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Abstract

The study examines the ethical aspects of mercy and moral duty in War and Peace by Leo Tolstoy,
showing how societal forces and personal conscience shape moral understanding during times of
social turmoil and war. The study’s objective is to determine how Tolstoy establishes ethical
meaning through the psychological growth of his main characters, Pierre Bezukhov, Prince Andrei
Bolkonsky, and Natasha Rostova. Tolstoy’s moral thought on human compassion, moral agency,
and responsibility in times of war remains applicable today, as the study shows. The study uses
content analysis in conjunction with a descriptive qualitative methodology. The corpus comprises
selected narrative passages from the book that depict the main characters’ periods of moral turmoil,
empathy, and personal growth. The researcher selected particular texts because they highlight
moral dilemmas and demonstrate how individuals relate to one another and how they view war
and human suffering. Mercy, moral obligation, human conscience, and the impact of societal and
cultural norms on ethical decision-making are the analytical concepts that direct the analysis. The
study’s findings demonstrate how Tolstoy portrays morality in War and Peace as a dynamic ethical
framework that adapts to historical developments and human experiences. Through historical
accuracy and psychological insight, the novel demonstrates how people’s experiences shape their
ethical consciousness. In conclusion, Tolstoy presents an ethical existence through compassion,
empathy, and introspection, making War and Peace pertinent to current discussions of moral
obligation and human endurance.
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Introduction

Many people consider Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace to be one of the most profound literary
examinations of war, society, and human consciousness. The story, which takes place during the
Napoleonic Wars, combines historical events with in-depth ethical and psychological analysis. In
addition to narrating political events and military engagements, Tolstoy’s novel explores the moral
dilemmas faced by those who are living through brutal war and societal unrest. Through characters
like Pierre Bezukhov, Prince Andrei Bolkonsky, and Natasha Rostova, the novel illustrates how
moral obligation, mercy, and forgiveness issues arise in circumstances when individual conscience
frequently conflicts with social norms and historical forces. Even though the novel has been
thoroughly studied from historical, narrative, and psychological angles, its ethical aspects—
specifically, the influence of mercy and moral obligation on human behavior in times of war—
continue to demand more scholarly investigation.

The novel War and Peace presents conflict as a deep test of human conscience rather than
just a political event by fusing historical narrative with philosophical analysis. By depicting people
who battle to uphold moral integrity in the face of social pressures and the chaos of war, Tolstoy
questions accepted ideas of justice and heroism. In this situation, deeds of kindness and moral
hesitancy are just as important as military triumphs or political tactics. Scholars have observed that
Tolstoy’s moral worldview, which emphasizes moral responsibility, compassion, and the pursuit
of peace, corresponds with larger philosophical traditions, including concepts connected with
individuals like Gandhi (Green, 1983). These topics are still significant because they shed light on
how people react morally to tragedy, conflict, and uncertainty (Cicovacki, 2024).

Even with the wealth of research on the novel, there is still a significant knowledge gap on
how Tolstoy’s narrative devices support the growth of ethical inquiry in the novel. The intricacy
of Tolstoy’s narrative form, especially his use of retrospective structure, compositional unity, and
multiple perspectives, has been emphasized in recent studies; however, these aspects are frequently
discussed more in relation to narrative aesthetics than their ethical implications (Morson, 1987).
Furthermore, current research has highlighted the necessity of reevaluating how readers
understand the novel’s depiction of historical events, human agency, and narrative contingency in
light of contemporary teaching and reading methods (Korchinsky & Kudalina, 2023; Kochmar,
2024). This scenario highlights a crucial study issue: the connection between Tolstoy’s storytelling
style and the reader’s ethical experience has not been thoroughly investigated.

The importance of this issue is further enhanced by Tolstoy’s lifetime involvement with
issues of violence, conflict, and moral responsibility (Tolstoy, 1967). The battle between
obligation, conscience, and compassion is a recurring theme in his writings (Shkolnikov, 2023).
Tolstoy’s portrayal of spiritual struggle and moral conflict foreshadows subsequent theoretical
discussions about trauma, moral harm, and ethical reflection, despite the nineteenth century
lacking the terminology of modern psychology (Caruth, 1996; Herman, 1997; LaCapra, 2001).
Tolstoy shows how moral knowledge grows via suffering, introspection, and interpersonal
interactions by depicting characters who struggle with shame, responsibility, and compassion. In
this way, War and Peace becomes a more comprehensive reflection on the human condition and
the moral obligations that emerge during violent times, surpassing its historical context.

The significance of this study lies in its attempts to better understand how Tolstoy creates
moral meaning in the novel by combining narrative analysis with ethical interpretation. The study
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examines how narrative techniques inherently influence readers’ engagement with issues of
compassion, accountability, and conscience rather than viewing ethical topics as just philosophical
concepts conveyed through the plot. By showing that narrative form actively contributes to ethical
thought inside the text, this method advances current scholarship. Mainly, the objectives of this
study are:

1. To examine how Tolstoy uses character development, narrative structure, and historical
context to create ethical meaning in War and Peace novel.

2. To look at how moral responsibility and mercy are portrayed in the experiences of the main
characters and how Tolstoy’s narrative strategies compel readers to consider the moral
conundrums the novel raises.

3. To demonstrate how literary narrative can serve as a forum for moral contemplation and
intellectual investigation.

These Research Objectives inform and structure the Research Questions below:

1. How does Tolstoy represent mercy and moral responsibility within the ethical dilemmas
faced by characters during the Napoleonic Wars?

2. How do the moral struggles of key characters reveal the interaction between personal
conscience, social expectations, and historical forces?

3. How do Tolstoy’s narrative strategies shape the reader’s ethical interpretation of events and
characters in the novel?

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. The following section is literature review, in
which | summarize pertinent research on Tolstoy’s literary depictions of war, ethical philosophy,
and narrative strategies. The qualitative analytical approach and the selection criteria for the
novel’s quotes are then described in the methodology section. The analysis section demonstrates
how the main character’s ethical development is impacted by three factors: moral duty, mercy, and
narrative viewpoint. The research findings are intertwined with the analysis, whereas they are
restated in the conclusion, which also illustrates how Tolstoy’s moral philosophy influences
contemporary discussions of literature and ethics.

Literature Review
Narrative Ethics in War and Peace

Scholarly engagement with Tolstoy’s War and Peace consistently highlights the novel’s
ethical architecture and its innovative narrative structure. Rather than adhering to conventional
genre classifications, Tolstoy constructed an expansive narrative form that integrates historical
reflection with moral inquiry. When Tolstoy began publishing One Thousand Eight Hundred and
Fifth Year in The Russian Bulletin in 1865, he initiated a literary project that ultimately culminated
in War and Peace in 1869, a work that challenged the boundaries of the traditional novel through
its epic scope and philosophical depth (Emerson, 2002). Critics frequently note that the novel’s
narrative structure functions as a vehicle for ethical exploration, linking individual moral
development with broader historical consciousness.

Several scholars emphasize the structural and narrative mechanisms through which Tolstoy
articulates ethical reflection. Morson (1987) highlights Tolstoy’s use of retroactive narration and
structural coherence, arguing that the novel continuously places past events in dialogue with
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present moral evaluation. This structural technique allows the narrative to operate as a dynamic
ethical framework rather than a static historical account. Expanding this perspective, Morson
(1987) interprets Tolstoy’s representation of war as a philosophical inquiry into moral
responsibility, where traditional epic heroism is replaced by introspection and ethical uncertainty.
Likewise, (Morson, 1987) emphasizes the polyphonic nature of the narrative, demonstrating how
multiple perspectives complicate the reader’s understanding of mercy, accountability, and moral
judgment within the social context of early nineteenth-century Russia.

The ethical dimension of Tolstoy’s narrative is also evident in analyses that focus on the
relationship between literary form and moral reflection. Steiner (1960) argues that War and Peace
achieves a synthesis between emotional intensity and narrative form, where micro-level scenes
illuminate the broader ethical design of the text. Similarly, Barker and Grant (2010) show that
Tolstoy’s syntactic and semantic choices consistently foreground the inner moral conflicts of his
characters. Together, these studies suggest that Tolstoy’s narrative techniques are inseparable from
the ethical questions embedded in the novel, positioning War and Peace as a literary work where
narrative structure itself becomes a means of moral investigation.

Trauma and Moral Injury in Tolstoy’s Ethical Vision

Another important body of scholarship interprets War and Peace through the lens of moral
philosophy and psychological transformation, particularly in relation to trauma and ethical
recovery. Tolstoy’s characters frequently experience profound psychological crises that mirror the
moral disorientation produced by war. Shcherbakov (2021) observes that the novel reflects
Tolstoy’s developing spiritual concerns during the 1860s and 1870s, linking artistic expression
with ethical ideals such as humility, love, and faith. In this context, the characters’ emotional
struggles function as stages in a broader process of moral awakening.

Theoretical approaches to trauma provide additional insight into these transformations.
Caruth (1996) conceptualizes trauma as an unassimilated experience that repeatedly resurfaces in
memory, while Herman (1997) describes recovery as a process that requires both moral and social
reintegration. These perspectives resonate strongly with Tolstoy’s characters, many of whom
undergo profound internal crises before achieving ethical clarity. LaCapra (2001) further develops
this idea by distinguishing between “acting out” trauma and “working through” it, suggesting that
genuine ethical understanding emerges only through reflective engagement with traumatic
experience. This framework helps explain the moral journeys of characters such as Pierre
Bezukhov, whose existential struggles lead to renewed ethical awareness.

Building on these theoretical insights, Fagan (2016) argues that compassion can emerge as
a form of post-traumatic moral engagement. Within the context of Tolstoy’s narrative, compassion
becomes a key ethical response to violence and suffering. Rather than glorifying military victory,
War and Peace portrays moral growth as the result of humility, empathy, and the recognition of
human vulnerability. Consequently, the novel transforms historical conflict into an ethical
meditation on the human capacity for moral regeneration.

Tolstoy’s broader philosophical development also reinforces this ethical framework. Emerson
(2009) notes that Tolstoy’s personal experiences in military life shaped his critical perspective on
violence and the psychological intimacy of killing. Pavlova (2021) similarly situates the novel
within Tolstoy’s wider philosophical exploration of duty, harmony, and the ethical responsibilities
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of individuals within society. These interpretations collectively demonstrate that Tolstoy’s
depiction of trauma is not merely psychological but deeply ethical, emphasizing the possibility of
moral transformation in the aftermath of violence (Al-Fahham & Sulaiman, 2024).

History and Moral Agency in Tolstoy’s Narrative

A third major theme in scholarship on War and Peace concerns Tolstoy’s reinterpretation of
history and human agency. The novel challenges deterministic or hero-centered models of history
by emphasizing the complex interaction between individual choices and broader historical forces.
Korchinsky and Kudalina (2023) describe Tolstoy’s concept of “eventivity” as operating on two
interconnected levels: the psychological level, where events emerge from individual consciousness
and moral deliberation, and the historical level, where outcomes appear shaped by contingency,
necessity, and collective action. This dual framework complicates the relationship between
personal freedom and historical inevitability.

Tolstoy’s critique of the “Great Man” theory of history has also received extensive scholarly
attention. Emerson (1997) argues that Tolstoy rejects the idea that history is shaped primarily by
heroic individuals, proposing instead an ethical historiography grounded in the lived experiences
of ordinary people. Similarly, Nersessova (2008) highlights themes of destruction, rejection, and
renewal in the novel, suggesting that Tolstoy exposes the limitations of heroic historical narratives
by juxtaposing personal despair with vast historical transformations.

This reinterpretation of historical agency is further supported by philosophical and literary
analyses. Lebedev (2021) observes that Tolstoy consistently portrays the masses rather than
individual leaders as the true agents of historical change. Emerson (2002) situates War and Peace
within broader Russian intellectual traditions, emphasizing the interaction between literary
creativity and philosophical discourse. At the same time, Orwin (2013) emphasizes the moral
complexity of human relationships during wartime, particularly through characters such as Pierre
Bezukhov, whose search for ethical meaning reflects the broader philosophical concerns of the
novel.

Even while Tolstoy’s storytelling strategies, moral philosophy, and historical vision have
all been extensively studied, these aspects are rarely examined in a cohesive analytical framework
in the literature now in publication. The majority of research focuses on historical philosophy,
psychological transformation, or narrative form independently. Additionally, while Tolstoy’s
interaction with Russian intellectual traditions has been studied, the connection between
Khomyakov’s moral-theological ideas and Tolstoy’s ethical vision in War and Peace has not
received enough attention (Lebedev, 2021). Specifically, there has not been a thorough
examination of the possible links between Khomyakov’s criticism of clerical power structures and
Tolstoy’s critique of institutional authority.

By combining ideas from trauma theory, narrative ethics, and historical philosophy, this
study fills this gap by analyzing how War and Peace creates an ethical framework based on moral
agency, mercy, and responsibility. In terms of methodology, the study uses a qualitative textual
analysis that interprets the moral growth of important individuals and their connection to historical
events by drawing on trauma theory and narrative ethics (Brunstetter & Holeindre, 2018). The
study attempts to show how Tolstoy’s novel challenges preconceived notions about historical
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leadership and ethical duty and redefines the moral significance of war by combining these
theoretical stances (Gale, 2015).

Analysis
Pierre’s Moral Development and Ethical Consciousness Amid War in War and Peace

Tolstoy’s War and Peace presents war as a moral and historical test that forces characters to
confront ethical questions while navigating social expectations and personal ambitions (Morson,
1987). The internal monologues of Pierre Bezukhov, significant narrative events of the Napoleonic
wars, and the social interactions between Prince Andrei and Rostov—all of which Tolstoy employs
to explore various ethical concepts like obedience, compassion, mercy, and moral uncertainty—
are the main focus of this analysis, which looks at several analytical units throughout the novel.

One of the most significant internal monologues occurs during Pierre’s moment of spiritual
reflection, where he evaluates the virtues that guide his life: “But five of the other virtues which
Pierre recalled, counting them on his fingers, he felt already in his soul: courage, generosity,
morality, love of mankind, and especially obedience which did not even seem to him a virtue, but
a joy” (Tolstoy, 2016, p. 568). This reflective passage represents an analytical unit that reveals
Pierre’s evolving ethical consciousness, particularly the category of obedience. Rather than
understanding obedience as passive submission, Pierre interprets it as a voluntary moral alignment
with a higher ethical order. His contemplation illustrates a deep moral doubt and introspection,
marking a turning point in his development as he searches for meaning amid the turmoil of war
and social upheaval during the Napoleonic campaigns.

Tolstoy further explores ethical reflection through episodes involving Prince Andrei, whose
experiences reveal the tension between personal conviction and societal duty. These narrative
moments highlight the ethical category of doubt, as Prince Andrei struggles with the conflict
between external expectations and internal moral judgment. Tolstoy uses these scenes to
demonstrate how war destabilizes traditional notions of honor and duty, forcing individuals to
reconsider the ethical foundations of their actions (Morson, 1987). The interaction between
personal virtues and social obligations underscores the persistent human need for moral clarity and
connection in a disordered historical environment.

Similarly, the scenes involving Nikolai Rostov illustrate the development of ethical
awareness through the categories of compassion and mercy. Rostov’s moral maturation emerges
gradually through episodes depicting his commitment to serve his country and his growing
awareness of responsibility toward others, “Rostov, in spite of his youth wished to serve his
country; that youth could be no hindrance to loyalty, and that he was ready to” (Tolstoy, 2016, p.
1103). This moment reflects an early stage of ethical formation in which youthful patriotism
evolves into a deeper understanding of compassion and moral duty. Through Rostov’s character,
Tolstoy emphasizes that emotional sensitivity and humane treatment of others are central to ethical
development. Tolstoy’s narrative structure—particularly the use of retrospective storytelling, unity
of composition, and polyphonic narration—allows these episodes, scenes, and internal reflections
to interact, creating a broader ethical framework within the novel. These narrative techniques
demonstrate that moral contemplation in War and Peace is inseparable from the historical and
social conditions that shape human decisions (Morson, 1987).
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The ethical complexity of the novel becomes especially evident in the contrasting moral
trajectories of Prince Andrei Bolkonsky and Pierre Bezukhov, whose experiences form central
analytical units in the narrative (Correa Cabrera, 2025). Through their reflections and experiences,
Tolstoy explores the philosophical tension between individual freedom and historical necessity.
This tension is articulated explicitly in a reflective passage that functions as a broader ethical
meditation within the narrative, “Man’s actions proceed from his innate character and the motives
acting upon him. What is conscience and the perception of right and wrong in actions that follows
from the consciousness of freedom? That is a question for ethics” (Tolstoy, 2016, p. 2000).
Through his investigation of two ethical concepts—doubt and conscience—Tolstoy exhibits moral
awareness. Pierre and Prince Andrei’s internal conflicts demonstrate how war raises moral issues
that go beyond their own hardships. Tolstoy demonstrates that war transcends its political and
military elements by acting as a moral proving ground where individuals can grow in their moral
character via experiences of mercy, compassion, obedience, and uncertainty.

War as a Test of Moral and Spiritual Values in War and Peace

Tolstoy’s view of war is that it is not only a destroying force in terms of life and property,
as (Dahl, 2020) argues, but also a place where a man’s moral and spiritual values are tested. In this
study, the analysis focuses on several analytical units—episodes, scenes, and internal
monologues—from War and Peace to examine how Tolstoy constructs the ethical categories of
mercy, responsibility, compassion, and doubt. One of the most significant analytical units appears
in the episode describing the destruction of Moscow, which creates an existential crisis for the
character Pierre (Berlin, 2013). As Tolstoy writes, “After the destruction of Moscow and of his
property, thrown out of his accustomed groove, he seemed to have lost the sense of his own
significance and to feel that there was no longer a place for him in life” (Tolstoy, 2026, p. 1604).
In this episode, the loss of property and routine destabilizes the character’s sense of identity and
purpose. Tolstoy presents this moment as a moral turning point: once the social structures that
define status collapse, the individual must confront deeper ethical questions. War, therefore,
becomes not only a physical catastrophe but also a moral test in which individuals must choose
between surrendering to moral darkness or embracing ethical responsibility. Through this episode,
Tolstoy demonstrates that the collapse of external structures forces a form of inner moral
reckoning, revealing whether characters respond with mercy and compassion or with indifference.

Another key analytical unit emerges in the battlefield episode involving Prince Andreli,
whose internal reflections illustrate Tolstoy’s critique of heroic ambition. The transformation of
Prince Andrei—from a glorious, ambitious officer to a reflective and disillusioned figure—
demonstrates how war destabilizes ideological certainties and exposes the fragility of ego-based
morality. At the moment of his realization after being wounded at Austerlitz, Andrei begins to
recognize the suffering of others and to question his earlier pursuit of glory. This internal shift
corresponds to what Caruth (1996) describes as the “unclaimed experience” of trauma, in which
overwhelming events disrupt ordinary consciousness. Similarly, LaCapra (2001) argues that
traumatic experience can become a catalyst for moral awareness, transforming suffering into
ethical insight. A related transformation occurs in the captivity episode involving Pierre Bezukhov,
where his interaction with Platon Karataev illustrates the ethical categories of compassion and
mercy. Pierre’s movement from spiritual confusion toward empathy and kindness reflects what
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Herman (1997) describes as moral recovery through reconnection with others. The relationship
between Pierre and Karataev demonstrates that compassion can emerge even within extreme
circumstances of violence and uncertainty.

Tolstoy also explores ethical transformation through dramatic and performative scenes,
such as the gathering surrounding Mademoiselle George, “After the first monologue the whole
company rose and surrounded Mademoiselle George, expressing their enthusiasm” (Tolstoy, 2016,
p. 940). In this scene, collective emotional response dissolves individual boundaries and creates a
shared experience among the participants. The moment demonstrates the power of expression and
communal feeling, as the audience’s reaction becomes a form of affirmation of artistic and
emotional truth. Carlson (2017) interprets such scenes as illustrating how performance and shared
emotion can generate collective meaning. At the same time, Tolstoy’s narrative style—particularly
the use of reflective passages and fragmented psychological insight—captures the inner struggles
of characters confronting moral dilemmas. These narrative techniques mirror the fractured
experiences associated with trauma and moral uncertainty, as noted by Caruth (1996). Through
these scenes and narrative strategies, Tolstoy reveals how individuals attempt to reconcile
emotional turmoil with ethical understanding.

Finally, the ethical category of doubt appears clearly in the scene involving Rostov’s
moment of moral realization, “As soon as Rostov heard them, an enormous load of doubt fell from
him” (Tolstoy, 2016, p. 205). This moment represents a release from moral uncertainty and
illustrates how conscience functions as a guiding force in ethical decision-making. The removal of
the “load of doubt” indicates that Rostov had been struggling with conflicting loyalties and
uncertainties, and that the information he receives allows him to regain moral clarity. Such
moments highlight Tolstoy’s emphasis on personal conscience as the foundation of ethical
judgment. Dahl (2020) interprets this emphasis as evidence of Tolstoy’s concept of moral
empathy—the recognition that mercy can act as a form of resistance against the moral decay
produced by war. In this context, mercy is not portrayed as weakness but as a powerful ethical
response that affirms human dignity even amid violence. As Fagan (2016) suggests, compassion
plays a crucial role in post-traumatic moral reconstruction. Through the transformations of Andrei,
Pierre, and Rostov, Tolstoy ultimately demonstrates that suffering can lead to deeper ethical
awareness. War and Peace, therefore, presents war not only as a destructive force but also as a
profound moral arena in which trauma, reflection, and compassion interact to shape the ethical
consciousness of individuals.

Challenges in Teaching War and Peace: Philosophy, Contingency, and Reader Interpretation
The pedagogical difficulty identified by Korchinsky and Kudalina (2023) and Kochmar

(2024) becomes clearer when the narrative of War and Peace is examined through specific
analytical units—episodes, scenes, and internal monologues—that reveal Tolstoy’s ethical
concerns. These narrative units allow readers to identify how moral reflection emerges through the
experiences of characters confronting war, history, and personal responsibility. When examined in
this way, the novel illustrates several ethical categories—mercy, obedience, compassion, and
doubt—which shape the moral development of its protagonists. The philosophical complexity of
Tolstoy’s narrative, therefore, becomes pedagogically accessible when readers analyze these
concrete moments rather than only the broader historical narrative.
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One key analytical unit is the battlefield episode involving Pierre Bezukhov, where Tolstoy
uses both action and internal reflection to portray doubt and moral awakening. Pierre’s confusion
during the military chaos illustrates the ethical uncertainty experienced by individuals caught in
historical events. His internal reaction— “Let’s fight if they mean to fight. But the devil knows
what this is” (Tolstoy, 2016, p. 219)—functions as an internal monologue that reveals the collapse
of rational certainty during war. The scene demonstrates how the ethical category of doubt emerges
when individuals realize the inadequacy of social systems and heroic narratives to explain
violence. Pierre’s later imprisonment and suffering further reinforce this moral transformation,
leading him toward a deeper commitment to compassion and mercy toward others (Tolstoy,
1869/2007). Through this sequence of episodes—nbattlefield confusion, captivity, and reflection—
Tolstoy constructs Pierre’s ethical development as a gradual movement from ideological obedience
to humanitarian awareness, a trajectory consistent with the moral concerns discussed by Emerson
(1997).

Prince Andrei Bolkonsky’s story similarly unfolds through a series of narrative scenes and
reflective moments that highlight the tension between obedience to authority and ethical
awakening. In the early military episodes, Andrei adheres to the traditional model of military
obedience and ambition, believing that exceptional leaders shape historical progress. Tolstoy
deliberately exposes the fragility of this belief through ironic narration, stating that “the final
departure of the great Emperor from his heroic army is presented to us by the historians as
something great and characteristic of genius” (Tolstoy, 2016, p. 1778). This narrative moment
functions as both a historical commentary and a reflective episode that questions the legitimacy of
heroic mythmaking. As the war progresses, Andrei’s battlefield experiences and personal losses
generate increasing doubt about the moral value of glory and conquest. His later reconciliation
with Natasha becomes a crucial ethical scene where forgiveness replaces pride, demonstrating the
moral categories of mercy and compassion. According to Emerson (1997), this shift illustrates
Tolstoy’s rejection of war as a legitimate arena for moral heroism, while Pavlova (2021)
emphasizes that Andrei’s final transformation reveals Tolstoy’s belief that true moral growth lies
in humility and forgiveness.

Natasha Rostova’s narrative arc also develops through identifiable episodes and emotional
reflections that illustrate Tolstoy’s exploration of compassion and moral self-recognition. Her
youthful impulsiveness and betrayal of Andrei represent a significant moral crisis scene, one that
forces her into deep emotional introspection. The subsequent internal reflections and reconciliation
with her family serve as psychological episodes in which Natasha confronts guilt and seeks moral
renewal. Through these scenes, Tolstoy presents the ethical category of mercy, particularly self-
forgiveness, as an essential step toward moral growth. As Steiner (1960) suggests, this process
reflects the paradoxical structure of Tolstoy’s moral philosophy, where human identity remains
stable even while personal experiences bring significant ethical transformation.

Tolstoy further reinforces these ethical themes through broader historical and
philosophical narrative units, particularly the reflective passages that examine historical causality.
His statement that “every act...which appears to them an act of their own will, is in a historical
sense involuntary” (Tolstoy, 2016, p. 995) emerges within a philosophical commentary section of
the narrative, where Tolstoy shifts from storytelling to historical reflection. These passages
function as meta-narrative internal reflections, encouraging readers to reconsider the relationship
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between individual choice and historical necessity. Rather than eliminating moral agency, this
perspective reframes ethical responsibility within collective human experience. As Barker and
Grant (2010) demonstrate, Tolstoy’s narrative structure—characterized by shifting psychological
perspectives and indirect causal relationships—encourages readers to focus on the ethical
consequences of actions rather than on the strategic outcomes of war.

The major battle sequences—including Austerlitz, Eylau, Friedland, and Borodino—also
function as important analytical episodes that reveal the ethical contradictions of warfare. Instead
of presenting military triumph, Tolstoy depicts confusion, fear, and moral uncertainty among
soldiers and commanders alike (Krause, 2025). Within these battlefield scenes, characters such as
Pierre and Andrei confront the brutality of war and the erosion of moral values. The statement “It
is horrible, vile, inhuman, to take advantage of the weakness” (Tolstoy, 2016, p. 888) emerges from
a moment of ethical reflection within the narrative, emphasizing the moral revulsion experienced
by characters who witness violence firsthand. These scenes illustrate the ethical category of
compassion, as individuals attempt to preserve humanity in the midst of destruction.

Other characters, including Princess Marya and Natasha, demonstrate the ethical values of
mercy and compassion through quieter narrative moments of care and forgiveness. These domestic
scenes and emotional interactions contrast with the chaos of the battlefield and highlight Tolstoy’s
belief that moral strength often appears in ordinary acts of kindness rather than heroic actions.
Marya’s spiritual devotion, Natasha’s emotional resilience, and Pierre’s moral awakening
collectively illustrate how individuals maintain ethical awareness even while subjected to
overwhelming historical forces. By structuring the narrative around episodes of conflict, reflective
monologues, and intimate scenes of reconciliation, Tolstoy constructs an ethical framework in
which the categories of mercy, obedience, compassion, and doubt emerge through lived experience
rather than abstract philosophical discourse. The novel, therefore, encourages readers to interpret
historical events not as demonstrations of military heroism but as opportunities to examine the
moral responsibilities of individuals living within complex historical realities.

Ethical Consciousness and Communal Morality in War and Peace

Through the episode of the ill soldier Sokolov, Tolstoy’s War and Peace novel condenses
the central moral dilemmas of the narrative into a single ethical moment, portraying war as an
occurrence that results in the erosion of kindness and the abandonment of the weak. This scene,
which focuses on Sokolov’s suffering body and emotional vulnerability, functions as an important
analytical unit illustrating the ethical category of compassion and its absence within military
structures. Because he is “barefoot and not dressed,” whimpering softly as his companions turn
away, Sokolov’s predicament is characterized more by his fear and anguish at being abandoned
than by his illness (Tolstoy, 2016, p. 1675). This moment represents not only physical suffering
but also a moral test for those who witness it. Their disengagement reflects the dominance of
obedience to institutional military logic rather than the ethical impulse of compassion toward a
vulnerable comrade (Morson, 1994).

This episode leads to a broader critique of military glory and the authority of institutions
that, by abandoning moral responsibility, cultivate indifference toward suffering. In contrast,
Tolstoy presents love as the ethical opposite of dehumanization. Love is not portrayed merely as a
private sentiment but as a moral action grounded in mercy, humility, and responsibility toward
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others. Krause (2025) notes that the novel’s real war concerns the struggle for love as a healing
and life-directing moral force. Several narrative scenes and character arcs illustrate this ethical
vision: Pierre’s moral transformation, Prince Andrei’s struggle between honor and mercy, and the
compassionate bond between Natasha and Marya. These narrative units collectively reflect
Tolstoy’s moral aspiration toward “Christian perfection” through ethical introspection. Within this
philosophical framework, Tolstoy suggests that meaningful life is shaped not by historical prestige
or ideological abstraction but by the ethical obligation to show mercy and compassion to those
who suffer.

Another major analytical focus of the novel lies in the episodes depicting characters’
journeys, which reveal the tension between individual moral responsibility and collective historical
narratives. These historical narratives frequently conceal the human cost of war by framing it in
terms of patriotic sacrifice. Tolstoy explicitly reflects on this discourse when he observes that
historians repeatedly wrote about “self-sacrifice, patriotic devotion, despair, grief, and the heroism
of the Russians” (Tolstoy, 2016, p. 1545). This reflection appears as a narrative internal
commentary, functioning as a critical unit that exposes how patriotic rhetoric encourages
obedience to the state while limiting individual moral agency.

Individuals caught between the desire for freedom and the obligation to serve the state often
experience a profound ethical conflict characterized by doubt. Pierre’s personal journey offers an
alternative moral path that challenges this imposed obedience. Through a sequence of reflective
internal monologues and narrative episodes, Pierre gradually rejects superficial social conventions
and reconnects with a deeper sense of ethical responsibility. His spiritual transformation reflects a
process of moral awakening grounded in humility and historical awareness. This ethical
reorientation emphasizes that genuine freedom emerges not from heroic domination but from
compassion and moral self-awareness. The connection between land, memory, and moral
awakening recalls similar concerns found in The Waste Land, where the loss of historical
consciousness is linked to cycles of cultural decay and violence (Eliot & North, 2001). Taken
together, these narrative units challenge the assumption that war represents a necessary moral duty,
revealing instead the immense suffering and devastation it brings to individuals and communities.

Tolstoy’s War and Peace novel also explores the moral ambiguities embedded in human
relationships. Through various scenes of interpersonal interaction, the main characters encounter
ethical dilemmas that force them to reconsider the relationship between emotional desire and moral
responsibility. Pierre’s early marriage to Hélene, for instance, represents an emotional relationship
devoid of genuine ethical depth. In contrast, his later emotional connection with Natasha Rostov
illustrates a deeper longing for authenticity and moral clarity. This transformation functions as a
narrative episode of ethical reflection, revealing Tolstoy’s broader philosophical argument
regarding the importance of ethical introspection in the pursuit of happiness.

Scholars have noted that such relational complexities demonstrate how authentic human
relationships depend on trust, respect, and honest understanding. Orwin (2013) argues that these
relational dynamics reveal the moral foundations underlying social bonds. At the same time, the
novel repeatedly shows that individuals struggle with irrational desires that disrupt ethical
judgment. War, although often framed as a rational political enterprise, frequently becomes a
domain in which emotions dominate decision-making processes. As a result, the development of
moral awareness is portrayed as a complex process shaped by both internal conflict and external
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pressures (Orwin, 2013). These tensions illustrate the ethical category of doubt, as characters
continuously question their own motives and responsibilities.

The ethical framework of War and Peace can also be understood through the intellectual
exchange between Tolstoy and Khomyakov. Their shared skepticism toward theories that elevate
exceptional individuals as the ultimate moral authorities reinforces the novel’s emphasis on
communal ethical consciousness. Lebedev (2021) explains that Khomyakov rejected centralized
ecclesiastical authority and criticized the doctrine of papal infallibility, a position that parallels
Tolstoy’s rejection of the Bonapartist myth and the Hegelian theory of the “great man.” Both
thinkers emphasize that genuine moral authority emerges not from dominant leaders but from the
ethical consciousness of the community united by faith, love, and conscience.

This philosophical perspective is reflected in the numerous narrative scenes depicting
ordinary individuals confronting moral choices during wartime. Within these moments, the ethical
categories of mercy and compassion emerge not as heroic achievements but as intuitive responses
rooted in communal values. In contrast, political leaders driven by ambition are portrayed as
spiritually and morally detached from the ethical realities experienced by ordinary people. These
narrative representations deepen the ethical complexity of the novel: moral responsibility appears
not as an individual heroic act but as a shared communal condition shaped by historical
circumstances. Ultimately, the ethical vision presented in War and Peace aligns closely with
Khomyakov’s spiritual philosophy, which emphasizes the collective unity of the faithful
community. According to this perspective, divine grace operates not through isolated heroic
individuals but through the moral solidarity of the community. This philosophical alignment helps
explain Tolstoy’s rejection of individualistic heroism and his emphasis on collective moral
consciousness as the true source of ethical action within history.

Conclusion

A crucial examination of human moral responsibility, War and Peace demonstrates that moral
behavior is feasible even during times of conflict. According to the research, Tolstoy believes that
morality develops from pain, introspection, and firsthand experience rather than through strict
regulations or social conventions. The novel simultaneously challenges traditional heroism and
social judgment while demonstrating how moral decisions can be made by conscience, mercy, and
compassion through the characters Pierre, Andrei, and Natasha. The novel has educational value
since it demonstrates how the reader’s critical thinking and moral awareness can be enhanced by
its philosophical depth. However, this study has certain limitations. The analysis primarily focuses
on the moral development of key characters and may not fully capture the broader socio-historical
and cultural factors influencing morality in Tolstoy’s work. Additionally, the interpretations are
largely qualitative and subjective, which may limit generalizability to other literary contexts or
ethical frameworks.

Future research could expand on these findings by conducting comparative studies between
War and Peace and other literary works on war and ethics, examining how different cultural,
historical, or philosophical contexts shape notions of moral responsibility. Empirical studies
exploring readers’ moral reasoning and ethical reflections after engaging with Tolstoy’s narrative
could also provide insight into the practical impact of literature on moral development. Ultimately,
Tolstoy’s War and Peace highlights that moral courage, empathy, and self-awareness are central
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to ethical living, offering guidance on responsibility, kindness, and ethical contemplation even in
the most trying circumstances.
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