trait of
Dostoevsky’s own personality. The youngest brother Alyosha, on the other hand, is
the main character and positive hero of the novel. He is the most loveable and likeable
person who bewilders everybody by his gentle innocence and humbleness, representing
everything that, for Dostoevsky, is good in the Russian soul, and that in the end very
much serves as the future hope and almost salvific promise. Dmitri and Alyosha, oldest
and youngest, stand for opposite sides of the Russian character, yet there is no doubt
that precisely the “Russianness” is crucial for their personalities.

Ivan, in contrast, represents what is alien to the Russian soul: he is the outsider, the
Westerner, the modernizer who, of the three, is the least emotional and has the least
intimacy with the people around him, including his two brothers. Fyodor Pavlovich,
father of the three, says in the beginning that he is most afraid of his son Ivan, not of
the ill-tempered and hot-hearted Dmitri—and, as the end shows, he is right in his
concerns.'s Ivan is the philosopher who, in the end, madly yells out: “Stop talking
philosophy”; he is the atheist who accuses God for all the misery in the world; he is the
propagator of human freedom and responsibility, depicting the church rules of the
Grand Inquisitor as a tyranny of unfreedom, yet in the end he unwillingly and
unknowingly creates his own little monster that rids himself of all responsibility. Ivan
is the incarnation of Reason and Enlightenment, he explicitly wants to overcome
superstition and obscurity, but out of all characters, he’s the one who in the end is
caught up in nightmarish dreams and ghostly appearances.

Fatigue and the Dream of Reason

El sueio de la razén produce monstruos, is the title of the best-known sketch from
Goya’s series of Caprichos. One could easily imagine Ivan Karamazov sitting there in
the center of that sketch in the place of the sleeping painter himself. An extra ingredient
of the Spanish sentence is the double meaning of suefio: it could mean “the fatigue of
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reason, the sleep of reason creates monsters,” which would be the more enlightened
version and probably the one that Goya himself had in mind. Yet sueio can also be
understood as “dream,” which would then indicate that the dream, the ideal of reason
itself produces its nasty monsters, the flattering owls and bats that inhabit Goya’s
sketch with their blinking, devilish eyes. For the context of Ivan’s nightmarish encounter
with the devil and the general portrayal of his personality, it is not necessary to make
a choice between these two different variants. It seems that Dostoevsky’s nove|
oscillates between both meanings, exactly with the person of Ivan demonstrating their
nexus: the enlightened vision and sunny dream of reason out of an inner necessity
mutates into a frightening nightmare and general exhaustion.

When the novel approaches its end, the self-sustained propagator of reason s
overcome by a fatigue that creeps into him and his whole environment, leading to
madness and nightmarish visions, How does one mobilize and overcome the. general
fatigue? How is one still able to move when faced with a paralyzing immobility a.nd
motionlessness (moving-lessness) that Patotka nicely depicts as the outstanding
characteristic in the situation of Dostoevsky’s Underground-Man? How to react when
facing a gentleman like this?:

Some gentleman, or, rather a certain type of Russian gentleman, no lor_lger.young,
qui frisait la cinquantaine, as the French say, with not too much gray m‘hls dark,
rather long, and still thick hair, and with a pointed beard. He was wearing a sort
of brown jacket, evidently from the best of tailors, but already §habby, madg
approximately three years ago and already completely out of fashion {...]. His
linen, his long, scarflike necktie, all was just what every stylish gentleman would
wear, but, on closer inspection, the linen was a bit dirty and the wide scarf was

quite threadbare."”

That is the devil, or rather it is Ivan’s devil—a tired person himself, his best years are
over, but more than everything else, he is a very tiresome person. How to get I‘ld. of
him? Meeting that type of gentleman, one might suspect that no courageous .her01sm
will help to fight him off, no last and decisive battle for which one must mobilize. Ivan
gets furious and yells at him, the sleazy guy just keeps on talking abouF good manners.
All attempts at a once-and-for-all solution of the problem are obviously hopeless.
Being confronted with that shabby existence is like fighting off moths Fhat live off
almost nothing, but permeate throughout everything. The paralyzing eff'ect is profound.
How is it possible to mobilize at all, or how to only move in that situation? At the en'd
of the conversation, Ivan desperately throws a glass at the devil, but the sleazy guy is
certainly not very impressed:

Ab, mais c’est béte enfin!, the latter exclaimed, jumping up from the sofa and

shaking the spatters of tea off himself. “He remembered Luther’s inkstand! He
. » |8

considers me a dream and he throws glasses at a dream! Just like a woman!”'

Ivan’s final reaction fails as well. Yet the gesture itself is of utmost importance: it is an
imitating gesture, once again an imitation of the West, recalling the one in history who
stands most for the proclaimed enlightening of religion. But not only thqt—tl1e r.eacler
also gets a clear response to that gesture, articulated by the shabby devil-guy hl..m‘self
who lets Ivan know in the aristocratic language of French: “Well, what you do, is just
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stupid and childish.” It is certainly not an exaggeration to take this as an answer to
«the West.” If Luther’s legendary resoluteness'® was really apt to fight off the devil, it
must have been somebody else, not this tired and tiresome, greasy and run-down
existence who indignantly complains about rheumatism and bad manners.

Luther took the devil for real, while Ivan, more enlightened than Luther, tries to
convince himself all the time that this guy only consists of his own feelings and thoughts
(the nastiest of them, as stated in the quote from their conversation). Nevertheless, the
sleazy guy is damned real for him, more real maybe than Luther’s devil, who is so nice
and reliable to simply disappear because of a flying inkstand. Ivan’s sleazy and tired
devil is as real and as frightening as the nightmarish bewilderments that overcome a

erson in a suicidal mood.** There might be no objective proof for the inescapability
and the hopelessness of the situation that the suicidal person him-/herself feels, but the
inescapability is his/her only and overwhelming reality: El suefio de la razén produce
monstruos. The monsters of sleep/dream are reality, in the same way as sleep and
dream themselves are reality. An all overwhelming fatigue and exhaustion produces its
own reality, Reason might want to explain it away, but what might work for the alert
Martin Luther and his alert devil is a hopeless undertaking in the case of Ivan’s greasy,
tired, and tiresome existence.

Dostoevsky as a writer is witty enough to maintain that ambiguous and undecided
situation. The devil is Ivan’s reality, no doubt, and the further development proves the
truth of his appearance. Yet at the same time, he certainly is a mere dream and appear-
ance. Once the nightmarish events slowly, slowly come to an end—Alyosha has been
banging at Ivan’s door for a long time—Ivan awakes and everything is as it was before:
the glass is still on the table, in one piece and unmoved, the wet towel that Ivan had
used to cover his head and fight off the nightmare is in the other corner of the room,
unused and dry. Alyosha comes in, moved and almost shaking as he brings the news
of Smerdyakov’s suicide. Ivan remains unmoved, motionless and emotionless: “I knew
he had hanged himself,” is his only answer after a while. “Yes, he told me. He told me
so just now.”?' Who is he? What is dream, what is reality? And who, above all, is
dreamer and who is monster? Smerdyakov is Ivan’s little monster, a monster that he
created, but it is also Smerdyakov’s deed that, when fully revealed, points to Ivan as
the real monster. Smerdyakov’s second deed, his suicide, runs in parallel, simultane-
ously and like a mirror reflection, to Ivan’s meeting with the devil. Both of them, Ivan
and Smerdyakov, are overcome by the same inescapability and motionlessness (in the
double sense of not moving and not being moved), the suicidal mood. After this,
Smerdyakov is dead, literally, and Ivan has also died, metaphorically.

The old Ivan who famously wanted to return his entrance ticket has died during the
encounter with the devil. It is an outstanding literary depiction of what Patocka calls
shaking, conversion or metanoia. It is an existential shaking, Ivan’s confrontation with
himself in the guise of a shabby, run-down devil. The above quoted conversation of
Ivan with the “sort of sponger” ends with his saying: “if only I had time to waste on
you [. . .].”% As a sentence spoken to himself, it is a great illustration of the will to get
rid of oneself, of what Heidegger calls Verfallenbeit (fallenness), that is, an ongoing
escape from the responsibility for our own being. The Ivan after this shaking is a dif-
ferent person, Pathetically, one might call him a better person: he starts getting involved
in actively working on the liberation of his brother in prison, Mitya, and for the first
time he seems to build up real human relationships of love and care. The apparent
change then culminates in his testimony at court where he accuses himself of being the
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murderer. For a moment people even tend to believe him, but when he is asked about
a witness for this, he can only refer to the devil—and is carried out of the building as
a madman.

Morality, Love, and Fundamental Ontology

It is obvious that the depiction of moral catharsis is an essential element of Dostoevsky’s
intention with the character of Ivan. Ivan is meant to go through his crisis and come
out of it as a renewed person, showing repentance and asking for forgiveness. The
pattern becomes even clearer when drawing the obvious parallel to Raskolnikov,
the main character of Crime and Punishment, who after long and convulsive reflec-
tions finally takes over responsibility for his immoral (“extra-moral”) deed of
murdering the old “louse.” Yet Patotka insists on the fact that Brothers Karamazov
should not only and not merely be read under this moral (or moralistic) point of
view. It is his conviction that the novel obtains a “unique kind of phenomenology,”?
the descriptive focus of which is not morality in the traditional sense (as proper
behavior or doing the “right” and “good” thing), but the overcoming of alienation, a
new positivity and fullness of life.

An insightful example of this is his interpretation of Dostoevsky’s Dream of a
Ridiculous Man. Patocka fully centers his reading around the crucial scene of the
delayed suicide. Instead of shooting himself, the ridiculous man sits down in his chair,
falls asleep, and starts dreaming—a dream of his own suicide continued by a flight, his
detaching from earth, which finally leads to a change of his overall attitude. His dream
also contains the famous parable of the innocent twin earth where people cannot lie—
until a single lie ruins everything. The narrator then awakens, and it is as if he embodied
the counterexample of the person who has ruined the twin earth with his lie. Speaking
in a moral language, the ridiculous man awakens as a “good” person: he cares, cares
for himself and the people around him. He wants to make the world a better place.
Sleep and dream have brought about a fundamental change of the ridiculous man.
Only in sleep and dream does the ridiculous man awaken to become a “better,” “fuller,”
true human being. There is obviously a moral dimension involved in this happening,
and in fact this moral reading was probably one of Dostoevsky’s own leading intentions.
Patotka, however, insists that the conversion should be seen in relation to a “deeper”
change. What Dostoevsky’s novels offer is for him indeed the literary-phenomenological
discovery of a “new continent of hitherto unknown meaning”:

It is now clear that this has nothing to do with some mystical fantasy, but with a
profound conversion away from existent things and their unveiling toward the
illuminating truth of Being that reveals the difference between beings and Being.
This is the difference that forms the proper being of the human being, the
fundamental possibility embedded in the structure of human life and realized on
the ground of limit-experiences that provide access to the triple alienation from
oneself, from others, and from Being.**

As in the case of Ivan Karamazov, it is a dream that brings about the fundamental
change. For Patoka, however, the dream is far from delivering any kind of divinatory
or revelatory experience. It is the literary depiction of an existential experience, an
uprooting within which all worldly and egotistic (in the sense of ego-related, not as a
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value judgment) relations are transcended. Therefore, the overall happening of Ivan’s
existential breakthrough is not a moral one, but has an ontological meaning. The
proclaimed “new meaning of life” is exactly this ontological opening. The language in
which this is depicted, might come close to the spheres of morality and traditional
Christianity. But the opening entailed in this movement is one that transcends these
established doctrines:

While it undoubtedly deals with gaining life’s meaning via an overcoming of the
threefold alienation, thus with approaching and connecting to other people and
things in the world, the traditional Christian concepts, such as transcendent
divinity and immortality, seem to represent marginal ideals here rather than the
foundation on which everything rests. Rather, this foundation is positivity,
openness, and love.*

This love then could be further qualified by saying that it is love primarily in the sense
of that “through which we love, what gives us to love, and on the basis of which we
let things be what they are.”?¢ For Patocka, who only mentions the whole devil episode
once, in passing and against a fully different background, the main examplés for
this existential happening in the Brothers Karamazov are the characters of Staretz
Zosima and his brother Markel. The crucial episode is Zosima’s long recollection of
his brother’s death, an experience that not only changed the dying Markel himself
but also had a life-long impact on Zosima.” The highlighting of these experiences
of a “breakthrough” is plausible and convincing because they serve as outstanding
examples for the conversion of life. The breakthrough’s dramatic peak in the novel is
probably the episode of Zosima’s duel as a young man; after his rival shoots at him,
Zosima renounces shooting back himself and throws his pistol into the trees. All this
happens after a night of true conversion, where he remembers the meek words (“am
I worthy of being served?”) and the humble dying of this brother. It is as if “a sharp
needle” went through his soul:

How did I deserve that another man, just like me, the image and likeness of God,
should serve me? [. . .] Truly each of us is guilty before everyone and for everyone,
only people do not know it, and if they knew it, the world would at once become
paradise. [. . .] I was setting out to kill a kind, intelligent, noble man, who was not
at fault before me in any way, thereby depriving his wife of happiness forever,
tormenting and killing her.?

It is true that this kind of experience leads to a new fullness, an openness to life that
one might also characterize, with Patocka, as an openness to Being. After his throwing
away of the pistol, the young Zosima is in an almost ecstatic mood, rejoicing at the
whole world, crying and shouting:

Gentlemen, [. . .] look at the divine gifts around us: the clear sky, the fresh air, the
tender grass, the birds, nature is beautiful and sinless, and we, we alone, are
godless and foolish [. . .] we shall embrace each other and weep.?

Zosima’s ecstatic outcry breaks off and he continues his recollection with the words:
«
I wanted to go on but I could not, so much sweetness, so much youngness even took
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my breath away, and in my heart there was such happiness as I had never felt before
in all my life.” _ ‘ ‘

This can certainly stand for an intimate description of an extsrcntlal‘ bree‘tkthmulgh,
a shattering or shaking that is an essential reference in many of. Pamﬁ.ka s phllosophlc:gl.
analyses. It is also clear that the conversion has a “df:eper“ qunensmu in Fhe sense of
offering more than a mere moral (or moralistic) point of view. In({leed, Zosima has
become “a better person.” But it would be shortsighted to restrict his change to good
conduct. After his nightly conversion, Zosima is a completely different person; he sees
the world with different eyes, and deeply resembles the ridiculous man afte'r his dela}yed
suicide and the awakening through and in his sleep/dream. As his ecstatic lappralsa!s
show, the whole world has turned into a different place for h.im. ane again, there is
a moral dimension involved here, but the morality in question is not one of me”m.t,
reward, and punishment: “Each of us is guilty before everyone anc.i for everyone” is
the insight of a morality that at the same time transcends morality. Its radlc'ahzed
extension is entailed in the additional line: “Indeed, I am perhaps thft most ggllty of
all.”® Tt is obvious that this claim entails an answer to, and a sweeping rejection of,
Kant’s practical philosophy. . ‘

Yet, is it really convincing that Patotka wants to understand rl.us. turn independent
of the Christian tradition? At any rate, the similarity of the conviction (?f “evgryboqy
guilty before everyone and for everyone” to the Christian c‘lugma of pnrr}urd,l’a.l gu:lr
cannot be missed. And when speaking about the “new continent of meaning,” it is at
Jeast an unfortunate choice to exclusively refer to Zosima who, with his who}e life as
a monk, stands explicitly for Christianity, and in his teaching refer toitatany instance.
For Zosima, the question of meaning has been answered. To I}lrn,_ meaning is service
to God, the carrying out of God’s will and the work for the realization of his kingdom.

This message is already entailed in the sentence that precedes tlhe whole novel as a
motto: “Verily, verily, I say unto you, except a corn of whe:at‘fall into the ground and
die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit.” Jesus says t_hese words
just before his death. They may be seen as his consent to the followmg Olde?ll.
According to the Christian doctrine, Jesus thereby takes upon hm}self t!\e pilml?!‘dml
sin, he shoulders the most innocent acts as if he were © the most gmlt}_z of all. tis not
by chance that the novel has this motto and that Zosima acts like the incarnation of its
inner truth. ‘ ‘ -

Certainly, there might be a reading of the novel that tries to understa.nd lihlS senten‘c.‘e
independent of the Christian context. This is what Patotka advocates in ‘hlS study. It is
an attempt at a philosophical interpretation of the novel that transcends its embedded-
ness in the Christian tradition or, alternatively, Dostoevsky’s alleged renewal and
resuscitation of that Christian heritage. Yet, precisely such an attempt should then not
be based too narrowly on one petson (the monk Zosima), but r.atllner pay more atten-
tion to the variety of characters and their different answers. This is whe.re lthe. discus-
sion leads back to Ivan Karamazov. If Zosima is the embodiment of Chrlstlamty,’theg
Ivan is the devilish incarnation of philosophy. He also experiences an “awakening,
but it is an awakening in nightmare that is caused by a general fatigue. The story of lu,s
conversion has different sources and it leads to a somewhat different result. It is Ivan’s
character who might tell us the most about the proclaimed “new phenomenology of
meaning.” But first of all, he has to go through his breakdown, a breakdown th’ar a.lso

stands for the fatal and inevitable collapse of philosophy—or, at least, of a certain kind
of philosophy.
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The Collapse of Philosophy and/as Moral Theology

Long before Ivan has the phantasmagoric dream of the devil, he is presented as a
dreamer in a different sense. It is not a fatigue of reason that speaks out of him, but
quite the opposite: a very clear and distinct dream, a sober dream about a new world
order where “everything is lawful,” a world without God where consequently every-
thing is allowed. We come to know this position most famously in the chapter
“Rebellion,” where Ivan speaks about his wish to return his entrance ticket, a chapter
that he also starts with a kind of Nietzschean declaration of his “love for the farthest.”
Love for the farthest, love for those at a distance is the new commandment to
Ivan Karamazov. The Christian concept of love for those closest to one is, for Ivan,
spoiled by the concreteness of the other person, her bad smell, her ugliness, and the
impertinence of her bodily being-there.

In a telling phrase, Ivan adds: “If we’re to come to love a man, the man himself
should stay hidden, because as soon as he shows his face—love vanishes.”* There is
almost no comment on this in the novel, and there probably can be no comment since
the phrase is so self-revealing. The baby-like, innocent Alyosha comes up with a little
reference to his Father Zosima, but he has nothing really to answer. As always,
the eloquence of Ivan, the philosopher, wins the upper hand. Yet, after having said this
sentence, the indicators of a breakdown of all this eloquence are evident—up to the
ultimate point where Ivan will beg for pardon and yell out to the devil: “Just don’t talk
philosophy”! Philosophy, at least the kind of philosophy that Ivan stands for, collapses
from within. The most intriguing and dramatically enacted countermove to Ivan’s
viewpoint is placed at the very end of the long dialogue between the two brothers.
After all of Ivan’s eloquence, his talking and story-telling, Alyosha’s simple response is
to stand up and kiss his brother, It is an ironically broken gesture, accompanied by the
brothers’ laughing, and it is a direct copy of Christ’s silent kiss for the Grand Inquisitor.
The die is cast at an early point of the novel already.

A certain kind of philosophy (Ivan’s philosophy) is shown to have failed, but before
it ultimately collapses, it will bring about the refutation of another philosophy (Western
philosophy). Funnily enough, it is Ivan, the westerner and the enlightener, who
most heavily criticizes Western and enlightenment philosophy, until this criticism itself
is finally unmasked as being guided by the same shortcomings and, at least for
Dostoevsky, slumps down to an empty nothingness. Once again, Patocka’s interpreta-
tion unfolds this nicely. Long passages of his undertaking are dedicated to the demon-
stration of how much of Kant’s moral theology is the secret focus in Dostoevsky’s
critique. It is not simply that modern philosophy has lost the God of onto-theology,
God as the proclaimed ens maximum or ens necessarium. For Dostoevsky, it is
precisely Kant’s attempt to overcome the dilemma with the postulation of a moral
God that leads to the deepest embarrassment. God, freedom, and immortality are
postulated by pure practical reason as the safeguards for morality. Yet, how can this
claim be justified? Or as Patotka asks in his analysis:

Yet is it necessary for the world to have a moral meaning? Is the morality of moral
worth necessary and justifiable? Once we thus enter the domain of morality, we
likewise enter the sphere of a God with whom one negotiates, the sphere of a moral
God with his rewards and punishments, the moral sphere as the domain of do ut
des,” of merit, guilt and remuneration, of transcendental keeping of accounts,*
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[van’s argumentation in the chapter “Rebellion” starts off with exactly the assumption
that it is impossible to prove the moral purpose of the universe to be apodictically
necessary. But not only that. It seems that the most convincing core of his criticism is
not to be found in logical argumentation but in the unbearableness of existence as it
is. It is revolt, rebellion against the overall setup of the world as it is:

I need retribution, otherwise I will destroy myself. And retribution not some-
where and sometime in infinity, but here and now, on earth, so that I see it
myself. I have believed, and I want to see for myself, and if I am dead by that
time, let them resurrect me, because it will be too unfair if it all takes place without
me. Is it possible that Pve suffered so that I, together with my evil deeds and
sufferings, should be manure for someone’s future harmony? I want to see with
my own eyes the hind lie down with the lion, and the murdered man rise up and
embrace his murderer. I want to be there when everyone suddenly finds out what
it was all for. All religions in the world are based on this desire, and Iam a believer.
But then there are the children, and what am I going to do with them?*

The famous reference to the suffering of the children is Ivan’s own radicalized
version of theodicy: How can we cope with the suffering of the innocent who have
not yet eaten the apple of knowledge? How can a God—a sort of transcendental
bookkeeper that watches over reward and punishment—allow for a postponing
of this justice until some infinite time? Justice should be taking place here and now and
not be delayed to the prospect of some future harmony—this is maybe the kernel of
Ivan’s questioning of Kantian moral theology. It seems that Dostoevsky as the writer
of this has a double position: he fully identifies with the criticism of the monstrosity of
moral theology, yet at the same time he works out the monstrosity of Ivan’s own
argumentation.

It almost goes without further comment that the failure of the final trial in the book,
the inability to judicially find out the truth about the murder, can also be seen as
Dostoevsky’s answer to Ivan’s claim for justice here and now. But there is more. Ivan’s
statement is in such an apparent contradiction to the depiction of his character that
from the beginning his rebellion itself looks like a desperate undertaking. Why should
especially the most isolated, self-sustained, and self-righteous of all the characters care
for the suffering of the children, when—at the same time—his brother Alyosha is very
concretely taking care of the group of small Illyusha and his friends, working on
reconciliation and love amongst them?

In his study, Patocka remarks at one point: “A skeptic of Ivan’s kind represents a
specific variety of the ‘underground’ man.”* Although he does not fully develop that
parallel, very much of the character of Ivan can indeed be nicely related to the
underground man. It is indicative, holds Patotka, that “for him others are hell, that
they alienate him from himself, but that this alienation at the same time makes up the
entire substance of his own life, such that he is unable to free himself from it.”*” This
is like an echo of the unbearable threat of the other’s face that Ivan spoke about in the
dialogue with Alyosha. With his attempted detachment from others, the underground
existence begins to feel his/her estrangement as the only reality, leading to a hyper-
sensitivity: “The underground man is ‘terribly self-loving.” He is infatuated with
himself, irritable and irascible, immeasurably over-sensitive with respect to himself,
even though this self is false, paltry, entirely determined by this constant competition.” "
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If taken as a characteristic that would also be valid for Ivan, then suddenly
his argumentation over the suffering of the children appears in a different light.
Ultimately, his concern would not go for the suffering of somebody else, but rather for
his own lonely and unrelated subjectivity; “how can God make me suffer?” would
then be the real concern behind the question.

But the full collapse of his world and philosophy is still reserved for the final denoue-
ment of Ivan’s tea-chat with the tired devil. Throughout the whole book, Ivan is
Mr. Eloquence himself, but in the end it is the shabby existence that is more eloquent
than Ivan ever was. This might be seen as yet another funny commentary on Ivan the
philosopher, who in the end finds no better expression than in the words of the devil—
or a devil. It is his devil, certainly, nobody else than he himself or an aspect of his
personality, The guy is hellishly clever-—what else would you expect? Yet Ivan keeps
on insisting, even after the devil has left, that “he is terribly stupid, terribly stupid”—
an attribution that is repeated several times.” The doubling of his person serves to lay
bare the shortcomings of his thought. Philosophical cleverness unmasks itself as mere
cleverness.

Ivan tremblingly repeats variations of the sentence “please don’t talk philosophy to
me.” And what does the guy do? Certainly, he talks philosophy all the time:

Je pense donc je suis, 'm quite sure of that, but all the rest around me, all those
worlds, God, even Satan himself—for me all that is unproven, whether it exists in
itself, or is only my emanation, a consistent development of my I, which exists
pre-temporally and uniquely. [. . .]*

T'his is vyhat the shabby and tired guy on the sofa has to offer like a starting remark of
his gossiping. It once again brings the discussion back to the core subject of a critique
of subjectivism and Western philosophy. Certainly, it is another funny side-story of
Dostoevsky’s that it is precisely the devil who denies the devil’s existence. And if looked
at as what he precisely is, namely a mere emanation of Ivan’s thoughts and feelings, the
whole situation is even less favorable as a statement on subjective philosophy. The
man on the sofa is nothing but a phantasmagoric nightmare—but he starts to declare
that the only thing surely existing is precisely himself.

Ivan’s Breakdown and the New Beginning of “Philosophy”

Yet it is not only painful what his devil says, even more bothersome for Ivan is the tone
and the effortlessness with which the devil produces his thoughts. Throughout the
b(?ok, Ivan expresses his thoughts with a deep inner involvement, sometimes even
with convulsive strain—and now comes this nightmarish alter ego who incessantly
Chatters philosophy. The deeper Ivan’s fatigue, the more lively his monster becomes.
Lightheartedly does he rephrase the ideas of “a most charming and dear young Russian
ger}tleman,”‘“ no other than the author of a poem entitled “The Grand Inquisitor.”
This ardent young student once had a “dream” (the sober dream, the wake dream, not
the tired nightmare)—and in his bottomless fatigue Ivan is reminded by the devil of his
former dream, the fierce dream of a new man:

Once mankind has renounced God, one and all (and I believe that this period,
analogous to the geological periods, will come), then the entire old world view will



194 Ludger Hagedorn

fall of itself. [. . .] People will come together in order to take from life alf that it can
give, but, of course, for happiness and joy in this world only. Man will be exalted
with the spirit of divine, titanic pride, and the man-god will appear. [. . .] Each will
know himself utterly mortal, without resurrection, and will accept death proudly
and calmly, like a god. Out of pride he will understand that he should not murmur
against the momentariness of life, and he will love his brother then without any
reward. Love will satisfy only the moment of life, but the very awareness of its
momentariness will increase its fire, inasmuch as previously it was diffused in
hopes of an eternal love beyond the grave.*

Once again, it is full of ironic undertones that precisely the devil praises the happy
acceptance of death, and projects the ideal of a world full of mutual love. However,
more interesting in the present context are the references to philosophy. This passage
does not only offer a proclamation of God’s death or absence, but also a positive
outlook at what this life without a highest being and the prospect of a future harmony
might look like. It is a broken vision, indeed, a devilish vision of the man-god. But it is
also a very earnest and deep search—a lot of Nietzsche could be read, not only into
this passage, but into the entire book.” What it discusses is one of Nietzsche’s main
questions: not so much the event of God’s death, but the consequences that this
happening would entail.* And especially Ivan shares the same despair over the failure
to not deal with the implications of his departure. But there is also something else in
this passage: a final reference—not an accidental reference—to the concept of love.

The concept of love is Dostoevsky’s positive vision that stands strikingly at the end
of the novel. It is after the death of little Illyusha, when Alyosha gathers the group of
all his friends (they are twelve) and gives his famous speech at the stone. The general
tone of it is one of reconciliation, respect, and eternal love in memory of the deceased
Illyusha. But especially the end of it, like the final message of the whole book, is much
more practical. It is a call for community, togetherness, care for each other, or one
could even say love: “And eternally so, all our lives hand in hand!”*

This is almost the last line of the whole novel and it the ideal of a new community:
a community in the world, outside of the monastery, a community that Ivan could only
dream of (“to love the brother without any reward”). Yet for Ivan, it was an effortless
dream, a dream without embodiment and suffering, a subjectivist dream as in the
Cartesian philosophy that his devil ridicules. Only after his smashing fatigue and the
turning of dream into nightmare (which entails his passive “being exposed” to it, not
the active and somewhat disembodied envisaging) does he take part in it bodily. The
whole process of his illness reflects such a development.

Alyosha, who rarely speaks about his visions or ideas, is the one to realize this ideal
community practically. Most of the time he is described as being engaged in bringing
messages, visiting someone, caring for others, mediating, etc. He realizes the community
of love in the world and thereby also stays truthful to the legacy of his much admired
Staretz Zosima, since it was he who had told Alyosha to leave the monastery and to
work in the world. All of his engagement finally culminates in the new community that
is portrayed at the end. The conclusive “Hurrah for Karamazov” reflects the success
of Alyosha’s efforts and is the ultimate acknowledgment for the conversion of the
infamous Karamazov-family of ill-minded wasters and destroyers.

It seems obvious that this “new bliss” entails a religious or quasi-religious dimen-
sion. Yet with Dostoevsky, and probably beyond Dostoevsky, it might be possible to
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reformulate his concept of love for a “Post-Christian” context (to use an expression
from an earlier writing of Patoka).* “Love” could then be understood as the ultimate
name for the transubstantiation of life that is brought about with the third movement
of human existence, the so-called movement of “dedication” or of “giving oneself.”¥
This love is obviously not meant as an objective set of rules and values, not as ordo
amoris in the sense of Scheler, but more of a lived-through discovery of a new horizon.
It is an answer that is not a pre-given but gained in the exposure to meaninglessness
and nihilism. “Love” would then obtain a third meaning beyond its understanding as
either instinctual love or as moral imperative. Both of these understandings “subjectiv-
ize” love,* as PatoCka says, whereas Dostoevsky’s concept of love “opens up” and is
like the discovery of an entirely new meaning of the world. This is an understanding
that will never be reached by a theoretical reflection in the sense of Ivan’s disembodied
philosophy. In his study, Patotka therefore holds apodictically:

Theoretical rationalism [. . .] will never be able to encompass the whole, That’s
fine, when it does not claim to be full-fledged knowledge. Yet in practice
rationalism leads necessarily into disorganization and chaos. Therefore Dostoevsk};
claims that society cannot become fully human without “love.”*

Trying to sum up the main insights of his reading of the Brothers Karamazov, the
following three aspects should be outlined: (1) The novel is a philosophical answer
to Kant’s postulates of pure practical reason, and is an overcoming of his moral theol-
ogy. (2) The novel is the literary expression of a quest that is similar to what one can
find in Nietzsche; it is a parallel or better, an alternative attempt to cope with the death
of God in modernity. (3) Perhaps most importantly, the novel entails an existentialist
philosophy in a double sense: (a) First it is a continuous working-through of processes
of existential upheaval as such, that is, processes of metanoia. (This is why the charac-
ter of Ivan is most important: he is the philosopher, the answer to Kant and Nietzsche,
but his encounter with the devil is maybe also the most intriguing existential happen-
ing in the book, namely the description of his fullest breakdown and a possible re-
orientation afterward.) (b) Secondly it is the depiction of the “opening” that is entailed
in this existential process, the breakthrough to a deeper realization of the world. The
second component is nicely reflected in Ivan’s devil-story. The story is the shaking of
Ivan’s subjectivist dream, his philosophical vision of the new world that disperses into
a nightmarish nothingness until he comes to realize the world again—but now a fully
changed world.

[van, in his conversation with the devil, has almost reached the end—an end that
can ultimately only be understood as a new beginning. He starts trembling, The shabby
existence continues with his tea-talk, the torture is not yet over. It all ends with a
ridiculing of Ivan himself and, once again, a highly Nietzschean ridiculing of his
ongoing belief in truth:

Anyone who already knows the truth is permitted to settle things for himself,
absolutely as he wishes, on the new principles. In this sense, “everything is
permitted” to him. Moreover, since God and immortality do not exist in any case,
even if this period should never come, the new man is allowed to become a man-
god, though it be he alone in the whole world. [. . .] There is no law for God! [. . .]
Where I stand, there at once will be the foremost place ... “everything is
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permitted,” and that’s that! [. . .] If one wants to swindle, why, I wonder, should
one also need the sanction of truth? But such is the modern little Russian man:
without such a sanction, he doesn’t even dare to swindle, so much does he love the

truth [. . .].%

After this, Ivan has reached the point of breakdown—this is when he throws the glasg,
and only then slowly awakens from the whole scene, while his brother, the‘ savior, is
knocking at the door. Tvan’s nightmarish dream is over, the sleazy monster disappears,
and it is as if it had never been there. Only Ivan knows it was.
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In the Middle Ages, the struggle between Platonists and Aristotelians ends with the
defeat of both these doctrines in favor of modern science. Kant is the first to realize
the problem for human meaning and responsibility in a universe perceived as a fine-
tuned machine without purpose, aim or values. His attempt is to rethink a rational
theology, thereby saving theology as well as natural science. Kant's endeavor to
account for human meaning in a physical world stripped of all sense is countered by
Dostoevsky: lvan Karamazov rebels against utilitarian reasoning, leading ultimately
to his madness; whilst Nicolai Stavrogin’s struggle between the incompatible call of
conscience and utilitarian reasoning ends in suicide. Yet, is this the only way to think
about scientific reasoning and human existence? Jan Pato¢ka’s heretical history
of European reason and science is an answer to Kant and Dostoevsky and their
attempts to rethink human responsibility in a world where objective reasoning
relegates human experience to the margins of knowledge.

Keywords: theclogy; responsibility; science; Kant; Dostoevsky; Socrates

The hypothesis according to which modern subjectivism is essentially responsible
for the skeptical crisis which deprived European society of its belief in eternity is
in itself extremely dubious.

—Jan Patotka'

Introduction

In this paper, I will present a short outline of the changes in the conception of nature
and reason since the rise of modern science, as a background to my discussion
of human responsibility in the modern world. 1 will argue that changes to our
understanding of humans’ place in the world are concomitant with the modern
re-conceptualization of reason. In the new scientific formulation of knowledge,
characterized by “objective reasoning,” human meaning is considered subjective,
relative and not important. As Jan Patocka says, we live in a double world: one created
by science, the other, the world of our everyday living. On the one hand, we have the
epistemologically secure, objective, scientific world, accessible to everyone familiar
with modern science’s project; on the other hand, the world of our everyday living is,
supposedly, subjective and fuzzy, hence relegated to irrelevance in regard to modern
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