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What Is War And Peace About

Introduction: More Than a Novel

When readers first encounter Leo Tolstoy's epic masterpiece, they often ask a simple question:
What Is War And Peace About? The answer, however, is anything but simple. While on the
surface it tells the story of several aristocratic families in Russia during the Napoleonic Wars, the
novel reaches far beyond plot summary. It is a profound meditation on history, free will, love, loss,
and the very nature of human existence. Understanding what this monumental work is truly about
requires looking at its layers: the personal dramas, the historical sweep, and the philosophical
arguments that Tolstoy weaves together.

Published serially between 1865 and 1869, War and Peace is not merely a book—it is an
experience. It demands patience, invites reflection, and rewards the reader with a deep
understanding of life's complexities. For anyone diving into Russian literature or seeking a novel
that combines intimate character studies with grand historical events, grasping What Is War And



Peace About is the essential first step. This article will unpack the novel's central narratives, key
themes, and enduring relevance.

The Core Plot: A Tapestry of Lives and History

At its heart, War and Peace interweaves the stories of three main families: the Bezukhovs, the
Bolkonskys, and the Rostovs. Their personal journeys unfold against the backdrop of Russia's wars
with Napoleon from 1805 to 1812 and beyond. The plot alternates between scenes of high society
in St. Petersburg and Moscow and the brutal reality of the battlefield.

The novel follows several major arcs: the spiritual quest of Pierre Bezukhov, the ambition and
disillusionment of Prince Andrei Bolkonsky, and the emotional growth of Natasha Rostova.
Through these characters, Tolstoy explores how individuals navigate love, ambition, suffering, and
meaning during times of national crisis. The historical figures of Napoleon and Tsar Alexander I
appear, but Tolstoy deliberately diminishes their importance, arguing that history is shaped by
countless small actions rather than by the will of great men.
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The Three Central Families

To truly understand What Is War And Peace About, one must know these families:

The Bezukhovs: Pierre, the illegitimate son of a wealthy count, inherits a vast fortune and
embarks on a journey of self-discovery. He is awkward, intellectual, and constantly
searching for truth.
The Bolkonskys: Prince Andrei is a proud and disillusioned nobleman who seeks glory in
war but ultimately finds emptiness. His sister, Princess Marya, is deeply religious and longs
for love.
The Rostovs: Natasha is the vibrant, impulsive heart of the family. Her journey from naive
girl to mature woman is one of the novel's emotional cores. Her brother Nikolai is a brave
but simple-minded soldier.

The Two Worlds: War and Peace

The title itself points to the novel's fundamental structure. The "Peace" sections are set in Russian
drawing rooms, country estates, and ballrooms. Here, Tolstoy masterfully captures the gossip,
flirtation, social maneuvering, and family dynamics of the aristocracy. These scenes are filled with



wit, irony, and acute psychological observation.

The "War" sections, by contrast, throw the reader onto the fields of Austerlitz and Borodino.
Tolstoy was a veteran of the Crimean War, and his battle descriptions are visceral, chaotic, and
anti-heroic. He shows war not as a series of glorious maneuvers but as confusion, fear, and
senseless death. The contrast between the artificiality of peacetime society and the raw reality of
war is one of the novel's central artistic achievements.

Major Themes Explored

The Nature of History and Free Will

Perhaps the deepest answer to What Is War And Peace About is an extended inquiry into how
history happens. Tolstoy devotes entire philosophical passages to arguing against the "Great Man"
theory of history. He insists that leaders like Napoleon are essentially puppets carried along by
forces far larger than themselves. History, Tolstoy suggests, is the product of millions of individual
decisions, each too small and complex to be mapped or predicted.

This deterministic view creates a tension with the novel's focus on individual choice. Characters
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repeatedly make decisions that change their lives: Pierre marries the wrong woman, Andrei
chooses to return to war, Natasha almost elopes with a scoundrel. Tolstoy never fully resolves the
tension between fate and free will. Instead, he presents life as a mysterious interplay of both.

Love, Marriage, and Family

Different forms of love are explored in depth. There is the romantic, passionate love of Natasha
and Andrei; the flawed, carnal love that leads Natasha astray; the quiet, devoted love of Marya and
Nikolai; and the mature, understanding love that Pierre and Natasha eventually find together.
Tolstoy presents marriage not as a fairy-tale ending but as a difficult and sacred institution that
requires work, compromise, and growth.

The Search for Meaning

Both Pierre and Andrei undergo profound spiritual crises. Andrei, wounded at Austerlitz, lies
staring at the infinite sky and feels the pettiness of his former ambitions. Pierre, captured by the
French and forced to march with prisoners, finds peace through suffering and through the simple
wisdom of a peasant named Platon Karataev. Their journeys reflect Tolstoy's own lifelong search
for faith and purpose.



Russian Identity and Patriotism

The novel is deeply Russian in its soul. Tolstoy contrasts the genuine, instinctive patriotism of
ordinary Russians with the artificial, French-influenced culture of the aristocracy. Many nobles
speak better French than Russian, yet it is the simple soldier, the peasant, and the landowner who
defend the country when invasion comes. This tension between European sophistication and
Russian authenticity runs throughout the book.

Key Historical Context

War and Peace covers approximately fifteen years, from 1805 to the early 1820s. Understanding
the historical backdrop is essential for anyone asking What Is War And Peace About.

The Napoleonic Wars: France under Napoleon Bonaparte conquered much of Europe.
Russia fought against France in 1805 (Austerlitz) and 1807 (Friedland), leading to a peace
treaty. In 1812, Napoleon invaded Russia.
The Invasion of 1812: Napoleon's Grande Armée marched into Russia, captured Moscow,
but was forced to retreat in a devastating winter campaign. This event is the climax of the
novel's war sections.
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The Battle of Borodino: This massive and bloody battle, described in astonishing detail,
serves as the novel's physical and emotional turning point.

Tolstoy conducted extensive historical research for the novel, but he also freely altered facts for
artistic purposes. He was more interested in the human experience of history than in strict
accuracy.

Character Analysis: The Souls of the Novel

Pierre Bezukhov

Pierre is often considered Tolstoy's alter ego. He is a man of intellect and heart who stumbles
through life making mistakes before finding a kind of peace. His journey from wealthy cynic to
Freemason to prisoner to happily married man mirrors a philosophical progression. Pierre's
ultimate realization is that meaning is not found in grand ideas but in living rightly, loving one's
family, and connecting with ordinary people.



Prince Andrei Bolkonsky

Andrei is the opposite of Pierre: disciplined, proud, and rational. He seeks glory in war but is
disillusioned. He loves Natasha but is too rigid to forgive her mistake. His death from wounds is
one of the most moving passages in literature, as he achieves a state of peaceful detachment and
universal love before dying. Andrei's arc suggests that intellectual pride must be softened by
suffering and grace.

Natasha Rostova

Natasha is vitality personified. She sings, dances, and loves with abandon. Her near-disastrous
affair with the charming Anatole Kuragin represents the danger of unchecked emotion. Her
eventual marriage to Pierre, after much sorrow and growth, shows her transformation into a
devoted wife and mother. Natasha is not a thinker like Pierre or Andrei, but she possesses an
intuitive understanding of life that Tolstoy deeply admires.
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Philosophical Digressions: The History Essays

Many readers find the chapters where Tolstoy steps away from the story to discuss the philosophy
of history challenging. In the second half of the novel, and especially in the lengthy second
epilogue, Tolstoy directly argues about free will, determinism, and the nature of historical
causation. He critiques professional historians for imposing artificial narratives on the chaos of the
past.

These sections are essential to the full answer to What Is War And Peace About. Tolstoy is not
content merely to tell a story; he wants the reader to think about how we understand our own lives
and societies. He suggests that human freedom is limited but real, and that we experience life
through a combination of necessity and choice that cannot be fully explained by reason.

Literary Style and Innovations

Tolstoy uses several techniques that were revolutionary for his time and that contribute to the
novel's power:

Stream of consciousness: He enters the minds of his characters, revealing their inner



thoughts, doubts, and shifting emotions.
Defamiliarization: He describes familiar events (a ball, a battle, a death) in unusual ways
to make the reader see them freshly.
Multiple perspectives: The same event is often shown through the eyes of different
characters, revealing subjective truth.
Digressive structure: The novel freely moves from story to philosophy to history, creating
a sense of life's breadth.

Why Read War and Peace Today?

In an age of short attention spans and constant distraction, a 1,200-page novel might seem
daunting. Yet War and Peace remains profoundly relevant. Its questions about the meaning of life,
the nature of love, the reality of death, and the forces that shape society are timeless. The
characters feel real in a way that few fictional creations do. Readers often report that Pierre,
Andrei, and Natasha become like friends or family members.

Moreover, the novel offers wisdom. It teaches that happiness is not found in status, wealth, or glory
but in simple, honest living. It reminds us that history is made not by celebrities and politicians but
by ordinary people getting up each day and doing their best. It shows that love is complicated, that
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suffering can purify, and that life is both tragic and beautiful.

Conclusion: The Infinite Novel

So, What Is War And Peace About? It is about everything. It is about a young woman dancing at
her first ball. It is about a soldier watching his friend die on a battlefield. It is about a philosopher-
prince gazing at an infinite sky. It is about a husband learning to love his wife. It is about a nation
defending its home. It is about the historian's arrogance and the mystery of freedom. It is about the
pursuit of happiness and the acceptance of sorrow.

Tolstoy once said that a great work of art is not one that teaches a lesson but one that makes the
reader feel the interconnectedness of all life. By that measure, War and Peace is one of the greatest
works ever created. To read it is to spend time with a wise and compassionate guide who helps you
see your own life more clearly. It is not a book to be conquered but a world to be lived in. For
anyone willing to invest the time, the reward is immense: a deeper understanding of history,
humanity, and the fragile, precious miracle of being alive.


