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[bookmark: _GoBack]Based on Lydia Chukovskaya’s experiences during the Great Purge of 1938-39, the novella Sofia Petrovna was written in 1939-40 but remained unpublished due to the critical and honest nature of the piece. The novella itself is part socialist realism and part perhaps western realism. It details the story of Sofia Petrovna, a typist in the Soviet Union in 1937.  Sofia Petrovna is a women surprising in her ideas and while she is the main character of the book Chukovskaya gives us many types of characters to work with. It is through these characters the means - ignorance, peer pressure, media outlets, living - the characters are made to believe in the Soviet State. The reactions of the characters are also telling in how successful this propaganda was.
The context of the novella is important to establish as it can contribute to understanding of the characters within Sofia Petrovna. The novella, is set during the Great Purge of 1937, When Stalin came to power, due to the struggle Stalin had to go through to get to the top, a purging was required. Stalin purged the party and country of ‘the Other’; those unmentionable people who were tainting the state with their thought. Those people who were hosting treasonous thoughts and could only be enemies of the state. These purges took place from 1938-39, they are described as being for lack of a better word tortuous. The older generation becoming the prime example as to why context is important.
Those who grew up in a different time, will have a different context, this context will in turn affect the way the propaganda influences the character. Sofia, is one such character. By the time the novella is occurring the people of her generation will have survived a war, the Tsar would have been in power, and Russia was being humiliated in the world’s eyes. Then a revolution came in which her family while not benefiting did not suffer from. Hence this story isn't about a woman laboring under Stalinism so much as it is about a woman laboring under her own illusion that Stalinism is sincere. For Sofia, every attack of the Soviet Government and every negative feature in the Soviet Union for example, the trials and the purges could be defended and justified. The question is why? Why is Sofia such a firm believer in the soviet regime. The way I see it, she’s basically transferred her beliefs from the previous system to this one. I believe it all goes back to her husband. For instance, “Sofia Petrovna told Natasha about her romance with Fyodor Ivanovich ...” (pg. 10).  He’s mentioned a lot but we do not know who he truly was. But from what we can gather the family was in a nice middle class condition before and after the revolution. Why? Maybe they were supporters of the Red Army. Maybe Her husband kept her from the harsher realities of life, and when he died she was ignorant to the evils of the world. It could be any number of reasons, but it matters not, what those reasons were. The fact remains that the prime characteristic to describe Sofia is that she is naïve. She creates fantasies in her head to help her cope with what is going on. Her mental state is questionable, and it is questionable as to what we are told due to this. Or it could be the fact that she allows the trust in the males in her life to lead her, in the right direction.  “Sofia Petrovna now completely agreed with Koyla when he expounded to her on the necessity for women to do socially useful work. Yes, everything Kolya said and everything that was written in newspapers now seemed to her completely obvious, as if people had always written and talked about that way…” (pg. 14) It is said ignorance is bliss for a reason after all. Allowing the truth of the new regime to become your own truth would be better than the struggle of adaptability that the older generation undoubtedly faced.
The older generation I expect, due to their context, to be the most resistant to what is happening. I found this generation in Zakharova’s wife. She was, I can argue, a woman in the novel to solely foil Sofia. She has gone through the exact same things as Sofia, probably grew up in the same circumstances, had a husband, well off but not too well off to be targeted, family members taken from her. Thus the encounter between Sofia and Zakharova’s wife, aptly demonstrates the drastic disparities that existed within the Soviet Union during the Great Purge. This polarity is evident in the following exchange between them, with Sofia Petrovna telling Zakharova: “They won’t send my son away. You see he’s not guilty. He was arrested by mistake,” to which Zakharova solemnly and somewhat mockingly replies: “Ha! By mistake! Here you know everything is by mistake!" (pg. 75). 
The official, and most successful propaganda of the Soviet Union was the media of the state. Media highlighted in Sofia Petrovna being the Pravda, and the major holidays. I find that Pravda played a more significant role in the novel with Kolya. Kolya’s involvement with the Pravda has most likely been since he was born. If his father fought in the Great War, he is in college or has just gotten out, and its 1937 then Koyla is most likely in his early 20s. From what we know of him he is a strong Communist supporter and is working to educate Sofia in her own thinking. Smart enough and accomplished enough of an engineer to be featured in the Pravda for his achievements. Kolya is a true believer of the Soviet Union and its policies. This is evident in his letter at the end of the story, “I am alive and a kind person has promised to deliver a letter to you… Mama dear, Investigator Ershov beat and trampled me… I embrace you fondly, greetings to Alik and to Natalia… Your son, Kolya” (pg. 106)   His tone remains hopeful, and he wants to believe it is only the people who have interrogated him. In fact, he still believes that he can get out, “I’ve written many appeals since I’ve been here, but have never received any answer...” (pg. 106), he believes it was mistake on the part of the government or all Sasha Yartsev’s fault. Therefore, I can only conclude that because of the fact that he has been indoctrinated with the ideals of the Soviet Union, as seen in his pride of the part in his youth ““You know mother,” he said, “I’m now a Komsomol member, the bureau approved my application today.”” ... “We decided today at the cell meeting to hold a comrades’ court show-trial. And you know who’s been appointed public prosecutor? Me!” ...Kolya recited Mayakovsky to her by heart...” (pg. 12).  This however is a twisted sense of foreshadowing, in which the future of Kolya is spoken but there is no clue as to what it is. Nonetheless, it is the stories of success, of traitors, of the truth of the country that he still has his faith in the right of his country. 
However, there are other, subtler propaganda to be found. It might be the act of existing is enough to be propaganda. This is the case with Natasha Frolenko. “Natasha’s life had been nothing but troubles. Her father a colonel, had died in 1917 of a heart attack. Natasha had been barely five at the time. Their house had been taken away from them...Her mother was a spoiled, helpless woman...Now Natasha was entirely alone; her mother had died… Natasha was sympathetic to the Soviet regime, but when she’d applied for Komsomol membership, she’d been turned down. ‘My father was a colonel and a homeowner and you see they don’t believe that I can be truly sympathetic to the regime,’... Her eyes grew red whenever she talked about being refused by the komsomol… ”(pg. 10-11). Her family was probably a part of the six to fourteen million farmers who were forcibly removed during the liquidation of the Kulaks class. Therefore, in Natasha’s case it is not really any one sort of propaganda that makes her sympathetic, it is her peers, the others whom are truly apart of this proletariat uprising that have benefited from the demise of the bourgeois. Natasha because of her history, because of her family carries with her guilt. Guilt that seems to consume her, she tries to be a model citizen. “...a modest, rather homely girl...She never made any mistakes in her typing...”(pg. 5). In fact, when the company was preparing for the celebration of Stalin and Lenin, “Practically every evening Sofia Petrovna and Natasha stayed late to do overtime work”(pg. 10). However, because of what her family had been, homeowners, it was believed that she could never be truly sympathetic to the cause, and even Natasha thought they might be right in the Marxist sense. Nonetheless, it made her a target, because she was one of the best typists in the publishing house, because she was a prime candidate for being watched because she was not a Komsomol, the littlest mistake got her. From there Natasha was blacklisted, no one would take her on in work, and she soon lost the will to live. 
While, Koyla and Natasha belong to the generation just after the great revolution, there is one other. A shadow generation we see mentioned once or twice in the novel. The true children of the regime, they are also subtly influenced by the regime from birth. “Sofia Petrovna glued the curly head of the Child Lenin in the center of a big, red, five-pointed star...put it up on the very top of the tree … They took down the full-length portrait of Stalin and replaced it with another -- of Stalin sitting with a little girl on his knee… The party was a wonderful success. All the children came… ”(pg. 30). This generation of children, they are the ones who would grow up with mothers and fathers who would become the first generation to be indoctrinated to the Soviet Regime and way of thinking. True believers, like Koyla. This generation will grow up surrounded by the symbols like the ones mentioned above, they will know no other way. An afterthought, nonetheless they are, included to give a face for the next generation.
It can be said that at the time, those within the Soviet state had almost no choice but to believe. They were surrounded by the propaganda that filled their lives. Nevertheless, there were those whose families could not be shaken by the beliefs they already had. Even though 20 years’ prior the world was turned upside down, some refused to believe the government was the perfect image it wanted. Like Alik. Alik, smart, (un)loyal, Jewish, Alik. Alik is the outlier in this whole group. He’s the only supporting character we do not know a lot about. We know that he is probably the same age as Kolya, and at least almost or as smart as Kolya. An engineering student as well, practically the same as Kolya except he’s Jewish. Opposition to the programs and to manifestations of Russian anti Semitism in this era were complicated by both the official Bolshevik policy of assimilation towards all national and religious minorities, and concerns about overemphasizing Jewish concerns for fear of exacerbating popular anti-Semitism, as the White forces were openly identifying the Bolshevik regime with Jews. Those of Jewish faith were not excluded in the Soviet regime, they were included to as much an extent as any. So I would say it was more Alik’s attitude and nature that provided him to be the face of the other. For example, he becomes more and more suspicious with the apparent injustice behind Kolya’s predicament, “I’m beginning to think that this is some kind of colossal plot,” (78). Another instance of Alik not fitting the status quo comes, “I’ve been expelled from the Komsomol because I wouldn’t dissociate myself from Nikolai and was dismissed from my job ” (pg.67). In fact, Alik is not just willing to sit by and eventually gets arrested himself. Alik was the kind of person to go with what he knows rather than what he should believe, it is probably why he got arrested. After all, if you take into account the fact that a considerable number of high ranking Soviet officials eliminated on or before the Great Purge, most notably Trotsky, Kamenev, and Zinoviev, were Jewish, it would make sense to base Alik off of those that were targets. Alik in essence is the other, the one we should hate and mistrust. 
Accordingly, the propaganda of the regime, was effective in varying degrees in each generation that was produced in the Soviet Union. The older generation, there was a backlash, they were ones who grew up in a different time, surviving a war, the Tsar was still in power, and Russia was being humiliated in the world’s eyes. The indoctrination of a Communist regime did not begin until their early adult life. Moreover, with the younger generation, they grew up with the Soviet Regime’s policies and beliefs, it's all they know. However, the two outliers in this scheme are Sofia and Alik, they bring the most evidence for the successfulness of the Soviet propaganda. Alik is against the system, the attitude and the ‘otherness’ we get from him demonstrate that while the regime was successful it was only to a certain extent; especially since these children were being born to others who had known different during the regime. While Sofia represents the idea of being so devoted to your country, to the way of the world around you that you become flexible everything. There is always an explanation, always a reason as to why what has happened has happened. But elasticity only takes a person so far, when they break, they break. “Sofia Petrovna took a box of matches out of a drawer. She struck a match and lit a corner of the letter. It burned, slowly turning to ash, coiling into a tube. It curled up completely and burned her fingers. Sofia Petrovna threw the flame on the floor and stamped on it”(pg. 109) I believe this signifies Sofia’s breaking point. Yes, the Soviet regime was successful to a certain point but we are all human. And we can only accept things so far, we can only believe when we have a reason too.
As for my understanding, the book allowed for me a look at the different people within the Union. To me, each character mentioned was a symbol of the classes within Soviet society. It is Kolya’s story that represents the everyday believer and what happened to the innocents that were named to give blame.  It is Natasha’s story that seems to underlie what happened to the Kulaks class.  Sofia’s story serves to speak for those who survived and how they survived. Her story represents those whom became believers, perhaps because they had to. It is easy to see that there were many kinds of people in the Soviet Union, that the older generation adapted to the changes in their country in different ways. Each had the degree to which they were willing to believe more instead of utilizing what they knew. This fact is why the propaganda was so successful. The novella has allowed for me to have an account of the impact that Stalin’s repressions had on individuals and society. On the individual it would have been horrifying and it seemed to damn society. Especially with the what happens in World War II, the Purge that the novella is set in only serves to signify this and it has helped me to comprehend and empathize with those that were Soviet people, with those that had to live through this. Thus, Lydia Chukovskaya’s Sofia Petrovna has allowed me the means of which to fathom how the people are made to believe in the Soviet State, and how successful the state truly was. 



