
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 
Tolstoy’s Peaceful Deception 
 
 
Leo Tolstoy’s My Confession (published in 1882) is the study of 
one man’s search for a meaningful life. This search can be divided 
into three distinct periods, each one revolving around the Russian 
writer’s desire to order existence through reason, and revealing 
the extent to which he had come to terms with this desire by the 
age of fifty. The first period of his life occupies much of Tolstoy’s 
study, characterized by a humanist state of nonbelief ending in 
utter confusion. The second period is born from a deep despair 
and consists of a rigorous questioning of philosophy and religion 
in hopes of finding the source of a meaningful life. Concluding 
that this source of meaningfulness lies within the religious faith 
of the working class, Tolstoy accepts the doctrine of the Orthodox 
church—the church of the people. However, the basic problem of 
the contrariety of reason and faith berates Tolstoy in this third 
period, in much the same way that his thinking problematizes the 
two earlier periods. It is not until a postscript is added—three 
years after he had written My Confession—that Tolstoy makes 
some kind of sense of the conflict between reason and faith and 
the desire for a meaningful life. This long-considered conclusion, 
however, is radically different from the findings of My Confession. 
The essay itself remains a confused attempt to appease the 
questions posed in seeking to reconcile reason and unreasonable 
faith. 
 Raised in the Russian Orthodox tradition, Tolstoy spends 
his childhood taking part in the Christian sacrements of Holy 
Communion, Baptism, etc. He quickly rejects Christianity upon 
entering the Petersburg intelligentsia. His life and work at this 
time are guided by a string of personal goals, namely, the 

perfection of physique, intellect, morality, will, and power over 
other men. This refining of the self, however, gives way to the 
confusion of his future development and direction. Limitless 
options opened to Tolstoy through such perfection bring about a 
crisis of futility: Just what is the point of all this hard work? What 
will come of it? The weight of his choices brings Tolstoy to the 
conclusion that the finiteness of his actions makes for a 
meaningless life. He interprets his boundless future as an absurd 
circumstance in which one avenue of thought proves no more 
fruitful than any other, all avenues terminating equally and 
permanently in death. Even past accomplishments seem trivial to 
him. “[A]rt is only the ornament and charm of life,”1 at this point in 
his career, disguising unsuccessfully the realization of life’s 
absurdity. For Tolstoy, life has truly lost its meaning in losing its 
permanence. 
 Hoping to find it again, Tolstoy enters a phase of intense 
study designed to render his life meaningful. This is seemingly his 
only alternative to suicide; naturally, he pursues this challenge 
with great interest. Since the acquisition of knowledge has led 
him to the precipice of his conclusion about the absurdity of life, 
Tolstoy sets about to define the nature of knowledge itself. At one 
extreme, there is the practical knowledge of mathematics and the 
sciences. This body of thought denies outright the question “What 
is the meaning of life?”—answering everything with a natural law. 
At the other extreme is philosophical thought, which offers no 
answers or explanations but, rather, a feeling of being “lost in a 
forest . . . in the thick of the wood, into the darkness” of 
metaphysical propositions (and further questions).2  



 Studying the works of Socrates complicates matters 
considerably. According to the Greek philospher, Man’s movement 
toward knowledge and truth is universally proportionate to his 
distance from life. But how can this be? If there is any meaning to 
life at all, surely it will include, in some fashion, Tolstoy’s 
extraordinary intellectual gifts. Socrates’s opinion is that “a wise 
man seeks death all his life.”3 Discouraged, Tolstoy considers the 
ways in which he might escape the absurdity of life. One mode of 
escape—ignorance—is unfortunately already closed off to him. 
Another choice—the Epicurean lifestyle—ignores the reality of 
tomorrow in order to enjoy gluttonously the pleasures of today’s 
“honey.”4 This mode of escape seems dishonorable as well as 
tenuous, leading Tolstoy to his third choice—suicide. Of the three, 
this seems to him to be the strongest and most decisive action. 
Indeed, suicide efficiently negates the need for a meaningful life 
altogether. However, at this point Tolstoy considered himself a 
weak man, only capable of going through the motions of life, 
blinded by the futility of every action. In this nadir of 
despondency, Tolstoy happens upon an escape not yet mentioned, 
one that is alien to his own personal nature. Self-blinding his own 
faculty of reason, he chooses faith. 
 During this period of despair, Tolstoy stumbles, as if by 
fate, upon the common masses of his homeland. He sees among 
the rural peasants and the working class a peace of mind and 
spirit such as he has never known. In his opinion, such a state 
seems ideal. Through encountering the contented, directed 
masses, he concludes that he has found the root to a meaningful 
life. This root—faith—is the focus of a life with meaning, posits 
Tolstoy, and he redirects his energies toward discovering the 
nature of faith. After thirty years in the pursuit of reason and 
academia, Tolstoy lays aside his previous guide in acquiring 
knowledge. To maintain faith, he claims, is to define it as an 
“unreasoning knowledge.” 5  Calling it “the deepest source of 
human wisdom,” 6  he bars faith from the scrutiny of reason, 
chastising himself for subjecting this “unreasoning knowledge” to 
such a practical, evaluatory tool as reason. My Confession, at this 
point, begins to deteriorate into religious flight of fancy. The text, 
which began with such clarity and conviction, now dwindles into a 
blindly emotional submission to faith and the meaning it 
purportedly brings to life, according to the writer. 
  However, vestiges of Tolstoy’s previous commitment to 
reason glimmer in his discussions with Christian theologians and 
his observations of his own socioeconomic class. We see here his 
unconscious conflict between his gifts of critical reasoning and 
the desire for the peace found in an unquestioning faith. He 
criticizes theologians for the fragmentation of Christian doctrine 
and the inability of Christian denominations to unite into one 
faith. Regarding his own upper-class status, he criticizes his 
wealthy Christian acquaintances for their hypocrisy. Tolstoy 
perceives them as deceitful, claiming to live by Christian values 

that do not reflect their luxurious lifestyles. In the case of both 
the theologians and Tolstoy’s well-to-do friends, the reality of 
their circumstances causes a compromise of faith.  
 Without realizing it, Tolstoy here applies reason and 
formerly acquired knowledge to describe the nature of faith. Both 
the theologians and the wealthy are in positions of power, 
ideologically and financially. This power allows them the option 
of making choices, in much the same way that Tolstoy possessed 
limitless intellectual options at the height of his career. He 
observes in these two cases that as individuals gain power, their 
obedience and submission to unquestioning faith diminishes. With 
faith itself on the line, Tolstoy flees from the influence of both the 
religious scholars and his rich connections, back to the peasants 
(oppressed intellectually and otherwise). In a desperate attempt 
to preserve the meaning of life that he has found among the rural 
working class—with “meaning” now interpreted as “peace of 
mind”—he rejects the proddings of his own intellect. The rest of 
Tolstoy’s My Confession is a contradiction of faith and reason. The 
tormented scholar deludes himself into believing that he, too, can 
share this unquestioning faith at the expense of choice and 
reason. 
 To affirm this stance, Tolstoy formalizes the notions of 
good and evil. The writer claims that goodness (here synonymous 
with “meaning”) is found through hard work and the easy 
acceptance of faith. Evil is defined as idleness and the extremes of 
amusement and dissatisfaction. Tolstoy refuses to acknowledge 
that hard work can reasonably lead to fatigue and easy faith; 
meanwhile, idleness can allow the energy needed to question as 
well as enjoy existence. His goal in this last part of My Confession 
is clearly to support the only lasting form of meaning he has 
observed up to this point in his life. Continuing, he lashes out at 
academia: “My conviction of the error into which all knowledge 
based on reason must fall assisted me in freeing myself from the 
seductions of idle reasoning.”7 He dispells the desire to question 
faith by proposing that “if it seem to me a lie, that must be 
because I do not understand it,”8 creating for himself a peaceful, 
submissive circle of thought. 
 Sadly, Tolstoy presents a parable of a beggar and a 
pump to illustrate the way in which a faithful man finds meaning. 
The parable states that the beggar need only pump, and from the 
source will flow peace and sustanance. The beggar, however, must 
not question the action. If he wants peace, he must suspend his 
power to reason—he must no longer question. This is Tolstoy’s 
chosen path to a meaningful life: “[Man] must gain his living like 
the animals, but with this difference, that he will perish if he 
attempt it alone; he must labor, not for himself, but for all.” 
Tolstoy follows this with absurd irony, writing, “When he [Man] 
does so, I am firmly convinced he is happy, and his life is 
reasonable.”9 Next, he clarifies the seat of power—or the “pump” 
of meaning, if you will. “The life of the world goes on through the 



will of someone. . . . Unless I do what is required of me, I can never 
know what that may be, and much less know what is required of 
us all, and the whole universe.”10 The “someone” of this circular 
logic is manifested in circular dependency. The church is 
presented as a necessary condition for love, and love is required 
for truth. Truth, in this case, is the unquestionable goodness of the 
pump analogy, that which is manifested in the “unreasoning 
knowledge” of faith. At this point, Tolstoy’s self-delusion is 
complete. 
 My Confession continues for several more pages with 
only minor developments. Tolstoy appeases the itch of reason 
with the rationale that within the truth of faith, there is probably a 
little falseness, and those things that we do not understand 
belong to the infinite, which Man couldn’t understand anyway by 
nature of his finiteness. The reader, frustrated at this point, is 
ready to discount the text of My Confession as having any validity 
at all. Over the course of Tolstoy’s search, we see a brilliant 
scholar reject entirely the very basis for his superior existence, his 
intellect, to flee from that gift when it raises questions that seem 
unanswerable. We see, in fact, this scholar take peaceful solace in 

the very antithesis of the mental powers that brought him to this 
point of fear. Tolstoy is tired of asking questions. With the help of 
the church, and the oppressed working class, he makes 
questioning a sin and reason an absurdity.  
 The essay’s postscript, added three years after the text’s 
writing and just before its publication, is appropriately cast as a 
parable in the form of a dream. As a reader perplexed by Tolstoy’s 
resignation to faith, I am pleased to find him reconsidering, if not 
rejecting, his “confession” with this reflective addition. 
Allegorically, he reclaims the options that were open to him 
during his “unfaithful” creative period of disbelief, and now bases 
his support for a new future on the “pillar” of reason. The strength 
of Tolstoy’s essay lies in this fulfilled, circular progression from 
critical observer, to fearful coward, and back again to a wiser state 
of jubilant questioning. The last lines of the postscript are simple, 
yet profoundly meaningful, in their clarity: “It seemed as if some 
one said to me, ‘See that you remember!” And I awoke.”11 We also 
would be wise to remember Tolstoy’s self-delusion in our own 
search for a meaningful life. 
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