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Fathers and Sons is considered to be the first modern Russian novel because of its use of character development and psychological insight.  It had a great influence on Tolstoy and Dostoevsky as well as on Henry James, Gustave Flaubert, and Guy de Maupassant.  It was also the first Russian novel to be widely praised in the Western world.

Ivan Turgenev was an author who avoided extremes in his personal life and his writings.   He refused to become committed to any political party, philosophical school, or religion.  He made a conscious effort not to reveal to the reader his own point of view on a changing society. Those who believe that passionate brutality, emotional exuberance, and fanatical devotion to ideas are inherent in the Russian mind find Turgenev disappointing.  
 
Henry James praised him for being a character painter rather than a plot builder

The title of this book refers to the widening social and political chasm between two generations of Russians:  the so-called liberals of the 1840’s and 1850’s and the nihilists of the 1860’s and 1870’s.  Liberals rejected feudalism and serfdom and demanded  a bourgeois democracy achieved by peaceful means.  Nihilists advocated more radical social and economic changes in Russia and believed that violence was a necessary means to these ends.  Both of these groups favored the model of western European societies.  Slavophiles on the other hand believed that Russia must grow while preserving its class system, monarchy, and the Russian Orthodox Church.

Nihilism comes from the Latin word “nihil” which means “nothing”.  There are seven types of nihilism, each of which represents a philosophical negation of some reputedly meaningful aspect of life.  This novel is mostly concerned with the Russian nihilistic movement which rejected all authority, especially the Eastern Orthodox Church, the tsarist monarchy, and the control of the economy by the aristocracy.  This work is credited for introducing this use of the word “nihilism” to the world.  Russian nihilists believed that the newly freed serfs were being sold into wage slavery at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution.  To achieve their goals nihilists assassinated government officials and destroyed government buildings.  In 1881 they assassinated Tsar Alexander II on the day he had approved the formation of a legislature to consider reforms.

This book also touches on other types of nihilism.  Existential nihilists believe that life has no intrinsic meaning and that human beings are insignificant and without purpose.  Moral or ethical nihilists believe that so-called morality is an artificial human construct.  Political nihilists reject not only  government and law but also the family.

Fathers and Sons tells the story of two young Russian men who are returning home having just graduated from the University of Petersburg .  Like all recent college graduates of all centuries and all cultures they think they have discovered an important new idea with which they can jolt their un-hip, Neanderthal parents.   Of the two young men Yevgeny Bazarov is the leading  proponent of nihilism, while his friend Arkady Kirsanov is content to be the follower.  Arkaday’s father Nikolai, a liberal, feels uncomfortable with his son’s ideas but is afraid to say so.  Arkady’s uncle Pavel, a former military officer and Slavophile, is not afraid to challenge them.

[bookmark: _GoBack]At this point Turgenev introduces the issue of the serfs.  This book was published in 1862 but the story is set in 1859, one year before the emancipation of the serfs.  Arkady returning home from university for the first time in three years views “the ravaged countryside and decrepit buildings ..The peasants … all in tatters… and (he) concludes ‘This is not a rich country.  It can’t go on like this.  Reforms are absolutely necessary, but how is one to carry them out?’” Bazarov, who claims to sympathize with the serfs, yells at one of them “Come, hurry up, bushy beard”, offending the coach driver.  Later he attempts to speak kindly to a peasant, but after he leaves, another peasant observes, “He’s a gentleman.  He doesn’t understand.”  Turgenev writes “Bazarov did not in his self-confidence even suspect that in their eyes he was a buffooning clown.”

Nikolai tells his son the peasants “won’t pay their rent and are being set against me.  They don’t do their best.”  Bazarov’s father gives his serfs half of the profits they earn.  He regards this as his duty though other proprietors do not even dream of it.  He speaks of impending government reforms.

But the most moving metaphor of the changing landlord-peasant relationship is Nikolai’s relationship with his servant Fenitchka.  She is his lover and the mother of his child but at the beginning of the book he is too embarrassed to discuss it.  By the end of the book, after receiving encouragement and approval from his son and his brother, he marries her.  He is then appointed manager of the serfs’ emancipation in his district.

  But the main theme of this novel is the conflict between nihilism and love.

Bazarov’s nihilism goes beyond a rejection of Russia’s church, government, and class system.  Arkady and Bazarov explain to their parents that a nihilist is one “who accepts nothing, who denies everything.  We do not accept any principle on faith.”  Bazarov scorns art, music, literature, and nature.   He challenges Pavel to “bring forth a single social institution   … which does not merit complete and unqualified destruction.”  Pavel replies, “The family, as it exists among our peasants.”  Bazarov responds that even that would be found wanting.

Bazarov says to Arkady, “You still attach significance to marriage.  I did not expect that of you.”  He eventually rejects Arkady as a nihilist.  “We are parting for good.  You’re not made for our bitter, rough, lonely existence.  You   won’t fight      ..    but we mean to fight.  We want to smash other people.  You’re a sugary liberal snob.”

He articulates a dark vision of existential nihilism:  “This little spot which I occupy is so tiny in comparison with the rest of space of which I have no part and which has no part of me and this portion of time, which is my life, is so insignificant compared to the eternity in which I have no existence.  And yet in this atom, in this mathematical point, the blood circulates, the brain works, and craves   for   something  …..  What a hideous business!  What nonsense!”  As he lies dying, he tells Anna Odintsov,   “I thought I was needed by Russia.  I wasn’t.”

Turgenev’s counterbalance to nihilism is love, both familial and romantic.

Nikolai showers his son with hugs and kisses upon his return from university.  While Arkady was a student, his father took up residence nearby to find out what his son was learning and to meet his friends.  Nikolai may have been Russia’s first helicopter parent.  Bazarov’s parents love him too.  His father is eager to learn about his son’s new ideas and medical experiments.   His mother dotes on him excessively after his three-year absence and is obsessed with serving him the very best food.  But he feels smothered by their love and leaves home abruptly after just three days.  His parents weep when he leaves.  As his ultimate sacrifice for them he agrees to receive extreme unction on his deathbed.

He falls in love with Madame Anna Odintsov, “a clever rich widow.  Had she not been rich and independent … she would perhaps … have known passion.  But life was easy for her.”  She is an existential nihilist herself.  “She would fall to musing on the nothingness of life, the sorrow, the labor, the malice of it.”  Bazarov’s feelings for her torture and madden him as he becomes aware of his suppressed but deep desire for a connection with another human being.  As he confesses his love to her, his whole body trembles with a passion not unlike hatred and perhaps akin to it.  Anna does not respond to him, and after he leaves, she looks inside herself and sees “not even an abyss, but what was empty or revolting”.  When they meet again days later he tells her “Love is a purely imaginary feeling” to which she replies “I am very glad to hear that.”  Later after learning that Bazarov will die, she feels  “simply dismayed by the thought that she would not have felt like that if she had really loved him.”

Arkady on the other hand welcomes the change that his love for Katerina brings.  He tells her,  “I am no longer looking for my ideals where I did (before).  They present themselves to me much closer to hand. “

It occurred to me that the cause of Bazaroz’s death was significant.  Early in the book Pavel and Bazarov have an argument in which Bazarov states he accepts no principles on faith.  The next day Pavel observes him carrying a bag of frogs for his medical experiments.  Pavel comments “He has no faith in principles but he has faith in frogs.”  In other words nihilists only believe in the palpable, physically observable world.  What could be a more perfect metaphor for this search for physical proof than an autopsy, a search which ironically leads to Bazarov’s death?

It appears that the message of this novel is that, whatever political and social problems nihilism seeks to address, it fails to satisfy basic human emotional needs and that the antidote to nihilism is love, love between parents and children as well as romantic love.  By the end of this book Arkady is not only happily married but is also reconciled with his father, his nihilistic ideals forever abandoned.  In sharp contrast Bazarov clings to his nihilistic tenets until it is too late.  He never achieves emotional rapprochement with his parents.  By the time Anna can respond to his delayed declaration of love, he is dying.

I said, “That SEEMS to be the  message of this book.”

Then I came upon a letter written by Turgenev to his critics on both sides of the literary and political spectra that completely shocked me.  He describes Fathers and Sons as “the novel which deprived me, forever I believe, of the good opinion of the Russian younger generation.”

Turgenev felt that his novel and his personal viewpoint had been completely misunderstood.  “I became conscious of a coldness bordering on indignation among many friends whose ideas I shared;  I received congratulations, and almost kisses, from people belonging to a camp I loathed, from enemies.  It embarrassed and grieved me.  But my conscience was clear; I knew very well that my attitude towards the character I had created was honest and that far from being prejudiced against him, I even sympathized with him.”

“These critics do not understand what is taking place in the mind of an author or what his joys and sorrows, his aims, successes, and failures are.  In depicting Bazarov’s personality I made him express himself in harsh and unceremonious tones, not out of an absurd desire to insult the younger generation but simply as a result of my observations of people like him.  My personal predilections had nothing to do with it.  But I expect many of my readers will be surprised if I tell them that, with the exception of Bazarov’s views on art, I share almost all of his convictions.  I am told I am on the side of the “fathers” even though I caricatured Pavel’s faults and made him look ridiculous.”

“I have received letters accusing me of insulting the younger generation, of being behind the times and a reactionary, informing me that they are burning my photograph with a contemptuous laugh, while others have accused me of pandering to the same younger generation.”

He also received a letter from the editor of the literary magazine which had published his first works informing him that this journal would never publish another work of his because of this novel.  As the result of this criticism Turgenev left Russia permanently, living in Germany and England before settling in Paris for the last 12 years of his life.

In conclusion there is no question that the theme of this book is the redemptive value of love, the love between parents and children as well as romantic love, and that Bazarov has suffered as the result of his nihilistic rejection of love.  The question that each of you must answer in your own mind is whether this novel is an intentional  - or possibly unintentional – indictment of nihilism.
