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The present paper examines how Andrei Platonov’s stylistic experiments in his novel The Foundation Pit (1930) expose some inherent contradictions in how dialectical materialism conceives of the human. I first consider how Platonov’s trademark foregrounding of the grotesque instrumentality of language as a means to objectify man as a whole, can be seen in relation to the proletariat’s attempt to appropriate the language it uses as a means of production. The proletariat’s control over any surplus value arising from various possible interpretations of what is being said at any time is supposed to be achieved through the transparency of meaning enabled by a kind of calculus ontology that approaches reality as a totality of entities whose functions can be predicated in much the same way as their physical qualities. The reduction of the use of language to its purely instrumental function that this model of human communication requires leaves no place for human self: it is so, because as an object, the human subject can never be itself, and because, when used only to bear content, language precludes individuality. 
I argue that the digging out of a foundation pit becomes for Platonov a symbol of the paradoxical relation between the human as an ideological construct and the human as the totality of what instrumental rationality unearths in Communist Russia. On the one hand, as the emptiness that instrumental reason excavates, the foundation pit can be read as a statement that man’s essence lies in its having to determine itself as an entity that understands itself as a possibility and that as such it cannot be captured by a web of instrumental correlations and functional predicates. On the other hand, the foundation pit can be read as a tomb of reification in which the new order discovers itself despite its striving to overcome alienation by turning to instrumental reason. The foundation pit thus also stands for the emptiness of the present that is denied for some distant possibility of reconciliation with man’s true essence. In this sacrificing of the human of the present for the human of the future, the fundamentally religious aspect of Marxism is revealed, one that paradoxically coexists with its being conscious of the radical historicity of all social formations including itself, which fact marks the return to the representational thinking that had been overcome already in the philosophy of Hegel and the regress of temporality to time that is now seen as a container, as form of sensibility, as a foundation pit.    
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