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  Foreword

 

ALEKSANDR KONSTANTINOVICH VORONSKY was born in the small town of Khoroshavka, in the Russian province of Tambov, in September 1884.

He was shot by a Stalinist executioner on August 13, 1937, and buried in a mass grave on the outskirts of Moscow. With a life that spanned one of the stormiest periods of modern history, Voronsky actively participated in the revolutions of 1905 and 1917, the building of the first Soviet regime, and the struggle against its degeneration. He participated as an underground Bolshevik, political exile, leading member of various committees in state power, editor of several influential newspapers and journals, as an oppositionist, once again as an exile, and finally as a persecuted “Old Bolshevik,” who, like the majority of Marxist revolutionaries of his generation, sought ways to survive in a regime increasingly hostile to everything for which he had fought.

The son of a village priest, Voronsky enrolled as a youth in the Tambov Seminary. While there in 1904 he joined the Bolshevik wing of the Russian Social-Democratic Labor Party. The next year he was expelled for leading a student rebellion against the stifling regime at the seminary.

The year 1905, of course, witnessed not only the radicalization of a few seminary students in the provincial backwaters of Tambov. After Bloody Sunday in Petersburg, strikes swept the country, culminating in revolutionary battles which rocked the capital in the fall. Thousands of workers, peasants, intellectuals and students threw themselves into revolutionary activity, but the tsarist regime was able to crush the revolt.

As an eager but relatively inexperienced Bolshevik activist, Voronsky participated in the 1905 Revolution in Petersburg and, like many other young Marxists, was arrested not long after the revolution was defeated. In 1906 he was tried and sentenced to one year imprisonment. For ten months he was confined to Petersburg’s Kresty Prison, followed by two months in the Tambov provincial prison. He was released in 1907, rearrested in October, and sent into exile for two years in Yarensk (Vologda Province).

These years are most vividly portrayed in Voronsky’s semifictionalized autobiography, In Search of Waters of Life and Death.  1 Written twenty years later, in the characters of Valentin and Alexander we have the best portrayal of the formative years of a young underground Bolshevik. We then follow Valentin/Voronsky all the way to the Prague Conference of 1912, where portraits of Lenin, Zinoviev, Kamenev, Serebriakov and Voronsky himself succeed the more lyrical elements of the earlier years.

The Prague Conference was a defining moment in Voronsky’s life as a young adult. Aside from being his only trip to Europe (at a time when several thousand Russian students were studying abroad, sometimes by choice and sometimes as exiles who had belonged to revolutionary circles), it was a political gathering which brought together many of the future leaders of the Russian Revolution of 1917. Here Voronsky argued passionately for a daily revolutionary newspaper, and was called aside for a walk with Lenin to discuss these ideas. Comrades such as Zinoviev, Kamenev, Serebriakov and Ordzhonikidze would later play enormous roles in Voronsky’s life. But for Voronsky, 1912 marked a time when he truly entered leading circles of the Bolshevik Party; he missed being elected to the Central Committee by one vote, with Goloshchekin taking that position. Voronsky not only recorded the minutes of the Prague Conference, but was delegated to report back to Bolshevik groups in Nikolaev and Saratov.

After giving one of these reports at a meeting which had been betrayed in advance to the tsarist secret police by an informer, Voronsky was again arrested in May 1912, and sent into exile in October to the city of Kern near the Arctic Circle. During the First World War he lived in Ekaterinoslav from 1915-1916, but was forced to flee to avoid arrest once again. Then he served in the Union of Zemstvos on the western front. After the February Revolution, he became chairman of the Koidanov Council of Soldiers’ Deputies in the Minsk Province.

In the spring of 1917 Voronsky went to Odessa where he played a leading role in establishing Soviet rule and winning support for Bolshevik policy. When Odessa fell to the Germans in 1918 Voronsky was transferred to Ivanovo-Voznesensk, where he spent three extraordinarily productive years of political and literary life.

In Ivanovo, Voronsky held responsible party posts, and was second only to Mikhail Frunze, whom he had met in prison in 1907. After the latter departed for the front, Voronsky headed the city’s party committee and executive committee. During the same time, he became editor of Rabochii krai [Workers’ Land], which soon gained the reputation of being the best provincial party newspaper.

Becoming editor was in some ways a natural step for Voronsky. He had officially begun his literary career in 1911 when he submitted articles to Vorovsky’s Iasnaia zarya [Clear Dawn] in Odessa. Two of these early essays are included in this anthology. Like these, his first works are filled with revolutionary fervor, as well as a fine sense for literary quality. For the Voronsky of that time, Bolshevism meant a struggle for the best cultural traditions of mankind, against all backwardness and injustice. The writers he championed in his first articles embodied that quest: Gorky, Hamsun and others. Those he criticized represented a retreat from the ideals to which Voronsky and other young revolutionaries adhered.

During his years in Ivanovo, Voronsky’s critical acumen was sharpened by years of rich political experience. Ivanovo was perhaps the third most important Bolshevik stronghold after Petrograd and Moscow. It was a city of massive textile factories, and wave after wave of workers were sent from Ivanovo to all fronts during the Civil War, as Voronsky attests in the short article included here, “The Red Province.” Leading cadres were rapidly depleted, and it fell to Voronsky and Olga Vorontsova to run virtually all party affairs during the most difficult times.

If one examines the press and archival material of the time, Voronsky seems to have been everywhere at once—writing articles, speaking at rallies, giving lectures, chairing meetings, traveling to conferences, mobilizing troops for the front, giving eulogies at funerals, etc. Yet during the years 1918 to 1920, he managed to write almost 400 articles for the newspaper Rabochii krai. Space has allowed us to include only four of these many works, but they give the flavor of the times. The Old Bolshevik M. S. Olminsky wrote in Pravda in 1918 that other papers should try to reach the high level attained by Rabochii krai.

As the Civil War drew to a close, the tasks of demobilizing the Red Army and reconstructing a war-ravaged economy were staggering. Raising the cultural level of the broad masses was crucial to the country’s recovery, and Voronsky was one of many who devoted themselves to this painstaking work. Some of the greatest challenges in this regard came from unexpected places: not from open enemies of the revolution, but from poorly educated supporters of the Soviet regime in general, and from representatives of the “Proletarian Culture” movement in particular.

The “Proletcult” movement had roots going back to pre-revolutionary times. In 1909-1910, several Bolsheviks grouped around A. A. Bogdanov (Malinovsky) formulated the first slogans of proletarian culture. Bogdanov was joined in this tendency by Lunacharsky, Stepanov, Pokrovsky, Bazarov and a few other Social-Democratic theorists who enjoyed Gorky’s full support.

The Proletcultists declared that the construction of socialist society must be pursued on three basic fronts. The economic struggle was to be waged by the trade unions, the political struggle by the Social-Democratic Party, and the cultural struggle by the Proletcult. Founded officially in the summer of 1917, the Proletcult movement became a mass organization, embracing perhaps 400,000 members by 1920. Lenin objected to their demands for autonomous existence outside both the Soviet state and the Bolshevik Party, and by 1921 the Central Committee placed the Proletcult under the direction of the Commissariat of Enlightenment, headed by Lunacharsky. Although Bogdanov left the Proletcult in 1921 to pursue scientific research and run the Socialist Academy, many of his followers remained active in various literary organizations such as VAPP [the All-Russian Association of Proletarian Writers], MAPP [the Moscow Association of Proletarian Writers], “Kuznitsa” [Smithy], “Molodaia gvardiia” [Young Guard] and the groups around the journals Oktiabr’ [October] and Na postu [On Guard]. They argued that only the proletarian writers deserved full party and state support for their efforts to replace all forms of bourgeois culture. At the same time, they insisted that the new proletarian state should by no means offer support (material or otherwise) to the noncommunist writers who served only to smuggle in bourgeois ideology under the guises of apolitical or nontendentious art. Many Proletcultists evinced an exaggerated tendency to reject most of the literary and cultural achievements of the past in the name of what they understood to be the new “proletarian culture.”

The debate that ensued, both within and outside the party, was complex and lengthy. Lenin drafted some of the first major theses in opposition to the Proletcult, noting that “Marxism has by no means discarded the most valuable achievements of the bourgeois epoch, but, on the contrary, has assimilated and reworked everything that was valuable in the more than two thousand-year development of human thought and culture.”  2 In the fall of 1922 Lenin encouraged Y. Yakovlev to answer the Proletcultist V. Pletnev in Pravda. Over the next few months, however, two of the most consistent opponents of the Proletcultists proved to be Trotsky and Voronsky, whose names became linked in the increasingly bitter disputes in the press.

Voronsky never accepted the arguments of Proletcult, and some of his best articles address the need to master the culture of the past before going beyond it. By 1921, however, he was no longer writing as editor of an important provincial newspaper. He was now located in Moscow, the capital of the Soviet state and site of the greatest intellectual ferment.

At least in part due to Gorky’s prompting, the high quality of Ivanovo’s Rabochii krai had caught Lenin’s eye, and Voronsky was called to Moscow. There he founded and became the first chief editor of the journal Krasnaia nov’ [Red Virgin Soil], which was the best literary journal of the 1920s.

Much has been written about Red Virgin Soil.  3 Let us simply note that it played a role second to none in nurturing the new, young Soviet literature during less than favorable times. It appeared once a month, with 200-300 pages per issue. There were political, economic, philosophical and scientific articles, but the strength of the journal lay in imaginative literature and literary criticism. From its very first issue, which opened with Vsevolod Ivanov’s Partisans, Red Virgin Soil regularly published writers who became known as “fellow-travelers” in the sharply polemical debates over party policy toward literature.

The term “fellow-traveler” covered a wide spectrum of writers, from Gorky, Veresaev, A. Tolstoy and Erenburg, to the younger Pilniak, Nikitin, Lidin and Zoshchenko. Broadly understood, it means one who has not rejected the revolution, but has not fully adopted the standpoint of a Marxist. If we add Mayakovsky, Esenin, V. Ivanov, Seifullina, Tikhonov, Leonov and Babel to those fellow-travelers previously mentioned, it becomes clear that Red Virgin Soil was publishing a wide array of the best writers of the 1920s. One envious editor of a rival journal called Voronsky the “Ivan Kalita” (Ivan Moneybags)  4 of Soviet literature.

In addition to selecting and editing works from this impressive collection of writers, Voronsky wrote critical articles for almost every issue of Red Virgin Soil. The first number, for instance, opens with five brief articles. At times Voronsky would contribute only one major work, but his literary production remained high throughout the mid-1920s.  5

Surprisingly enough, Voronsky won far from unanimous praise for his work. The journal On Guard, founded in 1923 and closed in 1925, opened a sustained attack on Voronsky, accusing him of favoring the fellow-travelers over more ideologically correct proletarian writers. Lelevich, Rodov and other “OnGuardists” joined their rivals in the competing journal LEF with attacks on Voronsky in almost every issue. Indeed, from 1923 through 1937, hardly a month went by without an impassioned tirade addressed at Voronsky from some overzealous opponent. One even reverberated with the slogan: “Voronsky-Carthage must be destroyed!” Articles often contained the term “voronshchina,” the pejorative sense of which is poorly captured by the English translation: “Voronskyism.”

Voronsky was not without supporters, however, often in very influential circles. Lenin, Krupskaya and Gorky had all approved and encouraged the forming of Red Virgin Soil in 1921. Even from abroad, Gorky regularly submitted works and offered support whenever possible. Frunze, who had become a famous war hero and leading military figure, was an extremely close comrade and friend until his death in the fall of 1925. In later years, Voronsky would often say: “If Mikhail Vasilievich [Frunze] were alive, he never would have let me be torn to pieces by this rabble.”

Serebriakov, Preobrazhensky, I. N. Smirnov and Ter-Vaganian were close comrades who frequently visited Voronsky at his apartment in the First House of the Soviets (the former “Hotel Nationale”). But probably Voronsky’s strongest and most consistent supporter in the party was L. D. Trotsky, a relationship which became ever more obvious as the inner-party struggle unfolded in the 1920s.

Trotsky’s life is well chronicled in many historical works. Joining the Marxist movement at the end of the nineteenth century, he played a prominent role in the Russian Social-Democratic Labor Party (RSDLP). From 1903 to 1917 he remained outside Lenin’s Bolshevik faction, yet worked only intermittently with the Mensheviks as he sought to reunify the RSDLP after its split in 1903. During the First World War, which saw the collapse of the powerful Social-Democratic parties throughout Europe, Trotsky drew closer to the Bolsheviks on most fundamental political questions. With the fall of the tsarist regime in February 1917, Trotsky headed back to Russia from exile in New York. He arrived after Lenin had issued his famous “April Theses,” declaring no support for the new provisional government and calling for the socialist revolution. Trotsky’s agreement with these perspectives led to his official entry into the Bolshevik Party in August 1917. In October, Trotsky headed the Petrograd Soviet and was the central organizer of the seizure of power in the nation’s capital. After a few months as commissar of foreign affairs, Trotsky assumed leadership of the Red Army, a post which he held throughout the Civil War. With the founding of the Third International in March 1919, Trotsky soon began to play a major role in Comintern affairs, winning acclaim among the fledgling communist parties being formed throughout the world. At this time, Trotsky was undoubtedly the second most popular and prominent member of the Bolshevik Party; only Lenin could be considered the “primus inter pares.” In 1922, however, Lenin suffered his first major stroke, which severely curtailed his active role in the party over the months leading up to his death in January 1924.

During Lenin’s illness a “triumvirate” consisting of Zinoviev, Kamenev and Stalin acted to undermine Trotsky’s standing in the party. Many questions were involved: the transition from civil war to peacetime reconstruction, the New Economic Policy, disturbing signs of the party’s bureaucratization, the relative exhaustion of the working class after many years of war and revolution, the international pressure of imperialist countries trying to strangle the new Bolshevik regime, the difficulties in overcoming Russia’s age-old backwardness, the intricacies of assisting the socialist revolution in Europe, and other issues. Under these conditions several oppositional groupings to the policies of the triumvirate developed within the party, leading to sharp inner-party struggles from 1923 to 1927. During this period Trotsky organized the Left Opposition, which was the only consistent Marxist opposition to the growth of what later became known as Stalinism.

In the fall of 1923, the Left Opposition emerged as a clearly defined tendency when Trotsky raised a number of sharp questions within the party. In early October he objected to the alarming bureaucratization of the party, to the increase of appointments from above, to violations of party democracy and to unsound economic practices which threatened the worker-peasant alliance known as the “smychka.” Many of these points echoed and deepened the analysis made by Lenin before a massive stroke in March 1923 removed him from active party life. A week after Trotsky’s first major statement on these issues, forty-six prominent Old Bolsheviks wrote a letter supporting his views. Among the signatories were E. Preobrazhensky, L. Serebriakov, I. N. Smirnov, G. Piatakov, N. Muralov, A. Antonov-Ovseenko, B. Eltsin, M. Boguslavsky and A. Voronsky. From that moment Voronsky participated actively in the Left Opposition until he officially left its ranks in October 1929, when he signed a letter written to that effect by I. N. Smirnov and M. Boguslavsky.

During the inner-party battles Voronsky developed his literary critical views, which coincided on all the principled questions with those held by Trotsky. Major expressions of agreement were made in numerous articles, books, and public meetings. (The most prominent instance was the debate on party policy in literature held on May 9, 1924, under the aegis of the Press Department of the Central Committee.) They both rejected the possibility of forming a new, “proletarian literature,” and defended the fellow-travelers against the “OnGuardists.” Both insisted that by the time the cruel wars and revolutions of the next decades had been fought out on a world scale, i.e., by the time the proletariat had time to turn to creating a new culture, conditions would already exist for the transition to classless society. The new culture would therefore be based on non-class, universal human values, on ideals of solidarity and equality. The principles embodied in this approach to the question of proletarian culture can easily be found in Trotsky’s theory of permanent revolution, which was widely accepted as official party doctrine in the early 1920s, but became the focus of attacks by the Stalin-Bukharin faction after the fall of 1924.

With virtually every month, the battle within the party sharpened, and Voronsky fell under greater attack. After signing the Letter of the 46, he was visited by Frunze, Voroshilov and Ordzhonikidze, who strenuously urged him, to no avail, to remove his signature from the document. After the “Lessons of October” controversy in the fall of 1924, in which attacks on the Left Opposition escalated sharply, Voronsky was briefly removed as editor of Red Virgin Soil. After vigorous protests by the writers Gorky and Esenin, among others, he was reinstated.

Voronsky’s articles of that time are filled with growing concern over certain negative tendencies which had emerged in literature. He couldn’t stand a false revolutionary enthusiasm, and repeatedly called for greater sincerity in literature. “We have no shortage of bold, loud, and blaring glorifications of the revolution, Comintern, Communist Party, and Communist Youth. But how often this sounds so unconvincing, and devoid of any inner content!”  6 “We have works that are imbued with sincere pathos of the best ideas and feelings of our age, but we have even more that are declamatory, superficial, insincere, and artificial.”  7

He also expressed dissatisfaction with the growing intervention by state censorship:

 

We must pay serious attention to the obvious absurdities and excesses committed by our political censors. Our censorship interferes in the artistic evaluation of a work, broadly employs personal sympathies and antipathies in its conclusions, engages in nit-picking, and considers as an assault on the revolution any depiction of the Gogolian, Shchedrinesque, or Chekhovian sides of our everyday life; all these themes have consequently been driven underground, to the clear detriment of the revolution, the party and literature. Communist ideology is demanded of nonCommunist writers, and so forth. This situation must be changed.  8

 

Voronsky was in a difficult position. Not only was he editor of Red Virgin Soil, but also coeditor with Bukharin of the illustrated journal, Prozhektor [ Searchlight], head of the publishing house “Krug” [Circle], and de facto leader of the literary group “Pereval” [Mountain Pass]. All of these positions were threatened as Stalin used the full powers of the Orgburo and the Politburo to dismiss those opposed to the “general party line.” In May 1926, when Pilniak dedicated his story, “Tale of the Unextinguished Moon”: “To Voronsky, in friendship,” Voronsky received his first party reprimand for inspiring the story’s thinly veiled attack on Stalin (who insisted on the unnecessary medical operation that killed Frunze).

As the Fifteenth Party Congress approached in 1927, a major statement subsequently known as the “Declaration of the 84” was signed by over 3,000 Left Oppositionists, among them. Voronsky. Almost all of the signatories were slated for expulsion from the party. Voronsky was soon thereafter removed for the last time from Red Virgin Soil and driven out of the party. The pretext for expelling Voronsky was his trip with Sergei Zorin to Ivanovo in late 1927 to distribute ten copies of the Left Opposition’s platform. Hence, after devoting 24 years to the Bolshevik party, Voronsky was driven out by an entirely new breed of careerists, bureaucrats and political incompetents who had flooded the party and turned it into a medium absolutely hostile to the Old Bolshevik cadre, by now constituting less than 1 percent of the party ranks. As the Russian historian, A. A. Chernobaev, notes:

 

With pain and bewilderment, Aleksandr Konstantinovich watched the degeneration of old party members going on before his own eyes. “During the days of heated battles with the autocracy,” he wrote, “we fervently believed in man, in his social instincts, in his courage and heroism.” “Where had all this gone?... Many of the bravest had been killed, executed or tormented in prison, or in distant and devastating exile, but many had remained alive! I recalled these survivors, and indeed, I had known them as absolutely different people. In revenge, the malicious and evil demon of history had dredged up all the philistinism, baseness, selfishness, cowardice and wretchedness, all the groveling and pettiness, in order to ridicule the tortuous efforts of the best people.—‘I’ll give you your morning star!’ What had happened to it, our morning star? Or to put it more bluntly—no matter how courageously you fight, no matter what miracles of heroism you perform, no matter how much priceless human blood you shed, in the end, when all is said and done, what will dominate will be a dull and soporific satiety; life’s self-confident and petty parasites will get the upper hand?!” Despite all the changes which had obviously taken place, the author didn’t accept them, he didn’t believe in their final triumph: “And yet, ... perhaps: somewhere my friends are gathering, somewhere they are joining together!”  9

 

The optimism expressed here at the end, despite the deepening social crisis which had developed in the Soviet Union, was based on a whole historical perspective, and a fundamental faith that the younger generation would carry on the fight even if the older generation fell in battle. Voronsky certainly had the ear of a significant section of the youth in Moscow, who were often the most selfless members of the opposition. He hints at his activities in a letter to Gorky:

 

Forgive me for remaining silent for so long: work and various incidents have completely worn me out. Meetings, commissions, subcommissions, discussions, editorial work, resolutions, platforms and so forth.

... As before, I have been under attack and have suffered no small grief from time to time; my strength is drained and my health is poor. Almost every day I go to student auditoriums to report on literary themes. This year has witnessed an unprecedented interest in literature. In this there is no exaggeration on my part. This is uplifting.  10

 

It goes without saying that, in his discussions with the youth on “literary themes,” Voronsky hardly concealed his political views. One of the youths who was deeply impressed by Voronsky at that time was Varlam Shalamov, who was in his early twenties when Waters of Life and Death began to be published. Years later, in a letter to Voronsky’s daughter, Shalamov writes:

It is with great pleasure that I am rereading every line of Waters of Life and Death, for it is a living classic of our youth, where we studied every paragraph, every twist and turn in the plot, every image; we learned to cultivate in ourselves the unity of word and deed.

I have to say that the editing of the book is not very good.

It’s painful to see that they cut the separate epigraph to the third part of “Za zhivoi i mertvoi vodoi”:

And the marshals heed not the call,

Some have fallen in battle,

Others have betrayed,

And sold their sword / “The Flying Ship”/  11

 

This is the same epigraph, in journal form, which was passed from hand to hand in all the student dormitories of Moscow, and not only in those occupied by students.

 

It is clear from Shalamov’s reaction that Voronsky had successfully responded to his own challenge, repeated often in articles of the 1920s: “The past left us the underground, the stern school of professional revolutionaries, it left us the heroic struggle of small, but closely-knit groups, an organization which was able to combine mass work with the conspiratorial apartment. There is not as yet the slightest monumental reflection in art of our unique Bolshevik underground.”  12

With Valentin, Voronsky created such a powerful literary character, that it could not help but capture the attention of those youths like Shalamov who were repulsed by the grotesque falsification of history by Stalinists such as E. Yaroslavsky. Because many students sympathized strongly with the battle against this historical betrayal, and Voronsky’s moral authority among the youth was so high, he was feared by the party apparatus. They knew well that when Voronsky spoke of the revolution betrayed, his words unerringly hit their mark. But the philosophical content of his book goes deeper, transcending the immediate political context within which it was written.

Indeed, the main metaphor of Voronsky’s book, the search for living water and dead water, is rich in content and does not yield to simple interpretation. According to Russian folk tales, dead water could magically reassemble the dismembered body of a soldier fallen in battle. Once the body was made whole, living water could then bring it back to life. Voronsky’s close associate, the literary critic Abram Lezhnev, commented on various aspects of this question: “On our banner is the victory of Mozartism over Salierism, of creativity over handicraft, of art over craftsmanship. In the best case, Salieri has only dead water. It can force the parts which have been rent asunder by analysis to come back together. But in order for art to live, to breathe, to move, one needs living water. And only Mozart has this.”  13

Going beyond considerations of artistic creativity, Lezhnev also suggests that, for the Perevalist writers as a whole (and implicitly for Voronsky), the metaphor deals with making whole the human spirit after the divisiveness of the cruel age we are passing through.

 

For us, socialism is not an enormous workers’ dormitory, as it is for maniacs of productionism and advocates of factography; it is not the melancholy barracks from “The Bedbug” [a play by Mayakovsky], where people who are identically dressed die from boredom and uniformity. For us, it is the great epoch of freeing man from all the chains which bind him, when all the capabilities in his nature are revealed with full force. For us, it doesn’t have grayish hues, but is filled with warmth and light. And we want its glow to fill today’s art, we want it to be illuminated not only by the newspaper slogans of the day, but by the great ideas of all time!  14

 

The period which unfolded soon after these words were written differed so markedly from the ideas expressed in this passage, that some have (incorrectly) called Voronsky and his supporters the Don Quixotes of the 1920s. Such an interpretation could only be accepted if Stalin were seen as the ultimate victor over the best ideals of mankind, rather than the temporary (and historically doomed) gravedigger of the Russian Revolution. For what did Stalin represent? His theory of building “Socialism in One Country” was a clear repudiation of Marxist internationalism, and a huge concession to the most backward forms of Great-Russian chauvinism and nationalism. Voronsky wrote very clearly on this issue:

 

In its very essence, Bolshevism is internationalist. National-Bolshevism is a word-combination which by its very nature is unnatural. It is like mixing fire and water, or talking about wooden iron. The national roots of Bolshevism are nourished by international soil. On the day that Bolshevism becomes National-Bolshevism, it ceases to be Bolshevism.  15

 

By fighting against the nationalist repudiation of Marxism being carried out by the growing Stalinist bureaucracy, Voronsky and his comrades were hardly tilting at windmills. Their activities, supported by a few thousand oppositionists in the Communist Party, invoked both the fear and the wrath of the ruling elite. Expulsion, exile, imprisonment and harassment in many forms made life for the oppositionists extremely difficult.

Although he had been expelled from the party, Voronsky continued his political activity, heading a Red Cross for exiled and imprisoned oppositionists. In January 1929 he was himself arrested by the OGPU and sentenced to exile in Lipetsk, where his health took a turn for the worse. Since he was suffering from enlargement of the heart, an appeal was made to Ordzhonikidze to allow him to return to Moscow for medical treatment. In such instances, as Nadezhda Joffe explains in her memoirs, “arrivals were regulated by departures.” Voronsky was able to “arrive” in Moscow because he “departed” from the opposition. Whether he actually abandoned his oppositional views is less clear, and evidence exists that he remained active in the opposition at least through 1932. By then the forms of oppositional activity had changed, and life in Moscow for oppositionists resembled the days of the most clandestine underground activity under tsarism.

One consequence of his return to Moscow at the end of 1929 is certain: he “broke his critic’s pen,” a bitter euphemism for the fact that he never again was allowed to publish any major critical articles in the various literary journals.

Voronsky did, however, continue to write. In 1934 he published a biography of Zheliabov for the series edited by Gorky, “Zhizn’ zamechatel’nykh liudei" [Life of Remarkable People]. Later, he also finished a volume devoted to Gogol, the press run of which was destroyed except for a handful of copies. But probably his most important work was the continuation of his autobiography. He managed to complete Bursa, devoted to his seminary years. And, as noted before, he continued Waters of Life and Death, going through the year 1921, and also completed many studies of the writers he had known. With the exception of the article on Gorky appearing in this anthology, these works disappeared in the Lubianka in 1937 as well.

Although he had been readmitted to the party in 1930, Voronsky was allowed to occupy only a post at Gosizdat, editing the classics. There is considerable evidence that he lived under conditions of continual and growing political persecution until he was expelled again from the party in 1935. His final arrest came in February 1937. Unlike many of his close political associates, he did not stand trial in the infamous Moscow frame-ups, but was shot after appearing for a twenty-minute trial before a troika of the Military Collegium of the Supreme Soviet on 13 August 1937. His body was dumped along with many others in an unmarked grave in Butovo, on the outskirts of Moscow. By the end of 1937, his party comrades Serebriakov, I. N. Smirnov, Ter-Vaganian, B. Eltsin and Boguslavsky had all been shot. The Stalinist killing machine did not overlook several leading members of Pereval: Boris Guber was shot on 13 August 1937, Nikolai Zarudin on 13 August 1937, Abram Lezhnev on 8 February 1938 and Valerian Pravdukhin on 28 August 1938; nor a number of writers who had worked closely with Voronsky: Ivan Kataev, shot on 19 August 1937, Artem Vesely on 8 April 1938, Boris Pilniak on 21 April 1938 and Isaak Babel on 27 January 1940; nor an enemy turned friend: G. Lelevich, shot on 10 December 1937; nor his opponents to the end: Leopold Averbakh, 14 August 1937, and Vladimir Narbut, 14 April 1938.

A. K. Voronsky’s daughter, Galina, was arrested as a twenty-three-year-old student in 1937 and spent twenty-two years as a prisoner and exile in Kolyma. Through incredible efforts, she managed both to survive and to achieve the rehabilitation of her father in 1957. She also persisted in arranging the republication of his articles, a difficult and complex process that stretched over thirty years. While in Kolyma, Galina gave birth to two daughters, Voronsky’s grandchildren. One of them, Tatiana Isaeva, now lives in Moscow, and has assisted greatly in gathering material about her grandfather.

The tragedy that these three generations have lived through can perhaps be best understood by reading Voronsky’s articles in this book. We can only wonder what Voronsky might have achieved had he not been silenced by Stalinism at such an early age. As it is, he joins history as part of that generation of brilliant revolutionaries whose heritage must be reclaimed today.

FREDERICK S. CHOATE

 

NOTES ON THE MATERIAL SELECTED

 

The material chosen for this anthology provides a representative sampling of Voronsky’s literary essays and critical articles. The selection begins with an early essay on Gorky, and ends with Voronsky’s last written thoughts on the same writer, penned shortly before the critic’s last arrest in 1937. His major theoretical articles, however, appeared between 1922 and 1928, a relatively short span before Stalinism denied Voronsky the possibility of expressing his literary-critical ideas in print.

To anyone who views the Bolshevik Party as a theoretical monolith, Voronsky’s articles will probably come as a surprise. We must remember that Marxism was never an ossified doctrine, and the 1920s in Russia witnessed a wide-ranging debate on almost all theoretical questions. This was a time of discovery—how should the party respond to not only the myriad political problems of the day, but also to Einstein’s new theories in physics, Freud’s school in psychology and the multitude of avant-garde movements in art? In literature alone, the remnants of the Symbolist movement vied with Acmeists, Futurists, Cosmists, Imagists, Proletcultists and a host of lesser-known tendencies. We have noted three broad camps: the Proletarian writers in their many organizational forms, the supporters of LEF (closely linked to Futurist and Formalist trends), and the more loosely organized groups or individual writers around Voronsky (Pereval, Krug, many of the “fellow-travelers”). None of these groupings is remotely homogenous; allies shift from one camp to another, boundaries dissolve, manifestos sometimes seem to outweigh all other forms of literary production. The richness of the intellectual ferment suggests what could easily be called a Soviet Golden Age, a phenomenon which flourished ever so briefly only to be snuffed out by Stalin and his cohorts.

Examined in retrospect, the stages of Stalinist repression seem inexorable: 1927 (the crushing of the Left Opposition), 1929 (the humiliation of the Right Opposition), 1932 (the dissolving of all literary groups into one, Stalinized, organization), 1936-1938 (the physical extermination of the Bolshevik intelligentsia during the Great Purges). Indeed, a whole school has dominated in Western Sovietology which suggests that Stalinism is the logical and unavoidable outcome of Bolshevism itself. To make such a claim, these Sovietologists have to ignore the contributions made by Trotsky, Preobrazhensky and Voronsky in politics, economics and literature; not to mention the work of Rakovsky, Joffe and a considerable number of other Left Oppositionists. Unfortunately, history is often written by the victors, and at its height Stalinism did everything possible to completely erase these names from official Soviet history. Trotsky and his supporters, however, were confident that the monstrous Stalinist school of falsification would eventually be shattered by the laws of history. I hope that this anthology will contribute to correcting the historical record by presenting the writings of one of the most active participants in the theoretical battles of the 1920s.

***

Rather than provide a lengthier introduction here, I have chosen to supply a few brief comments before articles which need them, and then to allow the essays to speak for themselves. Footnotes have been kept to a minimum, and brief biographical notes cover some of the more obscure names, as well as some of the better known figures who are frequently mentioned in the texts. Readers who are interested in learning more about Voronsky should soon be able to consult a major monograph on his life and works which is nearing completion. I have also appended a few documents which will shed light on various aspects of Voronsky’s extraordinary life.
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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

 

Almost every endeavor to transliterate hundreds of Cyrillic names results in some inconsistencies and compromises. In the main body of texts, we have eliminated most “soft” signs and “hard” signs, retaining them chiefly in the footnotes [one exception is Rus’]. Otherwise we have adopted a slightly modified version of the transliteration system used in the Handbook of Russian Literature. Hence, the “ii” at the end of proper names has become “y.” In some instances, popularized spellings have replaced a strict transliteration of surnames [Zinov’ev becomes Zinoviev, Shaliapin remains Chaliapin], although most names of Germanic origin have been rendered in their Russian form [Averbakh, rather than Auerbach, Erenburg rather than Ehrenburg; a couple of exceptions are Herzen rather than Gertsen, and Deutsch rather than Deich].

 

 1 An abridged English translation of Voronsky’s book appeared in 1936 as Waters of Life and Death. It was reprinted by Hyperion Press in 1975.

 2 V I. Lenin, “0 proletarskoi kature,” Polnoe sobranie sochinenii [PSS], vol. 41 (Moscow: 1977), p. 337; V I. Lenin, Collected Works [CW], vol. 31 (Moscow: 1966), p. 317.

 3 The best work is: Robert Maguire, Red Virgin Soil: Soviet Literature in the 1920s (Princeton University Press, 1968).

 4 Ivan I, or “Ivan Moneybags, [Ivan Kalita]” Prince of Moscow, served as grand prince from 1328-1341. Received permission from the Golden Horde to gather tribute to the khan from other Russian princes. During his reign, Moscow acquired greater land and wealth, and became the religious center of Russia. Symbol of successful acquisition, administration and expansion.

 5 Voronsky’s major critical works were published in the following books: Na styke [At the Crossroads], 1923; Iskusstvo kak poznanie zhizni i sovremennost’ [Art as the Cognition of Life, and the Contemporary World], 1924; Iskusstvo i zhizn’ [Art and Life], 1924; Ob iskusstve [On Art], 1925; Literaturnye tipy [Literary Types], 1926; Literaturnye zapisi [Literary Notes], 1926; Mister Britling p’et chashu do dna [Mister Britling Goes All the Way], 1927; Iskusstvo videt’ mir [The Art of Seeing the World], 1928; and Literaturnye portrety [Literary Portraits], in two volumes, 1928-1929.

 6 A. K. Voronsky, Literaturnye zapisi [Literary Notes] (Moscow: Krug, 1926), p. 62.

 7 Ibid., p. 69.

 8 A. K. Voronsky, “O ‘tekushchem momente’ i zadachakh R. K. P. v khudozhestvennoi literature,” Prozhektor, no. 5 (1924): p. 26.

 9 Novyi mir, no. 1 (1929): pp. 201–202.

 10 M. Gor’kii I sovietskaia pechat’, Arkhiv A. M. Gor’kogo. T.X, Kniga vtoraia (1965): pp. 45–46.

 11 From Lermontov’s poem about Napoleon, “Воздушный корабль,” 1840. Trans.

 12 A. K. Voronsky, Literaturnye zapisi [Literary Notes] (Moscow: Krug, 1926), p. 65.

 13 A. Lezhnev, “Vmesto prologa,” Rovesniki, no. 7 (1930): p. 15.

 14 Ibid., p. 20.

 15 A. K. Voronsky, Mister Britling p’et chashu do dna (Moscow: Krug, 1927), p. 188.
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Polemical Remarks about Gorky

 

[Excerpts from the newspaper Iasnaia zaria [Clear Dawn], no. 66 (72), 11 October 1911.]

 

Maksim Gorky burst upon the literary scene in Russia in the 1890s with a series of deeply romantic short stories and poems (“Makar Chudra,” “Chelkash,” “Old Woman Izergil,” “Song of the Falcon”). His prolific career spanned more than four decades, during which he produced over thirty volumes of writings. His large following in Russia was matched by wide international acclaim.

Prior to the October Revolution, Gorky was generally supportive of the Bolshevik Party. In 1917 he became increasingly critical of Bolshevik policy and ended up leaving Russia to live in Italy in 1921. Gorky visited Russia in 1928 and 1929, and finally returned for good in 1931.

The two following articles from 1911 are among Voronsky’s earliest works. He would closely follow Gorky’s evolution until the writer’s death in 1936. Although Gorky would later be turned into a rather bland, socialist-realist icon by official Stalinist literary criticism, his life and works are far more complex than the stereotypes usually offered. Voronsky’s articles provide insight into the reception of Gorky’s works by young revolutionaries at the turn of the century, and into the development of Voronsky’s own critical powers.

***

BEFORE US stands the old and yet ever new question about the harmonious coexistence of the individual and society, these two hostile elements which have remained at odds, stubbornly and relentlessly, for centuries. And every serious attempt to resolve the debate between the individual and society inevitably attracts one’s attention and forces one to listen carefully. Gorky has long been debating and trying to solve the problem of “I” and society, from the very beginning of his literary activity. This does not mean that he has always defended the same position. Between the Gorky who wrote “Chelkash” and the Gorky who was the author of “Confession” lies a truly enormous distance. Gorky-Chelkash, therefore, is in many ways the opposite of Gorky-Iona. I think that such a change in position is not simply the result of the purely individual peculiarities of his talent, but points to some kind of profound shift in our social life, to an important change in our moods and feelings.

Do you remember, reader, how many deep, fresh feelings and hopes his first works awakened in us? We were captivated in Gorky by the recklessness of courage, by the yearning to shine like a brilliant star or meteor, by the song of a confident young man, proud to be conscious of his own power and strength. We were engrossed by his tales; we believed them without noticing their fantastic nature. Together with Danko  1 we wanted to rip out our seething hearts and illuminate the darkness of the thick forest of our reality. Together with the falcon we wanted to soar into the air, if only for an instant; with the stormy petrel  2 we yearned for the tempest.

—Man, how proudly it sounds!

—Man contains everything, everything for man!

Man and the human personality stood at the center of Gorky’s attention. He affirmed human rights, he fought for freedom and for the originality of the individual.

Why was it that we hated his philistines?

For their inability to raise their eyes from the earth to the heavens; for the fact that they sacrificed a yearning to plunge into the thick of things for satiety and mediocre wellbeing; for their refusal to fight for the right to stand tall, and to recognize themselves as the creators, builders and masters of the earth.

What attracted us to his barefoot and downtrodden people? The fact that they were engaged in elemental protest, that they had cast off the chains which fettered the philistine, that they sang “tragic hymns” of human individuality when they had reached life’s lowest depths. That they loved the steppes, the mighty rhythm of surf, and loved to gaze into the skies. We understood Foma Gordeyev and Lunev; we felt close to their mute anguish and discontent, their unconscious yearning to forge a personality out of themselves and find their place in life. We sympathized with their hatred of drab existence and the small change of life.

It is not surprising that Gorky solved the problem of the relationship between the individual and society in favor of the unrestricted rights of man.

A society which places certain demands on each separate member, forcing him to submit and to renounce to one degree or another his inclinations and needs, held little interest for Gorky. His Danko, falcon and stormy petrel gave of themselves, sacrificed their lives, yearned for the storm from the fullness of their being, from the abundance of their energy. They kept giving, yet asked nothing, made no claims, and never refused anything. There could be no other question here at all.

A problem emerges only when disagreement begins between man and society; when friction, discord, rivalry or conflicts arise. Danko is too immediate for there to be any question about contradictions between the individual and society. To a certain degree Gorky himself was just as immediate.

But only to a certain degree. With Gorky the question nevertheless came up. Without even recognizing its intricacy and complexity, Gorky cut the Gordian knot both simply and decisively—man first and foremost is a sacred individual and should not be constrained by anything.

It is enough to consider his Chelkash, Satin and other down-and-out people. In essence they were society’s parasites. Yet Gorky reconciled himself with their parasitism, because in his eyes this was neither important nor essential. He didn’t measure them by society’s standards. The only thing that was important and essential was that his Chelkash characters were original, bold, and as free as the wind in the steppes. It is true that Gorky said: “Create, for you are a man.” But there was nothing definite in these resounding words. So that a man’s individuality found it easier to live, or felt freer, Gorky was ready to immerse life in a romantic daydream or reverie, in a golden dream. From the standpoint of social truth and wellbeing, every golden dream—which is created in order to take the edge off the horrors and bestial cruelties of life—is a negative phenomenon, much like hashish or opium.

It is better to have the truth, even if it is cruel. But Gorky approached this problem exclusively with the human individual in mind, and therefore welcomed golden dreams in the name of those who needed them.

If we recall the times before the storm and the moods before the storm, when Gorky began to sing his songs, it becomes clear why he solved the problem—to the extent that he solved it—in favor of the individual. After the twilights of the gray Chekhovian days, man began to stand up, began to feel the strength which had accumulated for the struggle for human happiness. He began to feel more confident, became bolder and firmer, raised his head, started to define his place in multilayered Russian life, and Gorky reflected this period in his tales and stories. He was the stormy petrel of our vague yearnings, of our desire to extract the human personality from oblivion, from the remote areas where it had been cast out.

We were growing up, we were finding ourselves, yet we were still children. Like all children we were filled with energy, we were direct and naive, we were proud and conceited. We engaged in sweet reveries, and dreamt enchanted dreams. We wanted to give up our lives joyfully and boldly, to squander them without asking anything for ourselves from those we were helping; we sought no support.

Questions and doubts had not yet arisen, and we were incapable of weighing things carefully. When we were compelled to do so, we considered and calculated while remaining under the influence of the immediate sensation of our fresh and as yet undissipated strength.

Gorky’s individualism came from an abundance of energy, from a great yearning to live more freely; he was alone, he had poorly solved the problems of “I” and society, but he contained within him a great deal of young and fresh passion.

NURMIN  3

 

 1 Legendary hero in the story “Old Woman Izergil.” Danko leads his people out of a dark forest by tearing his flaming heart out of his chest and using it to illuminate the way forward. For Russian youth at the turn of the century, Danko became a symbol of the self-sacrificing young revolutionary.

 2 Literally a “herald of the storm” this bird portends the revolutionary tumult in Gorky’s poem “The Stormy Petrel” (1901).

 3 Nurmin was one of the pseudonyms used by Voronsky. Trans.
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Polemical Remarks about Gorky

 

[Excerpts from the newspaper Iasnaia zaria [Clear Dawn], no. 67(73), 11 October 1911.]

 

DURING RECENT YEARS Gorky’s name has been linked with the so-called god-building tendency in our literary and social life.

As his talent developed, Gorky gradually shifted from the depiction of down-and-out people to advocates of the new, to fighters for universal human happiness. The first significant work in this realm was the play, The Enemies. This was followed by Mother, Confession, Summer and [Matvei] Kozhemiakin.

His favorite heroes no longer resemble the rebellious Gordeyevs and Lunevs, consumed with vague and incomprehensible anguish. They have nothing in common with the free and independent barefoot characters. They harbor no inner feeling of rebellion or discontent. His new heroes have found themselves, determined their place in life, and calmly, confidently are moving towards their goal. They are at peace with life and filled with feelings of great solidarity with humanity as a whole.

What gives them the strength to renounce their beloved girlfriends, and to endure torment? Why is their gaze fixed on one spot; why do they give their youth and their very lives, and give them matter-of-factly, without much ado, regret or reproach? Gorky finds the answer in the fact that they belong to the great human collective, that they have linked their “I” with the “great populace,” and they are able to dissolve this “I” in the ocean of human desires, sorrow and joy.

In Gorky’s latest works there is none of the former individualism or the deification of the human personality and its rights, none of the individualistic romanticism of golden dreams. On the contrary, happiness, the “meaning of life,” and the great lifelong task of man consists of renouncing his personal “I,” of merging with the one, all-embracing feeling of love and solidarity with mankind which is tirelessly forging ahead, and of being permeated with this feeling to such a degree as to have no sensation of separation, of being delimited, of one’s self. In Confession Gorky states directly that unhappiness and evil in life began the moment when the pitiful little lump called “I” broke away from the human whole and started to be conscious of its own individuality.

It is not lofty individualism that Gorky advocates, but renunciation of the “self.” This is a peculiar kind of pantheism, of life in the collective and through the collective. Mankind, and not man—this is the focus of life. Humanity of the future—this is the god to which man must bow down and pray. To engage in god-building means to create out of the millions of disconnected and isolated “I’s” one great, indivisible organism; and no earthly forces will ever be able to destroy it.

In accordance with this outlook, Gorky’s new heroes, who have adopted and confirmed their faith, no longer know any doubts. Spiritual languor, craving and spiritual yearnings disappear as soon as they have managed to renounce their own pitiful, insignificant “I.” They are happy, and have found the highest synthesis of life. On the contrary, the man who is not permeated with this new sensation is pitiful, alone and deprived of living harmony to the extent that he remains outside the purifying flood.

Let us recall the remarkable (from the artistic standpoint) solitary figure of the police constable in Lethe.

At first glance it might seem that Gorky’s pantheism and deification of mankind is indeed the most valuable inclination from the standpoint of social development. Indeed, isn’t it by means of developing solidarity that mankind casts off its heavy chains and innumerable fetters? And doesn’t the cult of the naked “I” carry with it a stultifying feeling of desolation? And is it not the isolation of human individuals that to a large, if not exceptional, degree explains the fear of death that corrodes the soul like rust corrodes iron? And, on the other hand, don’t those who have fully merged with the vanguard of mankind attain the greatest harmony in life?

From the very first days of his literary activity, Gorky developed, grew stronger, and rose ever higher. The years of storm and stress (Sturm and Drang) filled his soul with fresh new currents, and enriched his artistic intuition with new words and feelings. Just see how much warmth and tender love for people there is in his latest, [Matvei] Kozhemiakin, how divinely written many pages of his Confession are, thanks to the anxious love for all living beings that is generously infused into each line and between them as well! With his appeals to humanity and his message of recent years, Gorky has shown what a rich and sensitive soul his talent possesses. But ... here we must insert a significant “but.”

There cannot be two opinions about the significance of social impulses, but it is precisely here that not all is well with Gorky.

Pay attention, reader, to the fact that the spirit of great rage, the spirit of war and challenge with which Gorky was so richly endowed earlier, is almost completely absent in his latest works. What predominates are soft, tender and even tones. Sometimes a slight feeling of exhaustion begins to creep through. His heroes love humanity, but with a passionless, non-rebellious love. Great love fosters great hatred even for the objects of one’s love, if it is active, grows boundlessly and develops. Where there is development, there will also be contradictions; they must be overcome; this is the key to the eternal movement of life.

The love displayed by Gorky’s heroes is devoid of this struggle, it is motionless and doesn’t pass through any stages of turbulent change. But how many obstacles are there in actual fact? How difficult it is to love even the best people! How much scum there is in man, what a burden of banality, pettiness, ignorance and arrogance, both in ourselves and in those we must associate with! We must overcome all this. We must tirelessly remake ourselves and others in order to love and be loved.

With Gorky’s heroes, however, love is always ready-made; it is fully developed as if it suddenly descended from above, from the lofty summits, instead of being born amidst pain and suffering.

That’s the way it is. On the way to a higher synthesis of life, gray clouds always appear, ghosts of the past wander about, strangers from the other world invoke fear, and luxurious gardens beckon with their coolness, languor and sweet tranquility. And the majority of travelers are often ready to throw down their staffs and stop their dangerous ascent. But they recover and, often after an inexpressibly difficult struggle, move forward and upward. This is the struggle that is lacking in Gorky. Three or four years ago people declared that Gorky was finished. This was dreamt up by a few of our overly venerable critics. But it is true that the absence of the element I have just noted in Gorky’s latest works has deprived these writings of the vital, gripping and real sense of truth which is needed by every great artist. The birth pangs of a new world outlook are missing in his novellas and short stories. And, in the final analysis, it seems to me this is happening because Gorky needed precisely that ready-made and cloudless love; he needed it in order to achieve the dispersal and dissolution of the “I” which Gorky advocates. At bottom, in the very depths of this dissolution you will find his concern about the “pitiful” lump of clay, about the individual.

In the desire to renounce oneself and to be submerged in a universal pantheistic sensation, one always detects a yearning to cast off the burden of one’s “I,” the burden of having to worry about it; there is a yearning to find refuge from one’s own homelessness, to find support, to walk away from agonizing problems.

All of this can be found in Gorky and in other god-builders, such as Lunacharsky. For doesn’t Iona, the wanderer-hero in Confession, always set out in his searching for a new religion to escape from intimate needs and the torments of his personality, his own “I”? Moreover, why is it that the god-builders point to liberation from solitude and from the fear of death as an argument in favor of a new religious consciousness? The very existence of such questions already indicates that something is wrong, and reveals the inner discord of the individual. Only when loneliness arises does one sense the fact of individual annihilation, only then is the question posed. For a well-integrated man, such a question doesn’t exist.

In evaluating Gorky’s “god-building” from the theoretical and practical standpoints we must say the following.

The problem of the individual and society is resolved by Gorky in the wrong way, by removing one of the opposed elements.

Both ways are equally wrong: to dismiss the individual for the sake of society, or society for the sake of the individual. Our “I” should grow and develop, and its task with regard to society must be to insert the self into social life. Only in such a way can society itself develop; otherwise what lies in store for society is stagnation and immobility. The more richly society is endowed with sharp and clearly defined individuals, the more richly endowed it is with life, and the more rapid will be its development. And on the other hand, the individual, the “I,” only grows when it is engaged, when it has vital ties with the social whole. Milieu creates and nourishes the individual. The desire to renounce one’s “I,” which is found among some of our intelligentsia, appeared as a result of inner discord, a decline in energy and steadfastness in battle and—no matter how strange this sounds in assessing god-building—because the individual renounced society after the period of storm and stress.

Man felt his loneliness, his impending isolation, and tried to create a fetish of society, to deify human relations, in order to therefore keep from losing his links with other people. In conclusion, I repeat: Gorky has made a tremendous step forward from romantic individualism toward solidarity and the growing brotherhood of man. Here he shows the effects of the years of tempestuous struggle. But his god-building, his preaching of a peculiar kind of pantheism, has been inundated by the squall of inner reaction which we have been living through in recent years.

NURMIN
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Communism, Church and State

 

[From Rabochii krai, 7 December 1918.]

 

In Moscow alone the churches number forty times forty. And how many of them are to be found in all of Russia? And for whom do they all pray? For their masters.

—From the stories of A. Budishchev

 

COMMUNISM is not only a social and political doctrine. Communism is first of all a unified and, in its fundamentals, completed world outlook and philosophy.

As such, communism comes into sharp collision with religious philosophy. Communism and religion are two poles, two opposites. They are locked in eternal struggle with each other.

Every religious philosophy is based on feelings of man’s domination by the elements of nature and society, on feelings of man’s fear and slavish dependence on his surroundings.

Communism, scientific communism, is based on feelings of subordinating the blind and mechanical forces of nature and the environment to man.

Dominated by his surroundings, religious man dares not try to explain what surrounds him. He only begins to speak, issues entreaties and tries to mollify the threatening and inexplicable phenomena.

Man who has freed himself from the feeling of slavish dependence tries to explain, and then to use, to his benefit, both nature and society.

Religion gives absolute, final and indubitable answers. After hearing them there is nothing left to question or investigate.

Like any science, communism gives unbounded sweep to research. Like any science, it gives no exhaustive and final answers; it gives no absolute truths, but only relative ones.

The soul of religion is the miracle. Without miracles there is no religion. The soul of communism is the appreciation of lawful development and the lawful consistency of phenomena.

As the accumulation of moral precepts, religion—and Christianity in particular—preaches love for one’s neighbor. But this love is abstract, devoid of flesh and blood. It is love for God, and through God. But it is love which is the same for all. And since it is distributed to all it is indifferent to concrete people. At the summit it is always cold. Religious love is cold and indifferent to real live people. Therefore it easily finds its place in hearts which are callous to the sufferings of one’s neighbor.

Communism also advocates the solidarity of people and self-sacrifice. But it wraps these feelings in flesh and blood; they are born by the earth, by the essence of life. They are concrete. They embrace both solidarity of the oppressed and hatred for the oppressors. Great love gives birth to great hatred. Whoever loves in a limited manner—being committed to a certain group, layer or class—will hate others who are his enemies.

If such is the relationship of religion and communism in their most fundamental aspects, then all the more hostile to the new proletarian state is the church, which has ruled until recently.

The church has always been and continues to be an instrument of enslavement of the most refined and consistent kind. It has sanctified
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