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Futility in Tolstoyan Historicism  

It is first important to start with an explanation of the title of this essay in order to 

understand the thesis. Historicism is commonly defined as the theory that social and cultural 

phenomena are defined by history. In essence, historicism is the belief that historical events are 

governed by laws. The purpose of this essay is to clarify Tolstoy’s ideas on history by breaking 

down his argument throughout his Second Epilogue in War and Peace. By “historicism” I also 

mean to accuse Tolstoy of hypocrisy because he begins his essay with a condemnation of the 

ancient historians’ use of gods who meddle in the affairs of mankind, while he himself believes 

in an unknown god who meddles in the affairs of mankind. For the ancients, history and human 

development was designed by and interfered with by the gods, thus one can consider the gods as 

explanations for the laws behind the workings of the natural world and influencers of human 

nature, i.e. the ancients’ own version of historicism.  By the end of his second epilogue in War 

and Peace Tolstoy falls back on an explanation for power and historical progress, by claiming 

what can be boiled down to as theological necessity. Tolstoy eventually claims ultimate 

ignorance of the sweeping force of historical progress and decides that the answer to his 

questions rest on the shoulders of an unknown god.  

The other historicism represented in the Second Epilogue is that of Tolstoy’s 

contemporary scientists and historians. Tolstoy breaks down the arguments for the laws of nature 

that his contemporary scientists and historians claim govern mankind and make mankind, in a 

way, predictable. Ultimately Tolstoy tackles the issue of free will and the question of its 

metaphysical existence through evidence found in mankind’s decisions.  

 The claim that the historicism in the Second Epilogue is Tolstoyan is to point out the 

apparent contradiction and double standard raised by Tolstoy in his attempt to refute  
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contemporary Historicism as the belief that events are governed by laws, but by the end of his 

argument settling on the belief that an unknown deity has a measure of control, if not absolute 

control over mankind. “Futility” drives home the point that Tolstoy makes a valiant effort to 

explain the nature of history but ultimately fails to completely crush contemporary historicism.  

 Thus, this essay, Futility in Tolstoyan Historicism, is the investigation of Tolstoy’s claims 

about the nature of history and mankind’s free will. This essay also includes the conclusion that 

Tolstoy’s final claim of a deity or unknown god complicates his argument to the point of 

obscurity. While Tolstoy raises clear and important questions about how people view history and 

their own agency in historical events, he fails to tie up his arguments with a clear conclusion, 

thus leaving his earlier claims about contemporary historicism moot. 

In War and Peace, Leo Tolstoy presents the reader a story about love and self discovery 

during the Napoleonic invasion of Russia in the early 1800’s. Throughout the novel, which 

Tolstoy aimed to be historically accurate fiction, characters such as Prince Andrei and Pierre 

struggle with understanding their respective stations in Russian high society. Whether they are 

finding difficulty in love or valor and chaos in battle, they constantly question who they are and 

what sorts of men they should become. While the narrative itself is a fascinating glimpse into 

Russian society at a time of great uncertainty and potential social change, the focus of this essay 

is on Tolstoy’s own views of history.  

Tolstoy explains that to understand history one must first abandon, “the conception of the 

ancients as to the divine subjection of the will of a nation to some chosen man and the subjection 

of that man’s will to the deity” (1050). While discounting the notion of an all powerful deity 

granting influence and grace to a singular leader, Tolstoy discusses the nature of power. 

Tolstoy’s first example is that of Napoleon, when he raised an army for war. Napoleon clearly 
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had power over other men. Tolstoy then says that this is unsatisfactory and that one must look at 

what that influence of one man over another actually is.  

Tolstoy grapples with the paradoxical problem between free will and necessity 

throughout his second epilogue. He begins by attempting to define the forces that move nations 

but first says that, “History is the life of nations and of humanity” (Tolstoy 1043). Tolstoy then 

admits that, “to seize and put into words, to describe directly the life of humanity or even a single 

nation, appears impossible” (Tolstoy 1043). All of the inner workings of a nation or society are 

difficult to capture and articulate. Since there are far too many things to consider for describing 

the entire nature of a nation, Tolstoy recalls that the ancient historians often looked to a small 

number of people to describe the nation and its customs. The ancient historians were hopeful that 

a small group of influential people would be indicative of the entire culture. The problem with 

this ancient method of history is that many of the people who were detailed were rulers and 

seemingly powerful people. The question then becomes for Tolstoy,  

“How did individuals make nations act as they wished and by what was the will of 
these individuals themselves guided? The ancients met by recognizing a divinity 
which subjected the nations to the will of a chosen man so as to accomplish ends 
that were predestined.For the ancients these questions were solved by a belief in 
the direct participation of the Deity in human affairs. Instead of men endowed with 
divine authority and directly guided by the will of God, modern history has given 
us heroes endowed with either extraordinary, superhuman capacities, or simply 
men of various kinds, from monarchs to journalists, who lead the masses.” 
(Tolstoy 1043) 

 

 It is important to note that Tolstoy discounts the ideas of power being either physical or 

moral without much of an argument at all. He simply states, referring to power, that, “It cannot 

be the direct physical power of a strong man over a weak one- a domination based on the 

application or threat of physical force” (1051). It would appear that Tolstoy is making the threat 

of violence particularly personal, in terms of each individual person. Whether Napoleon has 



5 

 

power over each and every soldier he commands in a physical sense is a moot point. Power in 

the physical sense is understood here in that if a soldier abandons his post then he will be 

physically punished. While it isn’t Napoleon himself who carries out such punishments, he does 

have those under his command who carry out his every whim and who discipline those deserving 

of punishment. Tolstoy, who seems to understand the chaotic flow of battles and other aspects of 

military command is setting up an argument that is easy for him to knock down. While Napoleon 

doesn’t have the raw physical power to dominate any man, he does have officers that follow him 

based on the moral power that Tolstoy also refuses to consider. This argument exists on a 

personal level  in that it implies that any stronger soldier could topple Napoleon and take charge. 

Thus, the argument of physical power is quickly discounted as something as simple as this didn’t 

happen. It took large groups of people to end Napoleon’s reign. Power simply isn’t determined 

by physical prowess. Also, the personal note of physical power is something that Tolstoy wants 

to get away from, as he eventually makes the argument that there is a lack of free will and he 

proceeds to treat humans as a large group instead of looking at individuals.  

 Moral force is also disregarded when Tolstoy notes the historians’ disagreements on 

Napoleon’s moral character and others like King Louis XI, “who ruled over millions of people... 

were generally morally weaker than any of the millions they ruled over” (1051).  

Tolstoy then shifts views from looking at power as something that is exerted over the 

many to looking at power as given to the few by the many, “Power is the collective will of the 

people transferred, by expressed or tacit consent, to their chosen rulers” (1051). The problem is 

that the will of the people is delegated to one person who carries out the will of the people. To 

understand power one must then talk about will and what the will is and what it does. Will can be 

understood in terms of one giving a command to others in order to carry out a task. Tolstoy 
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points out that whether these commands are followed depends on events that occur on the 

periphery. One cannot look solely at the command as the cause of an event but also at the 

physical action of those who carry out the command. This ends in the idea of power and will 

cycling from one to the other. 

 The problem of free will then arises when Tolstoy quickly notes that, “If the will of every 

man were free, that is, if every man could act as he pleased, all history would be a series of 

disconnected incidents” (1062). Tolstoy draws on the evidence of economics and predictability 

in civilization, noting that one can pick out patterns that humans act out over time. He then calls 

these patterns laws and uses these laws as the basis for his attack on the idea of free will. The 

argument is basically that if there are laws that man follows, and man must follow them, then 

man is not free. If one can accept that these patterns are laws, then one would have to admit that 

Tolstoy is right and that man does not have free will. The problem is that these laws are found as 

patterns in human behavior. Patterns can be found in a majority of people choosing one thing 

over another, while a minority chooses the opposite. The point is that those people have the free 

will to decide on their choice. Man always has the most basic choice, to act or not to act. One 

does not need to eat food though one desires it. The questions of when to eat and sleep are 

decisions that are made of a free will, there is no law that dictates when and how much to sleep 

or eat. Economical patterns are based on the choices that large groups people make. Taking the 

idea of patterns and making them laws is disconcerting. That living beings eventually die seems 

to be the only law that stands the test of time.  

 Free will is the is tied up in logical fallacies for Tolstoy,  

“If in a thousand years even one man could act freely, that is, as he chose, it is 
evident that one single free act of that man’s in violation of the laws governing 
human action would destroy the possibility of the existence of any laws for the 
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whole of humanity. If there be a single law governing the actions of men, free will 
cannot exist, for then man’s will is subject to that law.” (Tolstoy 1062). 

 

Men cannot have free will if their lives are governed by laws. If a man were able to act freely 

and disobey a law then it wouldn’t really be a law. Tolstoy is looking at laws too one 

dimensionally here though. Even at this point in his argument he could easily point back to his 

metaphor of the clock, early in the novel, to explain the complexities of the human world. It is 

important now to explain his metaphor and pick up the current argument later on. 

 The clock metaphor is where Tolstoy begins to weave his philosophy of history into the 

main narrative of War and Peace in book three, chapter eleven. First, Tolstoy reminds the reader 

of the continuous passage of time,  

“At daybreak on the seventeenth, a French officer who had come with a flag of 
truce, demanding an audience with the Russian emperor, was brought into 
Wischau from our outposts. This officer was Savary. The emperor had only just 
fallen asleep and so Savary had to wait. At midday he was admitted to the 
emperor, and an hour later he rode off with Prince Dolgorukov to the advanced 
post of the French army.” (Tolstoy 223) 

 

Tolstoy does this partly in order to convince the reader of the historical authenticity of the 

narrative, and then to eventually lead into his metaphor of the clock. The monotonous detailing 

of the minor events leading up to the battle of Austerlitz sets up the eventual juxtaposition of the 

inner workings of a clock.  

“The concentrated activity which had begun at the Emperor’s headquarters in the 
morning and had started the whole movement that followed was like the first 
movement of the main wheel of a large tower clock. One wheel slowly moved, 
another was set in motion, and a third, and wheels began to move faster and faster, 
levers and cogwheels to work, chimes to play, figures to pop out, and the hands to 
advance with the regular motion as a result of all that activity.” (Tolstoy 223) 

 

It is important to understand that Tolstoy is saying that each character is integral to the coming 

battles between the French and the Russians. One Character speaks to another character as a cog 
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in a clock interacts with another cog to operate the greater mechanism of the clock.The 

characters are interdependent in that they are separate entities but they influence each other, just 

like the cogs in a clock.  

“Just as in the mechanism of the clock, so in the mechanism of the military 
machine, an impulse once given leads to the final result; and just as indifferently 
quiescent till the moment when the motion is transmitted to them are the parts of 
the mechanism which the impulse has not yet reached. Wheels creak on their axles 
as the cogs engage one another and the revolving pulleys whirr with the rapidity of 
their movement, but a neighboring wheel is as quiet and motionless as though it 
were prepared to remain so for a hundred years; but the moment comes when the 
lever catches it and obeying the impulse that wheel begins to creak and joins in the 
common motion the result and aim of which are beyond its kin.” (Tolstoy 224) 

 

One must guard against the idea that the metaphor of the clock is as static as a standing line of 

dominos. In the case of a line of dominos, when one is knocked over it will knock over the next 

in line and so on and so forth until the entire line is felled. In the case of the metaphor of the 

clock, the cogs are rotating and continue to rotate and affect the cogs around them. The clock 

provides a more complex causal relationship between the cogs than would a one to one domino 

effect,  

“Just as in a clock, the result of the complicated motion of innumerable wheels and 
pulleys is merely a slow and regular movement of the hands which show the time, 
so the result of all the complicated human activities of 160,000 Russians and 
French-all their passions, desires, remorse humiliations, sufferings, outbursts of 
pride, fear, and enthusiasm- was only the loss of the battle of Austerlitz, the so-
called battle of the three emperors- that is to say, a slow movement of the hand on 
the dial of human history.” (Tolstoy 224) 

 

The massive battle of Austerlitz between the Russians and the French is ultimately insignificant 

in the ceaseless march of time. Here, Tolstoy is pointing out the powerlessness of humanity. 

Even though these thousands of soldiers have, “passions, desire, remorse, humiliations, 

sufferings, outbursts of pride, fear...” the sum of their innumerable actions is the, “slow 
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movement of the hand on the dial of human history.” Here, Tolstoy is emphasizing the point that 

one man does not make a drastic difference in the course of human history. Instead, the metaphor 

of the clock places an insignificant emphasis on every person’s actions as opposed to major 

emphasis on one great person.  

 The metaphor of the clock goes further to explain the intricacies of human experience in 

terms of law. Tolstoy is wary of saying that humans have free will because if they do have it then 

they would not be subject to the overarching grand laws which the sociologists and ‘history-as-

science’ people want to use it as. But thanks to his clock metaphor he could have quickly argued 

that the complexities of the human experience are so vast, that there is just so much information 

to understand in terms of causes that what looks like the defiance of a rule is really just the 

possibility over other rules weaving their way through other rules.  

 It is important to not look at Tolstoy’s interpretation of history and free will as a mere 

line of dominos in which one domino falls and interacts with the next domino in its path. Instead, 

the clock metaphor has more interlocking parts that are constantly in motion and far more 

complex with grooves and sizes that reflect the many facets of the human experience that factor 

into the relationship of cause and effect between ideas and actions.  

 Instead of harkening back to his metaphor of the clock though, Tolstoy decides to delve 

deeper into the philosophy of free will,  

“In this contradiction, lies the problem of free will, which from most ancient 
times has occupied the best human minds and from most ancient times has been 
presented in its whole tremendous significance. The problem is that regarding 
man as a subject from whatever point of view- theological, historical, ethical, or 
philosophic- we find a general law of necessity to which he, like all that exists is 
subject. But regarding him from within ourselves as what we are conscious of, we 
feel ourselves to be free This consciousness is a source of self-cognition quite 
apart from and independent of reason. Through his reason, man observes himself, 
but only through consciousness does he know himself.” (Tolstoy 1062) 
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There does seem to be a pretty strong connection between being conscious and being able to 

reason. The most obvious being that any reasoning that a person does is while he is conscious. 

How can a man reason when he is unconscious, how could he know he was even reasoning? 

Reasoning is inherently tied to being conscious. The consciousness of self seems to explain one 

of the most fundamental lines of reasoning, the “I think therefore I am, “ from Des Cartes. 

Tolstoy does admit that, “A man is only conscious of himself as a living being by the fact that he 

wills, that is, is conscious of his volition” (Tolstoy 1062). Man must initially be conscious to 

reason. To reason is for the will to act. “But his will- which forms the essence of his life- man 

recognizes (and can but recognize) as free” (Tolstoy 1062).  

Man is governed by clear laws of nature. That he must eat, drink and sleep in order to 

survive. A quick and easy retort to Tolstoy would be to say that man has to choice to eat or not 

eat, that survival itself is a choice. Biological limits on a person shouldn’t count as examples of 

laws that restrict humanity’s free will. They should be seen as what they are, external to the man. 

It is important to keep in mind the thought that the laws that Tolstoy claims might govern man 

spring from some internal function of man. The laws (if they exist) spring forth from man and his 

actions. A big problem though is how this law is placed on humanity. Were humans designed to 

behave a certain way? If there is evidence that all humans are restricted by their choices when 

they think they are acting freely, how can they even come to understand these laws? Surely, one 

would assume that outliers would exist that disprove the laws. But, going back to Tolstoy’s 

metaphor of the clock, with so many intricately made moving pieces, it is an insurmountable task 

to judge all of humanity based on it’s actions and call the overarching themes laws.  

 Tolstoy responds to the hypothetical retort with,  

“You say: I am not free. But I have lifted my hand and let it fall. Everyone 
understands that this illogical reply is and irrefutable demonstration of freedom. 
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That reply is the expression of a consciousness that is not subject to reason. If the 
consciousness of freedom were not a separate and independent source of self-
consciousness it would be subject to reasoning and to experience, but in fact such 
subjection does not exist and is inconceivable. A series of experiments and 
arguments proves to every man that he, as an object of observation, is subject to 
certain laws, and man submits to them and never resists the law of gravity or 
impermeability once he has been acquainted with them. But the same series of 
experiments and arguments proves to him that complete freedom of which he is 
conscious in himself is impossible, and that his every action depends on his 
organization, his character, and the motives acting upon him; yet man never 
submits to the deductions of these arguments and experiments. Having learned 
from experiment and argument that a stone falls downwards, a man indubitably 
believes this and always expects the law that he has learned to be fulfilled.” 
(Tolstoy 1063) 

 

Tolstoy seems to making the argument that man is subject to laws such as gravity and 

impermeability but man is stubborn and continues to believe in his freedom of will. It 

seems only to be a petty technicality that one would have to admit that, “yes, man’s will is 

limited due to gravity.” A man cannot simply will himself to disobey the laws of gravity 

and float amongst the clouds. A disagreeable man would take stance against Tolstoy’s 

claims here by saying that it’s a necessary concession to Tolstoy but it doesn’t seem to be 

one in which human choice is involved at all. Choices that deal with gravity are vertical in 

that there is only the option to resist it. But there are other choices that humans have to 

make every day that one could consider as horizontal. These horizontal choices are not 

necessarily restricted by some governing force like gravity. Horizontal choices are the 

choices between what food to eat and when to sleep (which actually happen to be much 

like the choice to resist gravity, as one would resist hunger by eating or fatigue by 

sleeping). The disagreeable man needs only to be reminded of the metaphor of the clock to 

see the error of his ways. The clock metaphor accounts for such seemingly one dimensional 

choices as what to eat by asking about causes. Causes in themselves are restrictions for 
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choices. For the man who is deciding between a ham sandwich and a turkey sandwich he 

need only see that he has these two options because of what he bought at the store. This 

man then remembers that he wanted chicken but that the store was out, further influencing 

his decision on what to eat for dinner. The store was out of chicken because the manager 

didn’t order more because he was sick and out of the office. Such causal relationships 

stretch back ad infinitum to where they cannot be seen or understood as a whole. While the 

man thinks he can choose between turkey and ham, that choice was influenced and nearly 

predicted by all of the other choices and decisions being made around him. His simple 

‘horizontal’ choices are less free than he would think once he starts to consider how he 

ultimately came to his choices. Because of this dilemma, Tolstoy must discuss free will and 

historical inevitability in terms of history.For historical inevitability Tolstoy says that,  

“For the solution of the question of free will or inevitability, history has 
this advantage over the other branches of knowledge in which the question 
is dealt with, that for history this question does not refer to the essence of 
man’s free will but to its manifestation in the past and under certain 
conditions. The subject of history is not man’s will itself but our 
presentation of it. And so for history, the insoluble mystery presented by 
the incompatibility of free will and inevitability does not exist as it does for 
the theology, ethics, and philosophy. History surveys a presentation of 
man’s life in which the union of these two contradictions has already taken 
place. In actual life each historic event, each human action, is very clearly 
and definitely understood without any sense of contradiction, although each 
event presents itself as partly free and partly compulsory.” (Tolstoy 1065) 
 

Here Tolstoy introduces the notion that human life in history is a combination of both free will 

and inevitable compulsory action. It is difficult to understand the union of these two seemingly 

contradictory ideas, particularly when Tolstoy’s metaphor of the inner-workings of a clock seem 

to imply only historical inevitability in history. In Tolstoy’s opinion that is the precise question 

which history is meant to answer,  

“Man in connection with the general life of humanity appears subject to laws 
which determine that life. But the same man apart from that connection appears to 
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be free. How should the past life of nations and of humanity be regarded- as the 
result of the free, or as the result of the constrained, activity of man?” (Tolstoy 
1064) 

 

Most of Tolstoy’s argument up to this point has had the effect of discrediting the notion of free 

will. He then explains that free will and inevitability, as his contemporaries understand them as 

ideas, are defined improperly,  

“To solve the question of how freedom and necessity are combined and what 
constitutes the essence of these two conceptions, the philosophy of history can 
and should follow a path contrary to that taken by other sciences. Instead of first 
defining the conceptions of freedom and inevitability in themselves, and then 
ranging the phenomena of life under those definitions, history should deduce a 
definition of the conception of freedom and inevitability themselves from the 
immense quantity of phenomena of which it is cognizant and that always appear 
dependent on these two elements.” (Tolstoy 1065) 

 

As it stands for Tolstoy, both free will and historical inevitability are mutually exclusive theories. 

Now, Tolstoy is making the push to redefine both free will and inevitability. This is a push to 

move from an idealistic definition of free will to a more practical one that fits in with Tolstoy’s 

conception of historical inevitability.  

 The free will that Tolstoy is arguing against has yet to be clearly defined. Most of the 

discussion of free will has been examples of how it doesn’t work. It seems trivial at this point to 

claim that free will is simply man’s ability to do as he chooses, as it is clear based on Tolstoy’s 

own arguments that man is subject to certain laws which he is unable to overcome by will. Also, 

whatever decisions man believes he is able to make, happen to be predictable and inevitable after 

examining the causes for such decisions.  

 Tolstoy argues that, “The proportion of freedom to inevitability decreases and increases 

according to the point of view from which the action is regarded, but their relation is always one 

of inverse proportion” (Tolstoy 1066). The point here is that at any given time, one person isn’t 
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necessarily aware of all of the different causes behind his or her actions. By not being aware of 

every single cause, as being so aware would surely be impossible, humanity claims its freedom 

of will to do as it pleases or so intends. Tolstoy then provides several examples to illustrate this 

point, saying,  

“A sinking man who clutches at another and drowns him; or a hungry mother 
exhausted by feeding her baby, who steals food; or a man trained to discipline 
who on duty at the word of command kills a defenseless man- seem less guilty, 
that is, less free and more subject to the law of necessity, to one who knows the 
circumstances in which these people were placed, and more free to the one who 
does not know that the man himself was drowning, that the mother was hungry, 
and that the soldier was in ranks, and so on. Similarly a man who has committed 
a murder twenty years ago and has lived peaceably and harmlessly in society 
seems less guilty and his action more due to the law of inevitability, to someone 
who considers his action after twenty years have elapsed than to one who 
considered it the day after it was committed. And in the same way every action 
of an insane, intoxicated, or highly excited man appears less free and more 
inevitable to one who knows the mental condition of him who committed the 
action, and seems more free and less inevitable to one who does not know it. In 
all these cases the conception of freedom is increased or diminished and the 
conception of compulsion is correspondingly decreased or increased, according 
to the point of view from which the action is regarded. So that the greater the 
conception of necessity the smaller the conception of freedom and vice versa.” 
(Tolstoy 1066) 

 

The first three cases: the sinking man, the hungry mother, and the soldier, all are understood 

under consideration of the causes leading to their actions. The mother isn’t guilty because she 

was stealing to provide for herself and care for her child. Context and inevitability, provide an 

escape from guilt in the example of the thieving mother. In her case, the more that an observer 

knows about her and why she is stealing, the less guilty she becomes. One could argue that 

inevitable circumstances lead the woman to steal in any case. That not knowing the cause of why 

she is stealing doesn’t imply that the woman may be exercising greater free will than the mother 

who steals to feed her child. This case doesn’t seem to illustrate Tolstoy’s point of the inverse 
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proportion of free will to historical inevitability. Instead, the case of knowing why the mother is 

stealing seems to be more of a moral issue than one of free will. 

 Imagine a woman named Irene who lives a comfortable life and has never been starved. 

Even though Irene does not need to steal to feed herself, she tends to steal food nonetheless for 

the sake of excitement. Juxtapose Irene next to Tolstoy’s example of the poor mother and see 

that their circumstances are quite different. The mother has to resist hunger by stealing to feed 

herself. Thus she is subject to the law of necessity and must steal to survive. Irene, on the other 

hand, does not need to steal but does so anyway. In Tolstoy’s opinion, Irene would not be subject 

to the law of necessity as the poor mother is, and could be said to be exerting greater free will 

than the poor mother. One may wonder whether Irene’s compulsive thieving is a series of actions 

resulting from some cause that is not immediately comprehensible. There must be some reason 

as to why Irene steals, whether she is aware of such a reason or not. Tolstoy’s law of necessity 

thus seems to be tied to necessities for life, such as the drowning man clinging to another 

drowning man in attempt to stay afloat, or the mother who steals to feed herself. While there may 

be causes for irene to steal, they are not on the same plane of the law of necessity as is stealing to 

feed one’s self.  

 Tolstoy then provides three different considerations under which our conceptions of 

freedom and necessity are increased or diminished, “The relation to the external world of the 

man who commits the deeds, his relation to time, and his relation to the causes leading to the 

action” (Tolstoy 1066). The first consideration of “the relation to the external world of the man 

who commits the deeds” is understood in terms of the drowning man more subject to necessity 

than a man on dry land who isn’t drowning. His immediate surroundings and circumstances thus 

influence his actions. Tolstoy then expands on this consideration, saying,  
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“...that makes the actions of a man closely connected with others in a thickly 
populated district, or of one bound by family, official, or business duties, seem 
certainly less free and more subject to necessity than those of a man living in 
solitude or seclusion.” Tolstoy (1066) 

 

Tolstoy is saying that the more responsibilities a person has, the less free will he is able to 

exercise. Even the man living in total seclusion is still influenced by his surroundings, just like 

the drowning man,  

“If we consider a man alone, apart from his relation to everything around him, 
each action of his seems to us free. But if we see his relation to anything around 
him, if we see his connection with anything whatever- with a man who speaks to 
him, a book he reads, the work on which he is engaged, even with the air he 
breathes or the light that falls on the things about him- we see that each of these 
circumstances has an influence on him and controls at least some side of his 
activity.  And the more we perceive of these influences the more our conception 
of his freedom diminishes and the more our conception of the necessity that 
weighs on him increases.” (Tolstoy 1066) 

 

One could use this section to broaden Tolstoy’s metaphor of the clock, which was used to 

illustrate the vast connections of influences between different people, to include the influences of 

one’s surroundings, even to the seemingly insignificant level of “the air he breathes.” For 

Tolstoy, any interaction and affecting stimuli can be seen as a cause for a future action or 

thought. It is important to keep in mind that while the man with the family obligations and the 

business duties might be even less free than the hermit who lives by himself, that hermit still 

operates under the the near incomprehensible pressure of both external and internal influences.  

 Tolstoy’s second consideration, that man’s perception of freedom is influenced by his 

relation to time, depends on how much time has passed between the performance of an action 

and one’s eventual judgement of that action. Tolstoy explains,  

“If I examine examine an act I performed a moment ago in approximately the 
same circumstances as those I am in now, my action appears to me undoubtedly 
free. But if I examine an act performed a month ago then being in different 
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circumstances, I cannot help recognizing that if that act had not been committed 
much that resulted from it- good, agreeable, and even essential- would not have 
taken place. If I reflect on an action still more remote, ten years ago or more, then 
the consequences of my action are still plainer to me and I find it hard to imagine 
what would have happened had that action not been performed. The farther I go 
back in memory, or what is the same thing the farther I go forward in my 
judgment, the more doubtful becomes my belief in the freedom of my action.” 
(Tolstoy 1067) 

 

The longer ago that a given event took place the less it appears, to the modern reader, to be an act 

of free will of a singular leader, and instead appear to be dictated by laws of necessity that make 

it difficult to fathom a world in which a remote event had played out differently. This view 

seems to switch the importance of cause and effect in historical inevitability. Up to this point, 

one would consider his actions to be less free when considering the multitude of causes that leads 

him to his possible decisions. With Tolstoy’s second consideration it now appears that he is 

saying that one’s causes are made necessary by one’s eventual actions when he says,  

“But in the Crusades we already see already see an event occupying its definite 
place in history and without which we cannot imagine the modern history of 
Europe, though to the chroniclers of the Crusades that event appeared as mainly 
due to the will of certain people... The farther back in history the object of our 
observation lies, the more doubtful does the free will of those concerned in the 
event become and the more manifest the law of inevitability.” (Tolstoy 1067) 

 

Tolstoy appears to be making an illogical leap: that one’s actions determine prior causes.  His 

claim that it would be difficult for him to imagine what would have happened if he had not 

committed an action ten years prior, seems only to be a limit of his imagination. Tolstoy has 

already argued that even minor influences can diminish one’s perception of free will when he 

said, “the more we perceive of these influences the more our conception of his freedom 

diminishes and the more our conception of the necessity that weighs on him increases” (Tolstoy 

1066). This is the diminution of free will while moving forward into the future, whereas 
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Tolstoy’s second consideration seems to be saying when looking back on past events, the longer 

ago they occurred, the less free will that was exercised. When one considers Tolstoy’s statement, 

“the farther back in history the object of our observation lies, the more doubtful does the free will 

of those concerned in the event become,” it seems as though Tolstoy is saying that the events of 

today lack freedom based on events, not only in the past but also the future.  

To better understand Tolstoy’s second consideration it is helpful if one thinks of 

Tolstoy’s view of history as a long chain. This chain is made up of numerous connected links 

that are all vital to the chain’s integrity. For history, think about each individual event as a link in 

this chain: all events are interrelated and necessary; no one link stands by itself to exist as a 

chain. For Tolstoy, history is not a single event but a series of interconnected events. One link in 

the chain is only a part of the chain thanks to the prior links that are connected to it. For the 

second consideration, of one’s relation to time, an event seems all the more necessary when one 

looks farther back to an older link on the chain. The man who looks at the twenty seventh link on 

the chain and then looks back at the eighth link sees that there are nineteen links that are 

dependent on that eighth link to make a cohesive chain, without an eighth link, there is no chain, 

making that eighth link appear all the more necessary for the following nineteen links. One could 

quickly point out that the eighth link is only necessary, when one is looking back in the past from 

the vantage point of the twenty seventh link, for guaranteeing that unique twenty seven link 

chain. Surely, without that specific eighth link the chain would be shorter. Take away that one 

link and the chain is different, there is a new eighth link but the chain is now only twenty six 

links long. Tolstoy’s view of history is that every prior event is necessary to arrive at one’s 

present; if one event is changed, all future events are changed.  
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 For his third consideration, that of understanding man’s, “relation to the causes leading to 

the action,” Tolstoy says that, “when we do not at all understand the cause of an action... we 

ascribe a greater amount of freedom to it” (Tolstoy 1068). He then provides the example of 

crime: when a crime is committed, the public demands that the criminal be punish. When it is 

discovered that the criminal was raised by villains, his fault is mitigated. This example illustrates 

Tolstoy’s previous assertion of the proportionality between free will and the law of inevitability. 

The criminal seems to be fated to lead a life of roguery, thus diminishing the appearance of free 

will in his vile decisions and further diminishing his guilt.  

 After explaining his considerations for proportionality between free will and inevitability, 

Tolstoy moves on tackle the arguments for and against complete free will and complete 

necessity. For the consideration of complete free will, Tolstoy explains that, “every human action 

is inevitably conditioned by what surrounds him and by his own body” (Tolstoy 1069). A man 

can raise his arm but then he must eventually let it fall, he is ultimately subjected to gravity, thus 

gravity influences his physical actions.  

 Man is also restricted by time, 

“For if I examine an action committed a second ago I must still recognize it as not 
being free, for it is irrevocably linked to the moment at which it was committed. 
Can I lift my arm? I lift it, but ask myself: could I have abstained from lifting my 
arm at the moment that has already passed? To convince myself of this I do not 
lift it the next moment. But I am now abstaining from doing so at the first moment 
when I asked the question. Time has gone by which I could not detain, the arm I 
then lifted is no longer the same as the arm I now refrain from lifting, nor is the 
air in which I lifted it the same that now surrounds me. The moment in which the 
first movement was made is irrevocable, and at that moment I could make only 
one movement, and whatever movement I made would be the only one.” (Tolstoy 
1069) 

 

Even if one were to raise his arm in the one moment, it does not prove that he could have raised 

his arm when he abstained the moment before. Man’s actions are tied to moments, and he is 
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thusly limited by those moments. If he were free from the restrictions of time he would be able to 

commit two contradictory actions in the same moment, raising his arm but always abstaining 

from raising his arm, which is absurd.  

 Tolstoy then claims that,  

“however inaccessible to us may be the cause of the expression of will in any 
action, our own or another’s, the first demand of reason is the assumption of and 
search for a cause.” (Tolstoy 1069) 

 

Tolstoy then concludes that for someone to be able to exercise complete free will, one must exist 

outside of time, outside of space, and outside the restrictions of any causes. 

 In defense of mankind being able to function with a portion of free will, Tolstoy argues 

that because time is infinite one cannot know all events that occur in time, as man is finite. He 

goes on to argue that one can never fully understand the chain of causation as it is infinite and 

man is finite. Man cannot fully understand the conditions of space, because space is infinite, and 

he is not. Thus, because of man’s limited understanding of space, time, and causation, he 

operates under a perceived modicum of free will.  

 Tolstoy’s argument eventually reveals the difficulty of reconciling two mutually 

exclusive ideas: That man has free will, but that he is also subject to laws of inevitability that 

influence his actions. Free will is merely a lack of understanding of the laws of inevitability. 

Tolstoy would argue that no one can completely understand the laws of inevitability because 

they are infinite. However, one must remember that absence of evidence is not evidence of 

absence. Just because one is unaware of the laws acting upon one’s self doesn’t mean that no 

laws are acting upon one’s self. These laws act as evidence of the causes that are also 

unknowable in totality, yet humans continually seek them, “the first demand of reason is the 

assumption of and search for a cause, for without a cause no phenomenon is conceivable” 
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(Tolstoy 1069). Clearly, there must be some sort of beginning, some first cause. As Tolstoy 

explains it is impossible to understand the long chain of causes completely because human 

understanding is necessarily limited. However, Tolstoy hastily makes the jump to say that the 

chain of causes is infinite. As human understanding is admittedly limited by such physical quirks 

as sleep and death, it is improper to say that the chain of causes is infinite; just because the chain 

of causes is so long that it lies beyond human understanding, doesn’t mean that it is necessarily 

infinite. It very well could be infinite, but it could just as well be finite but just beyond 

mankind’s understanding. Complete knowledge of the chain of causes could be illustrated by the 

equation: “Human Understanding + 1 = Knowledge of causes. This becomes even more 

plausible when one accepts that he cannot comprehend the future and the myriad events it holds, 

because those events have not occurred yet, thus one need only be concerned with causal events 

in the past that lead up to the present. The chain of events leading up to the present need not 

stretch back into the past ad infinitum; the chain of causes need only be beyond human 

understanding which Tolstoy himself admits is finite. Man’s reason leads him to search for a 

cause for all things, thus there must be the possibility of a first cause. 

 For Tolstoy, it is free will itself which is a force that moves people,  

“‘It is true that we do not feel the movement of the earth, but by admitting its 
immobility we arrive at absurdity, while by admitting its motion (which we do not 
feel) we arrive at laws,’ so also in history the new views says: “It is true that we 
are not conscious of our dependence, but by admitting our free will we arrive at 
absurdity, while by admitting our dependence on the external world, on time, and 
on cause, we arrive at laws.’ In the first case it was necessary to renounce the 
consciousness of an unreal immobility in space and to recognize a motion we did 
not feel; in the present case it is similarly necessary to renounce a freedom that 
does not exist, and to recognize a dependence of which we are not conscious.” 
(Tolstoy 1074) 
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Tolstoy finally makes the claim that free will is necessarily an absurdity and that mankind is 

dependent on the external world and on causes, and that by admitting this mankind will uncover 

the laws that govern it. Tolstoy closes by by urging the reader to, “recognize a dependence of 

which we are not conscious,” a dependence on some external force that somehow influences 

mankind. 

 In the beginning of his second epilogue, Tolstoy discounts the old histories in which 

anthropomorphic gods influenced mankind and meddled in its affairs. By the epilogue’s end, 

Tolstoy admits the existence of an unknown force that influences mankind, but doesn’t merely 

influence mankind’s free will, as did the gods of the ancients, but actually is mankind’s free will. 

Tolstoy argues that what is mistaken for free will is simply man’s own ignorance and limited 

understanding of the world around him and the unseen forces that influence his actions. Tolstoy 

believes in an unknown force that essentially rules mankind: a force that is beyond human 

understanding. If one were to describe historical events and the life of a people, following 

Tolstoy’s philosophy of history,  one would set out to discover the laws that govern mankind 

which would eventually lead to a cause for these laws. That ultimate cause, the object of, “a 

dependence of which we are not conscious,” is necessarily for Tolstoy a god that poses as 

mankind’s free will, who reveals his design through the evidence of laws that govern past events. 

By the end of his essay, Tolstoy arrives at the two conclusions he had initially set out to 

disprove: he appears to advocate the study of the laws that govern mankind, while 

simultaneously hinting at a godlike force that controls mankind.  
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