introduction to platonov

The year 1934, his thirty-fifth, was a significant watershed in the life of Andrei
Platonov. He had already written The Foundation Pit and Chevengur, the novels
for which he is today best known, but neither had been published in full. Soviet
readers knew him mainly for a few short stories and, above all, his semi-satirical
account of collectivization, ‘For Future Use’, which had been met by a storm of
official criticism when it appeared in 1931. For the next three years, Platonov was
unable to publish anything. But in the spring of 1934, he was included in a brigade
of writers sent to Turkmenistan to report on the progress of Sovietization, and the
same year was asked to contribute to a series of almanachs. Under Gorky’s general editorship, these were to celebrate the completion of the second Five-Year Plan
in 1937; but they never appeared. The text reproduced here was written for one
of these, titled ‘Notebooks’; it arrived on Gorky’s desk in early January 1935—a
month after the assassination of Kirov, an event which unleashed a wave of purges
that presaged the terror to come. Within a few days Gorky had rejected Platonov’s
text as ‘unsuitable’ and ‘pessimistic’; in early March the organizing secretary of
the Writers’ Union publicly denounced the unpublished article as ‘reactionary’,
‘reflecting the philosophy of elements hostile to socialism’.
The text was probably written in the first half of 1934, after Platonov’s return
from Central Asia; a notebook entry from mid-April—‘dialectic of nature in the
Karakum desert’—makes clear he was already considering its key themes there.
Many of these relate directly to the concerns of Happy Moscow, the novel he
was then writing; certain details would also be re-used in the screenplay ‘Father–
Mother’ (see nlr 53). The text is, among other things, a riposte to Gorky’s own
views on nature: ‘our earth is ever more generously revealing to us its countless
treasures’, intoned one article from 1932. Platonov, a hydrological expert in his
native Voronezh region during the droughts of the early 1920s, had an altogether
different conception, combining faith in technology with knowledge of the harshness of the environment on which mankind depended. ‘On the First Socialist
Tragedy’ occupies an unusual place in Platonov’s oeuvre. In generic terms, it belongs among his many journalistic writings. But those from his Voronezh period
(1921–26) are more agitational in character, while his literary criticism (1937 onwards) focuses above all on aesthetic questions. Philosophical texts, as such, are
very much a rarity—though it is possible more may emerge from an archive that
is still, sixty years after his death, not fully catalogued. The manuscript of this text
was first published in Russian in 1991; a second, typescript version appeared in
1993. The latter, which is what Gorky would have read, places much greater emphasis on the problems facing the ussr’s ‘engineers of the soul’. The translation
that appears here is based on Platonov’s original manuscript—terse and prescient
in equal measure.

andrei platonov

On the First Socialist Tragedy
One should keep one’s head down and not revel in life: our time is better
and more serious than blissful enjoyment. Anyone who revels in it will certainly be caught and perish, like a mouse that has crawled into a mousetrap
to ‘revel in’ a piece of lard on the bait pedal. Around us there is a lot of lard,
but every piece is bait. One should stand with the ordinary people in their
patient socialist work, and that’s all.
This mood and consciousness correspond to the way nature is constructed. Nature is not great, it is not abundant. Or it is so harshly arranged
that it has never bestowed its abundance and greatness on anyone. This is
a good thing, otherwise—in historical time—all of nature would have been
plundered, wasted, eaten up, people would have revelled in it down to its
very bones; there would always have been appetite enough. If the physical
world had not had its one law—in fact, the basic law: that of the dialectic—
people would have been able to destroy the world completely in a few
short centuries. More: even without people, nature would have destroyed
itself into pieces of its own accord. The dialectic is probably an expression
of miserliness, of the daunting harshness of nature’s construction, and it is
only thanks to this that the historical development of humankind became
possible. Otherwise everything on earth would long since have ended, as
when a child plays with sweets that have melted in his hands before he has
even had time to eat them.
Where does the truth of our contemporary historical picture lie? Of course,
it is a tragic picture, because the real historical work is being done not on the
whole earth, but in a small part of it, with enormous overloading.
The truth, in my view, lies in the fact that ‘technology . . . decides everything’. Technology is, indeed, the subject of the contemporary historical
tragedy, if by technology we understand not only the complex of man-made
instruments of production, but also the organization of society, solidly founded on the technology of production, and even ideology. Ideology, incidentally,
is located not in the superstructure, not ‘on high’, but within, in the middle of
society’s sense of itself. To be precise, one needs to include in technology the
technician himself—the person—so that one does not obtain an iron-hard
understanding of the question.
The situation between technology and nature is a tragic one. The aim of
technology is: ‘give me a place to stand and I will move the world’. But the
construction of nature is such that it does not like to be beaten: one can move
the world by taking up the lever with the required moment, but one must lose
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so much along the way and while the long lever is turning that, in practice,
the victory is useless. This is an elementary episode of dialectics. Let us take
a contemporary fact: the splitting of the atom. The same thing. The worldwide moment will arrive when, having expended a quantity of energy n on the
destruction of the atom, we will obtain n + 1 as a result, and will be so happy
with this wretched addition, because this absolute gain was obtained as a
result of a seemingly artificial alteration of the very principle of nature; that
is, the dialectic. Nature keeps itself to itself, it can only function by exchanging like for like, or even with something added in its favour; but technology
strains to have it the other way around. The external world is protected from
us by the dialectic. Therefore, though it seems like a paradox: the dialectic of
nature is the greatest resistance to technology and the enemy of humankind.
Technology is intended for and works towards the overturning or softening
of the dialectic. So far it has only modestly succeeded, and so the world still
cannot be kind to us.
At the same time, the dialectic alone is our sole instructor and resource
against an early, senseless demise in childish enjoyment. Just as it was the
force that created all technology.
In sociology, in love, in the depths of man the dialectic functions just as
invariably. A man who had a ten-year-old son left him with the boy’s mother,
and married a beauty. The child began to miss his father, and patiently, clumsily hanged himself. A gram of enjoyment at one end was counterbalanced
by a tonne of grave soil at the other. The father removed the rope from the
child’s neck and soon followed in his wake, into the grave. He wanted to revel
in the innocent beauty, he wanted to bear his love not as a duty shared with
one woman, but as a pleasure. Do not revel—or die.
Some naive people might object: the present crisis of production refutes
such a point of view. Nothing refutes it. Imagine the highly complex armature
of society in contemporary imperialism and fascism, giving off starvation and
destruction for mankind in those parts, and it becomes clear at what cost the
increase in productive forces was attained. Self-destruction in fascism and
war between states are both losses of high-level production and vengeance
for it. The tragic knot is cut without being resolved. The result is not even a
tragedy in a classical sense. A world without the ussr would undoubtedly
destroy itself of its own accord within the course of the next century.
The tragedy of man, armed with machinery and a heart, and with the
dialectic of nature, must be resolved in our country by means of socialism.
But it must be understood that this is a very serious task. The ancient life
on the ‘surface’ of nature could still obtain what it needed from the waste
and excretions of elemental forces and substances. But we are making our
way inside the world, and in response it is pressing down upon us with
equivalent force.

