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Abstract
I sketch an interpretation of Tolstoy’s implicit moral theory on the basis of his masterpieces War and Peace and Anna Karenina. I suggest that Tolstoy is a theistic moral realist who believes that God’s will identifies the mind-independent truths of morality. He also thinks that, roughly, it suffices to heed natural moral emotions (like love and compassion) to know the right thing to do, that is, God’s will. In appraisal of Tolstoy’s interesting and original theory that I dub ‘theistic populist sentimentalism’, I argue that it prima facie runs into a string of fallacies and undertakes dubious assumptions that render it open to question. 
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1. Introduction
 With such exquisite novels and long stories like War and Peace, Anna Karenina, The Death of Ivan Ilyich, Hadji Murat and The Cossacks, there is little doubt that Tolstoy is one of the towering figures of world literature. But although his works convey interesting ideas about a number of philosophical subjects (such as free will, self-knowledge, emotions, death, God, morality, art, political authority etc.), they have scarcely attracted the attention and reflective scrutiny of analytic philosophers.[endnoteRef:2] In this paper, I try to ameliorate this unfortunate predicament and offer a sketch of a philosophical interpretation and appraisal of Tolstoy’s implicit moral theory in his two masterpieces: War and Peace and Anna Karenina.  [2:  Some of the few exceptions are Isaiah Berlin’s essays ‘The Hedgehog and the Fox’, ‘Tolstoy and Enlightenment’ in Russian Thinkers (Middlesex: Penguin Books 1978) and Antony Flew ‘Tolstoi and the Meaning of Life’ Ethics Vol.73 No.2, (Jan. 1963), pp.110-118.] 

I think that Tolstoy’s moral theory merits philosophical attention for at least three reasons. First, his moral theory is interesting from the perspective of the history of moral philosophy because it blends various important ideas (populism, sentimentalism, ethical realism, theism etc.) to build an original theory. Second, his moral theory is interesting from the perspective of the history of ideas because it bears affinities to the views of enlightenment philosophers like Rousseau, Hume and Adam Smith. Third, as I will argue, Tolstoy’s moral theory is interesting from the perspective of moral theory because it highlights certain fallacies and dubious assumptions that a plausible theory of morality should better avoid (or at least clarify what is at stake).
 These three reasons call for a philosophical close study of Tolstoy’s moral theory. In response to this call, I focus on textual evidence from his masterpieces War and Peace and Anna Karenina and offer a sketch of an interpretation of his implicit moral theory. I contend that Tolstoy advocates a version of theistic moral realism coupled with a populist understanding of moral sentimentalism as the vehicle of moral knowledge.[endnoteRef:3] But as I argue, while original and interesting Tolstoy’s moral theory bears certain liabilities that render it worrisome. That is, it prima facie runs into a string of fallacies and undertakes dubious assumptions that leave the theory exposed to criticism.  [3:  I speak loosely of sentimentalism and do not specify what kind of sentimentalism Tolstoy espoused because it seems anachronistic to project back to Tolstoy modern sentimentalist variants (like noncognitivism or subjectivism). It is a precarious endeavor to ascribe specific sentimentalist variants even to more philosophically refined sentimentalists (like Hume) because these authors seem to lack the sophisticated conceptual distinctions that contemporary philosophers employ. For the same difficulties in understanding Hume’s sentimentalism (subjectivist or noncognitivist) see Nicholas Sturgeon, ‘Hume’s Metaethics: Is Hume a Moral Noncognitivist?’ in A Companion to Hume, (ed.) E. Radcliffe, (London, Blackwell: 2008), pp. 513-528. For some discussion of the subtle theoretical differences between subjectivism and noncognitivism see James Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy, (New York, MacGraw-Hill: 2003), pp. 32-9 and Mark Schroeder, Being For (Oxford, Oxford University Press: 2008), pp. 16-9. As Rachels and Schroeder point out, noncognitivism is usually conceived as a theory that improves on subjectivism.] 

Needless to say, I will be appraising the theory as if it is a systematic philosophical theory and not a mere literary exercise. This might sound a bit unfair to Tolstoy because he was merely engaged in a literary exploration of moral themes, but if we are to approach literature philosophically we have to interpret texts, attribute views to the authors with some plausibility and then appraise these views. The alternative is to leave literature outside the purview of reflective scrutiny, which is not an option at all (by philosophy’s or literature’s standards). For one thing, literature should stimulate our creative imagination, widen our horizons of the possible and exercise our critical thinking.




2. Tolstoy’s Moral Theory in War and Peace and Anna Karenina 
‘Everybody knows how [should one live]…what I know, I do not know by reason… I know it by my heart…with some peasant…beggars and kings’.[endnoteRef:4] [4:  Quotes of Anna Karenina are from Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina (London: Penguin Books 2003); translated with an introduction by R.Pevear and L.Volokhonsky. Hereafter abbreviated as AK. Quotes from War and Peace are from Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace (Penguin Books 1982); translated with an introduction by Rosemary Edmonds. Hereafter abbreviated as W&P.] 

Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina, Part 8, Section XI, pp.794, 799-800.

Tolstoy’s moral theory is implicit in the plot and literary content of his major works. But we can make it explicit by noting some striking structural similarities that the plots of many of his major works exhibit. To make myself clearer, the plots of many of his great works conform to the following ‘humble-but-wise-character motif’. The protagonist is a man puzzled by some of the perennial philosophical puzzles and in search of the meaning of life. This character always seeks to know how one should live, what if anything we owe to others, whether God exists, what the nature of a person is, the meaning of life etc. Such characters are found scattered in Tolstoy’s early works such as Childhood, Boyhood, Youth (‘Vladimir Petrovich’), The Cossacks (‘Olenin’), in middle-period works such as War and Peace (‘Pierre Bezukhov’ and ‘Prince Andrei’) and Anna Karenina (‘Levin’), and in later works such as ‘The Death of Ivan Ilyich’ (‘Ivan Ilyich’) and Resurrection (‘Prince Nekhlyoudov’). 
The centrality of this perplexed character in the works of Tolstoy is often noted. It has not, for example, escaped the perceptive eye of Virginia Woolf:
‘‘There is always at the centre of all the brilliant and flashing petals of the flower this scorpion, ‘Why live?’ There is always at the centre of the book some Olenin[the hero of The Cossacks], or Pierre[the hero of War and Peace], or Levin[the hero of Anna Karenina] who gathers into himself all experience, turns the world round between his fingers, and never ceases to ask, even as he enjoys it, what is the meaning of it, and what should be our aims’’.[endnoteRef:5] [5:  Virginia Woolf ‘The Russian Point of View’ in her The Common Reader. Accessed online at: http://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/w/woolf/virginia/w91c/chapter16.html.  My own emphasis on the word ‘scorpion’.] 

 What is not so often noted, though, is that the perplexed protagonist usually finds philosophical satisfaction in the comforting words of a humble, uneducated but nonetheless wise character who appeals to natural moral emotions.[endnoteRef:6] The humble-but-wise-character reveals the answers to the perplexed protagonist and he instantly realises that he has eventually found philosophical illumination. The presence of this humble-but-wise-character is ubiquitous in Tolstoy’s work. In The Cossacks is the old Cossack Yeroshka, in War and Peace is the former peasant and soldier Platon Karatayev, in Anna Karenina is the peasant Fyodor, in The Death of Ivan Ilyich is the peasant and servant Gerasim, in Resurrection is the nameless boatman and so on.  [6:  Tolstoy’s daughter, Alexandra Tolstoy noted the presence of a humble-but-wise peasant character in Tolstoy’s War and Peace and Anna Karenina as well as the importance of the Russian peasantry for her father’s thought. See Alexandra Tolstoy ‘Tolstoy and the Russian Peasant’, Russian Review 19(2) (1960). p.153.] 

Obviously, the ubiquitous recurrence of this humble-but-wise-character motif in the plots of many of Tolstoy’s major works cannot be a mere coincidence. Rather, it is more reasonable to infer that Tolstoy had some moral theory in the back of his mind inspiring this particular motif. Tolstoy had some moral theory in mind that he intended to convey to his readers and thought that this particular motif is suitable for the task. This hypothesis explains the ubiquity of the motif in many of Tolstoy’s major works in a non-coincidental and plausible way. What content this moral theory exactly had and whether it is any plausible we will examine as we proceed.
Of course, for reasons of brevity we cannot provide anything like textual evidence and analysis of the motif in all the works of Tolstoy that exhibit it. Here we can only afford to touch on the two middle-period masterpieces: War and Peace and Anna Karenina. Particular differences in all these humble-but-wise-characters’ substantive moral opinions in Tolstoy’s works may exist and may reflect changes in Tolstoy’s own constantly evolving views. The significant thing is that regardless of what the particular differences in substantive moral opinion may be, all these humble-but-wise-characters subscribe to the general motif described above. The differences are inconsequential for the general purpose of this article, which is to describe and scrutinize the contours of Tolstoy’s implicit moral theory, and therefore will be set aside.
Let us set out then with War and Peace. The perplexed protagonist of the book is Pierre Bezukhov, literally in Russian, Peter ‘Earless’ who ‘‘cannot hear the particular, indistinct signals of daily life by which more prudent folk govern their lives...’’.[endnoteRef:7] Pierre is one of those perplexed protagonists that systematically appear in Tolstoy’s works. He is in search of the meaning of life and looks for answers to his recurring philosophical questions. These questions eventually culminate in the loss of his belief in God but he suddenly rekindles his faith by joining a freemasons’ association.  [7:  From Morson G.S. ‘War and Peace’ in The Cambridge Companion to Tolstoy. (ed.) D.T. Orwin.(Cambridge: CUP, 2002), p.66.] 

Alas, even this proves short-lived and yet again loses his faith when Napoleon’s armies invade Russia and he is taken a hostage. He experiences misery and pain, brutal executions by the French troops and evades execution in the nick of time. This ordeal deals a fatal blow to Pierre’s newly rediscovered faith. The evil he experiences shatters his theistic and optimistic worldview. He seems ‘‘to lose all faith in the right ordering of the universe, in humanity, in his own self and God… the world had crumbled before his eyes, leaving only meaningless truths’’ (W&P, p.1146). 
 But while kept in prison by the French, Pierre comes to know and befriend an amiable Russian soldier, Platon Karatayev. Platon has been conscripted to the ranks of the Russian army because ‘‘he had gone into someone else’s copse after wood…had been caught by the keeper, had been tried, flogged and sent to serve in the army’’ (W&P, p.1149). As a nineteenth century Russian peasant Platon is, of course, illiterate but he still seems to have carefully carved up a distinctive moral outlook. Platon’s moral outlook comes to Pierre as a revelation of the right way of living and this once again rekindles his lost faith in God and the meaningfulness of life. 
Platon accepts determinism and underlines the significance of natural moral emotions like love and compassion. These moral views come in the context of the historical determinism that Tolstoy famously propounds in War and Peace.[endnoteRef:8] Everything is in the hands of God, and one cannot escape from what God has predetermined. As Platon says:  [8:  See (W&P, Book III, Part 1, Section I, pp. 715-9). For some discussion of Tolstoy’s advocacy of historical determinism in War and Peace see E.B.Greenwood, Tolstoy: The Comprehensive Vision (Methuen and Co. Ltd., 1975), pp. 60-4. ] 

‘‘Man proposes, God disposes… There’s no escaping fate. But we are always findin’ fault and complainin’: this ain’t right, and the other don’t suit us. Happiness, friend, is like water in a drag-net – pull it along and it bulges: take it out and it’s empty! Yes, that’s the way out of it’’ (W&P, p.1148-50).
But the chief trait of Platon is his warm-hearted, cheerful and full of kindness attitude to life that seems to follow from his understanding that things are not really up to him (or others, for that matter). He seems to love everyone around, even the enemies, the French soldiers: 
‘‘[H]e felt affection for and lived on sympathetic terms with every creature with whom life brought him into contact, and especially with man – not any particular man but those with whom he happened to be. He loved his dog, loved his comrades and the French, loved Pierre who was his neighbour’’ (W&P, p.1152).
 In the end, the French are driven out of the country and Russian partisans set Pierre free. After the example of Platon Karatayev, Pierre realizes that the good life is a life infused with moral emotions such as love and compassion, in full consciousness that the control of things is not up to us but up to divine providence. With moral knowledge in hand, Pierre marries his beloved Natasha and with his rediscovered faith to God and life seems to eventually find happiness. The novel ends with pictures of familial life and tranquillity. 
In Anna Karenina we have again a broadly similar setting. A perplexed man is once again one of the protagonists, Levin, who is puzzled by philosophical questions:
 ‘‘…Levin thought about the one and only thing that occupied him during this time, apart from farm cares, and sought in everything a link to his questions: ‘What am I? And where am I? And why am I here?...Why is all this being done?’’ (AK, p.792-3). 
These questions culminate in Levin’s loss of faith in life and God. He turns to be an atheist that finds life utterly meaningless (AK, p.406). Levin’s questions, however, go a long way further than mere puzzlement (as in Pierre’s case). They are haunting him, leaving Levin on the verge of suicide (like Lev Tolstoy himself at the period of writing the novel)[endnoteRef:9]:  [9:   See A.Wilson, Tolstoy, (New York: W.W.Norton and Co. 1988), p.272. As Wilson (1988), p.278 says ‘no one can fail to see that Levin is an autobiographical figure...’.] 

‘‘ …  he decided that it was impossible to live that way, that he had either to explain his life so that it did not look like the wicked mockery of some devil, or shoot himself’’ (AK, p.796).
Eventually, Levin seems to find a definitive answer to his questions (and his lost faith) from the mouth of a peasant named Fyodor.[endnoteRef:10] Fyodor points out to him that an ‘upright’ man:  [10:  Tolstoy might have named War and Peace’s wise peasant Platon in order to insinuate a contrast with the elitism of the famous namesake Greek philosopher. Besides, it is attested that Tolstoy was well-versed in the history of philosophy and was aware of the elitist views found in Plato’s Republic (see Donna Orwin ‘Tolstoy’s Antiphilosophical Philosophy in Anna Karenina’ in Approaches to Teaching Anna Karenina, (eds.) L.Knapp and A.Mandelker (New York, Modern Languages Association of America : 2003) for the influence of Plato on Anna Karenina). A similar speculative reading can be given to the naming of Fyodor. Fyodor comes from the Greek ‘Theodore’, which etymologically means ‘God’s gift’ (θείο-δώρο). Again, Tolstoy might have named Anna Karenina’s wise peasant Fyodor in order to imply the Rousseaunian idea that moral knowledge is God’s gift. Rousseau expresses similar views about religious belief in his Emile. (see N.J.H. Dent Rousseau, (Oxford, Basil Blackwell: 1988), pp. 234-9 Wokler (2001:101-115) and Russell (2004: 629-30) for some discussion). This interpretation coheres well with Tolstoy’s pervasive Rousseaunianism and overall views about the link between theism, morality and emotions. Unless corrupted by civilization, everyone deep in his heart knows what the good way to live is because God has ingrained the cognitive means for this in his heart, namely, moral emotions. It is to live with love and compassion for other people and in accordance with his conscience.  This tentative hypothesis seems to be further supported by the fact that Tolstoy sometimes christens his characters with names that betray something about the nature of their character and the role they are intended to play in the novel’s plot. For example, ‘Bezukhov’s’(=earless) name conveys facts about his ‘earless’ attitude to the messages from society. Pierre’s first wife, ‘Helena’ is named after another famous adulterous woman: Helen of Troy. Tolstoy makes this explicit when he calls her ‘Pierre’s Helen of Troy’ (W&P, p.243). ‘Levin’ implicitly points toward Tolstoy himself whose first name was Lev and at the time of writing Anna Karenina was also haunted by philosophical questions. ] 

‘‘…lives for the soul. He remembers God… Everybody knows how [should one live] – by the truth, by God’s way’’ (AK, p.794). 
Levin’s haunting questions then are answered: 
‘‘At the muzhik’s words about …living for the soul, by the truth, by God’s way, it was as if a host of vague but important thoughts burst from some locked-up place and, all rushing towards the same goal, whirled though his head, blinding him with their light’’ (AK, p.794).
Levin realizes that:
‘‘…all philosophical theories do the same thing, leading man by way of thought that is strange and unnatural to him to the knowledge of what he has long known and known so certainly…Is it not seen clearly in the development of each philosopher’s theory that he knows beforehand, as unquestionably as the muzhik Fyodor and no whit more clearly than he, the chief meaning of life, and only wants to return by a dubious mental path to what everybody knows?’’ (AK, p. 798.) (my own emphasis).
And continues: 
‘‘…what I know, I do not know by reason, it is given to me, it is revealed to me, and I know it by my heart, by faith…faith in God, in the good, as the sole purpose of man… in serving the good instead of one’s needs…-along with everyone, with some peasant…with beggars and kings- to understand one and the same thing with certainty…which alone makes life worth living and alone is what we value’’ (AK, p.799-800) (my own emphasis). 
Although determinism is now absent, the principal feature of living ‘by the truth’ is, like in War and Peace, revealed to be ‘God’s way’, which natural moral emotions and especially love help us identify. Levin fully realizes the importance of love when his wife Kitty and his newborn son are in serious jeopardy during a storm. An oak tree snaps at the spot that Kitty and the baby usually attend and Levin who walks to meet them at the spot and sees the fall from some distance is horrified. But he soon finds out that they have sought refuge at the other end of the wood and relieved realizes the importance of love, especially love for one’s family (AK, p.811-2).
Worthy of note is also that Tolstoy’s sentimentalism is not all that simplistic as he sometimes betrays awareness of the fact that a plain hearing of our moral sentiments may not suffice to deliver moral knowledge. Sometimes our moral sentiments may be a bad counsellor for moral conduct and something higher, reflective needs to scrutinize these sentiments before we follow their lead. Indeed, in line with sentimentalists like Hume and Adam Smith he seems to allude to a more sophisticated ideal observer theory of moral sentiments.[endnoteRef:11] As Tolstoy describes (AK, p.791):  [11:  For such an interpretation of Hume see John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, (Cambridge MA, Harvard University Press: 1971), pp. 185-8 and for Smith see D.D.Raphael, Adam Smith, (Oxford, Oxford University Press: 1985), pp. 33-7.] 

‘‘…when [Levin] did not think, but lived, he constantly felt in his soul the presence of an infallible judge which of two possible actions was better and which was worse; and whenever he did not act as he should, he felt it at once’’. 
Be that as it may, like War and Peace, Anna Karenina closes with the optimistic message that:
‘‘…my life now, my whole life, regardless of all that may happen to me, every minute of it, is not only meaningless, as it was before, but has the unquestionable meaning of the good which it is in my power to put into it!’’ (AK, p.817).
With this much of textual evidence in hand, let us now turn to some comparative analysis.

3. A Brief Analysis of the Textual Evidence
‘‘Rousseau has been my master since I was fifteen. Rousseau and the Gospels have been the two great and beneficent influences of my life’’
 Tolstoy’s letter to Bernard Bouvier, 1905.[endnoteRef:12]  [12:  Quoted by Priscilla Meyer, ‘Anna Karenina, Rousseau and the Gospels’ Russian Review 66.2 (2007), pp. 204-219. Also, in a conversation with Paul Boyer in 1901 Tolstoy told him that ‘‘ I did better than adore him, I made a veritable cult of him: at fifteen, I wore his portrait around my neck like a holy image. I know pages of his writing by heart. I think I could have written them myself’’. Also quoted in Meyer (2007), p. 206.] 


Four general comparative observations about War and Peace and Anna Karenina are in due that will help us draw the contours of Tolstoy’s moral theory as suggested by the humble-but-wise-character motif. These comparative observations will also help us understand why Tolstoy considered the humble-but-wise-character motif suitable for conveying to his readers the moral theory (and message) he had in mind. 
First, in both novels morality is intertwined with belief in God. Morality hinges on belief in God, something that reflects the views of Tolstoy at the time of writing the novels.[endnoteRef:13] This indicates that Tolstoy’s moral theory, at least in these two works, is inherently theistic. Unsurprisingly, his theism seems also to be conjoined with moral realism because he seems to imply that God’s will is the objective, mind-independent standard of morality. Recall, for example, his claim that ‘Everybody knows how [should one live] – by the truth, by God’s way’ (AK, p.794). Thus, Tolstoy is a theistic moral realist.  [13:  Tolstoy’s moral universe in his two middle-period masterpieces is a decidedly theistic one. He thought that religion and morality are the two sides of the same coin and that religious belief is a precondition for living a moral and meaningful life. He also makes this forcefully clear in the essay ‘Religion and Morality’ found in his A Confession and other Religious Writings (London: Penguin, 1987); translated with an introduction by J.Kentish. Of course, just after finishing Anna Karenina he underwent a spiritual crisis that culminated in writing A Confession where Tolstoy rebels against religion.] 

Second, in both novels natural moral sentiments like love, sympathy and compassion are considered to be the right guide to moral knowledge (and happiness). This makes clear that the cognitive means for moral knowledge are moral sentiments. This indicates that Tolstoy’s theory is inherently sentimentalist. In contrast to the mostly rationalist (and sometimes even elitist) history of moral philosophy, (Plato’s non-naturalism, Aristotle’s virtue theory, Kant’s deontology, Mill’s utilitarianism) Tolstoy’s novels seem to present us with the exact opposite. All that is required for knowing what is the right thing to do or, more broadly, how should one live is the common sense heeding of natural moral emotions like love, compassion and sympathy.
Third, given that the cognitive means for moral knowledge are moral sentiments and that moral sentiments are, all other things equal, in principle available to everyone, moral knowledge is in principle cognitively accessible to everyone. This indicates that Tolstoy’s moral theory is inherently cognitively egalitarian. Absent any pathological reasons that might stifle or impair our sentimental nature and render us Spock-like emotionless creatures, we are all at the same starting point in regard to moral knowledge.
 Fourth, in both novels the wise character is a humble, uneducated peasant that has realized the right way to live by appeal to natural moral sentiments. This highlights that although the cognitive means for moral knowledge are moral sentiments and these are potentially available to everyone, these may not be actually available to everyone. For whatever reasons, some people may have stifled their natural emotional nature and impaired their cognitive means for moral knowledge. 
Indeed, Tolstoy’s ubiquitous humble-but-wise-characters, his occasional harsh talk of ‘the pride and stupidity of reason’ (AK, p. 797) and his avowed Rousseaunian intellectual heritage (as I explain in a moment) might imply that the reasons for the impairment of sentiments have to do with the corrupting trappings of civilization (like institutionalized education) that, supposedly, foster the vices of pride, vanity and egoism. This indicates that Tolstoy’s theory is inherently populist and that, accordingly, moral knowledge is par excellence available to the humble and illiterate populace, not tsars or philosopher-kings. In light of these four comparative observations and for ease of exposition, let us call Tolstoy’s moral theory theistic populist sentimentalism.[endnoteRef:14]  [14:  Sympathy for the Russian peasantry was quite common among Russian intellectuals in mid-19th century and Rousseau’s ideas were clearly instrumental to this attitude. Compare Berlin, ‘Russian Populism’ in Russian Thinkers (Middlesex: Penguin Books 1978), pp. 211, 214 : ‘‘The populists looked upon them as martyrs whose grievances they were determined to avenge and remedy, and as embodiments of simple uncorrupted virtue, whose social organization (which they largely idealized) was the natural foundation on which the future of Russian Society must be rebuilt…and ‘‘Thus they accepted, in broad outline, the educational and moral lessons of… Rousseau… [and] his conviction that the cause of corruption is the crippling effect of bad institutions’.] 

  Setting these four observations aside, it is of historical interest that the populist sentimentalism approach to moral knowledge is likely to be stemming out of Tolstoy’s deep romanticist leanings. As is well known and Tolstoy acknowledged himself many times[endnoteRef:15], his thought was heavily influenced by Jean Jacques Rousseau’s romanticism, one of the head figures of the (anti-)enlightenment cluster of ideas that comprised romanticism.[endnoteRef:16] Roughly, Rousseau’s central romanticist insight was that human nature is essentially good, corrupted only by civilization and its trappings (science, authority, institutionalized education etc.) that foster the vices of egoism, vanity and pride.[endnoteRef:17] He claimed that civilization and its products ‘‘science, letters, and the arts are the worst enemies of morals… [and that] science and virtue…are incompatible and all sciences have an ignoble origin’’ and, moreover, that ‘‘ethics has its source in human pride’’.[endnoteRef:18]  According to Rousseau, ‘‘…man is naturally good…[b]ut… society depraves and perverts men’’.[endnoteRef:19] Human nature is good but, alas, corruptible by the products of civilization that foster the vices of egoism, vanity and pride. [15:  See Priscilla Meyer, ‘Anna Karenina, Rousseau and the Gospels’ Russian Review 66.2 (2007), pp. 204-219.]  [16:   For the influence of Rousseau on Tolstoy see Liza Knapp, ‘The Development of Style and Theme in Tolstoy’ in The Cambridge Companion to Tolstoy. (ed.) D.T. Orwin. (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2002), p.164, E.B.Greenwood, Tolstoy: The Comprehensive Vision (Methuen and Co. Ltd., 1975), pp.4-5, Berlin (1978) ‘Tolstoy and the Enlightenment’, p.240 and A.N.Wilson, Tolstoy, (New York: W.W.Norton and Co. 1988), pp. 36-7, 43, 55, 69, 87, 153, 178, 325, 409.]  [17:  For some discussion of Rousseau’s views see Robert Wokler, Rousseau, (New York: Oxford, 2001), pp.23-70, Roger D. Masters ‘Rousseau and the Rediscovery of Human Nature’ in The Legacy of Rousseau, (eds.) Clifford Orwin and Nathan Tarcov (Chicago, The University of Chicago Press :1997), N.J.H. Dent Rousseau, (Oxford, Basil Blackwell: 1988) and Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy, (London: Routledge 2004).]  [18:  See Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy, (London: Routledge 2004), p.625.]  [19:   From Rousseau’s Emile. Quoted in N.J.H. Dent Rousseau, (Oxford, Basil Blackwell: 1988),  p.14.] 

In light of the corrupting effect of civilization on human nature, Rousseau called for the abandonment of social artifice and convention and for a return to ‘life according to nature’. In this call for a return to life according to nature, sentiments are supposed to play a key role. Sentiments should be given full expression and free rein to guide one’s life because they are purely natural and as such unqualifiedly good.[endnoteRef:20] In philosophical lore, Rousseau’s romanticism has come to be associated with the notion of the ‘noble savage’, who supposedly remains intact from the corrupting effects of civilization and, hence, retains his endowed good nature.[endnoteRef:21]  [20:  Of course, it is very questionable what, if anything, can remain purely ‘natural’ and intact by civilization and its products. Everything seems to be saturated by civilization as it is through socialization and acculturation that we become fully human, social animals (language acquisition, beliefs, customs, morals, habits etc.). I return to this important point in the critical appraisal of populist sentimentalism.]  [21:  It is worthy of note that Rousseau never used the phrase ‘noble savage’. The phrase was first used by John Dryden (1672) in his The Conquest of Granada.] 

Following Rousseau, Tolstoy might had also thought that one must be corrupted by civilization (institutionalized education, social conventions, power structures etc.) and his sentimental nature stifled to the point of moral blindness to fail to acknowledge intuitive moral facts like, say, that ‘war is evil’ or that ‘exploiting the weak and vulnerable is wrong’.[endnoteRef:22] This would be the reason that humble, illiterate peasants can par excellence have moral knowledge. They can because, like ‘the noble savage’, they remain natural and uncontaminated by the trappings of civilization that stifle moral sentiments and thus avoid moral blindness.[endnoteRef:23]  [22:   Tolstoy holds parallel views about aesthetic knowledge. These views are made explicit in his philosophical treatise on art. Compare Tolstoy’s What is Art? (Penguin, London:1995), translated by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, p.115 and p.146: ‘‘How to discriminate [between good and bad artwork]?...For a man of unperverted taste, a labouring man, not a city-dweller, this is easy as it is for an animal with an unspoiled scent...but this is not so for people whose taste has been ruined by their upbringing and life.’’ and ‘‘This is the answer of common sense and of unperverted moral instinct’’. ]  [23:  Tolstoy was not against education per se but against the evils of the institutionalized education of his time. He built a school for peasants in Yasnaya Polyana, served as a teacher himself and wrote on the philosophy of education and pedagogy. Unsurprisingly, again his views were broadly Rousseaunian. Tolstoy’s philosophy of education emphasized the cultivation of the student’s originality and freedom of speech, student motivation and the eclipse of teacher authoritarianism. For some discussion of Tolstoy’s philosophy of education see A.Cohen ‘The Educational Philosophy of Tolstoy’ Oxford Review of Education, Vol. 7, No.3 (1981), pp. 241-251.] 

This is so far quite abstract, so let us give a simple example in order to explain how Tolstoy’s line of thought is supposed to be working. Suppose a young man is conscripted to the army as part of a mandatory military service. He joins the army willingly because he loves his country and wants to do his share for the place that has given him so much (education, upbringing etc.). One day our hero is ordered to participate in a firing squad and execute a teenager for some reason, which goes against his conscience because he is against the death penalty. In this case, our imaginary private might feel some sympathy for the poor teenager. Yet he might quell his feelings of sympathy because as a private he has been drilled to obey orders without questioning. Thus, compliance to military authority, a power structure imposed by law (and civilization), conduces to stifling and repressing our emotional nature, which is our guide to what is right according to Tolstoy.
More generally, in true Rousseaunian spirit, Tolstoy might have thought that the enlightenment, rationalist approach to morality is a misguided project, -in Tolstoy’s words-, ‘‘strange and unnatural’’ that fosters ‘‘the pride of reason’’ (AK, p.797), namely, the proud pretension of reason that it can discover moral truths and justify morality.[endnoteRef:24]   Enlightenment pursued rational, philosophical inquiry that sought to justify and ground morality on secure foundations. But as many moral antirealists suggest, reason seems to fail to defend the existence of moral facts and justify morality and this may be seen as leading either to moral nihilism or moral scepticism.[endnoteRef:25]  [24:  Establishing this surmise is tangential to the main goal of this article but this much it is suggested by certain passages in Anna Karenina and, additionally, coheres well with Tolstoy’s Rousseaunian romanticism. This reading is especially encouraged by the following passages of Anna Karenina (AK, p.797), of which I have to forgo discussion here: 
 ‘But the answer to my question could not come from thought, which is incommensurable with the question. The answer was given by life itself, in my knowledge of what is good and what is bad. And I did not acquire that knowledge through anything, it was given to me as it is to everyone, given because I could not take it from anywhere. Where did I take it from? Was it through reason that I arrived at the necessity of loving my neighbor and not throttling him? I was told it as a child, and I joyfully believed it, because they told me what was in my soul. And who discovered it? Not reason. Reason discovered the struggle for existence and the law which demands that everyone who hinders the satisfaction of my desires should be throttled. That is the conclusion of reason. Reason could not discover love for the other, because it’s unreasonable. ‘Yes, pride,’ he said to himself, rolling over on his stomach and beginning to tie stalks of grass into a knot, trying not to break them. ‘And not only the pride of reason, but the stupidity of reason. And, above all – the slyness, precisely the slyness, of reason. Precisely the swindling of reason,’ he repeated.’ (Tolstoy’s emphasis) 
and
‘…all philosophical theories do the same thing, leading man by way of thought that is strange and unnatural to him to the knowledge of what he has long known and known so certainly…Is it not seen clearly in the development of each philosopher’s theory that he knows beforehand, as unquestionably as the muzhik Fyodor and no whit more clearly than he, the chief meaning of life, and only wants to return by a dubious mental path to what everybody knows?’ (AK, p. 798.) (my own emphasis).]  [25:  For a realist philosopher who has made exactly this diagnosis about enlightenment and moral antirealism, see Alasdair McIntyre, After Virtue (London: Duckworth,1981). For such antirealist philosophers, come to mind A.J.Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic (London, Penguin: 1936) with his emotivism and John Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (London, Penguin: 1977) with his error theory.] 

Failing to justify why, say, ‘war is evil’ you might question whether indeed war is truly evil or whether we can ever know the truth of the matter (if there is one). Subsequently, you might stifle any moral emotions as deceptive and morally pernicious and even go as far as Nietzsche and deem them the historical-cultural product of the inculcated ‘slave morality’ of the Judeo-Christian tradition.[endnoteRef:26] But for Tolstoy the rationalist enlightenment project of justifying and grounding morality only betrays ‘‘the stupidity of reason’’ (AK, p.797), that is, the futile and otiose ambition of reason to justify morality. It is a project that is futile because reason is incapable of justifying morality and otiose because sound common sense with an appeal to our ‘natural’ moral emotions suffices to justify morality and confer moral knowledge.[endnoteRef:27] [26:  See Friedrich Nietzsche, On The Genealogy Of Morals (Oxford: Oxford Classics, 2008). Translated by Douglas Smith.]  [27:  Tolstoy’s response to moral rationalism\scepticism parallels Hume’s pragmatic response to moral rationalism\scepticism. As a thorough empiricist, Hume rejected moral rationalism but also rejected moral skepticism. As a response to moral skepticism, he appealed to natural moral sentiments such as sympathy. Hume was confident that moral life can work just as well if moral antirealism is true. For some discussion of Hume’s moral philosophy, see Geoffrey Sayre-McCord, ‘On Why Hume’s ‘General Point of View’ Isn’t Ideal – and Shouldn’t Be’ Social Philosophy and Policy, Vol. 11, No.1 (Jan. 1994), pp. 202-228.] 

With this much about Tolstoy’s Rousseaunian heritage, let us wrap up this section. In conclusion, Tolstoy’s strikingly original moral theory is theistically realist, sentimentalist, cognitively egalitarian and populist. It is also strikingly bold because although he proposes that moral knowledge is in principle accessible to everyone (peasants, beggars and kings alike) it is par excellence accessible to humble peasants and beggars rather than complacent Platonic philosophers-kings or Russian tsars. Peasants and beggars are more likely to remain natural, uncorrupted by the trappings of civilization, and heed the voice of their heart, that is, their natural moral sentiments.
With Tolstoy’s theistic populist sentimentalism now sketched, let us now turn to a very brief (and inevitably incomplete) appraisal of the theory. 

4. A Brief Appraisal of Theistic Populist Sentimentalism
‘‘…nothing can be more unphilosophical than those systems, which assert, that virtue is the same with what is natural, and vice with what is unnatural…’’ 
David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, Book III, Part I, Section 2.

I raise five problems for Tolstoy’s theistic populist sentimentalism. These five problems are not, of course, meant to demonstrate that the theory is plain false, but are rather meant to raise worries about the theory.
First, Tolstoy’s theistic populist sentimentalism seems to run into Moore’s (1903) (in)famous naturalistic fallacy.[endnoteRef:28] Let us briefly explain what the naturalistic fallacy is about. Moore famously proposed an ‘open question argument’ as a reliable semantic test for reductive analyses of ‘good’.[endnoteRef:29] The ‘open question argument’ is supposed to work in the following simple way. Take any x putative analysis of good and consider: Is x (e.g. pleasure) the good? If you have ‘open feel’ semantic intuitions about this question then, good is not synonymous to x and it is not to be reductively analysed to x. Were x to be synonymous with good, it would resemble closed questions like: ‘Is a bachelor an unmarried adult man?’, where there is obvious synonymy and reductive analysis.[endnoteRef:30]  [28:   See G.E.Moore, Principia Ethica (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press: 1903/2000), pp.93-7.]  [29:  For some discussion see Frank Snare ‘The Open Question as a Linguistic Test’, Ratio Vol. XVII 1975, pp. 122-9.]  [30:  Moorean open question arguments are still well regarded and widely employed in philosophical debates. See for example Chris Heathwood ‘Moral and Epistemic Open Question Arguments’ Philosophical Books Vol.50, No. 2 (2009), pp.83-98. Of course, they have been subjected to much scrutiny as many philosophers think that they rely on antiquated views about meaning and analysis. We cannot really open this debate here but suffice it to say that, despite theoretical deficiencies, I assume with the majority of metanormativists that Moore was ‘‘up to something important’’ with his argument. See Stephen Darwall, Allan Gibbard and Peter Railton ‘Toward Fin de Siecle Ethics: Some Trends’ The Philosophical Review, Vol. 101 No.1, (Jan. 1992), pp. 115-189.] 

Moore applied his open question argument to a whole host of putative analyses and found them all wanting. Somewhat grandiosely, he then proclaimed that any putative analysis of good commits the naturalistic fallacy, namely, fallaciously analyses good. In the same Moorean way we could ask, for example: ‘Is God’s will the good?’ or ‘Are natural moral emotions the right guide to the good?’ and find this an open question, which it implies that good is not to be identified with God’s will or  moral emotions the right guide to it.[endnoteRef:31] Actually, Moore (1903:93-7) had applied the ‘open question argument’ to Tolstoy’s intellectual forefather, Rousseau himself and found his romanticist ‘naturalism’ flawed as well. For we could ask: ‘Is the natural the good?’ and find this an open question, which it implies that good is not to be analysed to the natural.[endnoteRef:32] [31:   Moore (1903/2000) pp.17 also applied the ‘open question argument’ to supernatural accounts of goodness. As Moore intended the fallacy to apply to supernatural accounts as well, it is actually a misnomer to talk of a specifically naturalistic fallacy. ]  [32:  For critical discussion of natural goodness see David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (London, Penguin: 1739/1985), pp.525-7, G.E.Moore, Principia Ethica (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press: 1903/2000), pp.93-7 and Julia Driver, Ethics: The Fundamentals (Oxford, Blackwell: 2007), pp. 29-30.] 

Second, Tolstoy’s populist sentimentalism seems to commit the so-called genetic fallacy. The genetic fallacy is the fallacy where from the causal origins (or ‘genesis’, or etiology) of beliefs/properties/traits etc. we infer a normative evaluation of these beliefs/properties/traits etc. (true/false, good/evil etc.). Tolstoy seems to commit this fallacy because he thinks that the causal origins of our moral beliefs (natural or conventional) may account for whether they are true or false, whether something is good or evil etc. In particular, he thinks that if the causal origins of our moral beliefs and moral qualities are purely natural then these beliefs are true and the qualities virtuous. 
Of course, it simply does not follow that knowledge of the causal origins of something (property, event, belief etc.) may account for its normative status (positive or negative). To illustrate this, think of this example. It has been suggested that Karl Marx’s theory of alienation was caused by the fact that he suffered from hidradenitis suppurative, a skin disease that stirs self-loathing.[endnoteRef:33] However, assuming for the sake of the argument that this surmise about the generation of Marx’s alienation theory is correct, it is mistaken to think that any theorist’s disease in itself would undermine (or support) the epistemic standing of his theory. If the theory is implausible then it should be because of evidential reasons that stand against it, not because of the causal origins of the theory. The causal origins simply seem irrelevant to the epistemic evaluation of the theory. Beliefs, theories, actions, institutions etc. should bear positive or negative normative status because of reasons, not because of their causal origins.  [33:  I owe the Marx example to Guy Kahane ‘Evolutionary Debunking Arguments’, Nous Vol. 45, No. 1 (2011). pp.103-25. Kahane analyses how such debunking arguments work and explains in detail why they are problematic.] 

Third, Tolstoy seems to commit what we may call the romanticist fallacy. The romanticist fallacy is the fallacy where we invalidly infer from the descriptive fact that something/someone has not come in contact with civilization the positive normative evaluation that it is good, correct or fitting. The inverse version of the fallacy obtains if from the descriptive fact that something/someone has been saturated by civilization we invalidly infer that it bears negative normative evaluation i.e. evil, incorrect, unfitting.
 But again it does not follow that if something/someone is purely natural then it enjoys positive normative status. Accordingly, it does not follow that if something/someone is purely artificial/conventional, then it enjoys negative normative status. Reality is complex enough to obstinately resist such simplistic generalizations because, intuitively, there are natural things that are bad (e.g. excruciating tooth pain), natural things that are good (e.g. healthy herbs), conventional things that are good (e.g. medicine) and conventional things that are bad (e.g. slave trade).
Fourth, another line of criticism might parallel the criticism that some contemporary sentimentalists have received.[endnoteRef:34] Although for some contemporary sentimentalists our moral judgements simply express our sentiments and do not state matters of moral fact, some assert that we can earn the right to claim some moral statements true or false and some acts right or wrong. The exact details of how this is meant to work are a bit technical and need not concern us here. The important thing is that in this way some sentimentalists want to have it both ways and reap both the dialectical benefits of moral antirealism (ontological parsimony, naturalized epistemology etc.) and traditional moral realism (objectivity, truth etc.). [34:   See Allan Gibbard, Wise Choices, Apt Feelings (Cambridge MA, Harvard University Press:1990) and Simon Blackburn, Ruling Passions (Oxford, Oxford University Press:1998).] 

Unfortunately, critics have responded that they cannot have it both ways for a variety of reasons.[endnoteRef:35] We cannot delve into this debate at any depth, so let us adduce only a couple of basic reasons why the project seems problematic. One reason is that in the absence of robust moral facts, it is hard to see what non-arbitrarily grounds moral truth. A second related but more Kantian worry points out that contingent and unruly sentiments cannot supply us with a secure foundation for a rational, objective morality. Sentiments are too subjective, too fickle and undisciplined to build a rational, objective morality on their basis.  [35:  See for example William FitzPatrick ‘Ethical Non-Naturalism and Normative Properties in (ed.) Michael Brady New Waves in Metaethics (New York, Palgrave Macmillan : 2011), pp.7-35.] 

Tolstoy seems to commit something of the same slip with these contemporary sentimentalists. On the one hand, he is a committed sentimentalist and, on the other hand, he seems to imply that there is an objective\theistic, mind-independent standard of morality. But then emerge the same kind of worries and even more because of the theistic gloss on the theory. What is it that grounds moral facts if morality is an expression of unruly sentiment? 
Well, God’s will in Tolstoy’s theistic framework. This answer, though, runs into Plato’s old Euthyphronic question: Is something good because it is God’s will or God’s will because it is good?[endnoteRef:36] Can moral sentiments reliably track moral truth\God’s will and if yes how is this supposed to work given that sentiments are constitutively nonrepresentational states? If our sentiments do track moral truth\God’s will, is this the result of cosmic coincidence, divine design or evolutionary design? Or perhaps even divine design through evolutionary design? How are moral disagreements in sentiment supposed to be rationally resolved? and so on.  [36:  See Plato’s dialogue Euthyphro and for some discussion of the dilemma see Julia Driver (2007), pp. 25-8.] 

These are hard questions for any sentimentalist theory that aspires to cling to objectivity but especially so for Tolstoy’s theistic populist sentimentalism. So, it seems that Tolstoy’s assumption that (theistic) moral realism and sentimentalism can be reconciled invites again serious misgivings. This is not to imply that objectivism\realism and sentimentalism are in principle irreconcilable. Such a verdict would be premature as there might be a subtle, coherent way to achieve this much. 
Fifth, a final worry touches on the fuzzy natural\conventional distinction. It is contentious whether a sharp distinction between the two can be drawn that is clear-cut enough to be employed in moral theorizing. Human beings are conceived, born, raised and engraved in the context of a culture and it is hard to draw the distinction with precision. Of course, we are also natural animals bestowed (via our genome) with latent dispositions and instincts largely inherited by Darwinian evolution, like the language instinct.[endnoteRef:37] But to acknowledge this much of common biological wisdom is not to say that we can easily draw a clear-cut distinction that can be of any theoretical use in normative matters.[endnoteRef:38] Given these theoretical difficulties in establishing the natural\conventional distinction, we have reason to construct an account of moral knowledge that obviates any crude commitment to it [37:  See for example Steven Pinker, The Language Instinct (London, Penguin :1994).]  [38:   Actually, that the distinction natural\artificial is hard to establish with much precision is reflected in the problem of drawing the parallel innate\non-innate distinction. For a superb discussion see Mameli Matteo and Bateson Patrick.2011. ‘An Evaluation of the Concept of Innateness’. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of Biological Sciences. 366, pp. 436-443. Also, many neuroscientists think that the nature\conventional (or nurture) distinction is unhelpful in understanding the workings of the brain. Compare Michael O’Shea The Brain: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford, Oxford University Press : 2005), p.98: ‘‘One hears the question asked: are our mental abilities by our genes or by our environment –by our nature or our nurture? Yet within the very nature of the brain is the machinery that allows it to respond adaptively to nurture. Our ability to learn from experience, to benefit from nurture, is allowed by the way our genes are designed to respond to experience’’. O’Shea says this much in the context of discussing Eric Kandel’s Nobel-winning work on the neural bases of memory mechanisms in sea slugs. Kandel was awarded the Nobel in physiology or medicine in 2000.


 ] 

In conclusion, Tolstoy’s theistic populist sentimentalism is an intriguing and original moral theory that is unfortunately worrisome. To the extent that Tolstoy’s theory is interesting and original, the essay is a tribute to ‘Tolstoy the thinker’. The fact that this theory meets challenges is the inevitable fate of all theories of morality.
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