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Introduction
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s “The New Generation,” included in Apricot Jam and Other Stories, examines
the moral consequences of Soviet power through the changing relationship between a professor and a
working-class student. Anatoly Pavlovich Vozdvizhensky is an engineer and university teacher
pressured to pass Lyoshka Konoplyov despite the student’s weak performance. Years later, political
power has reversed their positions. Vozdvizhensky is arrested, and Konoplyov has become an official
within the security apparatus who can influence his fate. (Books, n.d.)

The original analysis was right to emphasize coercion, conscience, and reversal, but it moved too
quickly from the story to broad claims about modern Russian oligarchy and the entire universe. The
story’s force lies in a more precise moral problem: how a regime converts personal favors into debts,
professional standards into political tests, and human relationships into instruments of survival.
Solzhenitsyn does not portray either man as completely innocent or completely evil. He shows how
institutional coercion encourages compromise and then uses the memory of compromise to bind
people more tightly to the system.

Historical and Literary Context
The story is set during the transformation of Soviet education and professional life in the late 1920s
and early 1930s. The state promoted workers and people from politically favored backgrounds into
technical education, partly to replace older specialists and accelerate industrial development.
Expanding opportunity for previously excluded classes was a real social goal, but political loyalty
could override academic standards and professional judgment.

Solzhenitsyn’s fiction frequently explores the effects of Soviet institutions on individual conscience.
He experienced arrest, imprisonment, labor camps, exile, and censorship, and his writing exposed the
human cost of the security state. Yet “The New Generation” is not only a direct historical accusation.
It is a carefully constructed story about reciprocal obligation and the corruption of mercy.

Canongate describes the stories in Apricot Jam and Other Stories as later works written after
Solzhenitsyn’s return to Russia and published posthumously in English translation. Several use a
“binary” or two-part form. “The New Generation” gains power from such structural contrast: the
classroom decision and the later interrogation illuminate each other. (Solzhenitsyn, 2012)
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Vozdvizhensky and Professional Integrity
As a professor and engineer, Vozdvizhensky has duties to students, the university, and the technical
profession. Passing an unqualified student can create more than an academic unfairness. Engineering
decisions affect public safety, resources, and industrial performance. Assessment therefore
represents a professional judgment with social consequences.

Yet Vozdvizhensky does not operate in a free institution. Political pressure changes the meaning of a
grade. Failing a working-class student may be interpreted as hostility to the revolution or sabotage by
an old specialist. His choice is not simply between honesty and kindness. It is between professional
standards and personal danger within a system that has made independent judgment suspicious.

His decision to pass Konoplyov appears humane because it protects a vulnerable student, but it is
also a compromise. The professor does not solve the student’s lack of preparation, challenge the
policy openly, or create a legitimate support process. He alters the result. The act becomes morally
ambiguous: compassion and fear are mixed together.

Konoplyov as the “New Generation”
Konoplyov represents the generation the revolutionary state claims will build a new society. He is
from the working class and is pushed toward technical education as part of a political project. The
label “new generation” promises progress, equality, and historical purpose. It also treats young
people as material to be shaped for the state.

The story suggests that Konoplyov may not freely choose his path. He is “dragged” into engineering
and later absorbed into the security system. Opportunity and coercion are intertwined. The regime
gives him advancement but defines the terms of that advancement.

Konoplyov’s later authority complicates any simple portrayal of him as a victim. He participates in an
institution capable of imprisonment and execution. Yet when he encounters his former professor, he
remembers the earlier favor and tries to help. A residue of personal loyalty survives inside the
machinery of repression.

Reversal of Power
The story’s central irony is the reversal between teacher and student. In the university,
Vozdvizhensky has formal authority over Konoplyov’s future. In the security office, Konoplyov has
authority over Vozdvizhensky’s life. The two scenes ask whether power changes moral responsibility
or merely reveals it.

The earlier grade becomes a debt. Konoplyov’s intervention may look like gratitude, but it also shows
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how official justice has been replaced by personal connection. Vozdvizhensky is not released because
evidence proves innocence or a lawful process protects him. He may be saved because he once
helped the right person. The favor is compassionate at the individual level but confirms the corruption
of the institution.

This reversal exposes a society governed by patronage and fear. People survive through relationships,
secrets, and discretionary mercy rather than transparent rules. A personal favor becomes both rescue
and evidence that the system cannot deliver impartial justice.

Conscience Under Coercion
Solzhenitsyn is interested in the moment when a person acts against conscience while telling himself
that there is no alternative. Vozdvizhensky passes the student because political conditions make
resistance dangerous. Later, he advises his daughter to follow the safer path and accommodate
communist organizations. Each compromise may appear small and practical.

The accumulation of compromises changes identity. The professor remains intellectually aware of
what is happening, which makes his distress more severe. He cannot claim complete ignorance, but
he also cannot be judged as if he possessed unrestricted freedom. The story occupies the difficult
space between heroic resistance and total innocence.

His sobbing after release reflects more than relief. He has survived through a chain of morally
compromised favors. The experience reveals that his life depends on the arbitrary power he tried to
navigate. Survival does not restore dignity or erase fear.

Mercy Inside an Unjust System
Konoplyov’s effort to save Vozdvizhensky raises an ethical question: can a good act remain good
when performed through unjust power? Preventing an execution or camp sentence is unquestionably
valuable for the threatened person. Yet the official who grants exceptional mercy may continue
participating in the system that threatens others.

Solzhenitsyn does not dismiss personal mercy. In oppressive conditions, one person’s intervention can
mean life. But mercy based on personal debt is unequal. Unknown prisoners without influential former
students remain exposed. The episode therefore illustrates both the necessity and insufficiency of
individual goodness.

A just society cannot depend on fortunate connections. It requires laws, evidence, independent
judgment, professional standards, and limits on state power. The story makes this political argument
through a private encounter rather than an abstract speech.
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Education as a Political Institution
The classroom is not separate from politics. Admissions, promotion, curriculum, and assessment can
either expand opportunity fairly or become tools of ideological control. The story should not be read
as an argument that working-class students are inherently unqualified. Its target is a system that
treats class background as a substitute for learning and pressures teachers to produce politically
desirable results.

A more ethical policy would provide preparation, tutoring, financial support, and transparent
standards. It would acknowledge historical exclusion without requiring professors to certify
competence that has not been demonstrated. By forcing a false choice between access and
standards, the regime damages both.

Konoplyov is also harmed. Passing him without adequate preparation denies him honest feedback and
places him in a role chosen for political symbolism. The state calls him the future while refusing to
respect his individual interests and limitations.

The Meaning of Generation
The phrase “new generation” usually suggests renewal. In the story, it becomes ironic. The new
generation inherits not freedom but a more efficient system of coercion. Young people are
encouraged to imagine themselves as agents of world revolution, yet their lives are directed by
organizations that demand obedience.

At the same time, Konoplyov’s memory of kindness prevents the phrase from becoming completely
cynical. He is not merely a faceless official. The earlier relationship influences his action. Human
memory interrupts ideological identity, even if it cannot dismantle the institution.

The story therefore avoids a deterministic claim that every person formed by the regime becomes
identical. Institutions exert pressure, but individuals retain limited moral choices. The tragedy is that
those choices occur within conditions designed to make justice exceptional.

Political Authority and Moral Responsibility
The story rejects the idea that obedience removes responsibility. Vozdvizhensky cannot fully excuse
the false grade by citing pressure, and Konoplyov cannot fully excuse participation in repression by
citing orders. Yet responsibility must be judged in relation to danger and power. The professor and the
security official do not possess equal ability to resist.

Solzhenitsyn’s moral vision often emphasizes the line between good and evil within each person
rather than between social groups. “The New Generation” illustrates that principle. The old professor
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compromises; the revolutionary official remembers gratitude. Neither class identity guarantees virtue.
(Solzhenitsyn, 2012)

This complexity is stronger than the opening Ronald Reagan quotation in the original essay. The
quotation reduces communism and anti-communism to a joke about reading. Solzhenitsyn’s story
asks a deeper question: what happens to ordinary ethical judgment when ideology controls education,
employment, law, and survival?

Narrative Restraint and Emotional Effect
The story’s emotional impact comes from restraint. Solzhenitsyn does not need to describe the entire
machinery of terror. The threat of a bullet or camp sentence is enough because the characters
understand what official language can conceal.

The reversal is prepared through concrete decisions rather than an abstract lecture. A grade, a
remembered face, an office, and a command carry the political meaning. This economy makes the
final sobbing powerful. Vozdvizhensky’s reaction condenses fear, gratitude, humiliation, guilt, and
recognition.

The binary structure also prevents readers from isolating the first compromise. The university scene
appears different after the arrest. What looked like a minor favor becomes part of a network of power
that later determines life and death.

Conclusion
“The New Generation” is a study of how an authoritarian system enters personal relationships.
Vozdvizhensky’s compromised grade and Konoplyov’s later intervention form a circle of debt. The
professor’s mercy is mixed with fear; the official’s gratitude is mixed with arbitrary power. Their
actions save individuals while revealing institutions that have abandoned fair standards.

Solzhenitsyn’s criticism is not that every working-class student is unworthy or every human gesture
inside the Soviet system is false. It is that political coercion corrupts education, law, and mercy by
making truth dangerous and survival dependent on connections. The story’s deepest tragedy is not
only arrest or professional compromise. It is the transformation of ordinary goodness into a private
exception within a structure of injustice. The “new generation” cannot create a humane future until
institutions allow conscience, competence, and law to matter more than ideological usefulness.
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