A Confession
Leo Tolstoy

Like Schopenhauer, Leo Tolstoy, the famed Russian author of War and
Peace (1869) and Anna Kerenina (1878) came to a time in his own life
in which his existence seemed pointless and absurd. Tolstoy described
this existential crisis he experienced in A Confession (1882), written
interestingly when he was one of the most famous and esteemed authors
in Russia. Tolstoy’s futile attempts to discover the meaning of life through
science, philosophy, and eastern wisdom, as we’ll see, did little to settle
his crisis of spirit. Instead he will have to find his sense of meaning
elsewhere.

S

o I lived, abandoning myself to this insanity for another six years, till
my marriage. During that time I went abroad. Life in Europe and my
acquaintance with leading and learned Europeans confirmed me yet
more in the faith of striving after perfection in which I believed, for I found
the same faith among them. That faith took with me the common form it
assumes with the majority of educated people of our day. It was expressed
by the word “progress.” It then appeared to me that this word meant
something. I did not as yet understand that, being tormented (like every
vital man) by the question how it is best for me to live, in my answer, “Live
in conformity with progress”, I was like a man in a boat who when carried
along by wind and waves should reply to what for him is the chief and only
question. “where to steer,” by saying, “We are being carried somewhere”.
I did not then notice this. Only occasionally — not by reason but by
instinct — I revolted against this superstition so common in our day, by
which people hide from themselves their lack of understanding of life....
So, for instance, during my stay in Paris, the sight of an execution revealed
to me the instability of my superstitious belief in progress. When I saw the
head part from the body and how they thumped separately into the box,
I understood, not with my mind but with my whole being, that no theory
of the reasonableness of our present progress could justify this deed; and
that though everybody from the creation of the world had held it to be
necessary, on whatever theory, I knew it to be unnecessary and bad; and
therefore the arbiter of what is good and evil is not what people say and do,
nor is it progress, but it is my heart and I. Another instance of a realization
that the superstitious belief in progress is insufficient as a guide to life, was
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my brother’s death. Wise, good, serious, he fell ill while still a young man,
suffered for more than a year, and died painfully, not understanding why
he had lived and still less why he had to die. No theories could give me, or
him, any reply to these questions during his slow and painful dying. But
these were only rare instances of doubt, and I actually continued to live
professing a faith only in progress. “Everything evolves and I evolve with
it: and why it is that I evolve with all things will be known some day.” So I
ought to have formulated my faith at that time.
On returning from abroad I settled in the country and chanced to occupy
myself with peasant schools. This work was particularly to my taste
because in it I had not to face the falsity which had become obvious to me
and stared me in the face when I tried to teach people by literary means.
Here also I acted in the name of progress, but I already regarded progress
itself critically. I said to myself: “In some of its developments progress has
proceeded wrongly, and with primitive peasant children one must deal in
a spirit of perfect freedom, letting them choose what path of progress they
please.” In reality I was ever revolving round one and the same insoluble
problem, which was: How to teach without knowing what to teach. In the
higher spheres of literary activity I had realized that one could not teach
without knowing what, for I saw that people all taught differently, and by
quarrelling among themselves only succeeded in hiding their ignorance
from one another. But here, with peasant children, I thought to evade this
difficulty by letting them learn what they liked. It amuses me now when I
remember how I shuffled in trying to satisfy my desire to teach, while in the
depth of my soul I knew very well that I could not teach anything needful
for I did not know what was needful. After spending a year at school work
I went abroad a second time to discover how to teach others while myself
knowing nothing.
And it seemed to me that I had learned this abroad, and in the year
of the peasants’ emancipation (1861) I returned to Russia armed with
all this wisdom, and having become an Arbiter I began to teach, both
the uneducated peasants in schools and the educated classes through a
magazine I published. Things appeared to be going well, but I felt I was
not quite sound mentally and that matters could not long continue in that
way. And I should perhaps then have come to the state of despair I reached
fifteen years later had there not been one side of life still unexplored by me
which promised me happiness: that was my marriage.
For a year I busied myself with arbitration work, the schools, and the
magazine; and I became so worn out — as a result especially of my mental
confusion — and so hard was my struggle as Arbiter, so obscure the results
of my activity in the schools, so repulsive my shuffling in the magazine
(which always amounted to one and the same thing: a desire to teach
everybody and to hide the fact that I did not know what to teach), that I fell
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ill, mentally rather than physically, threw up everything, and went away to
the Bashkirs in the steppes, to breathe fresh air, drink kumys,1 and live a
merely animal life.
Returning from there I married. The new conditions of happy family life
completely diverted me from all search for the general meaning of life. My
whole life was centered at that time in my family, wife and children, and
therefore in care to increase our means of livelihood. My striving after selfperfection, for which I had already substituted a striving for perfection in
general, i.e. progress, was now again replaced by the effort simply to secure
the best possible conditions for myself and my family.
So another fifteen years passed.
In spite of the fact that I now regarded authorship as of no importance
— the temptation of immense monetary rewards and applause for my
insignificant work — and I devoted myself to it as a means of improving my
material position and of stifling in my soul all questions as to the meaning
of my own life or life in general.
I wrote: teaching what was for me the only truth, namely, that one
should live so as to have the best for oneself and one’s family.
So I lived; but five years ago something very strange began to happen
to me. At first I experienced moments of perplexity and arrest of life,
and though I did not know what to do or how to live; and I felt lost and
became dejected. But this passed and I went on living as before. Then these
moments of perplexity began to recur oftener and oftener, and always in the
same form. They were always expressed by the questions: What is it for?
What does it lead to?
At first it seemed to me that these were aimless and irrelevant questions.
I thought that it was all well known, and that if I should ever wish to deal
with the solution it would not cost me much effort; just at present I had no
time for it, but when I wanted to I should be able to find the answer. The
questions however began to repeat themselves frequently, and to demand
replies more and more insistently; and like drops of ink always falling on
one place they ran together into one black blot.
Then occurred what happens to everyone sickening with a mortal
internal disease. At first trivial signs of indisposition appear to which
the sick man pays no attention; then these signs reappear more and more
often and merge into one uninterrupted period of suffering. The suffering
increases, and before the sick man can look round, what he took for a mere
indisposition has already become more important to him than anything else
in the world — it is death!
That is what happened to me. I understood that it was no casual
indisposition but something very important, and that if these questions
constantly repeated themselves they would have to be answered. And I
tried to answer them. The questions seemed such stupid, simple, childish
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ones; but as soon as I touched them and tried to solve them I at once became
convinced, first, that they are not childish and stupid but the most important
and profound of life’s questions; and secondly that, occupying myself with
my Samara estate, the education of my son, or the writing of a book, I
had to know why I was doing it. As long as I did not know why, I could
do nothing and could not live. Amid the thoughts of estate management
which greatly occupied me at that time, the question would suddenly occur:
“Well, you will have 6,000 desyatinas2 of land in Samara Government and
300 horses, and what then?” . . . And I was quite disconcerted and did not
know what to think. Or when considering plans for the education of my
children, I would say to myself: “What for?” Or when considering how the
peasants might become prosperous, I would suddenly say to myself: “But
what does it matter to me?” Or when thinking of the fame my works would
bring me, I would say to myself, “Very well; you will be more famous than
Gogol or Pushkin or Shakespeare or Moliere, or than all the writers in the
world — and what of it?” And I could find no reply at all. The questions
would not wait, they had to be answered at once, and if I did not answer
them it was impossible to live. But there was no answer.
I felt that what I had been standing on had collapsed and that I had
nothing left under my feet. What I had lived on no longer existed, and there
was nothing left.
My life came to a standstill. I could breathe, eat, drink, and sleep, and I
could not help doing these things; but there was no life, for there were no
wishes the fulfillment of which I could consider reasonable. If I desired
anything, I knew in advance that whether I satisfied my desire or not,
nothing would come of it. Had a fairy come and offered to fulfil my desires
I should not have know what to ask. If in moments of intoxication I felt
something which, though not a wish, was a habit left by former wishes,
in sober moments I knew this to be a delusion and that there was really
nothing to wish for. I could not even wish to know the truth, for I guessed
of what it consisted. The truth was that life is meaningless. I had as it
were lived, lived and walked, walked, till I had come to a precipice and
saw clearly that there was nothing ahead of me but destruction. It was
impossible to stop, impossible to go back, and impossible to close my eyes
or avoid seeing that there was nothing ahead but suffering and real death
— complete annihilation.
It had come to this, that I, a healthy, fortunate man, felt I could no longer
live: some irresistible power impelled me to rid myself one way or other
of life. I cannot say I wished to kill myself. The power which drew me
away from life was stronger, fuller, and more widespread than any mere
wish. It was a force similar to the former striving to live, only in a contrary
direction. All my strength drew me away from life. The thought of self-
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destruction now came to me as naturally as thoughts of how to improve
my life had come formerly. and it was seductive that I had to be cunning
with myself lest I should carry it out too hastily. I did not wish to hurry,
because I wanted to use all efforts to disentangle the matter. “If I cannot
unravel matters, there will always be time.” and it was then that I, a man
favoured by fortune, hid a cord from myself lest I should hang myself from
the crosspiece of the partition in my room where I undressed alone every
evening, and I ceased to go out shooting with a gun lest I should be tempted
by so easy a way of ending my life. I did not myself know what I wanted: I
feared life, desired to escape from it, yet still hoped something of it.
And all this befell me at a time when all around me I had what is
considered complete good fortune. I was not yet fifty; I had a good wife
who lived me and whom I loved, good children, and a large estate which
without much effort on my part improved and increased. I was respected
by my relations and acquaintances more than at any previous time. I was
praised by others and without much self-deception could consider that
my name was famous. And far from being insane or mentally diseased, I
enjoyed on the contrary a strength of mind and body such as I have seldom
met with among men of my kind; physically I could keep up with the
peasants at mowing, and mentally I could work for eight and ten hours at a
stretch without experiencing any ill results from such exertion. And in this
situation I came to this — that I could not live, and, fearing death, had to
employ cunning with myself to avoid taking my own life.
My mental condition presented itself to me in this way: my life is a
stupid and spiteful joke someone has played on me. Though I did not
acknowledge a “someone” who created me, yet such a presentation — that
someone had played an evil and stupid joke on my by placing me in the
world — was the form of expression that suggested itself most naturally
to me.
Involuntarily it appeared to me that there, somewhere, was someone
who amused himself by watching how I lived for thirty or forty years:
learning, developing, maturing in body and mind, and how, having with
matured mental powers reached the summit of life from which it all lay
before me, I stood on that summit — like an arch-fool — seeing clearly that
there is nothing in life, and that there has been and will be nothing. And he
was amused. . . .
But whether that “someone” laughing at me existed or not, I was none
the better off. I could give no reasonable meaning to any single action or to
my whole life. I was only surprised that I could have avoided understanding
this from the very beginning — it has been so long known to all. Today or
tomorrow sickness and death will come (they had come already) to those
I love or to me; nothing will remain but stench and worms. Sooner or later
my affairs, whatever they may be, will be forgotten, and I shall not exist.
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Then why go on making any effort? . . . How can man fail to see this? And
how go on living? That is what is surprising! One can only live while one is
intoxicated with life; as soon as one is sober it is impossible not to see that
it is all a mere fraud and a stupid fraud! That is precisely what it is: there is
nothing either amusing or witty about it, it is simply cruel and stupid.
There is an Eastern fable, told long ago, of a traveller overtaken on
a plain by an enraged beast. Escaping from the beast he gets into a dry
well, but sees at the bottom of the well a dragon that has opened its jaws
to swallow him. And the unfortunate man, not daring to climb out lest he
should be destroyed by the enraged beast, and not daring to leap to the
bottom of the well lest he should be eaten by the dragon, seizes s twig
growing in a crack in the well and clings to it. His hands are growing
weaker and he feels he will soon have to resign himself to the destruction
that awaits him above or below, but still he clings on. Then he sees that two
mice, a black one and a white one, go regularly round and round the stem
of the twig to which he is clinging and gnaw at it. And soon the twig itself
will snap and he will fall into the dragon’s jaws. The traveller sees this
and knows that he will inevitably perish; but while still hanging he looks
around, sees some drops of honey on the leaves of the twig, reaches them
with his tongue and licks them. So I too clung to the twig of life, knowing
that the dragon of death was inevitably awaiting me, ready to tear me to
pieces; and I could not understand why I had fallen into such torment.
I tried to lick the honey which formerly consoled me, but the honey no
longer gave me pleasure, and the white and black mice of day and night
gnawed at the branch by which I hung. I saw the dragon clearly and the
honey no longer tasted sweet. I only saw the unescapable dragon and the
mice, and I could not tear my gaze from them. and this is not a fable but the
real unanswerable truth intelligible to all.
The deception of the joys of life which formerly allayed my terror of
the dragon now no longer deceived me. No matter how often I may be told,
“You cannot understand the meaning of life so do not think about it, but
live,” I can no longer do it: I have already done it too long. I cannot now
help seeing day and night going round and bringing me to death. That is all
I see, for that alone is true. All else is false.
The two drops of honey which diverted my eyes from the cruel truth
longer than the rest: my love of family, and of writing — art as I called it
— were no longer sweet to me.
“Family”. . . said I to myself. But my family — wife and children — are
also human. They are placed just as I am: they must either live in a lie or
see the terrible truth. Why should they live? Why should I love them, guard
them, bring them up, or watch them? That they may come to the despair
that I feel, or else be stupid? Loving them, I cannot hide the truth from
them: each step in knowledge leads them to the truth. And the truth is death.
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“Art, poetry?” . . . Under the influence of success and the praise of men,
I had long assured myself that this was a thing one could do though death
was drawing near — death which destroys all things, including my work
and its remembrance; but soon I saw that that too was a fraud. It was plain
to me that art is an adornment of life, an allurement to life. But life had
lost its attraction for me, so how could I attract others? As long as I was
not living my own life but was borne on the waves of some other life — as
long as I believed that life had a meaning, though one I could not express
— the reflection of life in poetry and art of all kinds afforded me pleasure:
it was pleasant to look at life in the mirror of art. But when I began to seek
the meaning of life and felt the necessity of living my own life, that mirror
became for me unnecessary, superfluous, ridiculous, or painful. I could no
longer soothe myself with what I now saw in the mirror, namely, that my
position was stupid and desperate. It was all very well to enjoy the sight
when in the depth of my soul I believed that my life had a meaning. Then
the play of lights — comic, tragic, touching, beautiful, and terrible — in
life amused me. No sweetness of honey could be sweet to me when I saw
the dragon and saw the mice gnawing away my support.
Nor was that all. Had I simply understood that life had no meaning I
could have borne it quietly, knowing that that was my lot. But I could not
satisfy myself with that. Had I been like a man living in a wood from which
he knows there is no exit, I could have lived; but I was like one lost in a
wood who, horrified at having lost his way, rushes about wishing to find the
road. He knows that each step he takes confuses him more and more, but
still he cannot help rushing about.
It was indeed terrible. And to rid myself of the terror I wished to kill
myself. I experienced terror at what awaited me — knew that that terror
was even worse than the position I was in, but still I could not patiently
await the end. However convincing the argument might be that in any case
some vessel in my heart would give way, or something would burst and all
would be over, I could not patiently await that end. The horror of darkness
was too great, and I wished to free myself from it as quickly as possible by
noose or bullet. that was the feeling which drew me most strongly towards
suicide.
“But perhaps I have overlooked something, or misunderstood something?”
said to myself several times. “It cannot be that this condition of despair is
natural to man!” And I sought for an explanation of these problems in all
the branches of knowledge acquired by men. I sought painfully and long,
not from idle curiosity or listlessly, but painfully and persistently day and
night — sought as a perishing man seeks for safety — and I found nothing.
I sought in all the sciences, but far from finding what I wanted, became
convinced that all who like myself had sought in knowledge for the
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meaning of life had found nothing. And not only had they found nothing,
but they had plainly acknowledged that the very thing which made me
despair — namely the senselessness of life — is the one indubitable thing
man can know. . . .
Not finding an explanation in science I began to seek for it in life, hoping to
find it among the people around me. And I began to observe how the people
around me — people like myself — lived, and what their attitude was to
this question which had brought me to despair.
And this is what I found among people who were in the same position
as myself as regards education and manner of life.
I found that for people of my circle there were four ways out of the
terrible position in which we are all placed.
The first was that of ignorance. It consists in not knowing, not
understanding, that life is an evil and an absurdity. People of this sort
— chiefly women, or very young or very dull people — have not yet
understood that question of life which presented itself to Schopenhauer,
Solomon, and Buddha. They see neither the dragon that awaits them nor the
mice gnawing the shrub by which they are hanging, and they lick the drops
of honey. but they lick those drops of honey only for a while: something
will turn their attention to the dragon and the mice, and there will be an end
to their licking. From them I had nothing to learn — one cannot cease to
know what one does know.
The second way out is epicureanism. It consists, while knowing the
hopelessness of life, in making use meanwhile of the advantages one has,
disregarding the dragon and the mice, and licking the honey in the best
way, especially if there is much of it within reach. Solomon expresses this
way out thus: “Then I commended mirth, because a man hath no better
thing under the sun, than to eat, and to drink, and to be merry: and that this
should accompany him in his labour the days of his life, which God giveth
him under the sun.
“Therefore eat your bread with joy and drink your wine with a merry
heart . . . Live joyfully with the wife whom thou lovest all the days of the
life of thy vanity . . . for this is thy portion in life and in thy labours which
thou takest under the sun. . . . Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with
thy might, for there is not work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in
the grave, whither thou goest.”
That is the way in which the majority of people of our circle make life
possible for themselves. Their circumstances furnish them with more of
welfare than of hardship, and their moral dullness makes it possible for
them to forget that the advantage of their position is accidental, and that
not everyone can have a thousand wives and palaces like Solomon, that for
everyone who has a thousand wives there are a thousand without a wife,
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and that for each palace there are a thousand people who have to build it
in the sweat of their brows; and that the accident that has today made me a
Solomon may tomorrow make me a Solomon’s slave. The dullness of these
people’s imagination enables them to forget the things that gave Buddha no
peace — the inevitability of sickness, old age, and death, which today or
tomorrow will destroy all these pleasures.
So think and feel the majority of people of our day and our manner
of life. The fact that some of these people declare the dullness of their
thoughts and imaginations to be a philosophy, which they call Positive,
does not remove them, in my opinion, from the ranks of those who, to
avoid seeing the question, lick the honey. I could not imitate these people;
not having their dullness of imagination I could not artificially produce it in
myself. I could not tear my eyes from the mice and the dragon, as no vital
man can after he has once seen them.
The third escape is that of strength and energy. It consists in destroying
life, when one has understood that it is an evil and an absurdity. A few
exceptionally strong and consistent people act so. Having understood the
stupidity of the joke that has been played on them, and having understood
that it is better to be dead than to be alive, and that it is best of all not to
exist, they act accordingly and promptly end this stupid joke, since there
are means: a rope round one’s neck, water, a knife to stick into one’s heart,
or the trains on the railways; and the number of those of our circle who act
in this way becomes greater and greater, and for the most part they act so at
the best time of their life, when the strength of their mind is in full bloom
and few habits degrading to the mind have as yet been acquired.
I saw that this was the worthiest way of escape and I wished to adopt it.
The fourth way out is that of weakness. It consists in seeing the truth
of the situation and yet clinging to life, knowing in advance that nothing
can come of it. People of this kind know that death is better than life, but
not having the strength to act rationally — to end the deception quickly
and kill themselves — they seem to wait for something. This is the escape
of weakness, for if I know what is best and it is within my power, why not
yield to what is best? . . . I found myself in that category.
So people of my class evade the terrible contradiction in four ways.
Strain my attention as I would, I saw no way except those four. One way
was not to understand that life is senseless, vanity, and an evil, and that it
is better not to live. I could not help knowing this, and when I once knew
it could not shut my eyes to it. the second way was to use life such as it is
without thinking of the future. And I could not do that. I, like[the Buddha],
could not ride out hunting when I knew that old age, sufferi ng, and death
exist. My imagination was too vivid. Nor could I rejoice in the momentary
accidents that for an instant threw pleasure to my lot. The third way, having
under stood that life is evil and stupid, was to end it by killing oneself. I
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understood that, but somehow still did not kill myself. The fourth way was
to live like Solomon and Schopenhauer — knowing that life is a stupid joke
played upon us, and still to go on living, washing oneself, dressing, dining,
talking, and even writing books. This was to me repulsive and tormenting,
but I remained in that position.
I see now that if I did not kill myself it was due to some dim
consciousness of the invalidity of my thoughts. However convincing and
indubitable appeared to me the sequence of my thoughts and of those of the
wise that have brought us to the admission of the senselessness of life, there
remained in me a vague doubt of the justice of my conclusion.
It was like this: I, my reason, have acknowledged that life is senseless.
If there is nothing higher than reason (and there is not: nothing can prove
that there is), then reason is the creator of life for me. If reason did not
exist there would be for me no life. How can reason deny life when it is
the creator of life? Or to put it the other way: were there no life, my reason
would not exist; therefore reason is life’s son. Life is all. Reason is its fruit
yet reason rejects life itself! I felt that there was something wrong here.
Life is a senseless evil, that is certain, said I to myself. Yet I have lived
and am still living, and all mankind lived and lives. How is that? Why does
it live, when it is possible not to live? Is it that only I and Schopenhauer are
wise enough to understand the senselessness and evil of life?
The reasoning showing the vanity of life is not so difficult, and has long
been familiar to the very simplest folk; yet they have lived and still live.
How is it they all live and never think of doubting the reasonableness of
life?
My knowledge, confirmed by the wisdom of the sages, has shown me
that everything on earth — organic and inorganic — is all most cleverly
arranged — only my own position is stupid. and those fools — the
enormous masses of people — know nothing about how everything organic
and inorganic in the world is arranged; but they live, and it seems to them
that their life is very wisely arranged! . . .
And it struck me: “But what if there is something I do not yet know?
Ignorance behaves just in that way. Ignorance always says just what I am
saying. When it does not know something, it says that what it does not know
is stupid. Indeed, it appears that there is a whole humanity that lived and
lives as if it understood the meaning of its life, for without understanding it
could not live; but I say that all this life is senseless and that I cannot live.
“Nothing prevents our denying life by suicide. Well then, kill yourself,
and you won’t discuss. If life displeases you, kill yourself! You live, and
cannot understand the meaning of life — then finish it, and do not fool
about in life, saying and writing that you do not understand it. You have
come into good company where people are contented and know what they
are doing; if you find it dull and repulsive — go away!”
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Indeed, what are we who are convinced of the necessity of suicide yet
do not decide to commit it, but the weakest, most inconsistent, and to put it
plainly, the stupidest of men, fussing about with our own stupidity as a fool
fusses about with a painted hussy? For our wisdom, however indubitable it
may be, has not given us the knowledge of the meaning of our life. But all
mankind who sustain life — millions of them — do not doubt the meaning
of life.
Indeed, from the most distant time of which I know anything, when life
began, people have lived knowing the argument about the vanity of life
which has shown me its senselessness, and yet they lived attributing some
meaning to it.
From the time when any life began among men they had that meaning of
life, and they led that life which has descended to me. All that is in me and
around me, all, corporeal and incorporeal, is the fruit of their knowledge
of life. Those very instruments of thought with which I consider this life
and condemn it were all devised not be me but by them. I myself was born,
taught, and brought up thanks to them. They dug out the iron, taught us to
cut down the forests, tamed the cows and horses, taught us to sow corn and
to live together, organized our life, and taught me to think and speak. And
I, their product, fed, supplied with drink, taught by them, thinking with
their thoughts and words, have argued that they are an absurdity! “There is
something wrong,” said I to myself. “I have blundered somewhere.” But it
was a long time before I could find out where the mistake was.

NOTES
1. A fermented drink prepared from mare’s milk. —A.M.
2. The desyatina is about 2.75 acres. —A.M.

