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Introduction

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s “The New Generation,” included in Apricot Jam and Other Stories, examines
how political coercion enters ordinary professional and personal relationships. Anatoly Pavlovich
Vozdvizhensky is an engineer and university teacher pressured to pass Lyoshka Konoplyov, a
working-class student whose academic performance does not justify promotion. Years later, their
positions have reversed: Vozdvizhensky has been arrested, while Konoplyov has entered the security
apparatus and can influence his former professor’s fate. The story’s moral force comes from this
reversal rather than from a simple opposition between a virtuous professor and an evil official.
Vozdvizhensky compromises professional standards under political pressure, while Konoplyov later
remembers the earlier favor and attempts to help him. Solzhenitsyn uses these two encounters to
show how an authoritarian system converts grades, careers, gratitude, and mercy into instruments of
dependence. Personal kindness still matters, but it operates inside institutions where law and
professional judgment have been weakened by fear. The result is a story about survival, conscience,
and the corruption of reciprocity.

Education Under Political Pressure

The university setting matters because a grade is more than a private favor. Engineering education
certifies competence that can later affect public safety, industrial production, and professional
responsibility. Vozdvizhensky therefore has a duty to assess Konoplyov honestly, yet he does not
work inside an institution where academic judgment is protected from politics. Soviet efforts to
promote workers and previously excluded social groups expanded educational opportunity, but
ideological pressure could also turn class background and political loyalty into factors that competed
with academic standards. Solzhenitsyn does not suggest that working-class students are inherently
unqualified. His criticism is directed at a system that forces a false choice between social inclusion
and truthful assessment. A more just institution would provide tutoring, preparation, financial
assistance, and transparent standards instead of requiring a professor to certify achievement that has
not occurred. Konoplyov is harmed as well because passing him without sufficient preparation
substitutes political symbolism for honest feedback. The state calls him part of a “new generation”
while limiting his ability to choose his own path.
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Vozdvizhensky and the Ethics of Compromise

Vozdvizhensky’s decision to pass Konoplyov is morally ambiguous because compassion, fear, and
self-preservation are mixed together. The professor knows that the student has not met the expected
standard, but he also understands that failing a politically favored worker can be interpreted as
hostility toward the revolutionary order. Under those conditions, academic judgment carries personal
risk. Solzhenitsyn is interested in precisely this kind of compromise: a person acts against conscience
while telling himself that circumstances leave no reasonable alternative. One accommodation rarely
remains isolated. Vozdvizhensky later advises his daughter to follow the safer path and cooperate
with political organizations, showing how repeated adjustment to coercion can become a method of
living. The story does not judge him as if he possessed unrestricted freedom, yet it does not erase his
agency. His distress comes partly from understanding what he has surrendered. By placing moral
responsibility inside conditions of fear, Solzhenitsyn avoids both heroic simplification and total excuse.
The professor is neither a pure resistor nor a passive victim.

Konoplyov and the Reversal of Power

Konoplyov embodies the irony of the title. He represents the supposedly new generation created
through revolutionary social mobility, yet his advancement ultimately places him inside a security
system capable of imprisonment and death. When he encounters his former professor, the earlier
grade becomes a remembered debt. Konoplyov’'s attempt to intervene can be read as gratitude, but it
also reveals how official justice has been replaced by personal connection. Vozdvizhensky may
survive not because evidence proves his innocence or because a legal procedure protects him, but
because he once helped the right person. The favor is humane at the individual level and corrupt at
the institutional level. Unknown prisoners without such connections remain exposed to arbitrary
power. This reversal shows how patronage and fear can replace transparent rules. In the classroom,
the professor controlled the student’s future; in the security office, the former student controls the
professor’s life. The two scenes mirror one another and demonstrate how discretionary mercy
becomes necessary when institutions no longer deliver impartial justice.

Mercy Inside an Unjust System

The story raises a difficult question about whether a good act can remain morally good when it is
performed through unjust authority. Preventing imprisonment or execution clearly benefits the
threatened person, and Solzhenitsyn does not dismiss the importance of individual mercy. Under
repression, one official’s willingness to intervene can mean the difference between life and death. Yet
mercy based on personal obligation cannot replace justice. If Konoplyov can save Vozdvizhensky
because of an old debt, the episode proves that outcomes depend on access and discretion rather
than law. This is why the professor’s emotional response after release contains more than relief. He
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survives through the same arbitrary structure he has learned to fear. Gratitude is mixed with
humiliation, guilt, and recognition that his fate depended on a private connection rather than a
defensible legal process. The episode also complicates the idea that institutions completely erase
humanity. Konoplyov remembers kindness and responds to it, but his individual decency does not
transform the organization in which he serves. Personal goodness remains possible and insufficient.

The Meaning of the “New Generation”

The phrase “new generation” ordinarily suggests renewal, progress, and a break with the failures of
the past. Solzhenitsyn turns that promise into an irony. Young people are presented as builders of a
new society, yet their education, careers, and loyalties are directed through institutions that demand
political conformity. Konoplyov is not simply an ambitious individual who freely chooses every stage
of advancement. He is pushed into technical education and later incorporated into the security
system, receiving opportunity while also becoming useful to the state. His memory of Vozdvizhensky
nevertheless prevents him from becoming a faceless symbol. Human experience survives ideological
categorization. That complexity matters because Solzhenitsyn’s moral vision often resists dividing
society into permanently good and evil classes. The older professor compromises truth; the younger
official remembers gratitude. Neither social origin guarantees virtue. The tragedy is institutional:
people continue making moral choices, but they make them inside structures designed to reward
obedience, convert relationships into debts, and make justice an exceptional act rather than a normal
expectation.

Conclusion

“The New Generation” is a concentrated study of how authoritarian power alters education,
professional ethics, gratitude, and mercy. Vozdvizhensky’s false grade and Konoplyov's later
intervention form a circle of obligation in which each man helps the other through a system that
should not require personal favors in the first place. The professor’s compromise is understandable
without becoming fully defensible, while the official’s gratitude is humane without making the security
apparatus just. Solzhenitsyn’s central criticism is therefore not directed at working-class advancement
or at the idea of a younger generation itself. It is directed at institutions that make truth dangerous
and convert professional standards into political tests. The story shows why a humane society cannot
depend on fortunate connections. It requires transparent law, independent judgment, honest
education, and limits on discretionary state power. The binary structure makes this argument through
personal experience rather than abstract doctrine: the classroom decision appears different once the
later arrest reveals how easily favors, fear, and survival can become linked within a system of
coercion.
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