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INTRODUCTION: A TIMELESS
EXPLORATION OF CONSCIENCE
AND CONSEQUENCE

When readers first ask, “What is Crime
and  Punishment  about?”  they  are
often expecting a simple plot summary.
In  reality,  Fyodor  Dostoevsky’s  1866
masterpiece is far more than a murder
story.  It  is  a  deep  psychological  and

philosophical  novel  that  examines  the
nature of morality, the limits of human
reason ,  and  the  poss ib i l i t y  o f
redemption.  The book revolves  around
Rodion  Raskolnikov,  a  former  student
l iv ing  in  extreme  poverty  in  St .
Petersburg,  who  commits  a  brutal
c r i m e — t h e  m u r d e r  o f  a n  o l d
pawnbroker—and then must confront the
mental and moral consequences. Yet the
novel’s true subject is not the act itself,
but the internal struggle that follows: a
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battle  between  intellectual  arrogance
and  innate  human  conscience.
For anyone searching for what is Crime
and  Punishment  about,  the  answer
lies  in  its  layered  examination  of
suffering,  guilt,  and the path to spiritual
renewal. Hundreds of millions of readers
have  turned  to  this  text  because  it
speaks  to  universal  questions:  Can  a
person  be  above  the  law  if  they  are
gifted or extraordinary? What is the true
nature  of  punishment—external  or
internal? And how do love and faith heal
a broken soul? This article will provide a
comprehensive overview of the novel’s
plot,  characters,  themes,  and  lasting
significance,  while  answering those core
questions.

PLOT OVERVIEW: THE CRIME AND
THE LONG TORTURE AFTERWARD

The novel opens with Raskolnikov in a
state of feverish poverty and isolation.
He  has  formulated  a  theory  of  the
extraordinary  man,  believing  that
certain great individuals (like Napoleon)
have the right to transgress conventional
laws  for  the  sake  of  a  greater  good.
Desperate  and  obsessed,  he  tests  his
theory by murdering Alyona Ivanovna, a
corrupt  pawnbroker  he  considers  “a
louse” and a drain on society. During the
murder, he also kills her harmless sister,
Lizaveta, who accidentally witnesses the
crime.
After the murders, the novel shifts from
the crime to the punishment—not legal
punishment  at  first,  but  psychological
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torment.  Raskolnikov  becomes  ill,
paranoid,  and  detached  from  those
around him. He hides the stolen items
without  ever  spending  them.  His
intellectual  justifications  crumble  under
the weight of his own conscience. The
detective  Porfiry  Petrovich  suspects  him
but  cannot  prove his  guilt.  Meanwhile,
Raskolnikov  interacts  with  a  series  of
characters  who  reflect  different  moral
positions: the drunken Marmeladov and
his  devout  daughter  Sonya;  his  selfless
friend  Razumikhin;  his  proud  sister
Dunya;  and  the  cynical  Svidrigailov,  a
man who commits evil without remorse.
The  climax  comes  when  Raskolnikov
confesses  his  crime—first  privately  to
Sonya  Marmeladova,  whose  self-
sacrificing  faith  moves  him,  and  then
publicly  at  the  police  station.  He  is

sentenced to eight years of hard labor in
Siberia.  There,  separated  from society
and under the harsh conditions of  the
prison camp, he begins a slow process of
spiritual  rebirth,  guided  by  Sonya’s
unconditional  love.

KEY CHARACTERS IN THE NOVEL

Rodion
Raskolnikov: The
Tortured
Intellectual
Raskolnikov is  one of  literature’s  most
complex protagonists.  He is  intelligent,



4

4 What Is The Crime And Punishment About 2025-04-01

proud, and isolated. His crime stems not
f rom  s imp le  ma l i ce  but  f rom  a
philosophical conviction that he is one of
the  “extraordinary”  people  who  can
break  laws  for  a  higher  purpose.
However, his inability to handle the guilt
reveals  the  flaw  in  his  theory.
Throughout  the  novel,  he  oscillates
between  arrogance  and  profound
humility,  between  cold  logic  and
irrational  emotional  breakdown.  His
journey  from  alienation  to  (potential)
reintegration  is  the  emotional  and
philosophical  core  of  the  story.

Sonya

Marmeladova:
The Embodiment
of Suffering and
Redemption
Sonya is the young daughter of a poor
drunkard  who  has  been  forced  into
prostitution  to  support  her  family.
Despite her circumstances, she remains
deep ly  re l ig ious ,  humble ,  and
compassionate.  Sonya  represents  the
idea  that  suffering  can  be  redemptive
and that  love and faith  can transcend
even  the  worst  s ins.  She  pushes
Raskolnikov  toward  confession  and
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accompanies him to Siberia, where her
steady presence helps him begin to heal.
In  many  ways,  Sonya  is  the  moral
answer  to  Raskolnikov’s  intellectual
pride.

Porfiry Petrovich:
The Detective
with
Psychological
Acumen
Porfiry  is  the  examining  magistrate  who
suspects  Raskolnikov  almost  from  the
start. Instead of extracting a confession

through  force,  he  plays  psychological
games,  trying  to  break  Raskolnikov’s
composure.  Porfiry’s  method  is  to  let
Raskolnikov’s  own  guilt  consume  him.
He represents the law, but also a kind of
wisdom that understands human nature
deeply.

Other Important
Figures

Dunya Raskolnikova:
Raskolnikov’s proud and intelligent
sister, willing to sacrifice herself
through a pragmatic marriage to
the wealthy Luzhin.
Arkady Svidrigailov: A wealthy,
depraved sensualist who has
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committed past crimes without
remorse. He serves as a dark foil
to Raskolnikov—a man who follows
his desires without moral concern,
yet ends in suicide.
Marmeladov: The drunken former
civil servant whose tragic death
highlights the crushing poverty of
St. Petersburg and the theme of
suffering.

MAJOR THEMES IN CRIME AND
PUNISHMENT

Morality and the

“Extraordinary
Man” Theory
The  question,  what  is  Crime  and
Punishment  about  i f  no t  the
exploration of whether some people are
above the law? Raskolnikov’s theory is a
direct challenge to traditional  Christian
morality.  He divides humanity into the
ordinary (who must obey laws) and the
extraordinary  (who  have  the  right  to
break  them  for  genuine  progress).
Dostoevsky uses the novel to dismantle
this  idea,  showing  that  no  intellectual
justification can shield a person from the
pangs  of  conscience.  The  moral
framework  of  the  novel  ultimately
affirms  that  every  human  life  is  sacred



What Is The Crime And Punishment About 7

7

and  that  t rue  greatness  l ies  in
compassion, not in transgressing moral
boundaries for selfish ambition.

Guilt,
Punishment, and
Suffering
The title itself  contains both elements.
But  Dostoevsky  makes  a  distinction:
legal  punishment  (exile  to  Siberia)  is
e x t e r n a l ,  w h i l e  i n n e r
punishment—paranoia,  isolation,
nightmares, and alienation—is far more
severe.  Raskolnikov’s  suffering  is  a
necessary  step  toward  redemption.
Through his agony, and through Sonya’s

example,  the  novel  suggests  that
suffering  can  cleanse  and transform the
human  soul.  This  al igns  with  the
Christian  Orthodox  themes  of  suffering
as  a  path  to  salvation.

Poverty and
Social Injustice
The brutal  poverty in St.  Petersburg is
not  merely  a  backdrop—it  is  a  driving
force.  Raskoln ikov  is  dr iven  by
destitution, and the Marmeladov family
is destroyed by it. Dostoevsky critiques
the social systems that allow people to
fall into such despair. Yet he also shows
that  poverty  does  not  automatically
excuse  crime;  it  is  the  character’s
response  to  suffering  that  matters.
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Sonya remains virtuous despite extreme
degradation,  while  Svidrigailov  uses
wealth  to  indulge  his  vices.

Alienation and
Reconnection
From the very first pages, Raskolnikov is
cut  off  from  human  relationships.  He
lives  in  a  cramped,  coffin-like  room,
avoids his friends, and even feels distant
from his  mother  and sister.  The novel
explores how his intellectual pride and
isolation  lead  him  to  moral  blindness.
The  climax of  his  arc  is  his  return  to
humanity—first  through  confessing  to
Sonya,  then  by  embracing  his  fellow
prisoners and realizing he is  part  of  a
larger community. The Epilogue hints at

a new life founded on love, not theory.

STRUCTURE AND LITERARY STYLE

Dostoevsky uses a third-person limited
n a r r a t o r  w h o  s t a y s  c l o s e  t o
Raskolnikov’s  consciousness.  This
technique  plunges  the  reader  into  the
protagonist’s  feverish,  paranoid
thoughts.  The  narrative  is  filled  with
dramatic dialogues, especially the tense
conversations between Raskolnikov and
Porfiry,  and  the  heartfelt  talks  between
Raskolnikov  and  Sonya.  The  pacing  is
deliberate:  the  murder  occurs  early,
leaving the bulk of the novel to explore
the  a f te rmath .  Th i s  s t ruc tu re
underscores that Crime and Punishment
is not a whodunit but a whydunit and a
howdoesherespond.
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HISTORICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL
CONTEXT

Dostoevsky  wrote  the  novel  in  the
aftermath of his own exile to Siberia for
his  involvement with a radical  political
group.  The  author  had  personally
experienced the despair and redemption
he describes. The 1860s in Russia were a
time  of  intellectual  ferment,  with
Western  nihilist  ideas  clashing  with
t r a d i t i o n a l  O r t h o d o x  v a l u e s .
Raskolnikov’s  rationalist,  utilitarian
philosophy (he murders to steal money
and  do  good)  was  inspired  by  real
thinkers  like  Nietzsche’s  predecessor
Max  Stirner  and  the  Russian  nihilist
Nikolai Chernyshevsky. Dostoevsky saw
these ideas as dangerous and set out to
refute them through fiction.

WHY READ CRIME AND
PUNISHMENT TODAY?

For  anyone  still  wondering  what  is
Crime  and  Punishment  about  in  a
modern  sense,  the  answer  remains
urgent.  The  novel  forces  readers  to
examine their own ethical systems. Do
we believe that  some people—leaders,
geniuses,  politicians—are  exempt  from
ordinary  rules?  How do  we  justify  the
harm we cause, even for what we deem
“good”  ends?  In  an  age of  ideological
extremism, social isolation, and debates
about  criminal  justice,  Dostoevsky’s
insights  feel  more  relevant  than  ever.
Moreover,  the  psychological  depth  of
Raskolnikov’s  unraveling  offers  a
gripping character study that transcends
time and place.
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CONCLUSION: A NOVEL OF
QUESTIONS, NOT EASY ANSWERS

To  answer  what  is  Cr ime  and
Punishment  about  in  the  broadest
sense:  it  is  about  a  man who tries  to
become a god by transcending morality,
only to discover that he is human—and
that  humanity  is  defined  by  connection,
suffering, and love. Dostoevsky does not
offer  a  simple  moral  lesson;
Raskolnikov’s redemption at the end is
only hinted at,  not fully achieved. The
novel’s power lies in its honesty. It does
not pretend that guilt vanishes overnight
or that confession ends pain. Instead, it

shows  a  difficult,  hopeful  path  that
begins with humility and the willingness
to be loved.
Whether you read Crime and Punishment
a s  a  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t h r i l l e r ,  a
psychological case study, or a religious
al legory,  i t  wi l l  push  you  to  ask
fundamental  questions about right and
wrong, justice and grace. That is  why,
more  t han  150  yea r s  a f t e r  i t s
publication, it remains one of the most
widely read and debated novels in the
world. The crime is committed in a single
afternoon, but the punishment—and the
possibility  of  forgiveness—lasts  a
lifetime.


