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On Pechorin

Yukihiko KANEKO

In his 7 Essavs on the Gogol Period of Russian Literature;, Chernyshevskij spea-
ks critically of Belinskij's essay “On the Hero of Our Time . as being too abstract,
and he points out the necessity of making clear the social causes that had given
birth to a man like Pechorin, and of taking up the problem of overcoming these
causes.

As we see, the basic tone of Belinskij's essay mentioned above was provided byv
the social conditions prevailing at his time in Russia and the problems they raised.
Thus, in the face of adverse criticism levelled against the novel by Lermontov, par-
ticularly its hero Pechorin, by the conservative critics of the days, Belinskij brought
to light the various excellent, potential qualities which were his. He said that so-
ciety was to blame for these qualities having given no right directions, and by doing
so he defended both the author and the hero of this novel. This he did thinking
it necessary to turn the reader’s mind to the criticism of the social order under
near-serfdom.

On the other hand, Chrnyshevskij's criticism of this essay primarily stood on a
basis provided by the sccial needs of the 1:360's. At the time when there were born
greater possibilities for social action and a greater necessity for right directions being
civen to personal abilities, the hero of a novel who went about wasting abundant
abilities on useless pursuits, of himself, could not meet the new sccial needs.

In the early 40s, it was essential to emphasize the excellent abilities, both actual
and potential, of Pechorin, and create a critical attitude in the public mind toward
the various social conditions that had prevented him from leading a significant life.
Whereas, in the 60's it became necessarv to make the criticism more clear cut, and at
the same time let it be directed against Pechorin himself, tco, who used up his abi-
lities meaninglessly, thus turning the reader’s interest to social struggles. This shift
of emphasis is due to the difference between the early 40's and the 60's in respect
to sccial conditions and problems thev raised. It does not, however, represent two
different views taken in the estimate of Pechorin, rather two sides of the same pro-
blem. In other words, Chernyshevskii's view is no more than an extension, comple-
ment or development of Belinskij's.

But, while Belinskij gave in “ On the Hero of Our Time , detailed explanation

of its various important aspects, the critics of the €0's, not taking up the criticism of

49




old writers and works as their immediate task, spoke very little on this novel.

Perhaps this is one of the major reasons little attention has heen given by the
later students of Lermontov to the meaning of Chernyshevskij’s criticism of Belinskij’s
estimate of the characterization of Pechorin, which he called too abstract. Even
those in the USSR today basically follow Belinskiy’s view as he held it on this
subject.

In his aforesaid essay, Belinksij concluded that society was more responsible than
Pechorin himself for the twist of his character and the uselessness of his behavior,
and did not allow for the further development of the thoughts contained in this novel.
So he regarded its last chapter, { Fatalist), as an unnecessary appendix, saying that
it had no new things in it that completed the characterization of Pechorin.  This
has to do with the fact that he refused to recognize the unity of thought, though
he did that of sense, in this novel.

It is the present writer’s belief, however, that the unity of thought in this novel
is attained in its last chapter. Here, Lermontov presents the problem of the impor-
tance of human efforts rendered to overcome the dependency of personality on social
conditions. Here he suggests the necessity for social and political struggles. Such
interpretation, he believes, will answer the problems raised by Chernyshevskij, too.

Bearing these things in mind, the present writer has considered the thoughts
and character of Pechorin, the meaning of his behavior, and the place he should be

given in the history of Russian literature.
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