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Chapter One

INTRODUCTION

WHEN HE WAS very young, George Orwell decided
he was going to be a writer. A few years later,
he decided how much money he ought to make.

'At the age of ten or eleven, I reached the conclusion . . .
that you were no good unless you had a hundred thousand
pounds. I had perhaps fixed on this particular sum as a result
of reading Thackeray.' He became a writer and a man with
a mission, but he did not make a living wage from writing for
many years. Eventually, almost by chance, his writings made
him rich and at the same time he succeeded in his mission.

Like Thackeray, Orwell was born in Bengal. Like Thack-
eray, he went to a public school which he said he did not
enjoy; and, like Thackeray, he decided that writing was to
make his fortune. Both began their writing careers, without
success, in Paris. (Both became essayists with a sense of
style which they probably derived from the French atmosphere
of their training. Both felt strongly about society and,
though poles apart in their ways of life, each used his powers
as an essajdst with reforming zeal and nagged at his readers
with a will

Both waited a long time for fame, and to each it came^ at
last quite suddenly. Orwell, while he waited for success,
accepted real poverty—the only way for a writer, unless he
is rich, to keep his freedom. [Freedom, in his case, to observe,
record and seek to influence the evolution of English society
in his time, an evolution which was rapidly achieving a
revolutionary impetus. This freedom, which was so
precious to him, was freedom from party affiliations, so that
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he could think out social and political problems for himself.
It was freedom from any regular employment except his
writing, so that he had time to think and so that he was free
to give his whole attention to whatever problem seemed to
him urgent. There are two ways of being rich enough to be
free; to "Have enough or to require very little. All his life,
Orwell followed the second way. It gave him the freedom
of the preacher and the pamphleteer. It allowed him to be
an individualist.

Orwell was at different times very frank and very reserved
about himself. Much of his writing is autobiographical, and
then he is very frank; but his reserve is seen in his reticence
about his family, in his change of name and in his desire—
again like Thackeray—that there should be no biography.
While honouring his wish, a few facts, most of them re-
corded by himself, will give the reader what is necessary for
an understanding of his work. He says himself: ' I do
not think one can assess a writer's motives without knowing
something of his early development/

He was born in 1903 at Motihari in Bengal. The family
name was Blair and he was christened Eric Hugh. His father
was a minor official in the Customs and Excise. He had
two sisters, one five years older and the other five years
younger than himself. He assumed the pen name George
Orwell when he was twenty-seven or twenty-eight, taking as
a surname the name of a Suffolk river near which he once
lived and for christian name one that naturally goes with it.
I remember however in 1942 getting office minutes from him
signed Eric Blair. It is said that he disliked his own name
because it showed that he was a Scot; and that he disliked
Scotland because it was associated with the deer-forests he
heard about from rich boys at his prep, school, and was
therefore a wealthy man's playground. He went to Scotland
in the end, after he became famous, to be alone and at peace.



Introduction 3

He must have come home from India when he was very
young, for he tells us that he hardly ever saw his father before
he was eight and remembered him ' as a gruff-voiced elderly
man forever saying " don't" '. ' For this and other reasons
I was somewhat lonely.' Of his mother, he writes: 'Look-
ing back on my own childhood, after the infant years were
over, I do not believe I ever felt love for any mature person,
except my mother, and even her I did not trust, in the sense
that shyness made me conceal most of my real feelings from
her.' He had ' the lonely child's habit of making up stories
and holding conversations with imaginary persons', and he
suggests that one reason for wanting to be a writer was that
from childhood he had ' the feeling of being isolated and
undervalued '. The important thing was that' from a very
early age, perhaps the age of five or six, I knew that when
I grew up I should be a writer'.

At the age of eight he went to his prep, school. He
describes his life there in an autobiographical essay called
Such, Such were the Joys, which has not been published in
England. It was an expensive school, which took a few boys
at reduced fees if they were likely to win scholarships.
Orwell was admitted in this way and when he was ten they
began to cram him. ' Over a period of two or three years
the Scholarship boys were crammed with learning as cynically
as a goose is crammed for Christmas.'

He won scholarships to Wellington and Eton, and chose
Eton. He dreamed of it before he went: 'At Eton you had a
room to yourself—a room which might even have a fire in it.
. . . The privacy of it, the grown-upness! And there
would be libraries to hang about in, and summer afternoons
when you could shirk games and mooch about the country-
side alone.'

There is a record of Orwell at prep, school in Mr Con-
nolly's Enemies of Promise: 'Tall, pale, with his flaccid
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cheeks, large spatulate fingers, and supercilious voice, he was
one of those boys who seem born old/ Already he gave
signs of his political prescience: ' " Of course, you realize,
Connolly . . . that, whoever wins this war, we shall emerge
a second-rate nation."'

At Eton he was popular, not bad at games and noted as
unusual in appearance. Mr Connolly reports that Orwell
' was immersed in The Way of All Flesh and the atheistic
arguments of Androcles and the Lion' at the age of fifteen.
Orwell reports himself ' an odious young snob' at that age
and says, ' We all thought of ourselves as enlightened
creatures of a new age, casting off the orthodoxy that had been
forced upon us.' Fifteen out of sixteen boys in his class
mentioned Lenin as amongst the ten greatest living men.
This he seems to think remarkable, but he had obviously not
compared notes with other boys of a like age at school then.
It was a time when intelligent schoolboys ' got' Leftist
ideas and worked them out of their systems. ' I was against
all authority. I had read and re-read the entire published
works of Shaw, Wells, and Galsworthy (at that time still
regarded as dangerously " advanced " writers) and I loosely
described myself as a Socialist.'

Orwell later decided that he did not get much from Eton:
'1 did not work there and learned very little, and I don't
feel that Eton has been much of a formative influence in my
life.' That sounds like the wishful thinking of the preacher
of the classless society, and to anyone who knew him it was
obvious where he had been to school. A boy must go to
school somewhere and if he needed rest after cramming
Eton was probably the ideal place. He would be likely to
absorb more there than anywhere else restfully. It should
be noted that this slacking was comparative. He held his
place half-way up a form of scholarship boys. But he
maintained that he enjoyed his leisure for quite a time.
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' Between the ages of thirteen and twenty-two or -three I
hardly ever did a stroke of avoidable work.' This amounted
to a ten-year slack in Eton and the East; as it turned out,
an admirable preparation for twenty years of writing.

Mr Tom Hopkinson reports that, when the time came for
Orwell to think of the university, a tutor advised against it.
' You've had enough education. Take a job abroad and see
something of the world.' Orwell took a job in the Indian
Imperial Police and was drafted to Burma. He must have
known that he would not like police work, but people who
met him say that he seemed quite a normal young officer.
These young officers in the Indian Police shouldered heavy
responsibilities. For a pittance they kept the peace in vast
districts. They were responsible for law and order, for
detective work and for prisons and they had to understand
the law as well as social and religious customs. Orwell
probably did very well, but clearly for him it was, as he wrote
later,' an unsuitable profession '. He said the climate ruined
his health and that he felt that the Empire was ' very largely
a racket'. ' When I came home on leave in 1927 I was
already half determined to throw up my job, and one sniff
of English air decided me.' Every young man returning
from the East must have felt the same. The climate is bad
for the Western brain and spirit. The Empire was certainly
not being run with efficiency and confidence. Orwell
struck to his resolution and did not go back.

We know that he did some writing in Burma, and now he
settled down to become a professional. Resigning as he did,
after five years' service, he would have about six months'
leave on full pay and an equal amount on half-pay. This
was enough to enable him to live for a year and a half in
Paris ' writing novels and short stories which no one would
publish '. When his money came to an end, things became
difficult. It was the time of slump and unemployment.
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Orwell had no training to help him in getting work. ' I
had several years of fairly severe poverty/ he writes, ' during
which I was, amongst other things, a dish-washer, a private
tutor and a teacher in cheap private schools.' In Down and
Out he describes the dish-washing, and at the end how he got
his first job as tutor. He produced a brilliant satire of the
cheap private school in A Clergymaris Daughter. Later,
he tells us,' for a year or more I was also a part-time assistant
in a London bookshop '.

It was a sprawling great shop on a corner near Hampstead
Heath, not five minutes away from Keats' Grove. Mr Tom
Hopkinson, in his interesting speculation about Orwell's
preference for painting things darkly, tells us that Orwell
rented an upper room from the bookseller for twelve shillings
and sixpence a week, and, when he found it difficult to pay,
arranged to work in the shop in the afternoons. He used
that experience in Keep the Aspidistra Flying to paint a
dark picture of bookshop life. Orwell said of this ex-
perience that it ' was interesting in itself but had the dis-
advantage of compelling me to live in London, which I
detest'.

By 1935, he tells us, he was making enough from his
writings to escape to the country. Free-lance journalism
was bringing in a certain amount. He had published Down
and Out and his first novel, Burmese Days. His second
novel, A Clergyman's Daughter, came out in that year.
Keep the Aspidistra Flying was on the way. In the country
he kept hens, ran a pub for a while and set up a small general
store. Many of us who lived before the Age of Forms have
thought at one time or another how simple and charm-
ing life would be running the village shop; and Orwell was
one of those rare characters who go and do what the rest of
us merely dream of doing. He tells us that he made on an
average one pound a week as shopkeeper, but he learned a lot
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about keeping shops that would be useful if he ever kept
another.

Soon, however, he was in the north of England doing the
next thing he considered necessary. This was to observe
the effects of unemployment upon the people. His report
was published by the Left Book Club under the title The Road
to Wigan Pier. It does not tell us much about unemploy-
ment, but it does tell us a great deal about George Orwell and
about Socialism.

It was when he returned from that assignment in the
summer of 1936 that he married Eileen O'Shaughnessy. At
the end of the year he went off to Spain to observe the first
fight for democracy against the totalitarians. He soon
decided that there was only one thing for him to do in Spain,
and that was to take a hand in the fighting. He found also
that though there were totalitarians on both sides, there
was no question of democracy flourishing on either. Eventu-
ally he had to run away from Spain with his wife to escape
being thrown into prison by the Stalinist Communists on his
own side. He had been fighting among volunteers who
wanted to win, and Russia had decided not to give them a
chance of doing so. That experience, described in Homage
to Catalonia, was the turning point in his life. Previously
he had been a young writer, playing at living. Now he had
come right up against the political stresses in Europe and
seen for himself something of the cynical playing with human
life in which' leaders ' indulge. Finally, he had fought. He
had experienced the companionship of trench warfare; he
had discovered that he had courage and that he could lead.
He had probably discovered these things in Burma but they
have to be learned all over again amongst Europeans. Fight-
ing is a sure test of certain virtues.

He returned to the ' deep sleep of England ' and wrote
another novel, Coming Up for Air, full of dismal prophecy of
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inevitable war. It was an effort to arouse England to a
sense of the impending catastrophe. He settled down to
living in Hertfordshire, keeping hens and growing his own
vegetables. When war broke out, he was rejected by the
army as medically unfit. This was a deep disappointment.
Eventually he found himself in the B.B.C., and he joined
the Home Guard. As Sergeant Orwell, with Corporal
Warburg, he ran an international platoon in St John's Wood.
It was armed with the spigot mortar—a remarkable weapon
which had displaced the pike in Home Guard circles.

In the Indian Service of the B.B.C., Orwell was invaluable.
Everyone liked and respected him and he was the inspiration
of that rudimentary Third Programme which was sent out to
the Indian student. He soon sensed that the audience for
the programme was not so large as was thought by the senior
officials and, before I went to India early in 1942 to find out,
he gave a great deal of time to discussing the problems with
me. I found that our programmes were at a time of day
when nobody was listening and that they could hardly be
heard because the signal was so weak. Very few students
had access to wireless sets. Impressive processions of literary
men and professors were hurrying through the B.B.C., broad-
casting to India, where practically nobody was listening or
able to listen.

The News Bulletins in Hindustani were a little more fortu-
nate, but OrwelFs only connection with news bulletins
was a weekly talk to Malaya for which he prepared scripts
that were a marvel of conciseness and clarity. It is probable
that no one except Japanese monitors heard these talks, for
the Japanese had a proper appreciation of the propaganda
power of radio. All sets were tuned and sealed to the
medium-wave programmes which they put out themselves
locally, or relayed from Tokyo.

I was always grateful to Orwell while we worked together
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in the B.B.C. He laughed very readily at the nonsense that
went on, and made it tolerable. This did not interfere with
his sense of responsibility, for he knew how important radio
propaganda could be, if intelligently organized, and he worked
very hard on his own talks, which were always good and
usually brilliant. His voice was a great handicap. Thin and
flat, it did not go over well on short-wave broadcasting.
When we discovered that the good talks were not being heard,
we worked together to get them into print in India. Govern-
ment control of paper in Delhi delayed this sadly and only
three booklets of talks ever appeared.

In his later days at the B.B.C., when the result of the
war was assured and writing became psychologically possible
again, he wrote Animal Farm. As soon as the German war
was over, Orwell resigned and returned to his literary work.
It was about this time that he lost his wife, who died un-
expectedly after a simple operation. Orwell said that he
believed it was because her resistance had been lowered
during the war. They had consistently not drawn their
rations so that there was more for other people. They had
adopted a boy and Orwell was left to look after him.

When, after the publication of Animal Farm, he became
rich and a name, he fled to the island of Jura, where he took a
farm with his sister. The views from the farmhouse and
all around were astonishingly beautiful, the farm work was
done for them, but the primitive conditions of living could
not have been suitable for Orwell. There is a story that he
travelled to Glasgow from the island to have a routine check
of his lungs. The doctor told him he was doing well but
he must be careful. He left the doctor to find an hotel and
dragged a large suitcase round a dozen hotels before he found
a room. Always afraid of tuberculosis, he seemed always
to be daring his body by doing things which would aggravate
the disease. He was a delicate man when I worked beside
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him, and quite often was working when he should have been
in bed. His excuse then was the war. I suppose his excuse
always was that he was fighting some battle or other.

I have a particular memory of meeting him one morning
in Portland Place. I saw a long way off a very tall figure
proceeding towards me. Gradually I made out a pair of
gumboots, a huge trench coat, enormous gauntlet gloves
and the longest woollen scarf I had ever seen. No hat.
Gradually this figure became George Orwell. As we drew
near to one another we slowed up, I in complete awe at the
outfit until I saw his face. He was very ill and I would not
have stopped. But he did, and for once there was nothing
amusing that either of us could find to say.

His illness did not become apparent in his work until the
last book, 1984, which was written against time. His
energies were failing, but he wanted to warn the nation of
future catastrophe as he had done before. Soon after it
was finished he left his island and entered a sanatorium in
Gloucestershire. He wrote me from there: ' At present I
am not doing any work whatever. Indeed, I am quite in-
capable of doing any at present. I trust I shall be somewhat
stronger in another month or two, but when I do get a little
energy back I want to get on with another book.' Which is
very like the spirit of that favourite character, Boxer, in
Animal Farm. Later, he moved to a London nursing home.

His second marriage, to Sonia Brownell, was a great help
to him, and his wife shared all his plans. He was ready to
turn from politics and polemics to the normal preoccupation
of the literary artist in our time, the study of human relation-
ships. In his last days he was writing about Conrad, who so
notably extended the analysis of human relationships in
English writing. The novel he was designing would prob-
ably have invited comparison with the political novels of
Conrad. He planned to go to Switzerland to recuperate,
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but a day or two before he was due to fly there he had a
sudden haemorrhage and died. He was buried, at his special
desire, in an English village churchyard.

It was a good life. Eton, Burma, Paris, London, Spain
and the benign southern English countryside. He lived
hard, driven by his daemon, by a gift for understanding the
political implications of his time. ' In a peaceful age I
might have written ornate or merely descriptive books . . .
As it is I have been forced into becoming a sort of pamphlet-
eer.' Un an essay on pamphlets, he described what that
implied: ' The pamphlet is a one-man show. One has
complete freedom of expression.' He cherished the freedom
to say what he thought necessary and the power to express
it just as he wanted. ' So long as I remain alive and well I
shall continue to feel strongly about prose style.'j



Chapter Two

GEORGE ORWELL : AN ASSESSMENT

SEORGE ORWELL said ' is becoming a commonplace
in journalism. In the libraries his books always seem
to be out on loan, and they do not turn up in the

secondhand booksellers. This, as Orwell would say, is
worth examining. Why is there such a run on his
books? The general reason is that he wrote well. The
particular reason is that he is like the ordinary reader,
both in his approach to things and in the subjects that he
chose to approach. Behind these general and particular
reasons there are personal reasons.

He was an individualist. He resigned himself to the
poverty and discomfort which he had to accept in order to
remain an individualist, because they were less uncomfortable
to him than accepting the compromises of normal employ-
ment in an acquisitive society. Associated with this is
another quality ; h e was a man who spoke with authority
and not as the journalists. He gave this impression in his
talk. When a question rose, one felt it had already received
his attention. In his books he deals with contemporary
social and political problems with the detachment of a fine
intelligence. He deals with them as a man who has done
all his thinking for himself. These qualities are rare and
valuable; and they are natural sources of his popularity with
readers who must learn, like him, to work things out for
themselves.

As we are denied his life and letters, we must rely upon
his published writings for an estimate. I propose to consider
only those writings which have appeared in book form, so

12
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that the reader has some chance of checking my judgements.
In any case, it is unlikely that an examination of uncollected
pieces would affect our judgement. In considering his
books, it is useful to divide them into kinds. He published
fourteen books and pamphlets, and since his death two
collections of short pieces have appeared.

A great deal of his writing is autobiographical, as in
Wigan Pier and Down and Out in Paris and London. In
Homage to Catalonia he helps us to see clearly a part of the
Spanish War, but he tells us very much more about himself
than about the war. It is his best self-portrait. Another
short piece of autobiography was published posthumously
in New York. It is called Such, Such were the Joys and
describes his prep, school days.

There is a good deal of autobiographical material in the
collections called Shooting an Elephant and England Your
England, which is the English equivalent to the American
collection called Such, Such were the Joys. The pamphlet
The Lion and the Unicorn is a very personal statement at a
moment of national crisis. ( His essays give his personal
views on writing, on literature, society and politics.^ It is
appropriate to put autobiography and the essays together
because in each kind he very candidly expresses his views
and opinions and in each he is reticent about himself and his
family. Autobiography is only used to explain a view or
introduce an opinion.

That leaves the novels and Animal Farm. Animal Farm
is one of those short pieces which occasionally comes to a
good writer who has devoted his life to his craft. It is so
good that it is detached from any appearance of effort and
it reflects the author and what he has to say at the very-
best. The first four novels are the works of a professional
writer who very sensibly set out to exploit the most popular
contemporary literary form. Like any good professional,
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he respected the spirit as well as the nature of his form.
He took his plots and' his characters from situations and
persons that interested him. In each novel a central character
comes up against evils or weaknesses in the structure of our
modern life. In each novel it is the individual against the
accepted view or the machine. His last novel, 1984, was
propagandist, a warning of a possible shape of things to
come. Nothing in literature wears less well than propa-
ganda, but ig84 will only lose its power when we cease to
feel unhappily that something like it is on the way.

All these books were written by a man who was very
intelligent and quite simple. His intelligence indicated
which were the real problems at issue in our society; and he
was able to reduce an apparently baffling and complex problem
to a simple issue.

He belonged to a generation of writers who very early
sensed the possibility of revolution in society. Orwell
never expresses optimism about these changes. He remained
sensitive to the inherent possibilities in them, and his last
book was a tragic statement of what he conceived might
happen.

His beliefs, the criteria on which he based his diagnosis
of society, are simple and homespun. He believed in
decency, justice and liberty. He had the preacher's faculty
for making these familiar words shine again with meaning.
He reached them, not through academic training, but by the
exercise of his native intelligence and much personal suffering
in Burma and Europe.

Homespun thinking of this fine order comes from a lonely
and persistent examination of what is going on. Orwell
became an original thinker for his generation, matching
simple and necessary truths against the contemporary situa-
tion, indicating solutions.

It is the vocation of the preacher; and a study of George
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Orwell's works will show us how the preacher fulfils his
vocation today. He addresses a generation which has
listened to talks by professors on the air, reads popular
science and seeks sense on politics from the weeklies. Orwell
assessed the various media. He was not a broadcaster. He
did not have the academic background of the professor or the
training of the scientist. He worked through the Sunday
newspapers, the weeklies and the periodicals. He was at
pains to try to bring back the pamphlet to favour because it is
the most natural vehicle for the perfervid proselytizing
individualist. He used fiction. He used autobiography.
He used satire. He used all these forms expertly and success-
fully, and always with the attitude of one ordinary person
talking colloquially to another.

He retained his independence with scrupulous care.
Independence was a dogma in his religion. When he came
back from Burma, and made the decision to be a writer, he
allowed himself to sink and be submerged among the hope-
lessly poor and outcast for considerable periods. He knew
poverty; he knew semi-starvation; he tasted starvation.
He tells us that this was expiation for his police work in
Burma. It was not only an expiation. In plain fact, of
course, it was because of the slump and unemployment. But
there was more to it than that. It was a test. It was a
preliminary trial for a life dedication. He held that a writer
must be independent. As he had no private means, it might
well be necessary to endure poverty for long periods if he was
to retain his independence.

It happened as he foresaw. For six years after his return
from Burma he got nothing published but a few newspaper
articles. Until the war, he tells us, his earnings from writing
averaged three pounds a week.

When it was necessary to earn, he never compromised his
writing. He dug the good earth of Essex to grow his own
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vegetables. He kept a village shop; he kept a pub with
his wife. Earlier, he even undertook the most exhausting
and self-sacrificing of all jobs, school-teaching.

It was an essential part of George Orwell's freedom that
he was always ready to do the next thing necessary in his
vocation. At one moment he wanted to see for himself what
unemployment was like, because unemployment was the
most terrifying symptom of the malaise of our society in the
'thirties. He was free to do so, when his publisher offered
him an advance which covered his expenses. As soon as
that book was finished he wanted to go to Spain to watch the
first challenge to totalitarianism by democracy. His pub-
lisher (another one this time) gave him an advance and off he
went.

In each case he examined the problem in his own way and
came to his own conclusions. The results were probably
very different from what either he or his publishers ex-
pected. He honoured his contract by handing in the most
truthful examination of the problem of which he was capable.
We shall see, when we come to examine them, how remark-
able each of these books is, valuable far beyond what can be
expected of books which are commissioned in this way.

This discipline, this survival through accepting poverty, is
an idea which Orwell may very well have picked up in the
East. It is common enough everywhere, but it is really at
home and natural in the East. Standards of living cover a
greater range in the East, standards of excellence are com-
monly associated with an asceticism which is tolerable only
in hot countries.

There was, I think, another discipline in Orwell's life
which he may well have absorbed in the East, though again it
is known everywhere. He wrote bitterly about his life in
Burma, but he has not told us the whole story; and I think
it is true that, if a young Englishman does not have the
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opportunity of associating with the best philosophical
brains in the universities, he will do well to live for some time
in an Eastern country. The discipline I refer to is one of
simple piety and it consists in taking upon oneself a share
of the burden of the sins of the world. It is a discipline
of which we have our supreme example in the life of Christ,
but it appears in many places with the same simplicity and
the same complete absence of arrogance.

When I attribute this belief to George Orwell, and when I
suggest that he submitted to this discipline, I am not speaking
from the text. I cannot offer any words of his which support
my suggestion. It is not the sort of thing a man speaks about
or writes about publicly in Western society. But when I
read about the doctrine of vicarious suffering, as this discipline
is sometimes called, I feel I have the key to Orwell's conduct
of life. As I remember the man and his writings, this seems
the one satisfactory explanation. It is an aspect of the
vocation of a preacher, who must himself know and exper-
ience before he can help.

This is not to build up a romantic saintly figure. Every
reader of Orwell knows that would be ridiculous. Orwell
could be so perverse at times that one wonders if he had
ever shaken off the callowness of the schoolboy. In Wigan
Pier, commissioned for the Left Book Club, he railed against
the Socialists; in some of his broadcast talks to India, over
the non-committal B.B.C. air, he managed to drag in Karl
Marx. Nor was he always ascetic. If anyone took him out
of himself he enjoyed food and wine, gaiety and comfort.

For a long time, from Down and Out to Wigan Pier, he
had an intense preoccupation with physical filth and nastiness,
and his ability to describe them was as unpleasant as it was
uncanny. He returned to that aberration from time to time,
and the most unpleasant of all these performances is Some
Notes on Salvador Dali That, surely, is equal to any of the
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Christian Fathers at their strongest. The last outburst was
in the sadistic scenes in 1984.

He was no more integrated than the rest of us. There
were many different persons in the one man and they were
often in conflict. I am not suggesting therefore that he
attained Olympian or Oriental detachment, but I suggest that
we shall observe strong indications of it as we watch his
thought developing.

We like to read him because he is frank and open, in the
Ttey of the essayist. When he shows weakness, he shows
that he is no better than ourselves. When he shows insight
and knowledge, we feel that he is saying what we would say
ourselves if we had tackled that problem. His way of raising
a problem makes us feel that we were just going to think of it
for ourselves. Like us, he is always seeking for the firmness
of truth in the disorder of a period of wars and spiritual
conflict. We turn to him because he was intelligent and
honest and he could write. His intelligence clears things
up, and his clear way of writing shows us that he experienced
what we all experience and he was looking for the solutions
to problems in just the way we must look ourselves. He
thinks and feels like the ordinary man, with a native intelli-
gence and a consuming desire to see things getting a little
better for everybody.

The quite honest desire of some of our politicians to
achieve this through political means has given us huge
organizations which are in many ways efficient and in many
ways quite the reverse. It is very often where humanity
should break in that these highly complex organizations fail.
It is this sort of failure that an individualist like George
Orwell examines.

The pursuit of a better life for everybody sometimes seems
to resolve itself into better houses, amenities, fewer working
hours and more highly organized sport for the additional
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leisure. A very much easier time for all. The danger of all
this is national flabbiness, as Orwell indicates in Wigan Pier.
Again and again, Orwell puts his finger on the danger spots
in the rapid social evolution of English life today. It is not
in him to say, 'All's well with the world '; nor yet is it in
him to cry with another poet in the general rejoicing
and satisfaction in our progress that he feels he has no
business here. He knows precisely his business here.
It is to debunk a too-easy satisfaction, it is to remind us of a
law of nature and of human society that every time, some-
where, a balance is achieved, somewhere else, by a chain of
consequences, a balance will be lost.

His achievement was critical and therefore to some extent
a reflection of the two decades in which his work was done.
When we attempt to assess its value, we must remind our-
selves of its limitations. Orwell does not seem to have read
widely or deeply in history or economics, philosophy or
sociology. He had no regular training in any of these
subjects. Nor did he live where there is informed and
balanced talk about them.

His reading was considerable, but usually light. Samuel
Butler was favourite reading. Much of what Orwell had to
say is in The Way of All Flesh, and in talk he quoted The
Notebooks freely. Butler's hard, clear intelligence, expressed
in acrid humour, was sympathetic, as was his consuming
pleasure in describing what he disliked. Orwell's conversa-
tional facilities were no better than what the better sort of jour-
nalism has to offer. His assets were a powerful intelligence,
his character and his schooling. He went to the only school
in England where there is a tutorial system; and a tutorial
system that is any good assists the critical intelligence. As a
schoolboy he learned to treat his intellectual food in a dis-
criminating and feline rather than a placid and bovine way.

He could easily pick his way out of a false argument.
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His brain leapt ahead of most to a useful conclusion. He
always gave an impression of great maturity within his own
range of subjects, and beyond them he was silent and with-
drawn. Apparently he achieved this even as a boy; and it
was all a triumph of good, honest intelligence. A rich sense
of humour, which supported his thinking, was at the mercy
of his health. The jangling stridency to which bad health
could reduce a fine brain and a rich sense of humour is appar-
ent in 1984. It has to be remembered always that he was
fighting a debilitating disease most of the time. A man
can become very bitter when his body will not do all he
requires of it.

He had a constitutional perverseness, which I have men-
tioned. It was the other side of his goodness. The man
who did not draw all his rations so that there was more food
for other people was also the man who dressed with a wil-
ful shabbiness and painted the walls of his home a thoroughly
depressing blue. When at last he had plenty of money from
the sales of Animal Farm, he went off to live in bleak and
unnecessary discomfort in a western island. The last may
have been his constitutional incapacity for looking after him-
self, but the others are surely examples of what the Scots
call ' thrawnness'. It was probably just this quality that
drew Orwell into an imperial police service which he must
have known, at an intelligent nineteen, would be completely
wrong for him.

Like the rest of us, he acted like a simple marine organism
and did what he had to do to survive. All these jarrings and
rubbings and gratings of his critical intelligence secured
its rapid development. It is a dusty journey from Down and
Out to 1984, with only two places of sustained refreshment,
Homage to Catalonia and Animal Farm. But there are
glimpses of light everywhere, and when we look back on all
his work a sweet reasonableness, seems after all in control.
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At the end, I am told, he was discussing the next phase of his
work. He was clear that it was going to be on human rela-
tionships. Two decades had been lost, partly because he
inevitably had to grow that way, partly because of the un-
selfishness of his nature. He was impelled to help people
to find solutions to immediate problems in society and poli-
tics. No artist can afford unselfishness. He must be as
self-preserving as a snail, stick out his prickles as smartly as a
hedgehog. Orwell could not do that, and as a result he
arrived at the point of view of the artist only just before he
died; his business was human relationships. Social and
political movements have to be criticized, and Orwell
criticized, sermonized and nagged with the best. But the
true interest of the writer, the problems to which literature
especially addresses itself, are in personal relationships.

By these highest literary standards, George Orwell falls
short. But, as it cannot yet be our business to assess his
permanent position in letters or even to decide if he has one,
we may turn our attention to the pleasure he offers us now.

Down and Out is one of the most readable contemporary
English sketches of Paris. Burmese Days is probably the
best English novel of life in the Indian Empire in the next
rank to Kim and A Passage to India. Homage to Catalonia
is the happiest and richest book he wrote, the longest and most
satisfying of his autobiographies. Animal Farm is the best
English satire on the Communist State. 1984 is the only
English performance which ranks with the better European
novels against totalitarianism.

As Orwell would say, these five books are worth thinking
about as a group. None of them is about contemporary
England—the short second part of Down and Out excepted.
Their subject-matter is lost souls in Paris, Burma, Spain and
in a future which we hope will never come. The only
performance that is anything like perfect is about animals.
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In his fiction he could manage a plot and characters
intellectually. In his plots, part answers part and the
close reader hears echoes and detects responses right through
every book. His characters are flat, conceived and nur-
tured in the brain. There is hardly a trace anywhere of
character development. Growth in plot and character
requires emotional resources of great depth, and there does
not seem to have been a balance between Orwell's powerful
intelligence and his emotions. He had the capacity for deep
emotion as all great intelligences have; but it was dried out
of him until middle age.

His greatest gift was his style. Right from the opening
page of his first book the reader is conscious of mastery.
Orwell himself said that the secret of good prose-writing is
timing. It is as good a word as any for that gift of com-
bining sense and sound in such a way that words on a page
become clear mental and emotional experiences.

Orwell never wrote badly. He only once achieved a
purely narrative ' timing '—in Animal Farm, where the warm-
er harmonies are heard throughout. He rarely achieved the
carefree, light, inevitable brightness of the essayist; but did
so consummately in the Tribune series ' / Write as I Please '.
His critical prose at its best has the' timing' of good-tempered
analysis, and he rarely falls below that.

His denunciations never show him at his best. It is
difficult to admit this because they are so enjoyable. The
power of his fury is apt to obliterate its object quickly and a
scrannel note sounds. Undoubtedly his surest touch, his
most perfect' timing', is in his natural descriptions, especially
of birds. What a pity he never turned from men and animals
to write a book about birds. It would have added something
new to an immortal line. As it is, it would be possible
to collect from his books one of the brightest aviaries in the
whole of English Literature.
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The style he used in Burmese Days, his first novel, was
too exuberantly descriptive; and the style he adopted for
his early London novels was current colloquial. He carried
this to its extreme in Coming Up for Air. He seems to have
been influenced by Henry Miller; to have felt it necessary
to make a concession not so much to the common reader as to
the colloquial spirit of the times. It is good pastiche; but the
style of these novels, like everything else about them, is
second-rate Orwell.

His norm was the neutral style, good, limpid, contemporary,
and it was always equal to its purposes. Within what
seems a narrow range, he showed virtuosity in the different
' timings' he could manage: narrative, descriptive, critical,
denunciatory and straight exposition. Nearly always he
contrived to be natural and intimate with the common reader
of today. When he wrote ' Good prose is like a window-
pane ' he was exactly describing the cold, clear prose which
was appropriate to the subjects which preoccupied him.

In an interesting passage, Orwell suggests that anyone can
get away with verses but prose-writing is the test of an
artist. On prose-writing this is just. Good prose is
normally the result of hard work; and it is always based
on character as well as intelligence. Good prose always
carries with it the accent of greatness. Orwell's prose in
essays and autobiographies is normally stamped with that
hallmark.

His special qualities were intelligence and humour. For
many years both these qualities were disturbed by a rancour
which he eventually controlled until his last book, written
when his health had broken down. As the years went on
and he became sure of himself as a citizen and his work made
him famous, he displayed a humility which graced his other
qualities. His writings are not only stimulating; they form
an introduction to a most likeable man.
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He lived as we sometimes dream we should like to live.
He was the individualist in an urban society. We exist
scratchily, competitively, in closely packed agglomerations
of humanity. We lack in our ordinary lives that close
contact with nature which keeps men sane and humble.
We have created for ourselves in our urban civilizations an
artificial society in which all the criteria are human. There
is no appeal to nature; which tells us of fate and necessity
and how they may be accepted. In our urban societies we
come to believe that the whole of life would be easy and good
if only men were more honest, more competent, worked
harder and were prepared to be uncompromising with evil.
We imagine possibilities of excellence which are probably
not there. We are in danger of disappointment, unhappiness
and despair.

For most of us there is no escape. We hardly dare rattle
our chains. But we are mightily attracted by a man who
rattles off every chain that society attempts to load on him.
That is what we like about George Orwell. He was so
intelligent that he had an honest view of the contemporary
scene in England. He had one gift, which will be the envy
of all who study him: the gift of writing prose. He had the
character to preserve that gift and to use it for the benefit of
society. He had the good fortune to be rewarded for his
courage. Fate was malicious, as much to us as to him, when
it chose that moment in January, 1950, to end ' the thin-
spun life'.



Chapter Three

PROSE AND POLITICS

HAT I HAVE most wanted to do throughout the
past ten years is to make political writing into
an art . . . looking back through my work, I

see that it is invariably when I lacked political purpose that I
wrote lifeless books So in 1947. After the war, when he
had left his propaganda job, Orwell seems to have become
obsessed with the problems which affect prose-writing in a
political age. He repeats and elaborates his views in a series
of essays between 1944 and 1948: The Prevention of Litera-
ture ; Politics v. Literature; Politics and the English Lan
guage; Why I Write ; Writers and Leviathan. They all led
up to the agonized treatment of the subject in 1984. Prose
for Orwell was a weapon in political warfare. It was the
instrument by which he retained and expressed his indivi-
duality and he cared for it exceedingly,

In the essay, Why I Write, he traces the development of
his prose from his first novel, Burmese Days to Animal Farm.
At first: ' I wanted to write enormous naturalistic novels with
unhappy endings, full of detailed descriptions and arresting
similes, and also full of purple passages in which words were
used partly for the sake of their sound.' That ambition did
not alter very much until his experiences in the Spanish War.
Thereafter: ' Every line of serious work I have written since
1936 has been written, directly or indirectly, against totali-
tarianism and for democratic socialism, as I understand it/

Homage to Catalonia and Animal Farm are probably his
greatest books. They both came out of the Spanish War
and each has a depth and power beyond anything he wrote

c 25
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before. That is partly because of his sudden increase in
stature, but it is partly a formal matter. His prose has
matured. His own comments on these books are therefore
of great interest. Of Homage, he writes: ' It is written with
a certain detachment and regard for form '; and of Animal
Farm he says that it ' was the first book in which I tried, with
full consciousness of what I was doing, to fuse political
purpose and artistic purpose into one whole '.

The Spanish War was the moment of awakening for many
honest men in Europe. For instance, R. G. Collingwood
testifies in his Autobiography that i t ' broke up my pose of a
detached professional thinker . . . I know that Fascism
means the end of clear thinking and the triumph of irra-
tionalism. I know that all my life I have been engaged
unawares in a political struggle, fighting against these things
in the dark. Henceforth I shall fight in the daylight.'

While daylight showed Collingwood that the government
of the time and the press were distorting truth to help the
totalitarians, it showed Orwell the totalitarian moves of the
Russians in Spain against the democratic Spanish govern-
ment. It gave him the idea of Animal Farm; and, finally,
it impelled him in 1984 to expose the totalitarian temptations
offered to a Socialist government. Every liberal writer
today is aware of the inherent danger of totalitarianism in
human government. This danger appears most obviously
in the modern arrangements for spreading information to the
people. Everyone is reached by one or more of the mass
media for distributing information: the press, the radio,
television and film. These media are affecting people all
the time. This is an age of propaganda, whether we like it
or not; it is an age of politics, whether we like it or not.
But all the people cannot be told all the truth; selection must
be made, and the danger appears at once.

' Our age is dominated by politics, as the fourth century
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was dominated by theology, and it is by his political writings
that Orwell will be remembered ', says Bertrand Russell in a
note on Orwell. And E. M. Forstery celebrating him also,
stressed Orwell's contribution in the struggle to retain
freedom:

Many critics besides Orwell are fighting for the purity of prose
arid deriding officialese, but they usually do so in a joking,
off-hand way, and from the aesthetic standpoint. He is unique
in being immensely serious, and in connecting good prose with
liberrto Like most of us, he does not define liberty but being a
liberar he thinks that there is more of it here than in Stalin's
Russia or Franco's Spain, and that we need still more of it,
rather than less, if our national tradition is to continue. If we
write and speak clearly, we are likelier to think clearly and to
remain comparatively free,

There could hardly be a better summary of what Orwell
has~to say on prose and politics, and the subject is so important
that it is worth consideration. His method is to expose
the forces at work against clear writing and thinking. Totali-
tarianism, he says, tries to make people less conscious;
intellectuals are afraid and want less freedom; politicians,
bureaucrats and journalists speak and write badly and obscure
the truth, either by simplicity or by interest. He reacts to
this situation with a passionate enthusiasm for a more liberal
world. A beginning must be made somewhere to recover
the situation: ' One ought to recognize that the present
political chaos is connected with the decay of language,
and that one can probably bring about some improvement by
starting at the verbal end.'

What precisely he means by that, he tells us at the begin-
ning of Writers and Leviathan:

What kind of state rules over us must depend partly on the
prevailing intellectual atmosphere; meaning, in this context,
partly on the attitude of writers and artists themselves, and on
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their willingness or otherwise to keep the spirit of liberalism
alive. If we find ourselves in ten years' time cringing before
somebody like Shdanov, it will probably be because that is
what we have deserved.

Like Shelley, he knew who are the unacknowledged legislators
of the world; and the prevailing intellectual atmosphere
they create will depend partly upon their use of language:

If you simplify your English, you are freed from the worst
follies of orthodoxy. You cannot speak any of the necessary
dialects, and when you make a stupid remark its stupidity will
be obvious, even to yourself.

Language becomes the touchstone of sane political thought.
By contrast the totalitarians use language to obscure

thought In the essay called Politics v. Literature, which is
aBbut Gulliver's Travels, he notes Swift's ' perception that
one of the aims of totalitarianism is not merely to make sure
that people will think the right thoughts, but actually to make
them less conscious '. This becomes a favourite theme, right
up to the postscript in 1984, which is called The Principles
of Newspeak, Newspeak being the language ' devised to
meet the ideological needs of Ingsoc, or English Socialism'.
This little satire of fourteen pages has that' terrible intensity
of vision' which Orwell ascribes to Swift. ' Newspeak
was designed not to extend but to diminish the range of
thought, and this purpose was indirectly assisted by cutting
the choice of words down to a minimum.' The whole
thing is worked out with maniacal ingenuity:

Countless other words such as honour, justice, morality, interna-
tionalism, democracy, science and religion had simply ceased to
exist. A few blanket words covered them, and, in covering
them, abolished them. All words grouping themselves round
the concepts of liberty and equality, for instance, were contained
in the single word ' crimethink'.



Prose and Politics 29

At the end he says:

From the foregoing account, it will be seen that in Newspeak
the expression of unorthodox opinions, above a very low level,
was well-nigh impossible.

Orwell is there writing at the point of intensity where
sanity and insanity meet, and he makes the danger real and
all too near. With an accuracy that makes the reader wince
he provides a word for the stream of news and entertainment
that press, radio and television offer the people: Prolefeed,
'the rubbishy entertainment and spurious news which the
Party handed out to the masses '. The appeal of prolefeed
must be to the emotions, and the mass emotion most easily
aroused is hate. How many puny leaders of mankind in our
time have swept into power on a wave of hate which they have
themselves assiduously aroused ?

Orwell gives a picture of it in the novel he wrote after his
Spanish adventure, Coming Up for Air. He describes a
suburban lecturer:

. . . his voice came across to me as a kind of burr-burr-burr,
with now and then a phrase that stuck and caught my attention.
. . . A rather mean little man, with a white face and a bald head,
standing on a platform, shooting out slogans. What's he doing ?
Quite deliberately, and quite openly, he's stirring up hatred.

But it is not the popular lecturer or the political demagogue
who matters:

In England the immediate enemies of truthfulness, and hence of
freedom of thought, are the Press lords, the film magnates and
the bureaucrats, but ... on a long view the weakening of the
desire for liberty among the intellectuals themselves is die most
serious symptom of all.

It is from the intellectual, and not from the others, that a
serious moral judgement can be expected, and the judgement
which controls what is said to the people, said and repeated,
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underlined and shouted every hour of waking life, is a moral
judgement. The weakness is there, among the people
capable of original and shaping thought; among the people
who can learn to write clearly.

Orwell carried on a running fight with the intellectuals.
In Wigan Pier: ' The modern English literary world, at any
rate the highbrow section of it, is a sort of poisonous jungle
where only weeds can flourish.' An overstress, but it defines
what Orwell meant by ' intellectual'; not the philosopher,
nor the scientist, nor the academic, but the highbrow writer.
In one attack he admits the scientist, only to say that he is more
prone than the others to fall for Communism and that he
ought to know better. When he came back from Spain and
tried to explain what was really happening there, he found
that the intellectuals had allowed themselves to be corrupted
by ' the Russian myth '. That meant loss of integrity, which
for the writer is destruction:

At some time in the future, if the human mind becomes some-
thing totally different from what it is now, we may learn to
separate literary creation from intellectual honesty. At present
we know only that the imagination, like certain wild animals,
will not breed in captivity. Any writer or journalist who
denies that fact—and nearly all the current praise of the Soviet
Union contains or implies such a denial—is, in effect, demanding
his own destruction.

His life was dedicated to the defence of liberty, and this
he felt was the whole duty of a writer in a political age.
It was the writer's especial duty because he could understand
its importance. Orwell watched writers helping in the
destruction of liberty by spreading Communist opinions:

The conscious enemies of liberty are those to whom liberty
ought to mean most. The big public do not care about the
matter one way or the other. They are not in favour of prose-
cuting the heretic, and they will not exert themselves to defend
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him. They are at once too sane and too stupid to acquire the
totalitarian outlook. The direct, conscious attack on intellec-
tual decency comes from the intellectuals themselves.

Orwell was never completely pessimistic: 'Our own
society is still, broadly speaking, liberal.' Indeed, his whole
thesis depends upon a marvellous optimism. To insist upon
the dissemination of the truth in all circumstances is to believe
in the people. It is to believe that truth will prevail, and
truth for Orwell means decency, justice and liberty.

Totalitarians deny decency, justice and liberty for the
same reason that they conceal or distort the truth; they do
not believe in the people. They set about deceiving all the
people all the time and they believe they can do it with the
technical assistance of the men who make newspapers, radio
and television so pervasive in the lives of the common
people. Totalitarians despise or fear the people.

Belief in the people is a kingly virtue, shown by Saxon
Ethelbert and Tudor Elizabeth. Again and again Orwell
expresses his belief in the people. It is the essence of his
liberalism. In his essay called The English People he speaks
of ' the prevailing gentleness of manners' and again ' the
gentle-mannered, undemonstrative, law-abiding England of
today'. In The Lion and the Unicorn: ' They have retained
a deep tinge of Christian feeling' more exactly defined in
The English People: 'Asked what he meant by " Christianity ",
the average man would define it wholly in ethical terms
(" unselfishness " or " loving your neighbour " would be the
kind of definition he would give).' And again the word
' gentle' as the essential word: ' The gentleness of the
English civilization is perhaps its most marked characteris-
tic.' It is an insular quality, developed by a people detached
from the great folk-movements of the Continent. It is the
basis of their instinctive political attitude, which is ' non-
acceptance of the modern cult of power-worship '.
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These quotations give a partial impression of Orwell's
views on the common people. He was never sentimental
and he never burked saying what was harsh. But I have
quoted to show that, amongst all the other things, he
believed in these virtues, and believed that they were there
abidingly in the common people. It was because of his
certainty that he was able to write in the darkness of 1941
the peroration to The Lion and the Unicorn:

There is no question of stopping short, striking a compromise,
salvaging ' democracy ', standing still. Nothing ever stands
still. We must add to our heritage, or lose it, we must grow
greater or grow less, we must go forward or go backward. I
believe in England, and I believe we shall go forward.

Nor was his belief confined to England. Orwell was a
European, and he wrote after his Spanish experiences, after
describing the worst that he saw: ' Curiously enough the
whole experience has left me with not less but more belief
in the decency of human beings/ Five years later, in an essay
called Looking back on the Spanish War, he could write: ' The
struggle of the working class is like the growth of a plant'
The plant is blind and stupid, but it knows enough to keep
pushing upwards towards the light, and it will do this in the
face of endless discouragements.' And of the Spanish people
he had met: ' They knew that they were in the right, because
they were fighting for something which the world owed them
and was able to give them.'

That is the essence of modern liberalism; the centre and
heart of the defence against the totalitarians. It is the centre
of Orwell's political thinking. He says it in another way in
Politics v. Literature: ' No honest person claims that happi-
ness is now a normal condition among adult human beings;
but perhaps it could be made normal, and it is upon this
question that all serious political controversy really turns
This liberal conception of the rights of the people is inherent
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now in the programmes of all English political parties, a
liberal yeast in all their heaviness; and all of them find it
impossible of achievement when they get into power. It is
when they realize this that totalitarianism becomes a danger,
an invitation to a specious short cut to what they desire.

The difficulty is one of belief. Accepting the inherent
greatness of humanity is not easy. ' Part of our minds—in
any normal person it is the dominant part—believes that man
is a noble animal and life is worth living ', and then he faces the
other side of things: ' But there is also a sort of inner self
which at least intermittently stands aghast at the horrors of
existence.' Orwell's own belief is not in doubt. At the
end of his reflections on the Spanish War he has some verses
which end with a declaration of faith in the human spirit
which echoes Spinoza:

No bomb that ever burst
Shatters the crystal spirit.

The difficulties of political parties in making the truth
prevail in practice induces Orwell to say again and again
that writers cannot be orthodox party men. The essay
Writers and Leviathan is a full discussion of his difficulty.

To accept an orthodoxy is always to inherit unresolved contra-
dictions. Take, for instance, die fact that all sensitive people
are revolted by industrialism and its products, and yet are aware
that the conquest of poverty and the emancipation of the work-
ing class demand not less industrialization but more and more.
Or take the fact that certain jobs are absolutely necessary and
yet are never done except under some kind of coercion. Or take
the fact that it is impossible to have a positive foreign policy
without having powerful armed forces. One could multiply
examples.

And he follows that with one of his frequent declarations:
'Acceptance of any party political discipline seems to be
incompatible with literary integrity.'
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In The Prevention of Literature he puts it: ' To write in
plain, vigorous language, one has to think fearlessly, and if
one thinks fearlessly one cannot be politically orthodox.'
He surveys our history and says:

In the past, at any rate through the Protestant centuries, the
idea of rebellion and the idea of intellectual integrity were mixed
up. A heretic—political, moral, religious, or aesthetic—was one
who refused to outrage his own conscience.

He concludes that:

If the liberal culture that we have lived in since the Renaissance
actually comes to an end, the literary art will perish with it.
... In a totalitarian age ... the prose writer would have no
choice between silence and death. Prose literature as we know
it is the product of rationalism, of the Protestant centuries, of
the autonomous individual.

Has prose ever been more bravely defended ? Is there any
defence of prose which echoes so strongly and so persistently
the great defences of poetry from Sidney to Shelley ?

;On the other hand, has anyone exposed so plainly the pre-
valent diseases which afflict prose? 'Political language
... is designed to make lies sound truthful and murder
respectable, and to give an appearance of solidity to pure
wind.' (Compare and contrast Mr T. S. Eliot's testudesque:
' The pursuit of politics is incompatible with a strict attention
to exact meanings on all occasions.') ' The great enemy of
clear language is insincerity. . . . All issues are political
issues, and politics itself is a mass of lies, evasions, folly,
hatred and schizophrenia.' '. . . Prose consists . . . more
and more of phrases tacked together like the sections of a pre-
fabricated henhouse.' And on that same sin:

Modern writing at its worst does not consist in picking out
words for the sake of their meaning and inventing images in
order to make the meaning clearer. It consists in gumming
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together long strips of words which have already been set in
order by someone else, and making the results presentable by
sheer humbug.

Of the inflated style—has it ever been so well imaged?—
' A mass of Latin words falls upon the facts like soft snow,
blurring the outlines and covering up all the details.'

These are common faults today, and to avoid them Orwell
provides simple rules. These rules he says apply not to
literary language but merely to language ' as an instrument
for exposing and not for concealing or preventing thought'.
His general recommendation is to use ' the fewest and shortest
words that will cover one's meaning'. As the writer of
expository prose is trying to make things clear to somebody
else, he ' cuts out all stale or mixed images, all prefabricated
phrases, needless repetitions and humbug and vagueness
generally'. For this, in case instinct fails, one needs rules,
and his rules are:

1. Never use a metaphor, simile or other figure of speech
which you are used to seeing in print.

2. Never use a long word where a short one will do.
3. If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.
4. Never use the passive where you can use the active.
5. Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word or a jargon

word if you can think of an everyday English equivalent.
6. Break any of these rules sooner than say anything down-

right barbarous.

The last rule suggests that in the end prose-writers are born
and not made. It implies that one could keep all the rules
and still write bad prose. He claims, however, that no one
who observes them can fall into the most common faults of
current English.

He is fanatical about prose: ' So long as I remain alive and
well, I shall continue to feel strongly about prose style',
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and his ideal style, for the political purposes which claimed all
his attention, is explained in the simile: ' Good prose is like
a window-pane.' In that phrase we see not merely the
quality of his prose, but the intellect and character which
went to its making?-



Chapter Four

LITERARY ESSAYS

N 1940 ORWELL published a volume of literary essays
called Inside the Whale. It contained the essays on
Charles Dickens, Boys' Weeklies, and Inside the Whale,

which is about Henry Miller and contemporary English
writing. In 1946 he published Critical Essays, reprinting
the first two essays from Inside the Whale with eight shorter
pieces. The two posthumous collections of his essays,
Shooting an Elephant and England Your England, contain
few literary judgements. In the earlier collection there is
one long literary essay, a very good one, on Lear, Tolstoy
and the Fool. In the later there is only a reprint of the essay
Inside the Whale, which he had rejected in his 1946 collection.

These four essays are well worth examining. In the first
place, like everything else he wrote, they tell us a great
deal about himself. Two examples of this from the Dickens
essay are worth looking at. When he is assessing the value
of Dickens's novels today, the assessment ends with a state-
ment of one of his own motives as a writer:

. . . in moral outlook no one could be more ' bourgeois ' than
the English working classes. The ordinary people in the
western countries have never entered, mentally, into the world
of ' realism ' and power-politics. They may do so, before
long, in which case Dickens will be as out of date as the cab-
horse. But in his own age and ours he has been popular chiefly
because he was able to express in a comic, simplified and there-
fore memorable form the native decency of the common man.

The second example is an interesting one of identity
between subject and author. Orwell has been saying that

37



38 George Orwell

' when one reads any strongly individual piece of writing,
one has the impression of seeing a face somewhere behind
the page'. The face he then describes behind Dickens's
page is a living self-portrait:

He is laughing, with a touch of anger in his laughter, but no mal-
ice, no malignity. It is the face of a man who is always fighting
against something, but who fights in the open and is not fright-
ened, the face of a man who is generously angry—in other words,
of a nineteenth-century liberal, a free intelligence, a type hated
with equal hatred by all the smelly little orthodoxies which are
now contending for our souls.

In the second place, Orwell writes about literature as he
writes on other topics, in the neutral style of the patient
observer. By the time he came to literary criticism—the
right time, after much reading and experience in living—he
was well exercised as a writer and had plenty to say.

In the third place, he writes about literature as he writes
on every subject, as a political man in a political age. All
questions for Orwell are political questions, and he only
writes on literature when it affects the living issues in his
thought. Whether literary criticism of this kind will
endure, it is unnecessary to guess. It is important to us
now, and this essay on Dickens, like Inside the Whale and
Lear, Tolstoy and the Fool, is like the rest of Orwell's work
in reminding us of values which we must preserve and
pass on.

CHARLES DICKENS

Orwell writes about Dickens because his work is important
to liberal-minded readers in an age when liberal thought is
under threat. He poses the question which interests him:
' Where exactly does he stand, socially, morally and politic-
ally? ' Socially, Dickens is middle class and his books are
about the middle classes—... his real subject-matter is the
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London commercial bourgeoisie'—and when he writes about
ordinary working-class people he is not successful. He
succeeds only with unusual types: ' If you ask any ordinary
reader which of Dickens's proletarian characters he can
remember, the three he is almost certain to mention are Bill
Sikes, Sam Weller and Mrs Gamp. A burglar, a valet and a
drunken midwife—not exactly a representative cross-section
of the English working classes.'

Dickens's position was a moral one and there is an ' utter
lack of any constructive suggestion anywhere in his work'
although ' in every page of his work one can see a conscious-
ness that society is wrong somewhere at the root'. ' His
whole " message " is one that at first glance looks like an
enormous platitude: If men would behave decently the
world would be decent.'

Dickens nowhere suggests that society would be the better
for being turned upside down. He never suggests that the
economic system is wrong, or that there could be any other.
If only the people with the money and the power were more
kind, everything would be well. In the early books and
again in Our Mutual Friend the rich man showers money
around and all becomes well. ' Once again, individual
kindliness is the remedy for everything.'

The counterpart of this feeling is a hatred of the crowd,
a horror of mob violence, which Dickens describes with the
clearness of a frightened spectator. ' Revolution is a
monster.' It follows, as Orwell points out, that Dickens's
hope could only be in gradual evolution through education.
In this matter, once again, Dickens is anything but revolu-
tionary : 'As always, what he appears to want is a moralized
version of the existing thing—the old type of school, but
with no caning, no bullying and underfeeding, and not quite
so much Greek.'

The first part of the essay ends with a reference to the
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problem of power, the problem which haunted Orwell
always, as the central problem in human communities.

The central problem—how to prevent power from being
abused—remains unsolved. Dickens, who had not the
vision to see that private property is an obstructive nuisance,
had the vision to see that. ' If men would behave decently
the world would be decent' is not such a platitude as it sounds.
In the second part of the essay Orwell notes that Dickens

was a member of the ' small urban bourgeoisie, and he
happens to be an exceptionally fine specimen of this class,
with all the " points ", as it were, very highly developed'.
By adoption, he becomes part of a wealthier section of the
bourgeoisie, of whom Orwell says: ' What now strikes us
about the new moneyed class of the nineteenth century is
their complete irresponsibility.' He says that although
Dickens did not share this irresponsibility, he never had any
real notion that government and the professions had to be
carried on; as for the growing Empire, where men following
the liberal tradition were life exiles among backward people,
' the Empire is simply Major Bagstock and his native servant'.
Aristocratic and upper-middle-class characters are outside
his scope, he cannot understand the things that to them are
serious, and he only succeeds with them ' when he depicts
them as mental defectives '.

On the other hand, as he points out, Dickens is strikingly
free from ' vulgar nationalism'. ' He is very much an
Englishman, but he is hardly aware of it—certainly the
thought of being an Englishman does not thrill him.' This is
probably one of the reasons for Dickens's universal popu-
larity, a point Orwell does not make, as he expressly denies
this popularity outside England at the beginning of the essay.
In fact, few writers in any language can be so well known
throughout the world as Dickens.

In the third part Orwell discusses Chesterton's view that
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Dickens was the spokesman of the poor. Far from being so,
Orwell says, Dickens had the special prejudices of the shabby
genteel. He placed a space between himself and his work-
mates as a boy and ever afterwards he had a horror of prole-
tarian roughness. He was on the side of the poor, but he
was scrupulously not of them. He had had enough of that
as a child. He had no desire, therefore, like Orwell, to live
with the working classes. His ideal ' poor' character was
Sam Weller, the feudal type of personal servant.

Part Four is about' the awful Victorian " plot"', and leads
up to a consideration of the ideal Victorian ending to a novel.
It is a good example of the quiet amusement Orwell enjoyed
whether in reading or in life. He observes the world of
Dickens as he observes the London around him: c It is not
merely a coincidence that Dickens never writes about agricul-
ture and writes endlessly about food. He was a Cockney
and London is the centre of the earth in rather the same sense
that the belly is the centre of the body. It is a city of con-
sumers. . . .' Later on he notes that ' everything is seen
from the consumer angle' in Dickens, so the adventures of
his characters never spring from their work. ' In the power
of evoking visual images he has probably never been equalled '
but the images are always of leisure moments, things seen in
country inns and from stage-coaches. ' He is a man who
lives through his eyes and ears rather than through his hands
and muscles.'

The question which naturally follows from this is: ' What
did he think the most desirable way to live? ' and Orwell for
answer gives a summary of the good ending to a Victorian
novel, according to Dickens:

.. . a hundred thousand pounds, a quaint old house with
plenty of ivy on it, a sweetly womanly wife, a horde of children,
and no work. Everything is safe, soft, peaceful and, above
all, domestic. . . . The servants are comic and feudal, the

D
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children prattle round your feet, the old friends sit at your fire-
side, talking of past days, there is the endless succession of
enormous meals, the cold punch and sherry negus, the feather
beds and warming-pans, the Christmas parties with charades
and blind man's buff; but nothing ever happens, except the
yearly childbirth.

Orwell is amazed: ' The thought of that kind of existence
is satisfying to him. . . . No modern man could combine
so much purposelessness with so much vitality.' In fact,
surely, Dickens was full of purpose, and this is his idea of
relaxation, time off enjoyed with friends.

The fifth part deals with Dickens's characters, on which
it is difficult to think that anything new can be written.

It is not so much a series of books, it is more like a world . . .
he did not think of himself as a caricaturist, and was constantly
setting into action characters who ought to have been purely
static. . . . They start off as magic-lantern slides and they end
up by getting mixed up in a third-rate movie.

It is all well said, but it can be found in the books. He
notes Dickens's fertility of invention, the 'unmistakable
mark' of his writing being ' the unnecessary detail'; and
that too has been said before. Yet most of the essay is
new and it is all original statement. Orwell's sympathy
with Dickens's purpose is especially interesting. In reading
the analysis of Dickens, we overhear a description of Orwell:

He is always preaching a sermon, and that is the final secret
of his inventiveness. For you can only create if you care. . . .
Most revolutionaries are potential tories, because they imagine
that everything can be put right by altering the shape of society;
once that change is effected, as it sometimes is, they see no need
for any other. Dickens has not this kind of mental coarseness
. . . in his own age and ours he has been popular chiefly be-
cause he was able to express in a comic, simplified and therefore
memorable form the native decency of the common man.
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Future criticism of Dickens will take Orwell's points for
granted. He is original. As he clears away false apprecia-
tions, Dickens's work appears more fresh and strong, like a
painting that has had its dull varnish removed. Orwell is
so different from Dickens that he understands him well.
Dickens fought his way up, while Orwell tried to go down
in order to bring everyone up with him. In an interesting
essay published in 1939, Mr Edmund Wilson suggests that
English critics might do well to continue Gissing's straight-
forward critical dealing with Dickens. Orwell's essay,
published in the following year, was, as it were, an immediate
response.

BOYS' WEEKLIES

We grow more and more concerned about the quality of
reading matter provided for children. That too has become
a political question. No one has analysed it so amusingly
as Orwell in this essay. He begins by going into the news-
agent's shop:

You never walk far through any poor quarter in any big town
without coming upon a small newsagent's shop. The general
appearance of these shops is always very much the same: a
few posters for the Daily Mall and the News of the World
outside, a poky little window with sweet-bottles and packets of
Players, and a dark interior smelling of liquorice allsorts and
festooned from floor to ceiling with vilely-printed twopenny
papers, most of them with lurid cover-illustrations in three
colours.

These shops are of great importance, because what they
have in them ' is the best available indication of what the
mass of the English people really feels and thinks'. So
the essay takes on the character of a sociological-political
tract, ending with the solemn recommendation that the
Left should look to its laurels and produce boys' papers
with politically sound heroes. The whole of the existing



44 George Orwell

Left-wing press, he says, apart from highbrow literature, is
simply one long tract. Orwell keeps a straight face through
it all and it is easily arguable that he is as serious as ever.
' I am merely pointing to the fact that, in England, popular
imaginative literature is a field that left-wing thought has
never begun to enter.'

Sandwiched in between these serious recommendations at
the beginning and end of the essay, is an analysis of the
Magnet and Gem serials, the world of Bob Cherry, Tom
Merry, Harry Wharton, Billy Bunter and the rest of them.
This is one of the delights of contemporary critical writing.
Orwell indulges himself in a spacious consideration of his
subject-matter and wanders all round it, and in doing so
recreates for us the spirit of the original. It is a school world
that never was, in the spirit of 1910. Orwell deals with the
plots, the characters and the style. Here is a style, he notes,
which makes a hundred and twenty-five words do the work
of thirty; 'an extraordinary, artificial, repetitive style,
quite different from anything else now existing in English
Literature'. It is a style in which tautology makes the
atmosphere.

The moral concepts of the world of the Remove at Grey-
friars are examined with peculiar care. Alas, they are not
those of the most modern forms of political thought, though
admittedly better than those of American boys' weeklies,
where a sock on the jaw answers every moral problem. The
correspondence columns and the advertisements are examined
for sociological significance. It is all great fun. It is an
extension of those nostalgic passages in Coming Up for Air
in which the hero as a boy is under the table with Chums or the
B.O.P.

INSIDE THE WHALE

Inside the Whale is the most interesting of Orwell's literary
essays in relation to his own work. He rejected it when
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he was compiling his 1946 collection, Critical Essays, prob-
ably because he was then trying to elude the pessimism he so
strongly expresses in it. It is an examination of the function
of the writer in contemporary society. It was written at
the beginning of the war and it may be contrasted with the
political pamphlet he wrote about the same time, The Lion
and the Unicorn. In the literary essay he speaks with pro-
fessional authority; in the political pamphlet, when he had
finished his prologue on the gentleness of England, he
suggests ways of meeting the war situation which, it is easy
to see now, were slightly ridiculous.

Inside the Whale is about Henry Miller in the first and
third parts, with a middle part about English writers in the
'twenties and 'thirties. The title comes from Miller's com-
parison of a writer to Jonah inside the belly of a whale.
' The whale's belly', says Orwell, ' is simply a womb big
enough for an adult.' It is a simile for irresponsibility, a
startling one to Orwell, who had lived his first decade as a
writer in an acute state of responsibility for all that was
wrong in society and politics.

The Quality in Miller's work which first attracted Orwell
is the friendliness of the writing: ' For the moment you have
got away from the lies and simplifications, the stylized,
marionette-like quality of ordinary fiction, even quite good
fiction, and are dealing with the recognizable experiences of
human beings.' It is the same quality, he says, that we find
in Ulysses: ' When you read certain passages in Ulysses you
feel that Joyce's mind and your mind are one, that he knows
all about you though he has never heard your name, that there
exists some world outside time and space in which you and
he are together.' As a result, Orwell notes that Miller's
books ' seemed to linger in my memory in a peculiar way '.

The style was a further attraction. Miller's novels, he
says: '. . . give you an idea of what can be done, even at
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this late date, with English prose. In them, English is treated
as a spoken language, but spoken without fear, i.e. without
fear of rhetoric or the unusual or poetical word.' It is an
American quality, familiar also in the synthetic arrangements
we have been given of Thomas Wolfe, an engaging amplitude
which, in Miller's case, does not weary. A comparison with
Whitman follows, not with his way of writing, as one might
expect, but because Miller, like Whitman, ' accepts' life.
Whitman accepted life, because it was good in mid-nineteenth-
century America: '. . . men felt themselves free and equal,
were free and equal, so far as that is possible outside a society
of pure communism.' When Orwell accepts a legend, it is
time to smile. Miller is ' accepting ' something very
different: ' In the first place, not America, but the ancient
boneheap of Europe, where every grain of soil has passed
through innumerable human bodies. Secondly, not an epoch
of expansion and liberty, but an epoch of fear, tyranny and
regimentation.' There is a world of difference between
his acceptance and Whitman's. ' Unlike Whitman, we live
in a shrinking world. The " democratic vistas " have ended
in barbed wire. . . . To accept civilization as it is practically
means accepting slavery.' This is quite true, but his thesis
about Miller was belied as soon as Miller wrote about America.
At once, he fulminated as vigorously as Orwell ever did.
It is easy to accept complacently someone else's country.

It is interesting that Orwell should have been attracted
by a writer so different from himself. Miller's novels are
only available in this country in very expurgated editions,
and his kind of writing was not Orwell's. The interest for
Orwell was not the subject, but the method. Miller dropped
' the Geneva language of the ordinary novel' and dragged
the ' realism of the inner mind into the open '. This is done
in a style which Orwell used to some extent in Coming Up for
Aif , published a year before this essay.
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The real attraction for Orwell is that Miller was trying
to make people more conscious through prose. It may be a
struggle against the inevitable to attempt this: 'Almost
certainly we are moving into an age of totalitarian dictator-
ships—an age in which freedom of thought will be first a
deadly sin and later a meaningless abstraction. The auto-
nomous individual is going to be stamped out of existence,'
Nevertheless, Miller, Orwell, any writer, will continue to
struggle while he may. Orwell and Miller are nearest to one
another when they are preaching about their own countries;
and when Miller is caught up by the dream of the possible
equality of man, he says something very apt to Orwell's
arguments:

To conduct a great human experiment we must first of all
have men. Behind the conception MAN there must be grandeur.
No political party is capable of ushering in the Kingdom of
Man. The workers of the world may one day, if they cease
listening to their bigoted leaders, organize a brotherhood of
man. But men cannot be brothers without first becoming
peers, that is, equals in a kingly sense. What prevents men
from uniting as brothers is their own base inadequacy. Slaves
cannot unite; cowards cannot unite; the ignorant cannot unite.
It is only by obeying our highest impulses that we can unite.

In the same place, the first chapter of The Air-Conditioned
Nightmare, Miller says that man should turn away from race
suicide and fight the fight that will give him fulfilment. It is
a programme of respectable employment for everyone from
preachers to scientists, and should have appealed to Orwell:

Man in revolt against his own cloying nature—that is real
war. And that is a bloodless war which goes on forever,
under the peaceful name of evolution. In this war man ranges
himself once and for all on the side of the angels. Though
he may, as individual, be defeated, he can be certain of the
outcome—because the whole universe is with him.
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This is a positive and stirring statement, but of course it
could not be considered by Orwell as it was published five
years after his essay. Orwell was writing about the early
novels in which Miller goes ' back to a viewpoint not only
individualistic but completely passive—the viewpoint of a
man who believes the world-process to be outside his control
and who in any case hardly wishes to control it'. Miller is
completely disengaged, an observer:

He is neither pushing the world process forward nor trying
to drag it back, but on the other hand he is by no means ignoring
it. I should say that he believes in the impending ruin of
Western civilization much more firmly than the majority of
' revolutionary ' writers; only he does not feel called upon to
do anything about it.

This was a detachment Orwell could not command.
' Short of being dead, it is the final, unsurpassable stage of
irresponsibility.' Orwell was writing at the end of the
'thirties, a decade ' in which it was taken for granted that
books ought always to be positive, serious and " construc-
tive"'. Books were good if they were founded on a true
vision of life. ' Naturally the people who believe this also
believe that they are in possession of the truth themselves.'

He pursues this belief in order to disentangle himself
from it and notes that some good writers—Edgar Allan Poe,
for example—had world views which ' would in any age be
recognized as false and silly'. Yet their writings—the
short stories of Poe, for example—' are true within a certain
framework, they keep the rules of their own peculiar world'.
It follows ' that for the creative writer, possession of the
" truth'' is less important than emotional sincerity '. Orwell
is there on the brink of saying that the artist properly ignores
the political world and follows his true mission, the examina-
tion of human relationships. He even quotes Mr Forster's
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praise of Mr Eliot's Prufrock in 1917, because he
wrote of private things and ' carried on the human heri-
tage '.

But he turns away, deciding that the future holds no hope
for the writer, for he ' is sitting on a melting iceberg; he
is merely an anachronism, a hangover from the bourgeois age,
as surely doomed as the hippopotamus'. He drives it home:
' The all-important fact for the creative writer is going to
be that this is not a writer's world. . . . For as a writer he is
a liberal, and what is happening is the destruction of liberal-
ism.' This is tragedy, and he commends the way of the
writer of tragedy. ' Simply accept it, endure it, record it.'
Yet he does not hope that this record will have the greatness
of tragedy, for he ends the essay stating that he believes in
' the impossibility of any major literature until the world has
shaken itself into a new shape '.

The middle part of the essay, the contrast between English
writers of the 'twenties and 'thirties, is an amusing and
naughty performance. He begins with a reference to some
of the Georgian poets, particularly to Housman, who ' just
tinkles '. This is a personal reaction away from a poet he had
admired as a schoolboy, and there is nothing to say for what
he wrote about any of these poets. In the 'twenties there
were some very considerable writers, and the first thing one
notices is ' that they do not look like a group ', They have
in common a pessimism of outlook, and ' all of them are tem-
peramentally hostile to the notion of " progress "; it is felt
that progress not only doesn't happen, but ought not to
happen'. Mr Eliot's pessimism is typical:

Eliot's pessimism is partly the Christian pessimism, which
implies a certain indifference to human misery, partly a lament
over the decadence of Western civilization (' We are the hollow
men, we are the stuffed men,' etc., etc.), a sort of twilight-of-
the-gods feeling, which finally leads him, in Sweeny Agomstes
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for instance, to achieve the difficult feat of making modern life
out to be worse than it is.

This is a salute from one expert to another. The work of
Eliot, Joyce and D. H. Lawrence has this in common:

There is no attention to the urgent problems of the moment,
above all no politics in the narrower sense. Our eyes are
directed to Rome, to Byzantium, to Montparnasse, to Mexico,
to the Etruscans, to the Subconscious, to the solar plexus—
to everywhere except the places where things are actually
happening.

By contrast, we have the writers of the 'thirties:

A new group of writers, Auden and Spender and the rest of
them, has made its appearance, and although technically
these writers owe something to their predecessors, their ' ten-
dency ' is entirely different. Suddenly we have got out of
the twilight of the gods into a sort of Boy Scout atmosphere of
bare knees and community singing. The typical literary man
ceases to be a cultured expatriate with a leaning towards the
Church, and becomes an eager-minded schoolboy with a leaning
towards Communism. . . . In other words, ' purpose' has
come back, the younger writers have ' gone into politics '.

Orwell is far too interested in Communism not to analyse
this leaning closely. The younger writers, he begins, group
very easily: ' Nearly all the younger writers fit easily into
the public-school-university-Bloomsbury pattern '. Then he
states the problem: ' Why should writers be attracted by a
form of Socialism that makes mental honesty impossible?'
He leaves no doubt about what Communism, in his view,
means :

Every Communist is in fact liable at any moment to have to
alter his most fundamental convictions, or leave the party.
The unquestionable dogma of Monday may become the damn-
able heresy of Tuesday, and so on. This has happened at least
three times during the last ten years.
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It happens so often today that the wonder grows that any-
one should be taken in by it. In the 'thirties the reason
for writers being taken in by it was unemployment, which
produced a pervasive climate of opinion in which the de-
bunking of Western civilization reached its climax:

Patriotism, religion, the Empire, the family, the sanctity of
marriage, the Old School Tie, birth, breeding, honour, dis-
cipline—anyone of ordinary education could turn the whole
lot of them inside out in three minutes. But what do you
achieve, after all, by getting rid of such primal things as patriot-
ism and religion? You have not necessarily got rid of the
need for something to believe in.

That was where Communism came in: 'It was simply
something to believe in. Here was a church, an army, an
orthodoxy, a discipline. . . . It is the patriotism of the
deracinated.'

Orwell had little sympathy with this group of writers.
He could not find anything he wanted to discuss in what they
had written, so he analyses and seeks the source of their
political beliefs. It all happened, he concludes, because
they lived such sheltered lives in the gentle atmosphere of
England, far from the horrors which politics had produced
on the Continent. Life for these young writers had

. . . the same pattern all the time; public school, university,
a few trips abroad, then London. Hunger, hardship, solitude,
exile, war, prison, persecution, manual labour—hardly even
words. No wonder that the huge tribe known as ' the right
left people' found it so easy to condone the purge-and-Ogpu
side of the Russian regime and the horrors of the first Five-
Year Plan. They were so gloriously incapable of understand-
ing what it all meant.

Orwell, the preacher, finds his moral easily: ' On the
whole the literary history of the 'thirties seems to justify
the opinion that a writer does well to keep out of politics.'
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This is splendidly unctuous, but, as usual, he turns serious
at once:

Literature as we know it is an individual thing, demanding
mental honesty and a minimum of censorship. And this is even
truer of prose than of verse. It is probably not a coincidence
that the best writers of the 'thirties have been poets. The
atmosphere of orthodoxy is always damaging to prose, and
above all it is completely ruinous to the novel, the most anar-
chical of all forms of literature.
At once we have forgotten the Auden-Spender school,

and have turned to something deeply interesting, a theory of
the novel. He has much to say about the novel throughout
this essay which, taken together, almost reminds us of the
worship of the abstract theory of epic and tragedy in the days
of Milton and Dry den. What he has to say about James
Joyce, D. H. Lawrence and Henry Miller is as useful as any-
thing so far said.

The essay has this double interest: it is the plain-spoken
view of a professional prose-writer on the literature of the
two decades before he wrote; and it is a statement of Orwell's
views at the end of the first decade of his own writing. The
war then interrupted him.

LEAR, TOLSTOY AND THE FOOL
It is in no way to underestimate the essays on Charles Dickens
and Henry Miller to say that the essay called Lear, Tolstoy
and the Fool is the finest piece of literary criticism that Orwell
wrote. It is much later, and Orwell developed rapidly all
his life. When he exerted his mind to discuss Shakespeare
and expose a pamphlet by Tolstoy, his subject gave him an
opportunity which he used to the full.

The pamphlet that sets him writing, Shakespeare and the
Drama, was written by Tolstoy when he was seventy-five
and living as a peasant. It is a furious attack on King Lear
and on Shakespeare generally. Orwell outlines the argu-
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ments in the pamphlet, showing how ridiculous they are, and
then patiently extracts great interest from the fact that
Tolstoy should make this attack. He makes it because in
reading Shakespeare ' he is aware that he misses something,
and he is determined that others shall be deprived of it as
well'. In the end, Orwell concludes, it is ' the quarrel be-
tween the religious and the humanist attitudes towards life '.

The next interesting question is why Tolstoy should have
chosen King Lear when he wanted to quarrel with Shakes-
peare. It is because the story is ' curiously similar to the
history of Tolstoy himself. The general resemblance is
that each made a ' huge and gratuitous act of renunciation '.
Tolstoy in his old age renounced his estates, his title and his
copyrights in order to ' escape from his privileged position
and live the life of a peasant '.

But the deeper resemblance lies in the fact that Tolstoy, like
Lear, acted on mistaken motives and failed to get the results
he hoped for. According to Tolstoy, the aim of every human
being is happiness, and happiness can only be attained by
doing the will of God. But doing the will of God means cast-
ing off all earthly pleasure and ambitions, and living only for
others. Ultimately, therefore, Tolstoy renounced the world
under the expectation that this would make him happier. But
if there is one thing certain about his later years, it is that he was
not happy.

Orwell pursues the likeness. Both had the outlook of
the aristocrat; neither was a good judge of character. Both
renounced power; neither foresaw the consequences.

The moral which Shakespeare draws from Lear's predica-
ment is the commonsense one: ' Don't relinquish power,
don't give away your lands '; but there is another, implicit
in the tragedy: ' Give away your lands if you want to, but
don't expect to gain happiness by doing so. Probably you
won't gain happiness. If you live for others, you must live
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for others, and not as a roundabout way of getting an advant-
age for yourself.'

Both these conclusions, said Orwell, were unpleasant to
Tolstoy. The first was the selfish way of life from which he
was trying to escape, and the second involved the liquidation
of his own egoism to gain eternal life, which was impossible
for one of Tolstoy's habit of mind.

One of the most interesting statements in the essay is
that the main aim of Tolstoy in his later years was ' to
narrow the range of human consciousness '. Previously in
Orwell this narrowing of the range of human consciousness
had been a trick of the totalitarians, first noticed by Swift.
Now it is the puritan attack on the artist. It suggests the
tragedy of Orwell's life, that at the moment when he was
ready to burgeon with a much richer view of the world for
background, his health made fulfilment impossible. Orwell,
prince of pamphleteers, might have become a great novelist;
Tolstoy, greatest of novelists, had in his old age become a
carping pamphleteer. ' By nature he was imperious and
egotistical' and:

One does not necessarily get rid of that kind of temperament
by undergoing religious conversion, and indeed it is obvious
that the illusion of having been reborn may allow one's native
vices to flourish more freely than ever, though perhaps in
subtler forms. Tolstoy was capable of abjuring physical
violence and of seeing what this implies, but he was not capable
of tolerance or humility.

Orwell's comments on Lear are equally percipient. He
notes that Lear does not ' see that if he surrenders power,
other people will take advantage of his weakness '. When
people no longer obey him as before, he falls into a rage and
' in his madness and despair, he passes through two moods '.
One is very naturally a mood of impotent fury; the other
is a ' mood of disgust in which Lear repents, as it were, for
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having been a Jang, and grasps for the first time the rottenness
of formal justice and vulgar morality'. Lear realizes only
at the end ' that power, revenge and victory are not worth
while'. This, surely, is Orwell's personal version of the
' acceptance' he discussed in relation to Henry Miller.
In this mood, a little later in the essay, he rejects the Chris-
tian heaven: ' Ultimately it is the Christian attitude which is
self-interested and hedonistic, since the aim is always to get
away from the painful struggle of earthly life and find eternal
peace in some kind of Heaven or Nirvana.' The same
criticism is implicit in the early pages of A Clergyman s
Daughter. It is a choice, he says, between this world and
the next. It is true that: ' Most people get a fair amount of
fun out of their lives, but on balance life is suffering, and only
the very young or the very foolish imagine otherwise.'

Even so ' . . . the enormous majority of human beings,
if they understood the issue, would choose this world.
They do make that choice when they continue working,
breeding and dying instead of crippling their faculties in
the hope of obtaining a new lease of existence elsewhere.'

Orwell is for Shakespeare and humanism, and the words
now quoted recall what he said elsewhere about himself.
Shakespeare, he says,

. . . did have curiosity, he loved the surface of the earth
and the process of life—which, it should be repeated, is not
the same thing as wanting to have a good time and stay alive
as long as possible. . . . His main hold on us is through
language ... At every level it is the same issue—this world
against the next: and certainly the music of words is something
that belongs to this world.

He finds in Shakespeare the joys he sought himself; he
finds in the aged Tolstoy the sins he fought relentlessly.
He introduces a very interesting comparison with Gandhi,
another equivocal figure who fascinated everyone in Orwell's



56 George Orwell

time: 'The distinction that really matters is not between
violence and non-violence, but between having and not
having the appetite for power.' He put his finger on the
weakness these two very great men shared; they both
suffered from the disease that has nearly destroyed our world.

The essay is an analysis of Tolstoy's outlook in his old
age when he attempted to live as a peasant. It is an analysis
of humbug, very much to Orwell's taste and a sufficient
comment on his own early efforts to become one of the poor.
But the essay ends with one of those compliments which
Orwell could pay so gracefully when he cared. The pamph-
let would not have been worth considering and' would be for-
gotten altogether if Tolstoy had not also been the author of
War and Peace and Anna Karenina '. Nor would Orwell
have considered it, one feels, if it had not given him an
opportunity of saying something he wanted to say about
Shakespeare's views on tragedy. He says that King Lear is
not ' a sermon on altruism ' :

Shakespeare had a considerable streak of worldiness in him,
and if he had been forced to take sides in his own play, his
sympathies would probably have lain with the Fool. But
at least he could see the whole issue and treat it at the level of
tragedy. Vice is punished, but virtue is not rewarded.

Earlier in the essay he states more fully his idea of the tragic
situation: ' A tragic situation exists precisely when virtue
does not triumph but when it is still felt that man is nobler
than the forces which destroy him.' Every generation has
produced its definition of tragedy, and to his own generation,
at any rate, Orwell's does not seem a bad one. In this essay
more than anywhere else the reader is able to measure
Orwell's mental and spiritual resources in his later years.

' ' ' ' '
The Critical Essays contains a number of short pieces

which require brief comment. Bertrand Russell has quoted
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the essence of the essay on Wells, Hitler and the World State:
' sensible men have no power', and comments: ' Orwell
faced it, and lived, however bleakly and unhappily, in the
actual world. Elderly Radicals, like Wells and myself,
find the transition to a world of stark power difficult.'
The Art of Donald McGill does for comic postcards what
Boys' Weeklies does for children's journalism. Rudyard
Kipling and W. B. Yeats are good examples of Orwell's
method of dealing with literature as written material in a
political world. The Kipling has a brief and clear statement
of Orwell's views on the Indian Empire, then turns to a dis-
cussion of' good bad poetry' from Thomas Hood to Kip-
ling. The Yeats is a brief review, pointing out that Yeats'
' Fascism' (or desire for the rule of an aristocracy) and
occultism frequently go together. Benefit of Clergy is a
review of the autobiography of Salvador Dali and a notice
of his work: ' You have here a direct, unmistakable assault
on sanity and decency.' Arthur Koestler is a useful analysis
of Darkness at Noon and the other books, and it is still more
interesting if it is used as a commentary on 1984. Raffles and
Miss Blandish is an examination of crime fiction to show that
there has been a great deterioration in moral standards. In De-
fence of P. G. Wodehouse is another pathological study, written
when the broadcasts from Berlin were still being discussed.

At first sight it seems odd that Orwell should have collected
these essays. They are of great interest to the student of
his work, but to the general reader they must seem merely
ephemera spattered with good things. Yet when they are
read together they have a cumulative effect and form an
analysis of the contemporary human mind as shown in print
which is as disquieting as anything Orwell wrote. 'Any
life', he says in Benefit of Clergy, ' when viewed from the
inside is simply a series of defeats', and Orwell is at pains
in these essays to show the squalor of the human mind.



Chapter Five

' DOWN AND OUT IN PARIS AND LONDON '

EARLY ALL THE incidents described there actually
happened, though they have been arranged '
Orwell reports of Down and Out, and he might well

have added ' What a genius I had then'. It was the first
book he published and at once he shows mastery in the
management of prose. The Paris part of the book is the
most cheerful writing he ever gave us. English writers are
eternally indebted to Paris and it was a natural move for the
retired young Indian policeman to go to Paris because he
wanted to write. He collected copy, he lived cheaply and it
was much the best place in which to forget five years in the
tropics. He proves that in the zest of his descriptions of Paris.

As soon as the book comes back to London a grey tinge
of responsibility settled upon the author's mind. The
reforming zeal crept in and never left him. Just as in his
Burma novel, he shared responsibility for what was happen-
ing. Description was apt to become accusation. There is
nothing accusing in the Paris part. He is content to des-
cribe for the sheer love of comic writing, and he offers
nothing more lively or witty than the characters of Boris and
Charlie. Fortunately, the Paris part is much more than half
the book, and he employs in it a quicker, lighter sort of
prose than he used anywhere else.

It is the sort of prose for quick sketching that D. H.
Lawrence used; often verbless, invariably light and swift.
The opening sets the tone:

The Rue du Coq D'Or, Paris, seven in the morning. A
succession of furious, choking yells from the street. . . .

58
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Madame Monce: ' Salope ! Salope ,' How many times have
I told you not to squash bugs on the wallpaper? Do you
think you have bought the hotel, eh? Why can't you throw
them out of the window like everyone else ? Putatn ,' Salope ,' '

The woman on the third floor: ' Vache ! '
Thereupon a whole variegated chorus of yells, as windows

were flung open on every side and half the street joined in the
quarrel.

Not so extreme in its verbless mannerism as D. H. Law-
rence's description of the Piazza della Signoria in Aaron's
Rod, but even brighter in effect, more like poster paint
than water-colour. Gay, natural as sunlight. It is a
mature sort of prose that a writer normally works his way
towards, but Orwell began with this sophistication,
abandoned it in his London descriptions and never used
anything quite like it again. It is a precocious achievement
for a first book. It is a matter of timing, as Orwell says.
Sterne first introduced pace into English prose and the
great professionals have since used it with effect.

Apart from this unique precocity, Down and Out is a
normal Orwell book. It is autobiographical, a report of
what that dilatory eye rested upon, of what that reflective
mind observed. For the first time, we hear the phrase
so familiar to the reader of Orwell, that he is describing
something because it is interesting and worth thinking about.
And invariably it becomes worth thinking about.

It was published in 1933, when he was thirty, a little
late perhaps for a professional writer to begin. The exper-
iences he describes happened soon after his return from
Burma in 1927. It was not a good time to throw up a job;
and it is never a good time to rely on writing for a living.
There are only one or two references to this in the book.
'A few days later I did receive exactly 200 fr. due to me
for a newspaper article', and later, in the English part:
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'I had sometimes earned money from newspaper articles'.
When he came back from Burma he would be paid for the

leave due to him, but after only five years' service there
would be neither gratuity nor pension. Living in Paris,
the leave pay of a young policeman saw him through a year
or more, and then he became very poor quite suddenly.
The odd thing was that he endured this poverty, real hunger
for days at a time and squalor for weeks and months, while
apparently he had only to write ' B' in London to be sent
enough money to bring him home, with a job awaiting
him.

There was an emotional reason, but discussion of that
will be apposite in discussing the London part of the book.
He was suddenly brought up against stupefying poverty in
Paris because he was robbed at the moment when funds
were getting so low that he had to look for a job. Looking
for a job costs a little money and good clothes are necessary.
He did not have the money and he had to pawn his clothes.
He went right down to dish-washing in a Paris restaurant,
and when he found that there was no hope of climbing out of
that hell he arranged the only escape possible. He wrote ' B'.

In the four years between his experiences and the appear-
ance of his book he must have worked on the manuscript
to give the descriptions as much charm and brilliance as,
for example, this one of his street enjoys: ' It was a very
narrow street—a ravine of tall, leprous houses, lurching
towards one another in queer attitudes, as though they had
all been frozen in the act of collapse.'

He writes about the Paris of the queer person, of life in the
Quarter, of Saturday drunkenness in the bistro, of endless
picaresque stories. It is life, brimming and unexpected
and always exciting. In one of the attics was a Bulgarian
student who made fancy shoes. From six to twelve he sat
on his bed making a-dozen pairs of shoes and earning thirty-
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five francs; and the rest of the day he attended lectures at
the Sorbonne. The Rouziers were ' an old, ragged dwarfish
couple . . . who by strict economy managed to be always
half starved and half drunk'. The engaging young English-
man from Putney spent half his year in Paris drinking ' four
litres of wine a day, and six litres on Saturdays'.

After this brisk introduction, Orwell states his theme.
' Poverty is what I am writing about, and I had my first
contact with poverty in this slum.' The thief in the night
left him with forty-seven francs and fortunately his lodging
was paid in advance for a month. He had to try to live on six
francs a day with the franc at twopence; and that is poverty.
For the first time we have the clear and careful Orwellian
exposition of just exactly what that means.

Poverty. ' You thought that would be quite simple; it
is extraordinarily complicated . . . the shifts it puts you to,
the complicated meanness, the crust-wiping,' That is a
touch of genius, the whole beastliness of it in a gesture—
crust-wiping. Poverty, he explains, is a life of pretence.
You have to pretend to the tradespeople, to the laundress,
most of all, to the landlady.

All day you are telling lies, and expensive lies. . . . You have
strayed into a respectable quarter, and you see a prosperous
friend coming. To avoid him you dodge into the nearest café
. . . you spend your last 50 centimes on a glass of black coffee
with a dead fly in it.

It is the boredom and mental inanition that is worst:

You discover that a man who has gone even a week on bread
and margarine is not a man any longer, only a belly with
a few accessory organs. [But] you also discover the great
redeeming feature of poverty: the fact that it annihilates
the future.

The brain will not cope with it.
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You think vaguely, ' I shall be starving in a day or two—
shocking, isn't it? ' And then the mind wanders to other
topics. A bread and margarine diet, to some extent, provides
its own anodyne.

He is very soon in the pawnshop. He goes in the morn-
ing, which is a bad move; all Frenchmen are angry before
lunch. Then we meet Boris. Boris is his last hope, and he
is one of the great characters in the Orwell gallery. He is a
Russian refugee, once a captain in the 2nd Siberian Rifles,
and now a waiter. Like all waiters, he is looking forward
to having his own restaurant. That is the dream by which
waiters wait.

Boris has promised him a job if ever he was in need.
Then comes the first tang of the Orwell irony. ' It was a
great relief to remember that I had after all an influential
friend to fall back on.' Inevitably, Boris at that moment
is worse off than Orwell. He is sharing a garret with a Jew
who owes him money and is paying interest by allowing
Boris to sleep on the floor and giving him two francs a day.
He is starving, and Orwell supplies a loaf of bread, which
acts like a cocktail, and Boris is perfectly certain that all is
well. '" Never worry, mon ami. Nothing is easier to get
than money. . . . Remember Foch's maxim: 'Attaquei,'
Attaquei! Attaquei,''"' Boris's whole attitude to life is
a champagne cheerfulness whose background is despair.

Charlie is the other complete character, and he is different.
He is a Frenchman living on occasional allowances, and the
short stories of Charlie appear in the narrative like a series of
medieval tales. They are managed so that they do not make
a space or pause in the narrative but quicken the atmosphere.
'" Messieurs et dames''' he cries out in the bistro,'"I per-
ceive that you are sad. Ah, mats la vie est belle—you must not
be sad. Be more gay, I beseech you . . . out of the fulness
of my experience I will discourse to you of love."' The
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stories are placed so that the sordid part of the story never
depresses the reader to the point of laying the book aside,
and the Paris part of the book ends fittingly with Charlie's
story of the death of Roucolle, the miser.

Meanwhile, Boris and Orwell tramp the streets daily
for three weeks before they find work. For the last two and
a half days there is nothing to eat at all. '" Now listen, mon
ami, this is a tight corner,'" They pawn their overcoats
for fifty francs and are wealthy again. So Boris at once gets
drunk and they are as badly off as before. Never mind, Boris
discovers the secret offices of the Communists. Splendid!
his English friend Will write articles about English politics
for their newspapers at a hundred francs a time. '" But I
don't know anything about politics." " Merde! Neither
do they. Who does know anything about politics? " '

Of course it turns out that the alleged Communists are
rogues who get an entrance fee out of them and disappear.
Never mind. Attaquez ! A Russian friend is going to open
a restaurant. Boris is going to be waiter. Meantime,
they are glad to eat bread with a piece of garlic rubbed on it,
' The point of rubbing garlic on bread is that the taste lingers
and gives one the illusion of having fed recently,' Eventually
they are saved. Boris gets a job in Hotel X, one of the very
big Paris hotels. The same morning he seeks out Orwell.
' After ten or twelve hours work, and with his game leg,
his first thought had been to walk three kilometres to my
hotel and tell me the good news!' Very soon Boris had
found a job in the hotel for Orwell asplongeur.

Later on, when the whole episode is over, Orwell sums
up the life of a Paris plongeur, who is the slave of slaves in
the kitchen world of hotels, the man who cleans and scrubs,
is at everyone's beck and call, sworn at by all, and despised
by everyone. He devotes a whole chapter to it, being very
philosophical, pointing out that it is useless work, not at all
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necessary to civilization. The remedy is simple to the young
reformer. People have only to give up restaurants and there
need be no plongeurs, swabbing dishes in hell heat for eighty
hours a week.

Meanwhile, he endures a life which to most men would
be impossible and he turns it into the first of many vivid
accounts of suffering and endurance. As so often in later
books, the pace increases to a description that is nightmarish
in its colour and movement. It was one of his special gifts,
and as he would say, it is worth examining. It is done by
straightforward description which is made up of cumulating
detail. The detail accumulates swiftly to speed the narrative.
Then there is a simile that breaks like a flash. Then reflec-
tion followed by more detail. The speed quickens as these
elements follow one another and then:

I wish I could be Zola for a little while, just to describe that
dinner hour. The essence of the situation was that a hundred
or two hundred people were demanding individually different
meals of five or six courses, and that fifty or sixty people had
to cook and serve them and clean up the mess afterwards; any-
one with experience of catering will know what that means.
And at this time when the work was doubled, the whole staff
was tired out, and a number of them were drunk. I could write
pages about the scene without giving a true idea of it. The
chargings to and fro in the narrow passages, the collisions,
the yells, the struggling with crates and trays and blocks of
ice, the heat, the darkness, the furious festering quarrels which
there was no time to fight out—they pass description. Any-
one coming into the basement for the first time would have
thought himself in a den of maniacs.

He recoils from it in the manner of any educated man.
It was ' a thoroughly odious job . . . boring and silly
beyond words. It is dreadful to think that some people
spend their whole decades at such occupations.' What else
does life offer to the majority of mankind?
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Through it all he retained his observant, critical eye. He
has a grand exposition of the hierarchy of hotel service.
The pay and perquisites are defined; the swindles revealed.
From his earliest days he was interested in swindles. He
discusses the quality of the food and wines; a remarkable
swindle. Then he describes the meals some customers
ordered and concludes that ' it hardly matters whether such
people are swindled or not'. He describes Paris in the early
morning as he went to work: ' It was dawn, and the windows
were dark except for the workmen's cafes. The sky was
like a vast flat wall of cobalt, with roofs and spires of black
paper pasted upon it.' He had the touch, this young writer.
He was to develop a special skill in little embroidered de-
scriptions of nature, and although there was no opportunity
for that here, he had a fresh way of describing Paris that is
worth attention.

He has the wit not to dull the reader's appetite with facts,
however attractively horrible. Charlie's little tales come
in between, and they add to the garish picture of poverty
that he builds. All through Down and Out, as in most of
his books, the reader can see the pieces from which he is
building up the whole because each piece is highly polished
and a perfect little thing in itself.

At last he is invited with Boris to begin work at the new
restaurant of their Russian friend. They arrive to discover
that they are expected to do all the painting and carpentering
that has never been done. Swindled again! When at last
they get the restaurant open things are managed so badly
that Orwell finds them worth describing; the confusion
makes Hotel X seem like a holiday. The squalor and
squabbling are too much even for Orwell and he writes to
' B ' in London and escapes.

The Paris part is much the more amusing part of the book
simply because Orwell felt no moral responsibility for
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anything he described. The swindles were dreadful and the
life was quite horrible, but it was worth describing and he
insisted on gaiety in his sketches and stories. As soon as
he crossed the Channel, description became a sustained
moral thesis, a sociological tract.

When he visited ' B ' in London he discovered that his
work would not begin for three weeks. He forgot to
borrow enough money to tide him over and discovered that
he only had nineteen shillings and sixpence. He decided
at once to dress up and take to the road. He exchanged his
decent clothes for rags and proceeded to learn the etiquette
of the dosshouse and the casual ward. It sounds like the
beginning of a picaresque story. In fact, it is the opening
of a social survey. Orwell has a special place among the
successful writers of this genre for, unlike so many of his
rivals, he wrote down only what he knew from personal
experience. The focus in the London part, then, is entirely
different from the focus in the Paris part. There, the English-
man abroad is the hero; in London, he is the self-effacing
research worker. There is a dull fascination in these social
surveys which have been popular these hundred years. Our
great-grandfathers read them out of shocked duty; we read
them by acquired taste. Their literary grace is description of
victims; and Orwell offers an extensive down-and-out gallery.

His decision to drop down through all the social strata
was a deliberate one. He was the last person to drift into
that life merely because he happened to be short of money.
He quite deliberately bartered his clothes for tramp's clothing
and took the plunge. It took courage. Down and Out
is a literary arrangement of his experiences, and he tells us
the actual story in Wigan Pier. He found a common
lodging-house, with its sign ' Good Beds for Single Men'.
He went in ' fully expecting a fight'. As it was a Saturday
night, there were drunks about, and a hefty young stevedore
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' lurched towards me with broad red face thrust out and a
dangerous-looking gleam in his eyes. I stiffened myself.
So the fight was coming already! The next moment the
stevedore collapsed on my chest and flung his arms round my
neck. " 'Ave a cup of tea, chum! " he cried tearfully; " 'ave
a cup of tea! " I had a cup of tea. It was a kind of baptism.
After that my fears vanished.'

In the same book he gives the reasons for his submersion.
He had a bad conscience about Burma. ' For five years I
had been part of an oppressive system, and it had left me
with a bad conscience.' When he came home, the working
classes in England ' supplied an analogy. They were the
symbolic victims of injustice: playing the same part in
England as the Burmese played in Burma.' His explanation
is merely a rationalization. He was born with an acute
sense of responsibility for the misery of humanity and he did
not have to spend five years in Burma to acquire a bad
conscience or to give himself a taste for social survey work.
We shall find his watchwords in Wigan Pier, ' justice,
decency and liberty', and as he wanted these things for all
men, he had a bad conscience wherever he went.

He did not find it easy to get to know the working classes.
The natural way would have been to get a job as a worker.
He would soon have been accepted and he would have been
able to observe the working man in a natural way. He found
it difficult for two reasons. Unemployment was at its
worst and he was too generous to take a job that an un-
employed man could do. Secondly, he was committed to
writing, which is not only hard work but solitary work, and
working-class life is anything but solitary. He did what
he was able to do, he plunged right down through all the
classes to the down-and-outs.

His main trouble was that of the Englishman who goes
East immediately after school or university and comes back
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to settle at home. He has to learn all the complications of
different grades of social intercourse in England. He knows
precisely how to discriminate between the infinite gradations
of Oriental society, but he is out of touch with social life in
his own country, especially the approach to the working
man. On top of that, he had this sense that he must get to
know the outlook of the working man because the country
was going to be run much more for the working man. There
was also a developing pretence that it was going to be run
much more by the working man.

Every politically aware young man of Orwell's generation
in Britain grew up with a sense of impending revolution.
The business of government is to keep people working
and new ways were perforce evolving to achieve that neces-
sary end. Orwell first faced these problems in the disastrous
years of unemployment, when the whole problem seemed to
resolve itself into making enough work for all. Like every
decent person he was appalled by the suffering of those
years; and he was completely idealist in his approach to the
whole problem. His dream was of the classless society,
responsible and hard-working as he was prepared to be him-
self; expecting what he himself demanded of society—
decency, justice and liberty. He conceived it to be his
business therefore to find out how things were with the
working classes, so that he could help to make his ideal
practicable.

He may have hoped by dropping right down to find his
way up again to the working classes. If this was so, he was
mistaken, for there is a great gulf fixed between vagrant and
worker which is as wide as any in the social structure. All
that he was able to do as a result of his experience was to
give us a documentary on English vagrancy in the 19303.
It was a sincere move, not at all a journalist stunt. It
would not have helped his conscience to do a stunt. There
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may have been, as Mr Hopkinson says, an element of relief
in feather-bedding himself at the very bottom of society
without any responsibilities. But it was done with courage
and integrity. No doubt at the back of his mind was the
thought that is always with the writer: ' I shall write this
down one day ', but he was, while with the vagrants, as down
and out as they were.

At that time, in the very early 'thirties, there were thousands
of wanderers in England. In 1932, one of the worst years
for tramps, 17,000 entered the casual wards every night.
Less than a fifth of that number use them now. It was a
democratic society and he joined it in London lodging-
houses. ' Sometimes late at night men would come in with
a pail of winkles they had bought cheap, and share them out.
There was a general sharing of food, and it was taken for
granted to feed men who were out of work.' Immediately
afterwards comes the first of many personal budgets that
Orwell was to record. It is the weekly budget of an old-age
pensioner who had to live entirely on his ten shillings a
week. More than half went on shelter and the warmth
provided with it. Food was tea and bread and marg. at the
best, but shaves and haircuts were usually in the budget.
Nothing, one notices, for clothes: ' perhaps he got his
clothes from charity'. That favourite form of journalism,
the family budget, always seems marked by the absence of
some necessity. ' But, with an income of ten shillings a
week, to spend money on a shave—it is awe-inspiring.'

He was back in the ' land of the tea-urn and the Labour
Exchange', the country of ' tea-and-two-slices'. Like
Cockney writers from Elizabethan times, he gives occasional
sketches that bring the scene to life. What could be better
than this description of an open-air meeting?

" My dear friends, if you would only let us finish what we were
saying !—That's right, give 'em a say. Don't get on the
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argue!—No, no, you answer me. Can you show me God?
You show 'im me, then I'll believe in 'im.—Oh, shut up, don't
keep interrupting of 'em!—Interrupt yourself!—polygamists!
—Well, there's a lot to be said for polygamy. Take the
women out of industry, anyway.—My dear friends, if you would
just No, no, you don't slip out of it. 'Ave you seen God ?
'Ave you touched 'im ? 'Ave you shook 'ands with 'im ?—Oh,
don't get on the argue, for Christ's sake don't get on the
argue ! "

He has learned the language and through the language
he gives us the types. He is not above using the old Punch
joke to bring the Cockney mother to life again:

' Enjoy yourself!' yelled the mother. ' What yer think I
brought yer out 'ere for an' bought y'a trumpet an' all? D'ya
want to go across my knee? You little bastard, you shall
enjoy yerself!'

Very soon he had only a halfpenny left, so there was
nothing for it but a casual ward. ' I had very little idea
how to set about this, but I knew there was a casual ward at
Romton', so he made his way there. He fell in with an
Irish tramp, who knew it well:

' Well, 'tis a cocoa spike. Dere's tay spikes, and cocoa spikes,
and skilly spikes. Dey don't give you skilly in Romton,
t'ank God—leastways, dey didn't de last time I was here. . . .'

' What is skilly?'I asked.
' Skilly? A can 'o hot water wid some bloody oatmeal at

de bottom; dat's skilly. De skilly spikes is always de worst.'

To while away the time until the ' spike' opened, the
Irishman took him to a charity tea-party. No description
of down-and-outs in England would be complete without
mention of English charity. Just as the Paris part is livened
with the tales of Charlie, the London part is darkened with
pictures of charity. The interesting point to Orwell is
that the tramps were not grateful.
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And yet it was excellent tea, as different from coffee-shop
tea as good Bordeaux is from the muck called colonial claret,
and we were all glad of it. I am sure too that it was given in a
good spirit, without any intention of humiliating us; so in
fairness we ought to have been grateful—still, we were not.

He describes the ' spike' and its routine, the bedding,
the cells, the food, the morning medical inspection, which
is merely a check for smallpox. The morning chore, of
peeling potatoes, and the persistent cheating by the cafe's
over meal tickets. He succeeds in making the tramp's life
sound horribly stupid. Keep them moving, keep them
uncomfortable at all costs, so that they are not a charge on
any one parish for more than one night.

At one place, Orwell did his chore in the workhouse
next door. He had to throw good workhouse food into
swill-tubs while in the spike the ration was bread and marg.
He discussed this with another young tramp:

I saw that I had awakened the pew-renter who sleeps in every
English workman. . . . He admonished me quite severely.

' They have to do it,' he said. ' If they made these places
too comfortable, you'd have all the scum of the country flock-
ing into them. It's only the bad food as keeps all that scum
away. These here tramps are too lazy to work, that's all that's
wrong with them. You don't want to go encouraging them.
They're scum.'

He notes that most tramps think of the others as tramps,
but not themselves. ' They are like the trippers who say
such catty things about trippers.'

Of the futility he has much to say :

Each day they waste between them possibly ten years of time
in staring at cell walls. . . . They go round and round, on an
endless boring game of general post, which is of no use, and is
not even meant to be of any use to any person whatever. The
law keeps this process going, and we have got so accustomed
to it that we are not surprised. But it is very silly.
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He touches the nerve-centre of human social tragedy: that
settled stupidity of custom that can only be so slowly and so
little changed; the enormous resistance of human society
to the application of enlightened intelligence.

Orwell's answer to the tramp problem is to make kitchen
gardeners of them.

The produce of the farm or garden could be used for feeding
the tramps, and at the worst it would be better than the filthy
diet of bread and margarine and tea. ... It may be objected
that a farm or even a garden could not be run on casual labour.
But there is no real reason why tramps should only stay a day at
each casual ward; they might stay a month or even a year, if
there were work for them to do.

When a tramp becomes a vegetable gardener, he ceases
to be a tramp and qualifies for a trade union ticket. His
solution is more interesting as the first hint of his philosophy
that sanity lies in the country, working the land, rather than
in cities. A vegetable garden, as he soon learned, is the
best safeguard against the insanity of modern life.

It would not be an Orwell book if it did not examine
the tramp mentality and debunk popular prejudices. In
the first place, they are not the lusty beggars of tradition.
'. . they are the most docile, broken-spirited creatures
imaginable.' He takes the normal contemporary view that
tramps should be treated like cripples and invalids. He
notes that there are three special evils associated with this
' extraordinarily futile, acutely unpleasant life'. The first
is hunger, the second is that tramps are cut off from women,
and the third is enforced idleness.

So far as Orwell was concerned, his contract of expiation
was that he would live the life and get to know the men who
lived it. Everyone talked to Orwell; he was that sort of
man. Paddy was his first mate. ' There was something
in his drifting style of walk, and the way he had of hunching



' Down and Out in Paris and London ' 73

his shoulders forward, essentially abject.' There is no
concession to sentiment; only a plain naked way of reporting.
Bozo, the pavement artist, was treated with more generosity
because he had never lost his self-respect. His hobby was
looking for meteors and he stared through the London
streets to the sky and reported his finds to Greenwich. Bozo
taught Orwell something of the technique of London beg-
ging, which is duly recorded. Bozo demonstrated that a man
can be happy though he has only a halfpenny between him-
self and starvation. Orwell found him laughing at himself
quietly one night because he had sold his razor to another
man in the lodging-house before having a shave.

Some of these sketches are unforgettable. There was
the young man in the Salvation Army hostel. He talked
loudly in a strange, feverish style. Later, Orwell found him
in a room, alone, on his knees, praying. ' Quite suddenly
I realized, from the expression of his face, that he was starv-
ing.' At the same place there were the two foreigners, one
of them blind, playing chess verbally because they could not
afford a set. There is the disagreeable scene in the gallery
of the Methodist church, the tramps mocking the service to
show their feelings about having to attend a service after a
free meal. There is the embarrassed young curate who gave
out the meal tickets at Charing Cross and hurried on to avoid
thanks. He was voted a good sort.

None of it is gay. It has only the meanness and the
drabness which Orwell found in London, with an occasional
sympathetic touch that is still more harrowing. Nothing
could be in greater contrast to the Paris story. The two
stories might be told by different people.

He ends with a long chapter on ' general remarks about
tramps' and a ' word about the sleeping accommodation
open to a homeless person in London'. It is all tabulation
and amateur social science. He has already struck the tone

F
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of his early writing about life in our island. He makes a
dreary island of it. Fortunately, his next books are novels,
and he honours the contract to amuse. But it is an asset for
the reader of Orwell's early books to have a natural pre-
ference for the dismal, the dreary and the decayed. There
will be strangely beautiful glimpses of nature and the human
comedy; but they will only lighten for a moment the drab-
ness of the scene. It was only after he had lived abroad
again, in Catalonia, that he discovered the gentle beauty of the
English countryside, and found a desire to celebrate it.



Chapter Six

' BURMESE DAYS'

WANTED TO write enormous naturalistic novels with
unhappy endings, full of detailed descriptions and
arresting similes, and also full of purple passages in

which words were used partly for the sake of their sound.
And in fact my first completed novel, Burmese Days, which
I wrote when I was thirty but projected much earlier, is rather
that kind of book.' That was written late, when Orwell
had refined his prose into a weapon against Communism,
Socialism and all uncharitableness, and I do not think it
does justice to his first novel. Burmese Days has an unhappy
ending and it has detailed descriptions which are very good,
but there is no sense of the purple passage nor of words
used for their own sake. The novel is, like any Orwell
book, an intellectual achievement and it is satire and carica-
ture which give the book its special quality.

A novel about English life in India, written by someone
of intelligence, is likely to be critical. The power of the
Indian climate and the Indian scene is very great and they
affect everyone who lives there. India's strength lies in
extremes and it forces all life, natural and human, to extremes.
It can bring wisdom and the virtues associated with the
religious life; but if it does not do that—and usually it
does not—then it dries up the character. English people
developed or dried up, and most of them became mentally
and spiritually desiccated. A novelist observes this and he
can deal with it sympathetically, like E. M. Forster, or un-
sympathetically, like Orwell in Burmese Days.

The reasons for his lack of sympathy are explained in
75
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Wigan Pier: ' I was in the Indian Police five years, and
by the end of that time I hated the imperialism I was serving
with a bitterness which I probably cannot make clear,'
He argues that it is utterly wrong for one people tp rule
another. He admits that usually people rule foreigners
better than they rule themselves. He takes for granted
again and again in his writing that for general efficiency and
world safety British rule in India must go on. ' But it is
not possible to be part of such a system without recognizing
it as an unjustifiable tyranny.'

It made it much worse for Orwell that he was a policeman.
' I was part of the actual machinery of despotism.' For
some others,' men who are doing something which is demon-
strably useful and would still have to be done whether the
British were in India or not, forest officers, for instance, and
doctors and engineers', there was every reason for satisfac-
tion in their work. The police were agents of ' a double
oppression. . . . Not only were we hanging people and put-
ting them into jail and so forth; we were doing it in the
capacity of unwanted foreign invaders. The Burmese
themselves never really recognized our jurisdiction.'

We shall all agree that it is morally wrong and bad for
both when one people rules another. Of the young police-
men in India something more must be said. They accepted
responsibility for law and order over vast territories when
they were very young and they quickly developed a sense of
responsibility, of patience and restraint. As the Empire
lay dying and fewer men were recruited for the Indian Police,
their responsibilities increased and they accepted them
conscientiously, although they had no future to inspire
them.

Orwell had another strong feeling which affected his
writing about Burma. He says that ' every Anglo-Indian is
haunted by a sense of guilt which he usually conceals as
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best he can, because there is no freedom of speech, and merely
to be overheard making a seditious remark may damage his
career'. There is a famous story of how he spent a night
in a Burmese train with a man in the Educational Service,
each saying exactly what he thought of the British Empire.
Next morning,' in the haggard morning light when the train
crawled into Mandalay, we parted as guiltily as any adulterous
couple'. Orwell frequently regarded his experience as
unique when in fact it was quite common. The only un-
common thing about this story was the shame. Many
professional men in Indian services spent a great deal of time
discussing without any shame the way in which India was
run. It seemed quite clear to them that the Government
and its administrators were unequal either to the political
developments or to the complex problems which arose as
India caught up with western industrial and technological
civilization; the professionals said so among themselves all
the time and the only thing which stopped them was boredom
with the obvious.

Orwell was very young when he went to Burma and every
young man is wise to be silent among his seniors. In India,
young men in the services were almost drowned among seniors.
As a reaction to his silence, he made a picture of his enemy,
Burma and all the people in it. When he wrote ' I was
conscious of an immense weight of guilt which I had got to
expiate ' he was using the language of psycho-analysis to say
that he had chosen the wrong sort of work and that he left
Burma worn out and ill. When, years later, he completed
his novel, he wrote contemptuously. He exposes the
shabby side of the Empire; he expresses the futility of it in
terms of wasted English lives.

The simplest explanation of this book is that Orwell,
having decided to be a writer when he gave up Burma, found
his experiences there far too useful to be wasted. Most
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of his adult experience had been in Burma, and novels about
the East have a market. He had characters and descriptions
in plenty and he has told us that while he was still in Burma
he had tried his hand at writing them down. Few novels
about India have been good; and that was a challenge.
Astonishingly little English writing of any excellence has
come out of India. There is some thoroughly enjoyable
writing about mountaineering in the Himalayas, there is A
Hindu Holiday, and among novels there are really only Kim
and A Passage to India.

Burmese Days is not nearly so good as either of these
two novels, but it is not easy to suggest another which
would compete for third place. Kim was written long after
the rest of Kipling's Indian writing. It is a novel of maturity.
A Passage to India was Forster's last novel. Both celebrate
India as the vast and teeming continent where mankind is
more varied and more mysterious than anywhere else.
Both novelists write with enthusiasm and deep affection.

Orwell's impulses, as we have seen, were quite different.
He had not the grace and ease of maturity. It is likely that
he sought an exorcism, something to get Burma out of the
haunted places of his memory. Like the other two, and
necessarily, his writing was descriptive. Otherwise, it was
intellectual and not in the least emotional. He isolated his
English characters as Forster did, gave them the horror and
pity of isolation. He gave their loneliness the power of a mood
which brooded over the group and presided over their actions.

The plot moves round a central point of loneliness, the
Club ' that remote, mysterious temple, that holy of holies
far harder [for Orientals] to enter than Nirvana!' An
order has come down to the Deputy Commissioner, who is
the leader of society in the little town, that an Oriental
shall be elected. As in many up-country stations, the club
was the place where the half-dozen English residents met to
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read the papers, play bridge, billiards and tennis, and generally
be gregarious without the constraints of being on show.
The smaller the community, the more precious was this
place of social relaxation. In bigger clubs, Indians in the
services were welcomed and much improved the tennis,
the bridge and the conversation.

But this could only be known by experience and in the
beginning there was aversion to accepting Indian members.
In this case the natural person to elect was the service doctor,
a Madrasi brahmin. There was, however, another possible
candidate: the Burman magistrate. He was determined
to be elected and his machinations make the plot. The
book opens with a description of him, as rich a description
of a villain as Orwell ever enjoyed making. It has the same
youthful verve as the opening to Down and Out, and it is
probably the richest piece of humorous writing in Anglo-
Indian literature. It has finer intellectual quality than any-
thing in Kipling, whose prose, in his Indian work, depended
so much on a gesticulating bravura of words. This is re-
strained, quiet, classical.

The Burman magistrate, U Po Kyin, is in charge of the
story, well in the background, throughout. His intrigues
stretch out into the lives of all the chief characters. Orwell
said that in all novels about the East the scenery is the real
subject matter. In Burmese Days it is Burma that directs
what happens, not only the scenery and weather but its
villainous son, U Po Kyin. In his hands the Europeans
become marionettes, which is fair comment on English life
in the Empire.

U Po Kyin is a tremendous figure and Orwell's first
claim to be mentioned among the satirists. Behold him,
going to court: ' He walked slowly, very upright to balance
his vast belly, and holding a yellow silk umbrella over his
head. His pink paso glittered in the sun like a satin praline.'
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Consider the wealth of his self-satisfaction: ' He was
proud of his fatness, because he saw the accumulated flesh as
the symbol of his greatness. He who had once been obscure
and hungry was now fat, rich and feared. He was swollen
with the bodies of his enemies: a thought from which he
extracted something very near poetry.'

As a young man he had bought his way into a Government
clerkship where he joined a ring of clerks who were mis-
appropriating Government stores. Just in time—it was his
flair to get information a week early—he denounced his con-
federates and was promoted as a reward for his honesty.
Steadily advancing by such well-tried methods, he became a
magistrate and then prudently took bribes from both sides
and decided the case on ' strictly legal grounds'. He
levied a ceaseless toll from all the villages under, his jurisdic-
tion. As an evolutionary agent, he enjoyed les droits du
seigneur far and wide. He shared the proceeds of all im-
portant robberies. When a witness was raised against him,
he brought forward fifty suborned witnesses and smothered
his opponents in counter-accusations.

Now, with his accomplices, he plans the downfall of
the Civil Surgeon, his rival for club membership. It will
be done by anonymous letters which will suggest that ' the
doctor holds anti-British opinions'. The fact that the
doctor is more loyal than the British will not count. Orwell
there puts his finger on the saddest weakness of the Raj.
In that tragedy of imperfect human relationships, the Raj
never really knew its friends and too frequently honoured
its enemies. Orwell pursues the point with the joy of the
satirist. At the end, U Po Kyin, maker of rebellions, is
honoured in full durbar for breaking rebellions. But no
one gets away with it in Orwell's world. Three days
later, before a single act of expiation to his gods, U Po
Kyin dies of apoplexy. For a moment, at the end
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of the book, the comic vein of the opening chapter
revives:

U Po Kyih had done all that mortal man could do. It was
time now to be making ready for the next world—in short, to
begin building pagodas. But unfortunately, this was the very
point at which his plans went wrong. Only three days after
the Governor's durbar, before so much as a brick of those
atoning pagodas had been laid, U Po Kyin was stricken with
apoplexy and died without speaking again. There is no armour
against fate.

U Po Kyin's wife had always warned him, had always
besought him to be prudent and acquire merit, reminding
him that only his own acts could be marked for merit on his
celestial record. Now, she was heart-broken as she thought
of his fate:

She suffers greatly to think of U Po Kyin where he must now
be—wandering in God knows what dreadful subterranean
hell of fire, and darkness, and serpents, and genii. Or even if
he has escaped the worst, his other fear has been realized, and he
has returned to the earth in the shape of a rat or a frog.
Perhaps at this very moment a snake is devouring him.

An enchanting couple, the dear old lady and her resplen-
dent husband, so reminiscent to those who have lived in the
Raj.

There is no comparable satirical character in the book,
but one sketch, of Verrall, the military policeman, is out-
standing. He is quite a minor character, with one purpose
in the plot: to divert the attention of the girl at a crucial
moment in the love affair. Orwell lavishes his satirical
skill on him without any of the gaiety which goes to making
U Po Kyin. Verrall is an Englishman, and his portrait
is etched in acid. He is a male butterfly, the cavalry cad in
Anglo-India. His small place in the plot could have been
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made with a swift entry and an equally quick withdrawal.
Orwell makes him support the comedy in a rich way:

He despised the entire non-military population of India, a few
famous polo-players excepted. He despised the entire Army
as well, except the cavalry. He despised all Indian regiments,
infantry and cavalry alike. It was true that he himself belonged
to a native regiment, but that was only for his own convenience.
He took no interest in Indians, and his Urdu consisted mainly
of swear-words, with all the verbs in the third person singular.
His Military Policemen he looked on as no better than coolies.

Anyone who knew the type will recognize this as straight
description, without exaggeration. Orwell was fascinated
by the type and he could not forbear to draw it as completely
as he could. He caught the likeness just before it disappeared
for ever, a minor casualty in a lost Empire.

Up and down India, wherever he was stationed, he left behind
him a trail of insulted people, neglected duties and unpaid bills.
Yet the disgraces that ought to have fallen on him never did.
He bore a charmed life, and it was not only the handle to his
name that saved him. There was something in his eye before
which duns, burra memsahibs and even colonels quailed.

Then, because Orwell completed the damnation of a
character by giving him his due:

Spending, or rather owing, fabulous sums on clothes, he yet lived
almost as ascetically as a monk. He exercised himself ceaselessly
and brutally, rationed his drink and his cigarettes, slept on a
camp bed (in silk pyjamas) and bathed in cold water in the
bitterest winter. Horsemanship and physical fitness were the
only gods he knew. The stamp of hooves on the maidan, the
strong, poised feeling of his body, wedded centaur-like to the
saddle, the polo-stick springy in his hand—these were his
religion, the breath of his life.

It reads like the report of a fascinated observer. In
the story, the men recognize him for what he is and remain
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aloof. His effect is upon the women. During the riot,
when he was needed, he had his usual luck in being away on
duty. The older woman, Mrs Lackersteen, a neat and
unpleasant caricature of the card-playing, snobbish, vulgar,
empty-headed memsahib, pursued him for her niece as soon as
she learned that he was the son of a lord. The niece, Eliza-
beth, readily became his plaything, was seduced with rather
bored skill and deserted with experienced ease. The desertion,
with the aunt and the girl pursuing him to the railway
station, becomes amusing farce in Orwell's hands.

The girl Elizabeth, another caricature with the linework
hardly at all exaggerated beyond faithful sketching, is the
English girl who went East to find a husband. She behaves
as naturally as a marine organism. She is young and newly
arrived from Europe. She captures the imagination of the
middle-aged men in the little community. Her effect upon
Flory, the central character in the book, is shown with
tenderness and skill. Flory was a timber merchant who had
been in Burma for fifteen years. His youth and self-con-
fidence had gone, he was ripe and ready to idealize this
hard young girl; and he supplied the unhappy ending Orwell
wanted for his novel.

His relationship with Elizabeth is the ostensible theme
of the book. Orwell did not write many love stories
but when he did he managed them with sensitive skill.
Flory is the weak and lonely figure that Orwell places at the
centre of each of his novels. But he engages our sympathy
because he exposes the world of stupidity and harshness that
he is striving against. That is the formula by which these
weak characters are made tolerable in their central position.
The girl is too young and too empty of any quality to
understand him. The unfolding of their characters in their
talk is managed with quite delicate skill. For him, she
is Paris and the boulevards (she had been living in a cheap
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pension) and café's and eternal talk of art. For him, she is
sweet, cultivated, poised, perfect. So he takes her to the things
that interest him—the Chinese shop in the bazaar, the Bur-
mese dancing. On these occasions, and while they talk,
their characters unfold. He grows more and more sym-
pathetic to the reader while her dullness becomes more
deadly. It is managed well, with latent irony.

At two points Flory is perfectly at ease with Elizabeth.
In both he becomes quite unselfconscious with excitement.
One is when they go out together on an afternoon shoot
and come first upon jungle-fowl and then a leopard. The
second is during the riot, when Flory does not pause to
consider but acts instinctively and courageously. In both
he is a man of action and therefore heroic to Elizabeth.
In these two scenes the descriptive prose quickens into
narrative, taking on the full vibrant quality which Orwell
commands for such scenes. On each occasion something
occurs to give Flory time for reflection and he funks asking
the girl to marry him.

It is this reflective cowardice that U Po Kyin plays upon.
Flory is friendly with the Madrasi doctor who is the most
likely candidate for the club election. If he is nominated,
it will probably be by Flory. Flory must be discoun-
tenanced, and this can be done through his connection
with the Burmese girl who had been his mistress until Eliza-
beth arrived on the scene. The little doctor warned Flory:
'" Do not underrate him. He will know how to strike you.
He is a crocodile. And like the crocodile . . . he strikes
always at the weakest spot."' U Po Kyin strikes and the
denouement follows.

Dr Veraswami, the Madrasi Civil Surgeon, is another
type character, familiar enough in India, but not sufficiently
celebrated in Anglo-Indian literature. He is the Indian
who is more English than the English. Brought up on the
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nineteenth-century liberal writers, he tries to carry into
practice their uncompromising ideal of gentlemanly behaviour.
In conversation, it is Flory who retails the weaknesses and
stupidities of the Raj; Dr Veraswami who proudly displays
and defends its achievements. It is Flory who says:

'. . . the British Empire is simply a device for giving trade
monopolies to the English—or rather to gangs of Jews and
Scotchmen. . . . Of course we keep the peace in India, in our
own interest, but what does all this law and order business boil
down to? More banks and more prisons—that's all it means.'

The little doctor cries out in reply:
' What monstrous misrepresentations! . . . Consider Burma
in the days of Thibaw, with dirt and torture and ignorance,
and then look around you. Look merely out of this veranda—
look at that hospital, and over to the right at that school and
that police station. Look at the whole uprush of modern
progress!'

Burmese Days has been called a prophecy of the end of
the Empire. It merely showed there was precious little
glamour about it. Of these two foreigners in Burma, it
is the imperialist who denigrates his Empire and the child
of his imperialism who defends it. The doctor argues :

' You say you are here to trade? Of course you are. Could
the Burmese trade for themselves ? Can they make machinery,
ships, railways, roads ? They are helpless without you.'

So the doctor becomes a pre-Toynbee exponent of the
idea of empire founded upon technological supremacy.

Orwell himself seems to have been as much on one side
as the other. He obviously had no glimpse of the Socialist
achievement whereby we continue to get the profits without
any of the responsibility. In Wigan Pier he says:

Under the capitalist system, in order that England may live in
comparative comfort, a hundred million Indians must live on the
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verge of starvation—an evil state of affairs, but you acquiesce
in it every time you step into a taxi or eat a plate of strawberries
and cream. The alternative is to throw the Empire overboard
and reduce England to a cold and unimportant little island
where we should all have to work very hard and live mainly on
herrings and potatoes. That is the very last thing any left-
winger wants.

As we know now, giving up India has not lost us a single
dividend. Every credit should be given to the Socialists
for that.

Orwell was proud in a way of his years in Burma. He
felt he had seen life, and much of his criticism of his con-
temporaries in the writing trade was based on the attitude
of a man who knew something about life talking to people
whose deepest experience had been a cocktail party. He
shared that sense of values which comes to everyone who has
lived in the East, a sense of the infinite unimportance of
human affairs. Islanders are most insular in their petty
importances; in their chirrupings about justice for all.
They have no glimpse of the Oriental sense of values based
upon continual experience of man at the mercy of harsh
nature and amoral fate, of man being so unimportant that he
can afford nobility of purpose and action. Yet Orwell,
seeing all this, could not grace his book with a single agree-
able character. The little doctor is a mere skit. He lacks
the native dignity of the brahmin. The portrait of him as
the liberal child of imperialism is however exact and valuable.
Men like this were betrayed by the Empire generation by
generation. At the end, Dr Veraswami is removed and
demoted. Orwell did well to record that particular irony
in the imperial scene.

There is one genial character in the book, the Deputy
Commissioner. There is one background character who
never says or does anything unpleasant, the Superintendent of
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Police. They represented the structure of law and order,
which Orwell, like the rest of us, believed must be main-
tained by such Englishmen. The Deputy Commissioner, Mr
McGregor, is accorded the agreeable but ineffective virtues
of the cultivated Englishman in India. He is rewarded at the
end by winning Elizabeth, so that she is able to fill ' with
complete success the position for which nature had designed
her from the first, that of a burra memsahib'. This is a
cruel flick at the ladies, recalling Sir Richard Burton's pro-
phecy in his first book, Scinde, in 1850 that the memsahib
would eventually finish off the Empire.

The other minor English characters are uniformly un-
pleasant. Orwell might well have been catering for the
public which is thirsty for anything that will denigrate
the poor souls who accept the austerities and thanklessness
of exile in tropical places; and the story had this kind of
success. But it was written as an exorcism, and just as
the satirical characters are designed to show, as so often
in Orwell's work, man's inhumanity to man, so the natural
background, about which Orwell is habitually so deft and
tender, is designed to show itself as the harsh, repugnant
destroyer of human felicity. Especially the felicity of
being decent and agreeable. In the harsh fecundity of
Burma, Orwell found nothing to praise except the gorgeous
plumage of little birds. He confessed later, in Wigan Pier,
that ' the landscapes of Burma, which, when I was among
them, so appalled me as to assume the qualities of nightmare,
afterwards stayed so hauntingly in my mind that I was
obliged to write a novel about them to get rid of them.'

Nature, along with U Po Kyin, is the most effective
character in the story and she is arid and oppressive. ' The
heat throbbed down on one's head like a steady, rhythmic
thumping, like blows from an enormous bolster.' And
again:
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There was something horrible in it—horrible to think of that
blue, blinding sky, stretching on and on over Burma and India,
over Siam, Cambodia, China, cloudless and interminable. . . .
Hardly a living creature stirred, except men, and the black
columns of ants, stimulated by the heat, which marched ribbon-
like across the path, and the tail-less vultures which soared on
the currents of the air.

He describes the ferocious strength of natural life:

By the roadside, just before you got to the jail, the fragments
of a stone pagoda were littered, cracked and overthrown by
the strong roots of a peepul tree. The angry carved faces of
demons looked up from the grass where they had fallen. Near by
another peepul tree had twined itself round a palm, uprooting
it and bending it backwards in a wrestle that had lasted a decade.

A little way up the road stood the cemetery, which he
describes in another place :

The creeping jasmine, with tiny orange-hearted flowers, had
overgrown everything. Among the jasmine, large rat-holes
led down into the graves.

Orwell loads his book with these acrid descriptions,
which are so accurate in their significant detail that one is
bound to believe that he poured into his book the result of
years of scrap-writing, organizing the pieces as it were into
a grand debunking exercise not only of the Raj but of Burma
itself. Only the birds flutter beyond his fury, and many
descriptions grace the books as his ' dilatory eye ' rests upon
those gorgeous plumages.

There is a moment at the end, when Flory commits
suicide, where factual statement of the imaginative truth
leaves room for nothing but respect Orwell deals with
the situation with complete competence, describing in
quietly measured prose the details of the fatality. It seems
quite natural that Flory should kill himself. U Po Kyin's
last devilish attack on him was too much; it was time to
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make an end. There follows a moment of sentiment when
the little doctor and Flory's servant combine in an attempt
to save his name by showing the shooting to have been an
accident. That is how it would have happened. These
two men were the only ones to suffer by his death, they both
knew that they were going to suffer greatly, and their one
concern was to save his name. So the sordid act is touched
by them with nobility.

If we compare Burmese Days with A Passage to India we
observe at once that in Burmese Days the problem is loneli-
ness, and in A Passage to India the problem is the imperfect
relationships between English people and Indians. In
Burmese Days it is not only Flory who is lonely. All the
English people are lonely because they believe there is no
possibility of friendship with the Burmese or Indians. They
cling together as a group in the club because they are gre-
garious and they see no possibility of other companionship.

Both novels read like perfectly believable reports of
what might have happened. Readers are apt to think that
things were always like that in India. Which is not true.
The novelist requires a tension and although such tensions
could always be found, in real life people were not normally
so foolish.

' ' ' ' '
It is appropriate here to mention two short pieces, Shooting

an Elephant and A Hanging. They were published much
later but they read like leaves from the same Burmese note-
books which Orwell used in writing his novel. Both are
frankly autobiographical and the first describes how an
elephant went ' must' in a bazaar and killed a man. An
Englishman was expected to rise to an occasion like this,
so Orwell got a rifle and marched down to the field where
the elephant had gone. As soon as he saw it, he knew that
it was unnecessary to kill it; the fit was over. Equally
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surely, he knew that he was going to shoot it. The crowd
willed him to shoot it. He must have been very young, but
his comment is:

And it was at this moment, as I stood there with the rifle in
my hands, that I first grasped the hollowness, the futility of the
white man's dominion in the East. Here was I, the white man
with his gun, standing in front of the unarmed native crowd—
seemingly the leading actor of the piece; but in reality I was
only an absurd puppet pushed to and fro by the will of those
yellow faces behind.

It is the U Po Kyin theme again. The actual death of
the elephant is described in plain, graceful prose which is
more mature than anything Orwell uses in Burmese Days.
From his first published writing, he is master of the plain
descriptive style, but this bears the marks of mature revision.
The words are necessary and right and they are ' timed ', as he
calls it, without any check:

When I pulled the trigger I did not hear the bang or feel the
kick—one never does when a shot goes home—but I heard the
devilish roar of glee that went up from the crowd. In that
instant, in too short a time, one would have thought, even for
the bullet to get there, a mysterious, terrible change had come
over the elephant. He neither stirred nor fell, but every line
of his body had altered. He looked suddenly stricken, shrunken,
immensely old, as though the frightful impact of the bullet
had paralysed him without knocking him down. At last,
after what seemed a long time—it might have been five seconds,
I dare say—he sagged flabbily to his knees.

The same fineness of prose texture is seen in the other
Burmese piece, A Hanging. This piece recalls his con-
fession in Wigan Pier of his immense feeling of guilt about
Burma:

The wretched prisoners squatting in the reeking cages of the
lock-ups, the grey cowed faces of the long-term convicts, the
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scarred buttocks of the men who had been flogged with bamboos,
the women and children howling when their menfolk were led
away under arrest—things like these are beyond bearing when
you are in any way directly responsible for them. I watched a
man hanged once; it seemed to me worse than a thousand
murders.

It was a recurrent nightmare to him, and this little piece
may have been the exorcism. He describes the binding
of the prisoner and his walk across the yard to the gallows.
He describes the bobbing gait of the poor Indian:

And once, in spite of the men who gripped him by each shoulder,
he stepped slightly aside to avoid a puddle on the path. It is
curious, but till that moment I had never realized what it means
to destroy a healthy, conscious man. When I saw the prisoner
step aside to avoid the puddle I saw the mystery, the unspeak-
able wrongness, of cutting a life short when it is in full tide.

The piece is only two thousand words long and perfect in
its management of distress, suspense and the emotional
release into trivial laughter. It recalls in its deft lightness
the best of D. H. Lawrence's descriptions of the human
mystery. With these pieces his youth was over and the
promise he offers of description and comedy and satire will
be realized in critical comments on his own country, lit
from time to time with the gaiety which fills jthe opening
description in Burmese Days of U Po Kyin.



Chapter Seven

FIRST LONDON NOVELS

IN HIS FIRST two books Orwell showed that he was a born
writer, and the interest thereafter lies in his development.
The next two books, A Clergyman's Daughter and Keep

the Aspidistra Flying, were novels, and although they were
failures, they have the special interest that they were his first
two London novels. When he foresaw in Wigan Pier a row
of thirty novels to his credit by the time he was sixty, he may
have thought of them all as being about London. It would
not have been an extravagant thought, for there is God's
plenty of subjects to his liking and, in fact, the four novels
he completed are London novels.

As soon as this common setting is realized, it is noticeable
how much these four novels have in common. In the first
place, though none of them is quite the old-fashioned ' novel
with a purpose', each has a topic which Orwell wishes to
examine. A Clergyman's Daughter is about the Church,
Keep the Aspidistra Flying is about Money, Coming Up for
Air is about the Red Rash building between the wars; and
1984, set in a London of future disaster almost beyond
bearing, is about Propaganda in a husk of London's secular
greatness. Labelled in this way, each novel becomes a
Morality, and that is what they are. The preacher was
using the contemporary form, as the Church had used the
drama long ago. In the second place, as in the Moralities,
the characters are not developed and the story is without
dramatic tension. Third, we notice Orwell's views about
London repeated through them all. He detested London;
but, as in all his detestations and as in nature, the things he
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detests have aspects which he admires. Fourth, in all the
London novels he took the view that life is hard and more
miserable than pleasant for the generality of mankind and
that there is nothing for them to hope for in the end. He
was a preacher without a vision, but with a message that comes
from his Eastern experience; that, since life is hard for most
and without hope for any, it behoves us all to do what we can
for one another. We should be decent and just to those
who are travelling at the same time as ourselves the dusty
way between the womb and the grave; and we should
support one another in achieving for us all what little liberty
we may. It is the practical philosophy of an age of scientific
destruction. It is a practical philosophy anywhere at any
time and in the East, where flesh is grass, it comes to a young
man urgently and vividly.

A CLERGYMAN'S DAUGHTER
These views are expressed in A Clergyman's Daughter,
which is about religion. Orwell had come home from the
East, where religion is the only cohering force in society.
This is not so in England, but any young man returning from
Eastern exile realizes with a shock what a poor sort of human
society the island supports, and is likely to trace the fault
to religion. Orwell deals with the question very lightly
at the beginning and at the end of the novel. What lies
between is a series of loosely connected documentaries.
The beginning and the end is all there is of plot, and it is a
story of loss of faith.

The clergyman's daughter has to look after her father,
as well as do much of the curate's work and all the visiting.
She breaks down and loses her memory. Her home is in a
Suffolk town, but she only becomes aware, though still with
no memory, in the streets of south London. Orwell then
uses a variation of the picaresque method. The wanderings
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of the girl give him the opportunity for three documentaries:
on hop-picking, on beggars in Trafalgar Square at night,
and on private schools in London. In the end, with another
creak in the machinery of a story that never runs smoothly,
she returns home. It is then that she realizes that she has
lost her faith. She had wandered into the world and her
religious training has not stood up to the tests of real life.

Very simply, she developed her philosophy, which may
well have been Orwell's at that time and is certainly common
today.

She began to meditate upon the nature of life.. You emerged
from the womb, you lived sixty or seventy years, and then you
died and rotted. And in every detail of your life, if no ultimate
purpose redeemed it, there was a quality of greyness, of desola-
tion, that could never be described, but which you could feel
like a physical pang at your heart. Life, if the grave really ends
it, is monstrous and dreadful.

There is no escape from this conclusion, she feels, for she
repeats it:

There was, she saw clearly, no possible substitute for faith;
no pagan acceptance of life as sufficient to itself, no pantheistic
cheer-up stuff, no pseudo-religion of ' progress ' with visions
of glittering Utopias and ant-heaps of steel and concrete. It is
all or nothing. Either life on earth is a preparation for some-
thing greater and more lasting, or it is meaningless, dark and
dreadful.

At the beginning of the book, Orwell satirized the popular
view of heaven. The vicar's daughter is going her rounds
and calls on Mrs Pither, who says:

' Ah, Miss, if you knew how it comforts us—just the thought
of Heaven 1 Pither he says to me, when he comes home tired
and our rheumatism's bad," Never you mind, my dear," he Says,
" we ain't far off from Heaven now," he says. " Heaven was
made for the likes of us," he says; "just for poor working
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folk like us, that have been sober and godly and kept our
Communions regular,'' That's the best way, ain't it, Miss
Dorothy—poor in this life and rich in the next ? Not like some
of them rich folks as all their motor-cars and their beautiful
houses won't save from the worm that dieth not and the fire
that's not quenched.'

Peasant malice; the compensation of poverty in an
acquisitive society. It is the teaching of Moses the raven
in Animal Farm. At the beginning of the book, religion and
the Church are dealt with in this gently satirical vein. The
empty church, the selfish vicar, the young enthusiastic
schoolmaster whose passions are church music, the use of
vestments and the arranging of church processions; all the
aspects of an English church today in a country town are
dealt with gently, in a comic atmosphere. At the end, as
we have seen, there is something more serious.

This does not make a novel, and Orwell's powers of derisive
description are so much more developed than his powers of
dealing with a personal problem like the loss of faith, that
the novel is memorable not for its theme but for the docu-
mentaries. Orwell wrote very little about the Church in
his criticisms of society. He classed it with Conservatism,
as no longer serious enough to be considered. Yet he saw
that religion and politics are important and must be asso-
ciated by anyone who seeks a solution of our social troubles.

Orwell later disliked the novel and would not have it
reprinted. Anyone who has read it would wish to see the
documentary about private schools reprinted, and the
passages about hop-picking and Trafalgar Square are written
with an excitement that transfers itself to the reader so com-
pletely, that it seems a pity that they also remain out of print.

He likes the Cockney hop-pickers. They are cheerful and
kindly. When Dorothy was almost starving, the families
in the same camp help her:
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'. . ' mother says as she was just going to throw this stew
away, and then she thought as p'haps you might like it. She
ain't got no use for it, she says, and so you'd be doing her a
kindness if you was to take it.' . . . it was extraordinary
what a lot of things the Turles and Burrowses were ' just going
to throw away' during these first few days.

It is characteristic that he takes great pains to describe
exactly how hops are picked:

As soon as you arrived you swung your bin into position,
slit the strings from the next two bines, and tore them down—
huge, tapering strands of foliage, like the plaits of RapunzePs
hair, that came tumbling down on top of you, showering you
with dew. You dragged them into place over the bin, and
then, starting at the thick end of the bine, began tearing off the
heavy bunches of hops.

It is a description of a Cockney holiday, a documentary of
the Londoner in the country. When the season ends,
Dorothy returns to London. She is quite unable to look after
herself, cannot return home because her father rejects her, is
very soon penniless and finds herself spending the night in
Trafalgar Square. This description of the Square at night
is the strangest piece that Orwell ever wrote; it has the
unreality of nightmare, the speed of a dream' The dialogue
form gives speed and directness to the rushes of pain and the
gabblings of weariness. It is a nightmare in one act, featuring
the Rev. Mr Tallboys, sometime Rector of Little Fawley-
cum-Dewsbury, and many other tramps and strays.

Ten p.m. and the flotsam have seven hours to endure before
Wilkins's café opens. The mist moves up from the river and
the scene is a crescendo of the misery of cold. The night-
mare requires pace and immediacy and the dialogue drives
it faster and faster. The clergyman stands out and at one
moment, when he conducts in his light-headedness a blasphe-
mous mass, the madness quickens furiously.
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The policemen who patrol the Square provide the sane
background; without the policemen, there is no standpoint
from which this vivid hell can be realized. It exists as
nightmare exists, until the policeman walks round: ' The
policeman (shaking Dorothy by the shoulder): Wake up,
now, wake up, wake up! Haven't you got an overcoat?
You're as white as death. Don't you know better than to let
yourself sprawl about in the cold like that? '

He tries to persuade her to come with him to the Assistance
Board, where she can have a bed, but she refuses to go.
At three there is a cry, '" The perishing papers "' for ' three
youths were distributing posters given away in charity by
the morning newspapers'. Then comes the incredible
picture of these creatures wrapping themselves into paper
for warmth. 'At this time', the documentary specialist
notes ' —between three and five in the morning—it is
customary with the police not to disturb the Square sleepers.'
So they pack together:

The five largest men now jam themselves together on the
bench. Deafie and the four women sitting across their knees;
then, with infinite difficulty (as it has to be done from the
inside), they wrap themselves in a monstrous cocoon of paper,
several sheets thick, tucking the loose ends into their necks
or breasts or between their shoulders and the back of the
bench. Finally nothing is uncovered save their heads and
the lower part of their legs . . . and it is now possible to
sleep for as much as five minutes consecutively.

It is impossible in brief quotation to give any idea of the
speed and madness of this nightmare, which must be one of
the strangest documentaries ever written on London life.
' The horrible communism of the Square', Orwell calls it.

The last documentary deals with.private schools. Orwell
makes light work of the problem of getting Dorothy a job as
schoolmistress. She is eventually arrested for begging
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and rescued by the valet of her cousin the baronet, to whom
her father had written. The baronet is a mental defective,
who leaves everything to his valet; as Orwell says, ' when
a novelist has to put a definitely upper-class person—a
duke or a baronet or whatnot—into one of his stories he
guys him more or less instinctively '. One day, the baronet
thinks of asking his solicitor what to do with an unwanted
female relative and the solicitor answers without hesitation.
She must teach in a school. The baronet sees the sense of
this at once and easily disposes of Dorothy's objection:

'" But I don't know enough! I've never taught anybody
anything, except cooking to the Girl Guides. You have to
be properly qualified to be a teacher."

'" Oh, nonsense! Teaching's the easiest job in the world.
Good thick ruler—rap 'em over the knuckles." '

The fifty pages on the private school are the best writing
in the book. Orwell had a keen eye for human swindles, and
this one connected with the teaching of children seemed to
him abominable. There is a greater range of light and
shade here than elsewhere in the book. Personal experiences
of a bitter kind have gone to the making of it. The comedy
sharpens to criticism and satire; the documentary has a
greater force. The whole piece can be lifted out and read
separately, with especial enjoyment of the odious character
of Mrs Creevy, who owned the school.

Mrs Creevy exposes the swindle to Dorothy in downright
fashion:

' What you've got to get hold of once and for all is that there's
only one thing that matters in a school, and that's the fees.
As for all this stuff about " developing the children's minds "
as you call it, it's neither here nor there. It's the fees I'm after,
not developing the childrens minds. After all, it's no more than
commonsense. It's not to be supposed as anyone'd go to all
the trouble of keeping school and having the house turned up-
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side down by a pack of brats, if it wasn't that there's a bit of
money to be made out of it. The fees come first, and every-
thing else comes afterwards.'

Orwell's comment on this is: ' With admirable clarity, and
with a cynicism that was all the more disgusting because it
was utterly unconscious, Mrs Creevy explained the technique
of the dirty swindle that she called practical school teaching.'
Later, he bursts out: ' " It's the fees I'm after " was a motto
that might be—indeed, ought to be—written over the doors
of every private school in England.' He avoids contrast
with the state schools except to remind us that some of them
are educationally no better. He points out that these
private schools could not be inspected. The only right of
entry for a school inspector until the 1944 Act was to see
that every child had the required number of cubic feet of
air. Now, all schools are open to inspection, so part of the
purpose of the documentary has been served.

Mrs Creevy's hints to Dorothy on class management and
discipline continue the exposure. She divides her pupils
into three categories: ' " I don't want you to go thinking that
all the girls are to be treated alike. They aren't—not
by a long way, they aren't."' The girls whose parents are
good payers come in the first category: ' " They're the ones
that pay cash on the nail and no jibbing at an extra half
guinea or so now and again. You've not to smack any
of that lot, not on any account."' In the second category
are the ' medium payers', and ' " you can smack that lot if
they get saucy, but don't go and leave a mark their parents
can see. If you take my advice, the best thing with children
is to twist their ears."' The bad payers form the third
category, and:'" I don't care what you do to that lot—well,
short of a police-court case, naturally." '

After this valuable interview, they proceed to morning
prayers and all the children repeat Mrs Creevy's prayer,
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which has a sensible reference to making the school prosper
'" so that it may grow in numbers and be a good example to
the neighbourhood and not a disgrace like some schools of
which Thou knowest, O Lord." '

But as the description proceeds, it grows incurably serious
and is studded with remarks that are wrung from experience.
Orwell did not love teaching and in his two jobs in private
schools he had found that the way of the teacher is hard.
' Teaching is harder work than it looks and the teacher needs
good food to keep him going.' He records that most chilling
experience of a young teacher, facing ' the aloof, cold
scrutiny of children '; that most necessary advice: ' Never,
never, never throw yourself upon the mercy of a child.'

Dorothy was not only exploited and half-starved; she
was not allowed to teach well. She endured it all because
she had learned the ' great modern commandment—the
eleventh commandment which has wiped out the others:
" Thou shalt not lose thy job " '. In the end, Dorothy loses
her job and with another creak in the machinery of the novel
she returns home. As we have seen, her last state was worse
than her first.

The novel has very little story and no real characters;
that was to be the way with all the London novels. It is
so episodic that it is merely three documentaries which have
no common purpose. The chief regret of the reader of
A Clergyman's Daughter is that Mrs Creevy and her school
are not more widely known.

'KEEP THE ASPIDISTRA FLYING'
In Keep the Aspidistra Flying Orwell shows more growing
points as a London novelist. Later, it was not to his liking
and once again he refused to have it reprinted. Yet there is
advance; both plot and characters are better. There is a
moment in the story when the reader becomes really anxious
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about what the central character will do, and there is a sensi-
tive expression of a human relationship which is not matched
anywhere else in the novels.

The subject of Keep the Aspidistra Flying is stated at the
beginning, where a great part of First Corinthians, Chapter 13,
is quoted with ' money' substituted for ' charity'. ' Money
suffereth long, and is kind; money envieth not; money
vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up, does not behave un-
seemly . . .' and so on. To develop his money theme,
Orwell invents a middle-class young man, Gordon Corn-
stock, who wanted to be a writer. His family were deter-
mined that he would ' make good', so, when he left school
jobs were found for him in a red lead factory and then in an
advertising agency, called the New Albion:

The interesting thing about the New Albion was that it was
so completely modern in spirit. There was hardly a soul in
the firm who was not perfectly aware that publicity—advertising
—is the dirtiest ramp that capitalism has yet produced. In
the red lead firm there had still lingered notions of commercial
honour and usefulness. But such things would have been
laughed at in the New Albion. Most of the employees were
the hard-boiled, Americanized, go-getting type—the type to
whom nothing in the world is sacred, except money. They
had their cynical code worked out. The public are swine;
advertising is the rattling of a stick inside a swill-bucket.
And yet beneath their cynicism there was the final naíveté', the
blind worship of the money-god.
Gordon, being very young, took these jobs in response to

family pressure. But all the time ' he was against the
money-god and all his swinish priesthood. He had declared
war on money; but secretly, of course.' Eventually, he
declared war openly. He could not stand the prospect of
becoming like the average London slaves to the money-god.
Quotation takes us into the mind of Orwell in the middle
'thirties, before his escape from the city:
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The types he saw all around him, especially the older men,
made him squirm. That was what it meant to worship the
money-god! To settle down, to Make Good, to sell your soul
for a villa and an aspidistra! To turn into the typical little
bowler-hatted sneak—Strube's ' little man'—the little docile
cit who slips home by the six-fifteen to a supper of cottage pie
and stewed tinned pears. . . .

So Gordon resigned from the publicity firm and took a
job in a secondhand bookshop, which was honest work, away
from the swindles and the rackets of the money world. The
pay was two pounds a week, and the theme of the first half of
the book is that such poverty makes real living impossible.

He learned what it means to live for weeks on end on bread
and margarine, to try to ' write' when you are half starved,
to pawn your clothes, to sneak trembling up the stairs when you
owe three weeks' rent and your landlady is listening for you.
Moreover, in those seven months he wrote practically nothing.
The first effect of poverty is that it kills thought.

Poverty for Gordon Comstock meant Ipneliness, embarrass-
ment with friends, semi-starvation and a room that was never
warm enough to write in. It was embarrassing for him to
meet his greatest friend, Ravelston. Ravelston is an affec-
tionate portrait of a rich young man of liberal views who is
ashamed of his wealth and continues to give more than half
his income away to literary hangers-on. He runs a literary
magazine to support his proteges. Gordon is even more
embarrassed with the girl he loves, Rosemary. He can't
marry her. He can't take her out for a meal or to the
pictures. ' " Rosemary associates me with wandering up and
down beastly wet streets,"' he cries out to Ravelston. When
they have a day in the country, it all goes wrong for lack of
money. When at last Gordon places a poem and gets fifty
dollars for it, he invites Rosemary and Ravelston to dine
with him, gets very drunk, finds himself next morning in a
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police cell and loses his job. It all goes wrong because he
does not know what to do with the money when he gets it.

The remorse which follows, and his embarrassment at
having to sponge on Ravelston while he looks for another job,
leads to a psychological condition which Orwell fails to
make probable. Gordon suddenly wants to sink down
through society to the irresponsibility of the down-and-out.
His reasons for desiring to disappear down seem insufficient,
but once he is down his state of mind seems intensely true.
This is a very personal account of a strange form of illness,
as we know from Down and Out and Inside the Whale. It
had been a very deep experience, and Orwell always writes
of it with intense feeling:

Under ground, under ground! Down in the safe soft womb
of earth, where there is no getting of jobs or losing of jobs,
no relatives or friends to plague you, no hope, fear, ambition,
honour, duty—no duns of any kind. That was where he wished
to be. ...

Before, he had fought against the money-code, and yet
he had clung to his wretched remnant of decency. But now
it was precisely from decency that he wanted to escape. He
wanted to go down, deep down, into some world where decency
no longered mattered. . . . He liked to' think about the lost
people, the underground people, tramps, beggars, criminals,
prostitutes. It is a good world that they inhabit, down there
in their frowsy kips and spikes. . . . It comforted him somehow
to think of the smoke-dim slums of South London sprawling
on and on, a huge graceless wilderness where you could lose
yourself for ever.

There is a very personal ring in it all. Gordon gets a
job at thirty shillings a week in a twopenny library of the
most vulgar kind. This is acute poverty, which puts him
right out of society and beyond hope of rising again. ' He
wanted to get away from all that, below all that. Down,
down! Into the ghost kingdom, out of the reach of hope,
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out of the reach of fear! Under ground, under ground!
That was where he wished to be.'

He had given up the fight, but the comforts of defeat
were not to be his: ' Going to the devil isn't so easy as it
sounds. Sometimes your salvation hunts you down like
the Hound of Heaven,'

Ravelston tries to rescue him and fails. He has no
power that can reach Gordon now. It is Rosemary who
rescues him and brings him back. She becomes with child
by him, and that knowledge changes his whole outlook. He
is eager to support the child and he comes to terms with
money. Throughout the book this coming to terms with
money is symbolized in the aspidistra:

Our civilization is founded on greed and fear, but in the lives
of common men the greed and fear are mysteriously transmuted
into something nobler. The lower-middle-class people in
there, behind their lace curtains, with their children and their
scraps of furniture and their aspidistras—they lived by the
money-code, sure enough, and yet they contrived to keep their
decency. The money-code as they interpreted it was not
merely cynical and hoggish. They had their standards, their
inviolable points of honour. They ' kept themselves respect-
able '—kept the aspidistra flying. Besides, they were alive.
They were bound up in the bundle of life. They begot
children, which is what the saints and soul-savers never by any
chance do.

Gordon returns to the advertising world and is a great
success as a copy-writer. It is quite clear at the end that
they are going to live happily married for ever after.

That is the theme and the story and it is an affair of frag-
ments that are not welded by the shaping power of the
brain and imagination into a beginning, a middle and an end.
At the beginning, the story hardly moves for a hundred pages
and then we meet Ravelston. We do not meet Rosemary till
nearly half-way through, and without these two the story
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cannot move. Even then, what follows is a series of scraps.
Once only, in the story of the dinner to celebrate the dollar
cheque, does the action quicken and become vivid, a London
documentary of Piccadilly Circus and its surrounding life:

He watched the sky-signs flicking on and off, glaring red
and blue, arrowing up and down—the awful, sinister glitter
of a doomed civilization, like the still blazing lights of a sinking
ship. He caught Ravelston's arm and made a gesture that com-
prehended the whole of Piccadilly Circus.

' The lights down in hell will look just like that.'

In the previous novel there had been documentaries on
subjects that Orwell cared about deeply to carry us through.
Here, there is the dinner and the drunken night, which is
brilliantly done; but it is a tour de force, without genuine
interest for author or reader. Then there is the day in the
country, so much better than the similar story in 1984. It
is a Cockney pastoral of escape to the meadows and the woods,
ruined by the meal in the hotel, as much as by the abrupt end-
ing to their love-making. The waiter despises them and Gor-
don spends nearly all his money.

That incident was sympathetic and brought in fan-mail.
Mr Hopkinson reports: ' Orwell was pleased by the number
of young men who wrote to tell him that his hero's experience
—taking a girl out for the day on a few shillings and wonder-
ing the whole time whether the money would last out—had
been, often enough, their own.' But that is all. The theme,
as Orwell conceived it, does not carry to novel length, so he
has to allow an interminable opening before the story moves
at all, and he has to permit unnecessary details of all kinds to
pad out the book. When we contrast the detail here with
the detail in Coming Up for Air, we see what is wrong in the
earlier novel. In Coming Up for Air the details are significant
because they help us to see the mind of the narrator. In
Keep the Aspidistra Flying they are not absorbed into the
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theme and remain unnecessary. ' I have learnt enough about
the difficult business of writing to know that when you are
hunting a fox you have no business to course a hare,' said
Somerset Maugham, and for straightforward story-telling
like Orwell's it is good advice. Orwell's power of absorp-
tion was not imaginative, but intellectual. His brain became
red-hot when it was making a book like Coming Up for Air
or Animal Farm. Every incident and description is signifi-
cant and one thing echoes another throughout the book.
There is very little of this in Keep the Aspidistra Flying.
Even the symbol of the aspidistra, which marks every develop-
ment in Gordon's situation and mental state, is not managed
effectively, contrasting very unfavourably with the manage-
ment of the theme song of ' Oranges and Lemons ' in 1984.
The most marked comparison of all is between the treatment
of the threat of bombing in this novel and in Coming Up for
Air. In Coming Up for Air it has the horror of a recurring
fear, while in the earlier novel it is mentioned three or four
times without sufficient reason. It is as if anything that
occurred to him while he was writing had to go in.

Orwell's other great virtue, his power to write well,
which is so closely associated with his intellectual power,
fails him also in this novel. For a hundred pages there is
no glow or speed. Orwell seems to be impeded by his deter-
mination to write for the common reader and at times Gordon
and Rosemary say things that are out of character in their
commonness. Ravelston, who is the editor of a literary
review and typical of the liberal mind in the age of the
common man, is never allowed to say anything on his own
account. He politely echoes anything that Gordon says to
him, or mildly remonstrates, and that is all.

Anyone making a case for the book would probably point
out first of all that Gordon was a very suitable character for
Orwell to put in the centre of his book, much the most suit-
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able character he ever put in that position. Gordon was
middle class, educated, well read and tries to write. He can
be witty, as Orwell can, understanding, as Orwell can,
sudden and quick in thought, as Orwell was; he is in charac-
ter when a Shakespeare line adds to the reverberations of his
thought; and when he is socially submerged, as Orwell
once was, we can believe that his mind suffers as Orwell's
did. It shows how easy it is to identify Orwell with his
creations.

The next point in the defence would be that there are
obvious fragments of autobiography, and Orwell has given us
so much good autobiography that we should like to have it all,
even the fragments. Here is a passage easily recognized
by readers of Such, Such were the Joys and Wlgan Pier:

Probably the greatest cruelty one can inflict on a child is to
send it to school among children richer than itself. A child
conscious of poverty will suffer snobbish agonies such as a
grown-up person can scarcely even imagine. In those days,
especially at his preparatory school, Gordon's life had been
one long conspiracy to keep his end up and pretend that his
parents were richer than they were. Ah, the humiliations of
those days! That awful business, for instance, at the begin-
ning of each term, when you had to ' give in' to the headmaster,
publicly, the money you had brought back with you; and the
contemptuous, cruel sniggers from the other boys when you
didn't' give in ' ten bob or more.

The description of Gordon's bed-sitting room in Brewer's
Yard is typically Orwell, recalling many similar descriptions
in Down and Out and Wlgan Pier:

As for the place where Gordon lived, in Brewer's Yard, parallel
to Lambeth Cut on the south side, it was a filthy kip. His
bed-sitting-room was eight shillings a week and was just
under the roof. With its sloping ceiling—it was a room shaped
like a wedge of cheese—and its skylight window, it was the
nearest thing to the proverbial poet's garret that he had ever
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lived in. There was a large, low, broken-backed bed with a
ragged patchwork quilt and sheets that were changed once
fortnightly; a deal table ringed by dynasties of teapots; a
rickety kitchen chair; a tin basin for washing in; a gas-ring
in the fender. The bare floorboards had never been stained
but were dark with dirt. In the cracks in the pink wallpaper
dwelt multitudes of bugs; however, this was winter and they
were torpid unless you over-warmed the room.

In the description of Lambeth, he seems to forget that
he is not writing autobiographically and describes the district
quite directly with the power he always had in autobiographical
description, and with a nostalgia for these experiences that
comes as a surprise:

Down there in Lambeth, in winter, in the murky streets where
the sepia-shadowed faces of tea-drunkards drifted through the
mist, you had a submerged feeling. Down here you had no
contact with money or with culture. No highbrow customers
to whom you had to act the highbrow; no one who was
capable of asking you, in that prying way that prosperous
people have, ' What are you, with your brains and education,
doing in a job like this ? ' You were just part of the slum,
and, like all slum dwellers, taken for granted.

The third defence would be that there are many obiter dicta,
flung off youthfully, which are still amusing. Opening the
book to record one, half a dozen appear at the same place:

Every intelligent boy of sixteen is a Socialist. At that age one
does not see the hook sticking out of the rather stodgy bait.

. . . a,',' modern commerce is a swindle.

. . . . money-worship has been elevated into a religion.
Perhaps it is the only real religion—the only really felt religion—

' that is left to us. Money is what God used to be. Good
and evil have no meaning any longer except failure and success.

The decalogue has been reduced to two commandments.
One for the employers—the elect, the money-priesthood as it
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were—' Thou shalt make money '; the other for the employed
—the slaves and underlings—' Thou shalt not lose thy job '.

It would have taken so little, one feels, to make this a good
novel. But the power and the energy seeped away. The
story would not carry them. To show the cost of fighting
the money-god, the prevailing atmosphere of the novel had to
be unbearably dusty and drab. It is as if Orwell chose
this theme because he wanted to exorcise memories of his
down-and-out days.

As a London novel, it celebrates the London god, Money.
It shows the price paid by those who refuse to worship, and
the greatest part of the price is loneliness. It celebrates
the dusty streets and the dark alleyways and for contrast in
a brief scene it celebrates Piccadilly Circus and the surround-
ing haunts. In the last novel it had been Trafalgar Square,
and in the next it was the Strand. It celebrates young
Londoners, escaping from the concrete and the bricks
and the pavements to the country and their delirious joy
in the countryside. Most of all, it celebrates the middle-
class Londoner, who has to bow down to the money-god, but
still keeps his form. His symbol is the aspidistra :

. . . he came across The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists
and read about the starving carpenter who pawns everything
but sticks to his aspidistra. The aspidistra became a sort of
symbol for Gordon after that. The aspidistra, flower of
England! It ought to be on our coat of arms instead of
the lion and the unicorn. There will be no revolution in
England while there are aspidistras in the windows.

There is one passage at the end of the book which is of
altogether finer quality than anything else. It describes
Gordon's recovery, beginning from the moment when he
realizes that he has helped to begin another life. It is a
sensitive and sympathetic study of the relationship between
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Rosemary and Gordon as the begetters of a child. It is very
well done, but it is only the brief ending of an unsatisfactory
tale. It is, however, good enough to make the reader recall
Orwell's resolution in his last days, to write in future of
human relationships. This last passage in the novel was its
most significant growing point.



Chapter Eight

'THE ROAD TO WIGAN PIER '

LINE OF serious work that I have written since
1936 has been written, directly or indirectly, against
totalitarianism and for democratic socialism, as I

understand it. It seems to me nonsense, in a period like our
own, to think that one can avoid writing of such subjects.'
This was written in 1947 and it refers to a turning point in his
outlook which we must now consider. By 1936 he was a pro-
fessional writer, acclaimed competent in reviews of his books.
Every book he had written had some criticism of an aspect
of contemporary life, but his criticisms were private judge-
ments unrelated to a political attitude.

Now he aligned himself with a political party. ' In a
peaceful age, I might have written ornate or merely descrip-
tive books, and might have remained almost unaware of my
political loyalties. As it is, I have been forced into becoming
a sort of pamphleteer.' All serious writers have been affected
by totalitarianism, but most of them have avoided political
parties. They know, as Orwell said, that: 'Acceptance
of any political discipline seems to be incompatible with
literary integrity.' He was never orthodox ; it was always
' socialism, as I understand it', to the frequent embarrass-
ment of his political friends.

In 1936 the outstanding social and political problem in
Britain was unemployment. Over two million working men
were out of work, with the result, as Orwell estimated, that
something like twenty million people were underfed and lived
in squalor or semi-squalor. It seemed quite plain to the
experts that this was an act of God to which there was no
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answer. The brains and the sympathy of the nation were
addressed to accommodating the economy and the work-
people to an unalterable state of affairs. That is a kindly
reading of the situation; there were many more bitter. The
dole was invented and life was adapted to that scale of
living.

It was the most sordid agony of the English people in our
time. Working men wanted to work, for work is the secret
of self-respect and happiness. There was no work. The
mental result was worry, frustration and despair, followed by
spiritual inertia worse than anything the nation has known in
this century.

Orwell was invited by the editors of the Left Book Club,
Mr Gollancz, Prof. Laski and Mr John Strachey, to go north
and prepare a documentary. He accepted, left his work and
his garden and went north to live with the unemployed.
When he came back, he wrote his book, left it with the
editors, and went on to the next job, which was in Catalonia.

The manuscript which he handed in was so odd that Mr
Gollancz felt it necessary to write a long and uncomfortable
introduction in which he dissociated the editors from the
views expressed in it. If it is impossible for a writer to accept
political allegiance, it is equally difficult for political parties
to accept the views of authors who are individualist and
uncompromising. In any case, the book is full of faults.
Orwell had undertaken a survey of unemployment in the
north. He devoted only half his book to this survey and
confined it to a description of the mining community, which
is anything but typical of the working classes. And his best
chapter in that part is a description of miners who were not
unemployed but hard at work on the coal face. Why he
called it The Road to Wigan Pier, one can only guess. Wigan
is an inland town, so there is no pier, only a wharf on the canal.
Perhaps he meant he was describing a journey to a place
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that never was; implying that he could get so far with the
problem but that the final solution eluded him.

The second part of the book contains two chapters of
autobiography, a discussion of class differences and their
dangers, and chapters on Socialism written in a lollard,
sermonizing strain, with some very petulant, bitter thrusts
in them. The last chapter is a rallying call to Socialism
on the Orwell pattern of decency, justice and liberty. It is
a suggestion for a working compromise on the classless
society that was Orwell's dream.

It is at first difficult to see any guiding purpose or inte-
grated intention at all in the book, unless its purpose was to
persuade the Socialists to model themselves on Orwell's
idea of what they should be like; to persuade intelligent
citizens, like the readers of the Left Book Club, to join this
perfected party. The immediate need was to cure unemploy-
ment, which was national suicide by inches. The Socialist
economy (Orwell version) of fair shares of work for all in a
society of equally hard-working men was the only solution.
This would bring in the classless society, that peculiarly
upper-middle-class dream, based on the old liberal outlook
of liberty, justice and human decency. The best-known
reference is in Culture and Anarchy—' culture seeks to do
away with classes'—and the reference is peculiarly apt
because Arnold offers a phrase which describes and explains
Orwell's attitude: ' men of culture are the true apostles of
equality'.

Twelve years later, in his introduction to British Pamphlet-
eers, Orwell had got the idea of the classless society in focus:
' The vision of a world of free and equal human beings,
living in a state of brotherhood—in one age it is called the
Kingdom of Heaven, in another the classless society—never
materializes, but the belief in it never seems to die out.'

Wigan Pier, then, is a medley of documentaries and



114 George Orwell

pamphlets which demonstrate an interesting stage in the
growth of his mind. He was by this time six or seven years
old as an adult in English society and he now experienced the
usual sharp attack of Socialism. He was not at this or any
other time orthodox. He was incapable of toeing any party
line. He remained always a writer and, as he said, parties
require gregarious thinking but literature is produced by
individuals. As he never tired of saying: ' No one who
feels deeply about literature, or even prefers good English to
bad, can accept the discipline of a political party.'

The documentaries take up the seven chapters which make
the first part of the book. There seems to be no logical
progression tying them together and the only way to grasp
this part is to list them.

1. The lodging-house in the North of England
town.

2. Down the mine at the coal face.
3. At the pithead.
4. The housing problem.
5. Unemployment: family budgets on the dole.
6. Diet of the unemployed: physical degeneracy in

England: English ignorance about food and cooking:
collecting fuel on slag heaps.

7. Ugliness of the industrial north: the old North
and South rivalry: on going to work young: sentimen-
tal picture of working-class interiors.

Part Two is the author's personal commentary on the
documentaries and it will be useful to catalogue it in the same
place:

8. Autobiography, with references to class differences.
9. Ditto.

10. Class distinctions.
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11. Socialism is elementary common sense: worst
advertisements of Socialism are the Socialists: justice,
liberty and common decency are the basis of (Orwell's)
Socialism: the class war.

12. Socialism is usually presented as material progress
and nothing more: sensitive people recoil from this
materialism: it should be presented as decency, justice
and liberty.

13. How is Socialism going to reconcile its more
intelligent enemies? Humanize it: show it consists
of justice, liberty and common decency: beware the
class war: go easy and do not frighten the middle classes
away.

The Left Book Club was Socialism by the middle classes
for the middle and working classes and the commentary had
its embarrassing passages.

Of the seven documentaries, the first two are delightful
examples of Orwell's amused eye resting upon people and
their surroundings, and of his power in describing what he
saw in prose as clear as a window pane. He had the best pen
for this kind of work since D. H. Lawrence. The description
of the lodging-house in the first chapter gave him an oppor-
tunity to exploit his gifts for making everything sound and
smell very nasty, and for giving comic sketches of people.
Mr. and Mrs. Brooker kept the lodging-house and a tripe
shop along with it, apparently because' they were the kind of
people who run a business chiefly in order to have something
to grumble about'.

The lodging-house was dirty, smelly, untidy. The bed-
room, shared by four men, stank like a ferret's cage. The
kitchen was filthy, and ' I used to get to know individual
crumbs by sight and watch their progress up and down the
table from day to day'. Most men, commissioned to write



116 George Orwell

about unemployment, could have found themselves a toler-
able lodging where work was possible and where they could
rest after the day's researches. Orwell never worked that
sort of thing out; he plunged right down into a problem.
A more ordinary man might well have got a more balanced
idea of what was happening than Orwell, who found himself
a lodging that must have been a revelation to most of the
working-class people who read his book.

' Mrs Brooker, our landlady, lay permanently ill, festooned
in grimy blankets. She had a big, pale yellow, anxious face.
No one knew for certain what was the matter with her; I
suspect her only real trouble was over-eating,'

Mrs Brooker had a daughter-in-law to help her, whom she
nagged ' in that peculiar, watchful, loving way that invalids
have'.

Mr Brooker was ' a dark, small-boned, sour, Irish-looking
man, and astonishingly dirty'. He did the housework, and
' I never saw anyone who could peel potatoes with quite
such an air of brooding resentment'.

The Brookers gambled with an insurance company on the
lives of two of their lodgers, old-age pensioners, one of whom
was supposed to have a cancer. ' It was said that they were
overheard anxiously asking the insurance tout: "how long
people lived when they'd got cancer ''.'

After twelve pages of this excellent sketching, which is
a tour de force by a writer who loved the human comedy
wherever he found it, Orwell bethinks himself and decides
he had better move on to unemployment, the subject of his
enquiry. This Orwell picture of squalor and sordid types
is so well done that one forgets that it has nothing to do
with his subject. He may of course have thought that all the
working class were like this. The most that can be said
of it is that it gives the derelict mood of poor people in
the industrial north at that time.
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He bridges the way to the next chapter with a description.
He is looking from the window of the train and his eye falls
on two rooks treading in the snow. ' The manner of court-
ing was curious.' This is probably the oddest interpolation
of bird life in any of his books. Only for a moment, when
his eye rests upon a bedraggled girl in a back street and he
feels that she is aware of her misery and longs to escape,
has this bridge got anything to do with his subject.

In the next chapter he contrives to get further still from
unemployment by describing miners toiling at the coal face.
In contrast to the slack dereliction of the opening scene, we
have this:

. . . the fillers look and work as though they were made
of iron. They really do look like iron—hammered iron
statues—under the smooth coat of coal dust which clings
to them from head to foot . . . nearly all of them have the
most noble bodies; with shoulders tapering to slender, supple
waists, and small pronounced buttocks and sinewy thighs,
with not an ounce of waste flesh anywhere. . . . You can
never forget that spectacle once you have seen it—the line of
bowed, kneeling figures, sooty black all over, driving their
huge shovels under the coal with stupendous force and speed.

It is a brilliant description, very much in the D. H. Law-
rence manner. The highlight of it all is the description of
the ' travelling', as miners call their journey underground
to the working face: ' A miner puts his head down and
runs, with a long swinging stride, through places where I can
only stagger. At the workings you see them on all fours,
skipping round the pit props almost like dogs.'

We have only to compare this with the third chapter,
which is about the miner's life, pithead baths, housing,
budgets and accidents, and then contrast the third chapter
with Lawrence's essay Nottingham and the Mining Country-
side to see how lifeless Orwell's writing could be when
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he was bored. Orwell was not often bored, but when he was
it was dreadfully apparent. There are glimpses of his
athletic, pamphleteering prose, but we have to wait for the
fourth chapter, when at last we get to Wigan, before he
shows himself worthily in the tradition of the liberal-minded
pamphleteer who any time these hundred years has attacked
the desolation of the Industrial Revolution.

He discusses housing estates and he puts his finger right
on the problems, especially the problem of making these
estates human by allowing the inhabitants to feel their human
dignity instead of making them feel like units under the
tyranny of council clerks. The things he said in 1936 are
still true:

. . . they are more expensive to live in . . . what you have
done is to pick them up and dump them down miles from their
work . . . in a Corporation estate there is an uncomfortable,
almost prison-like atmosphere, and the people who live there
are perfectly well aware of it . . . houses are desperately
needed and are not being built fast enough; but in so far
as rehousing is being done, it is being done—perhaps it is
unavoidable—in a monstrously inhuman manner . . . you are
not allowed to keep your house and garden as you want them
... it is a great achievement to get slum-dwellers into decent
houses, but it is unfortunate that, owing to the peculiar temper of
our time, it is also considered necessary to rob them of the last
vestiges of their liberty.

These sentences raise the main problems. The skin of
England is scarred with these housing estates as with a foul
skin disease. There is the ugliness of a vast sterility in
them. The rents, subsidized though they are, have com-
pletely upset the budgets of the occupants. Many of the
men have to travel miles to work, and one wishes that our
politicians and planners could see some of these working men
returning home from work in the evenings. Exhausted
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bodies slump in the carriages that rattle them noisily and
jerkily from bed to bench and back again.

Orwell's writing in the fifth chapter is very bitter. Read-
ing it revives a bitterness best forgotten. All bitterness
is twisted and there is much that he says which we should
now reject. But we shall hardly find a more sympathetic
study of what was happening inside the men who had no
work:

It is a deadly thing to see a skilled man running to seed, year
after year, in utter, hopeless idleness . . . it is absurd to say
that he ought to be looking for work. There is no work to
look for, and everybody knows it . . . decent young miners
and cotton-workers gazing at their destiny with the same sort
of dumb amazement as an animal in a trap. . . . They had been
brought up to work, and behold! it seemed as they were never
going to have the chance of working again . . . that frightful
feeling of impotence and despair which is almost the worst evil
of unemployment.

If Orwell had directed his energies to giving us sketches
of these young men instead of the Brookers, his book would
have been much more powerful. Perhaps, one thinks as one
feels the sincerity of this chapter, he could not bear to do it.
The comic vein was safe and tolerable.

The sixth chapter is all about food and slag-heaps. Of
food, Orwell says that ' the English palate, especially the
working-class palate, now rejects good food almost auto-
matically '. This is the exaggeration of the pamphleteer.
His dreary picture of unemployed people scrabbling on a
slag-heap looking for burnable fuel connects with the pre-
vious discussion because fuel, in an English winter, is almost
more essential than food.

The seventh chapter is even more mixed. It tells us that
the English are 'the laziest people in Europe1, which
certainly wants saying until it is quite untrue. It deals with
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the cant of North versus South, each despising the other—
he quotes the Yorkshireman who says the South is soft—
and it ends with a sentimental idyll of a working-class home,
which makes us wonder at the end whether Orwell knew
anything about them after all.

That concludes the first part of the book and we are
tempted to judge it as a series of essays which should never
have been collected. On the other hand, those who make it
their business to read everything about unemployment, from
novels to blue books, may wonder whether they can find
anything more vivid or containing more commonsense judge-
ment than those sketches which Orwell turned in to the Left
Book Club. He has got the pamphleteer's knack of being
clear and unforgettable. We can dismiss these essays quite
legitimately as a partial picture, almost without construction.
But when we have studied the second part of the book and
see it as a whole, as an appeal for national unity, we realize
that the first part is taken up with sketching those things
which tend to pull us apart.

I said that he may have called the book The Road to Wigan
Pier because he was journeying to a place that never was.
In the second part of the book this is quite clearly so. He
invites a political party to achieve the kind of excellence
an exceptional individual can achieve, but which no group,
least of all a political group, can sensibly aim at.

Orwell was still politically naif and he retained his naivety
until after the war. To get a picture of his mature considera-
tions on politics, we must read the great essays of the late
'forties, when he was preparing his last book, 1984. It is
necessary for anyone who respects Orwell to remember
that his political development came late and not to regard
these early works as the best he offers on political thinking.

The core of the book is the twelfth chapter in which he
discusses ' the spiritual recoil from Socialism, especially
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as it manifests itself in sensitive people'. The whole of this
part is an urgent appeal to his readers to accept Socialism.
Fascism was threatening. His personal examination of
unemployment in the north, and his assessment that twenty
million people in the island were undernourished in the way
he had seen, persuaded him that a dreadful social upheaval
was inevitable. This suffering could not go on, and the
revolution would be a fascist revolution unless we could
cure our economic ills by introducing the Socialist State.

The times are growing harsher, the issues are clearer, the
belief that nothing will ever change (i.e. that your dividends
will always be safe) is less prevalent. ... I believe that when
the pinch comes there is a terrible danger that the main move-
ment of the intelligentsia will be towards Fascism. Just how
soon the pinch will come it is difficult to say; it depends,
probably, upon events in Europe; but it may be that within
two years, or even a year, we shall have reached the decisive
moment. That will also be the moment when every person
with brains or any decency will know in his bones that he ought
to be on the Socialist side.

What is the appeal of Socialism to the intelligent, decent
man? Orwell says it again and again in this twelfth chapter
and it rings like a challenge in the rhetorical last paragraph.

The only thing for which we can combine is the underlying
ideal of Socialism; justice and liberty. But it is hardly strong
enough to call this ideal' underlying'. It is almost completely
forgotten. It has been buried beneath layer after layer of
doctrinaire priggishness, party squabbles and half-baked
' progressivism' until it is like a diamond hidden under a
mountain of dung. The job of the Socialist is to get it out
again. Justice and liberty! These are the words that have
got to ring like a bugle across the world.

The argument of this central chapter is that Socialism must
sort out its aims and put justice and liberty first.

l
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They have never made it sufficiently clear that the essential
aims of Socialism are justice and liberty. With their eyes
glued to economic facts, they have proceeded on the assumption
that man has no soul, and explicitly or implicitly they have set
up the goal of a materialistic Utopia. As a result Fascism has
been able to play upon every instinct that revolts against
hedonism and a cheap conception of 'progress'.

It is this ' spiritual recoil' among the people Socialism
most needs that Orwell accounts for in this chapter, English
Socialism has put its faith in machines, more and more
machines, to raise the standard of living. This belief has
resulted in a materialism which repels sensitive people. He
traces the attacks on machinery as fostering a materialistic
outlook, through Swift, Dickens, Samuel Butler and Aldous
Huxley.

People know that in some way or other' progress ' is a swindle,
but they reach this conclusion by a kind of mental shorthand;
my job here is to supply the logical steps that are usually missed
out.

Writers like Wells invite us to imagine a world in which
nothing goes wrong because machines keep everything under
control. Yet the men who inhabit this world are represented
as ' brave, generous and physically strong', In fact, in such
a world, these virtues could not be developed. ' . . . they
would not only be irrelevant but probably unimaginable.
The truth is that many of the qualities we admire in human
beings can only function in opposition to some kind of disas-
ter, pain or difficulty; but the tendency of mechanical pro-
gress is to eliminate disaster, pain and difficulty.'

This is the ultimate difficulty of the idealists of social
perfection through the machine. Very often, as Orwell says,
machines seem to call forth the highest courage, as in early
pilots of aeroplanes. But gradually machines are improved
until they are foolproof and ' the objective of mechanical
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progress is a foolproof world '. Mr Wells's way of keeping
the ancient virtues is to conquer other worlds, but ' the
game of mechanical progress begins anew' and you end up
with a foolproof solar system and a foolproof universe.
' In tying yourself to the ideal of mechanical efficiency,
you tie yourself to the ideal of softness. But softness is
repulsive; and thus all progress is seen to be a frantic struggle
towards an objective which you hope and pray will never be
reached.'

Orwell sums it up with a simple statement of the old prob-
lem of work and leisure :

The truth is that when a human being is not eating, drinking,
sleeping, making love, talking, playing games or merely
lounging about—and these things will not fill up a lifetime—
he needs work and usually looks for it, though he may not call
it work. Above the level of a third- or fourth-grade moron,
life has got to be lived largely in terms of effort.
His argument is the right appeal to intelligent, responsible

people who will always feel that the aim of living is to leave
things a little better than they found them. That part of
his task was well done; and it was comparatively easy. The
other part was to try to find a solution to the class difficulty.
How can we all be equal when some are more equal than
others?

He spends much time on this problem. In the two chapters
of autobiography he describes his Edwardian lower-upper-
middle-class upbringing, when he was taught to look down
upon the lower classes because they were different, had bad
accents, a different moral outlook, and they smelled. In the
next chapter he deals with the nature of class distinctions, and
in the fourth with the attitude Socialism should adopt
to them. The prescience of this rather tortured and certainly
tortuous discussion we can all now recognize, since the class
war has been used so boisterously in general elections.
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Towards the end of Orwell's life it menaced the whole happi-
ness and efficiency of our national life.

The question was more difficult for Orwell than it is for
most of us. After the exclusive life of nursery, prep, school
and public school, he lived abroad for seven years in Burma
and Paris. His efforts after that to get to know the working
man were maladroit. First of all he went right down
through the working classes to live with tramps, and lived
their life rather more easily than a sensitive working man
would. His next effort was to live amongst miners, who are
a class of their own. They were very nice to him but were
inclined to call him ' Sir '.

If his personal experiences were odd, his conclusions on
the question are normal enough. He pleads with the utmost
fervour that class differences be ignored as much as possibje.
They are there and they are bound to be there. The rules of
decent living worked out by a man who works at a bench
and lives in a Council flat will not be quite the same as those
of a surgeon who runs a farm. The workman cannot leave
his bench and the surgeon cannot leave the operating table
until his list is done; but there is all the difference between
discipline imposed and discipline self-imposed. What
Orwell seemed to miss was that honesty and decency and
self-respect based upon responsibility are present in all classes
and absent in all. These virtues are individual and not class
virtues.

It is in this fourth chapter of the second part that Orwell
begins his attack on Socialism. It is harsh. He used the
freedom of the pamphleteer and there is nothing like a skilful
phrase to set up an incurable irritation. He was preaching
peace, but his sermons crackled with sniping shots at others
in the faith:

. . . vegetarians with wilting beards . . . shock-headed Marx-
ists chewing polysyllables . , . birth control fanatics and
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Labour Party backstairs-crawlers . . . the high-up trade-
union official (' one of the most desolating spectacles the
world contains') . . the worst advertisement for Socialism
is its adherents . . .

At one point he breaks out:

Sometimes I look at a Socialist—the intellectual, tract-writing
type of Socialist, with his pullover, his fuzzy hair, and his
Marxian quotation—and wonder what the devil his motive
really is. It is often difficult to believe that it is love of any-
body, especially of the working class, from whom he is of all
people the furthest removed.

At that point he makes another of his shrewd probes at
truth. He suggests that such Socialists, of whom Shaw and
all the Fabians are types, are stirred by a dislike of untidiness.
Order must be imposed upon everything, from above and
' by violence if necessary'. Revolution is ' a set of re-
forms which "we", the clever ones, are going to impose
upon " them ", the Lower Orders '. His appeal for national
brotherhood in Socialism reads like a bellicose challenge to
every kind of Socialist.

In the last chapter he poses the question: ' Is there any-
thing one can do about i t? ' He has assessed the class
difficulties, the whole range of infuriating qualities of all
kinds of Socialists—except the working man, for whom
' Socialism does not mean much more than better wages and
shorter hours and nobody bossing you about'. He is as
certain in 1936 as he is in 1940 (in the Lion and the Unicorn
pamphlet) that Socialism is the only remedy, provided every-
one accepts the Orwell definition and acts wholeheartedly
upon it—justice and liberty and human decency. He is no
better than a sectarian pamphleteer in Cromwell's world. We
must accept his word: ' The job of the thinking person is not
to reject Socialism but to make up his mind to humanize it.'
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That can be done, because ' if the movement were invaded by
better brains and more common decency, the objectionable
types would cease to dominate it'. Which is probably a
way of improving any political party whatsoever. Equally,
any political party would be considerably improved if it
acted upon Orwell's rule that ' we have got to fight for
liberty and justice'.

He demands all this of Socialism rather than of other
parties because he believes that Socialism is the party of
the people and therefore most likely to do what he believes
necessary to overcome unemployment and overthrow Fascism.
' Socialism means the overthrow of tyranny.' It is there-
fore desperately necessary ' for left-wingers of all com-
plexions to drop their differences and hang together'.
That is his message to ' the vocal, tract-writing type of
Socialist ' especially. It is the old naif appeal to the leopard
to change its spots. He believed that Socialism was the class-
less party and that this was its fundamental appeal. In his
next book he says: ' The thing that attracts ordinary men to
Socialism and makes them risk their skins for it, the " mys-
tique "of Socialism, is the idea of equality; to the vast majority
of people Socialism means a classless society, or it means
nothing at all.'

In his final word on the class question he says very sen-
sibly : ' Economically, no doubt, there are only two classes,
the rich and the poor, but socially there is a whole hierarchy
of classes, and the manners and traditions learned by each
class in childhood are not only very different but—this is
the essential point—generally persist from birth to death,'

That must be accepted. There is no changing it. But:
'l am implying that different classes must be persuaded
to act together without, for the moment, being asked to drop
their class differences.'

In this last chapter he drives home again and again points
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which seem to him essential: ' Socialism is compatible with
common decency. As for the terribly difficult issue of class-
distinctions, the only possible policy for the moment is to go
easy and not frighten more people than can be helped.'

It is so urgent to him. It is the same in The Lion and the
Unicorn, ' only Socialist nations can fight effectively'.
In 1936, when this book was written, our most urgent fear
was of Fascism in England, as a result of economic collapse.
And this simple, single-minded zealot called out to the
people.

It was a curious sermon to deliver from the end of a non-
existent pier. We wonder at his simplicity, but we are
bound to admire the courage of the preacher as well as the
odd shafts of both common sense and prescience that light up
the chaotic murk of his most disappointing performance.



Chapter Nine

'HOMAGE TO CATALONIA'

IN CONTRAST WITH Wigan Pier, Homage to Catalonia is a
finely shaped book. ' My book about the Spanish Civil
War is, of course, a frankly political book, but in the main

it is written with a certain detachment and regard for form,'
In contrast with Wigan Pier, which is negative and deni-
gratory, Homage to Catalonia expresses Orwell's increasing
belief in man. It can be read as pure autobiography, with
two digressions, and it is in this way that the book will
survive. It is the only tolerable sort of war book, a story of
companionships in arms, and heroism and quixotry, those
things which retain for man a decent place among the beasts.
It is the most important of Orwell's many autobiographical
statements, because it records how he found Communism out,
and it is by far the most pleasant, because it is healthy
and full of spirit.

The Spanish War was the first stand against the totali-
tarians. Orwell had just written in Wigan Pier: ' Fascism
is now an international movement, which means not only
that the Fascist nations can combine for purposes of loot,
but that they are groping, perhaps only half consciously
as yet, towards a world system. For the vision of the
totalitarian state there is being substituted the vision of the
totalitarian world.' Almost as he was writing that, he was
making arrangements to go and observe the first round of the
fight against the totalitarian world. He went to Spain to
write and financed himself by arranging an advance from
Seeker and Warburg for a book on his experiences: ' I
had come to Spain with some notion of writing newspaper

128
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articles, but I had joined the militia almost immediately,
because at that time and in that atmosphere it seemed the
only conceivable thing to do,'

Most Englishmen who went to Spain carried letters from
the Labour Party and joined the International Brigade if
they wanted to fight. Orwell carried letters from the I.L.P.
and therefore joined the P.O.U.M. (Partido Obrero de Unifica-
cion Marxista), a Trotskyite militia. At that time, each
party had its own militia unit.- As a result, his chief impact
with totalitarianism was not with the Mediterranean variety
but with the Russian, because the P.O.U.M. was outlawed
by order of Russia, and his book is an attack on Communism.

It leads directly to Animal Farm and as in both he is
concerned with propaganda, his development a stage further
to 1984 is quite clear. Orwell was first and last a writer
and he looked on politics from a writer's point of view.
Truth and integrity exist for the writer, and from the moment
he came up against totalitarian methods of propaganda in
Spain his whole energies were ranged against this monstrous
falsification of human values. This is why Homage to
Catalonia is the most important of his autobiographies. It
records the experiences which turned his life and turned all
his energies to one end.

The book has another, warmer, religious quality. For
the first time in Orwell's writing human beings are attractive
and admirable. He was inspired from the beginning by
the generosity of ordinary people and ' beyond this, there is
generosity in a deeper sense, a real largeness of spirit'. It
was for Orwell the time and the place together. By the end
of his Spanish escapade he can record ' the whole experience
has left me with not less but more belief in human beings'.
He had been with men at their lowest and best, as fighting
animals, and when he came back to ' the meadow and the
elm ' and ' the deep, deep sleep of England' to record what
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he had experienced, he wrote the most sympathetic of his
full-length books.

The shape of the book is marred by two interpolated
chapters on Communist propaganda. Chapter Five is
about ' the horrors of party politics ' and Chapter Eleven
is an analysis of the lying accounts of the Barcelona fighting
between the official (Russian) Communist party in Spain and
the simpler, idealistic brands. But we should not have the
book without them: ' I happened to know, what very few
people in England had been allowed to know, that innocent
men were being falsely accused. If I had not been angry
about that I should never have written the book.'

These two chapters can be skipped without injury to the
autobiography. At the beginning of Chapter Five he says:
' If you are not interested in the horrors of party politics,
please skip; I am trying to keep the political parts of this
narrative in separate chapters for precisely that purpose.
But at the same time it would be quite impossible to write
about the Spanish War from a purely military angle. It was
above all things a political war.'

The chapters are separated as much as the Appendix on
Newspeak in 1984, and will be examined later in this chapter.
Orwell realized that he was ruining the unity of his book,
but he had to sacrifice that:

. . . it contains a long chapter, full of newspaper quotations
and the like, defending the Trotskyists who were accused of
plotting with Franco. Clearly such a chapter, which after a year
or two would lose its interest for any ordinary reader, must ruin
the book. A critic whom I respect read me a lecture about it.
' Why did you put in all that stuff?' he said. 'You've turned
what might have been a good book into journalism.'
Fortunately, time has disproved that judgement. Most

English books about the Spanish War have suffered the fate
of journalism, but Homage to Catalonia survives, not only as
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the most satisfying English book about that war, but as the
finest self-portrait in the Orwell gallery.

There is another portrait gallery in the book, a gallery
of ghosts, memories of men who had abandoned all they had
and all they could look forward to, impelled by necessity to
fight the political evil that threatened Europe. There are
Englishmen among them. ' The English were an excep-
tionally good crowd, both physically and mentally. Perhaps
the best of the bunch was Bob Smillie—the grandson of the
famous miners' leader—who afterwards died such an evil
and meaningless death in Valencia.'

Smilliewas arrested by the Communists, probably to prevent
his leaving the country and publishing the truth about
Communist suppression of the decent people on the anti-
Fascist side. He was kept incomunicado, and no medical
attention was allowed to such prisoners. It was believed
that he contracted appendicitis and died of peritonitis.

Smillie's death is not a thing I can easily forgive. Here was
this brave and gifted boy, who had thrown up his career at Glas-
gow University in order to come and fight against Fascism,
and who, as I saw for myself, had done his job at the front with
faultless courage and willingness; and all they could find to do
with him was to fling him into jail and let him die like a neglected
criminal.

There are Germans and Italians in the gallery. The book
opens with a casual meeting with an Italian peasant volunteer.
They met in an orderly room, spoke casually, and then:

As we went out he stepped across the room and gripped my
hand very hard. Queer, the affection you can feel for a
stranger ! It was as though his spirit and mine had momentarily
succeeded in bridging the gulf of language and tradition and
meeting in utter intimacy. I hoped he liked me as well as I
liked him. But I also knew that to retain my first impression
of him I must not see him again; and needless to say I never
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did see him again. One was always making contacts of that
kind in Spain.

The most haunting portrait is of Georges Kopp, the Belgian
who was the commandante of Orwell's centuria. We see
him first on his black horse at the head of the ragged column
which was winding its way to the Aragon front. He is in
the best tradition of the European mercenary. In the ' civil'
war in Barcelona later, between the official Communists and
the P.O.U.M., we see his quality. There was a brush between
Kopp's men and the Communist Government Civil Guards.
In the street, hand grenades were going off in a series of
appalling crashes. ' Kopp glanced out of the window,
cocked his stick behind his back, said: " Let us investigate,"
and strolled down the stairs in his usual unconcerned manner,
I following.'

Civil Guards, in a state of funk, were firing at troopers
who were throwing hand grenades at them.

Kopp took in the scene at a glance, pushed his way forward
and hauled back a red-headed German Shock Trooper who was
just drawing the pin out of a bomb with his teeth. He shouted
to everyone to stand back from the doorway, and told us in
several languages that we had got to avoid bloodshed. Then
he stepped out on to the pavement and, in sight of the Civil
Guards, ostentatiously took off his pistol and laid it on the
ground. Two Spanish militia officers did the same, and the
three of them walked slowly up to the doorway where the Civil
Guards were huddling. It was a thing I would not have done
for twenty pounds.

Kopp was of course arrested. His case was hopeless. He
was a brave and gifted soldier who had served the state well.
Under Communism, his fate was certain. Orwell and his
wife visited him in jail.

Kopp elbowed his way through the crowd to meet us. His
plump fresh-coloured face looked much as usual, and in that
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filthy place he had kept his uniform neat and had even con-
trived to shave. There was another officer in the uniform
of the Popular Army among the prisoners. He and Kopp
saluted as they struggled past one another; the gesture was
pathetic, somehow. Kopp seemed in excellent spirits. ' Well,
I suppose we shall all be shot,' he said cheerfully. . . . It is a
terrible thing to see your friend in jail and to know yourself
impotent to help him.

Later, Kopp was placed incomumcado and then disappeared
into a secret prison.

Such stories make the anguish of modern Europe. Until
now, Orwell had lived in Burma, Paris and England in the
comparative ease of an earlier world. Now, he was
startled away from the petty questionings of his earlier
writings and dedicated to the contemporary struggle for
truth.

His struggle was an individual one, as became a writer,
and of all the portraits in the book, that of himself was the
fullest and the best. It was not without its quixotry, both
in its single-mindedness and its charm. His picture of him-
self walking in the streets of Barcelona, fresh from the fighting
in the hills, is in the Quixote tradition: ' My leather jacket
was in tatters, my woollen cap had lost its shape and slid
perpetually over one eye, my boots consisted of very little
beyond splayed-out uppers.'

There, in the hills, he had found happiness that was like
a revelation to him. His mind had been purged by his
fighting experiences. He had been in the trenches with
Europeans, expressing as a volunteer a point of view rather
than resigning himself to a state of affairs, as most soldiers must
do. It was the time and the place together, and the sierras
were a noble setting for his experience. We are reminded
that a portrait of Orwell by El Greco would have been
appropriate.
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In the far distance the monstrous peaks of the Pyrenees, where
the snow never melts, seemed to float upon nothing. Even
down in the plain everything looked dead and bare. The
hills opposite us were grey and wrinkled like the skins of
elephants. Almost always the sky was empty of birds. I
do not think I have ever seen a country where there were so few
birds.

It was splendid, it was serious, it was mad and at times
it was maddeningly pathetic. He has a description of their
march to the trenches. Kopp was at the head of the column,
but the column itself:

You cannot possibly conceive what a rabble we looked. We
straggled along with far less cohesion than a flock of sheep;
before we had gone two miles the rear of the column was out
of sight. And quite half of the so-called men were children
—but I mean literally children, of sixteen years old at the very
most. Yet they were all happy and excited at the prospect
of getting to the front at last. As we neared the line the boys
round the red flag in front began to utter shouts of ' Visca
P.O.U.M. !' ' Fascistas-maricones !' and so forth—shouts
which were meant to be war-like and menacing, but which,
from those childish throats, sounded as pathetic as the cries
of kittens. It seemed dreadful that the defenders of the Re-
public should be this mob of ragged children carrying worn-
out rifles which they did not know how to use.

The reader's eye will rest on four highlights in the self-
portrait. The first is a description of trench fighting,
one of those chapters in an Orwell book in which the pace
quickens into tense narrative. The second is about the
street-fighting in Barcelona. The third is his description of
being wounded, related for the Orwellian reason that it is an
interesting experience. The fourth is about what he and his
wife did to help Georges Kopp, which must have been,
though he nowhere says so, at the greatest possible risk to
both of them. All of them are descriptions of heroic quality,
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told with simplicity and without any posturings of false
modesty. They happened and he describes them as they
happened.

The sally on the enemy trenches gave him the satisfaction
of discovering that he had physical courage. He describes
the action in that detached way of which he was a master and
we read his story as we should read our own reactions. It
is his greatest gift as a prose artist that he makes everything
personal to the reader. Fifteen volunteers were wanted and
Orwell was among them. ' I oiled my ten Mexican car-
tridges [cherished because they would go off], dirtied my
bayonet (the things give your position away if they flash
too much), and packed up a hunk of bread, three inches of
red sausage, and a cigar which my wife had sent from Barce-
lona and which I had been hoarding for a long time.'

It was discovered that there were no white armlets,
which they were going to wear to distinguish them from the
enemy in the half light. A plaintive voice was heard:
' " Couldn't we arrange for the Fascists to wear white armlets
instead?"'

When the action began, the mood and tempo changed.
The leader of the party signalled to Orwell to join him as
they lay in the open in front of the enemy trench. ' I ran
across to him. It meant crossing the line of spouting loop-
holes, and as I went I clapped my left hand to my cheek;
an idiotic gesture—as though one's hand could stop a bullet!
—but I had a horror of being hit in the face,'

In the end, the attack was called off and they made their
way back in a mist. They got completely lost and by good
luck, as they did not have a compass amongst them, they
stumbled on their own trenches. Two of their wounded men
were missing, so five volunteers, Orwell among them, went
out to look for them. The enemy came out after them and
they all bolted back. ' The truth was that our nerves were
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all in pieces. I knew, however, that in a half light one man is
invisible where five are clearly visible, so I went back alone.'

What might have been intolerable bragging, is a good,
absorbing story, told with the air of an honest narrator, who
speaks only the truth. It has the Defoe quality of clear,
simple veracity, and its ending is in that vein:

When I got back to my dug-out the three men I shared it with
were already fast asleep. They had flung themselves down
with all their equipment on and their muddy rifles clutched
against them. Everything was sodden, inside the dug-out as
well as outside. By long searching I managed to collect
enough chips of dry wood to make a tiny fire. Then I smoked
the cigar which I had been hoarding and which, surprisingly
enough, had not got broken during the night.
When he got leave, he went to Barcelona to see his wife,

to have a pair of boots and some clothes made and to buy a
pistol if it was at all possible. In Orwell's militia, volun-
teers got the equipment they wanted by free enterprise or
they went without. As soon as he arrived he found street
fighting was going on between his own militia and the Civil
Guards. He reported at once at his H.Q. without even seeing
his wife. He spent most of his leave on a roof, keeping an
eye on the Civil Guard on the next roof, and alternately
' marvelling at the folly' of this squabble and reading Pen-
guins. Once, the Civil Guard fired:

' Hi! don't shoot at us!'
'What?'
' Don't you fire at us or we'll fire back!'
' No, no! I wasn't firing at you. Look—down there! . . .'
He made the anti-Fascist salute which I returned. I shouted

across:
' Have you got any more beer left? '
' No, it's all gone,'

Later, circumstances made it necessary to prepare an
attack on the Civil Guards next door. Volunteers were
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called for and Orwell, as usual, was among them. He
describes it in his bald way:

I was in a ghastly frame of mind and dog-tired after about
sixty hours without much sleep. It was now late into the
night. People were sleeping all over the floor behind the
barricade downstairs. Upstairs there was a small room,
with a sofa in it, which we intended to use as a dressing-station,
though, needless to say, we had discovered that there was
neither iodine nor bandages in the building. My wife had
come down from the hotel in case a nurse should be needed.
I lay down on the sofa, feeling that I would like half an hour's
rest before the attack on the ' Moka', in which I would pre-
sumably be killed.

He fell asleep and his wife woke him next morning. The
attack was off. An armistice of a few hours followed but
fighting broke out again. ' I went back to my post on the
roof with a feeling of concentrated fury and disgust. When
you are taking part in events like these you are, I suppose,
in a small way, making history, and you ought by rights to
feel like an historical character. But you never do. . . .'

It was just that ability to be ordinary that was Orwell's
great power and it was because he could retell his thoughts
and experiences in prose as clear as a window pane that his
book is, as Lionel Trilling says, ' one of the important
documents of our time '. It is a record of personal reactions
to outrageous political situations.

He played the thing through to the end, all his energies
furiously involved. Six rifles had to be got from his rooftop
across the street to the P.O.U.M. armoury. Carrying arms in
the street was now illegal. Orwell and a Spanish boy stuck
them down their trousers and walked straight-legged across
the street. A ridiculous ending, but it was his way to see
a thing through and being ludicrous did not matter.

The story of how he was wounded is told with the same
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detachment. Orwell was an observer and he was just as
interested in observing himself as anything else. Much of
his writing has that quality of cold, tense, alert observation
which we all experience in watching our own actions in
critical moments.

He was hit at five o'clock one morning while he was talking
to sentries before changing the guard. The sniper got him
in the neck. Orwell's comment is inevitable. ' The whole
experience of being hit by a bullet is very interesting and
I think it is worth describing in detail.' His first thought
was the natural one: ' This ought to please my wife, I
thought; she had always wanted me to be wounded, which
would save me from being killed when the great battle came.'

Then he gathered from what his companions were saying
that the bullet had gone clean through his neck. He felt
sure then that he was done for. ' And that too is interesting
—I mean it is interesting to know what your thoughts would
be at such a time.' And then comes another of those per-
fectly ordinary remarks that strike an echo in the heart of
every reader:

' My first thought, conventionally enough, was for my wife.
My second was a violent resentment at having to leave this
world which, when all is said and done, suits me so well,'

Mark that ' suits me so well'. A Fascist bullet in the
ice-cold dawn of the Spanish mountains showed him that the
peace of mind he had been looking for was found; and found
among the oddest lot of soldiers that ever shivered in all
the wars of Europe. Then his arm began to hurt, and this
reassured him for he knew that his sensations would not
become more acute if he were dying. As they carried him :
' The leaves of the silver poplars which, in places, fringed
our trenches brushed against my face; I thought what a
good thing it was to be alive in a world where silver poplars
grow.'
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Later, in hospital, two Spanish boys who had served
under him turned up and very shyly left him some tobacco.
He discovered later that each had left him a full week's
ration.

Eventually, when he got out of hospital, he was able to
return to Barcelona. A political pogrom was on. The
Communists had outlawed the P.O.U.M. and were arresting
any they found, so that they could not escape the country to let
the news out or return to the front to tell their comrades.

Orwell could not stay in his wife's hotel. All hotels had to
report arrivals to the authorities. Fortunately, the chase
was inefficient and haphazard and by sleeping out at night
and keeping to the prosperous residential part of the town by
day and feeding in expensive restaurants, he was safe. His
wife was equally in danger. The secret police had invaded
her bedroom in the small hours one morning before Orwell's
arrival and gone through all their papers. It was safer for
her to stay on at the hotel, as she was probably being used as
a decoy duck, and if she attempted to leave she would have
been arrested.

The only thing to do was to get out of Spain if they could.
So on the first morning they went to the British Consulate
to get their passports in order and in the afternoon they went
to the jail to see Kopp. Kopp hoped they would smuggle
out a letter for him and post it to the military authorities.
This letter was his only hope, as it was a plea to get back
from the police a letter addressed to ' the colonel command-
ing engineering operations in the Army of the East'. If
only it could be got back from the police, Kopp felt, it would
make all the difference.

' But it was obviously quicker and surer to go in person.
I left my wife with Kopp, rushed out and, after a long search,
found a taxi. I knew that time was everything. It was
now about half past five, the colonel would probably leave
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his office at six, and by tomorrow the letter might be God
knew where,'

Orwell found the office and was granted a hearing. His
voice was now a mere squeak after his wound, but he managed
to tell his story. ' Then came the question I was dreading:
" This Major Kopp—what force was he serving in? "

'The terrible word had to come out: "In the P.O.U.M.
militia."

'"P.O.U.M.!"
' I wish I could convey to you the shocked alarm in his

voice.'
Of course it came out that Orwell himself had served in

the P.O.U.M. He thought it was all up. He would be arres-
ted at once. But the little officer took him along to the Police
H.Q. and got the letter. Could they get Kopp released,
Orwell asked him, as they stood among the ' police narks,
informers and spies of every kind ' who were hanging about.
The only possible answer was given him: the proper en-
quiries would be made.

There was no more to be said; it was time to part. Both
of us bowed slightly. And then there happened a strange
and moving thing. The little officer hesitated a moment, then
stepped across and shook hands with me.

I do not know if I can bring home to you how deeply that
action touched me.
It was the gesture of the world to the English eccentric.

Orwell could not feel as the little officer felt about his cour-
ageous action for his friend. He was under the compulsion
of his character and training. Reflecting on it, Orwell
remarks that Spaniards' have, there is no doubt, a generosity,
a species of nobility, that do not belong to the twentieth
century'. Which very likely was what the Spaniard was
recognizing in Orwell.

The book is thus built of generous incidents, so that while
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it exposes Communism it also suggests the answer. For
Communism is selfish in that it forces every man to be secret
in himself, whereupon the self atrophies. Communism,
which at many stages seems to be generous and friendly,
always seems to get to a stage where generosity and that well-
ing up of human feeling, which is the prime mordant in
all human society, completely disappears. So the answer
to Communism is unselfishness and generosity of mind.

Orwell made many gestures in his life, but here he records
instinctive action in the face of danger. He behaves like
Flory in Burmese Days. In a crisis demanding physical
action, instinctively he did what was appropriate. He went
to Barcelona to be a war journalist, and at once joined the
fighting forces. In the trenches, he volunteered for the
attack and to rescue the wounded. He risked his life to try
to save Georges Kopp. In each case he did what was appro-
priate. Reflection leads us back to what he had to say in
Wigan Pier about the development of machinery threatening
the virtues we most admire. The Socialist paradise would
seem to deprive us of our true estate of man, for there will
be no place in it for courage and generosity of mind. In
this book, Lollard Orwell preached his sermon by giving a
simple, unashamed account of what he did.

' ' ' ' '
The two political chapters, five and eleven, are quite

apart from the rest of the book. At the beginning of the
fifth chapter he says: ' I am trying to keep the political
parts of this narrative in separate chapters . . . it would be
quite impossible to write about the Spanish War from a
purely military angle. It was above all things a political
war.'

In effect, the two chapters are Orwell's first essays at
analysing totalitarian abuse of truth and language in
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propaganda. They are the first pieces in the series which
leads to the postscript on Newspeak in 1984.

This is not to deny their autobiographical interest. These
are the chapters, he has told us, which impelled him to write
the book, and they mark a turning point in his development.

When I came to Spain, and for some time afterwards, I was not
only uninterested in the political situation but unaware of it.
. . . If you had asked me why I had joined the militia I should
have answered: ' To fight against Fascism,' and if you had
asked me what I was fighting for, I should have answered:
' Common decency,'

Which is precisely his outlook in Wigan Pier. Later on,
he says that in the beginning: ' the political side of the war
bored me', but throughout a long winter: 'I found
myself in the middle of a political discussion that practically
never ended.'

This prepared him for the detached examination which
he was bound by his nature to make, once he had been
brought sharply up against what was going on in the street
fighting in Barcelona and the subsequent imprisonment of
his friends.

The fifth chapter therefore is an explanation of the political
forces which directed the fighting or the lack of fighting in
the Spanish War. The key to it all is this: '. . . among
the parties on the Government side the Communists stood
not upon the extreme Left, but upon the extreme right. . . .
In reality it was the Communists above all others who pre-
vented revolution in Spain,'

He points out that the war was a triangular struggle.
Franco organized a military mutiny, backed by the feudal
elements in Spain. The reaction came from the workers,
organized in their trade unions, and the liberal bourgeoisie.
This differentiated the Franco coup from the usual totalitarian
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movement because the liberal bourgeoisie are ' the very
people who are the supporters of Fascism when it appears in
a more modern form'.

The reaction to Franco's coup was not a Government re-
sponse in defence. The Government was supine. It was
an attempted revolution by the workers, who seized arms
and manned the barricades. The revolution went further
in Catalonia than elsewhere, and there it took on the appear-
ance of a starry-eyed egalitarian people's republic, where all
men were equal and none were more equal than others.

The thing that had happened in Spain was, in fact, not
merely a civil war, but the beginning of a revolution.

The Communist party threw its whole weight against the
revolution. By the end of 1936 the Communists had the
balance of power on the Government side. ' Consequently
the Russians were in a position to dictate terms.' The
workers' militias were broken up in the name of military
efficiency, the weapons went only to the Communists, and the
middle classes rallied to the Communists because they seemed
to offer efficiency.

The Communist line was directed, as always, by the needs
of Russia at the moment. She was in alliance with France,
who did not want revolution in Spain and would do anything
to avoid it in Spanish Morocco. Russia needed the French
alliance at that time, and ' the alliance is of little use to
Russia unless French capitalism is strong'.

Orwell paraphrases the Communist propaganda line thus:

At present nothing matters except winning the war; without
victory in the war all else is meaningless. Therefore this is
not the moment to talk of pressing forward with the revolution.
We can't afford to alienate the peasants by forcing collectiviza-
tion upon them, and we can't afford to frighten the middle
classes who were fighting on our side. Above all for the sake
of efficiency we must do away with revolutionary chaos. We
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must have a strong central government in place of local com-
mittees, and we must have a properly trained and fully mili-
tarized army under a unified command.

All this appealed to Orwell. If he was going to fight
he would prefer decent discipline and equipment. It was
a practical policy for the military situation. ' On paper
the Communist case was a good one.' For a long time it was
his intention to transfer as soon as possible to the Interna-
tional Brigade, because it could fight efficiently. ' I was
sick of the inaction on the Aragon front and chiefly conscious
that I had not done my fair share of the fighting.' In the
eleventh chapter he tells how he realized that the Communists
were humbugging.

Towards the end of the fifth chapter he has some bitter
things to say about journalists and propagandists, very
reminiscent of C. E. Montague, very significant in his own
development. For Orwell developed by hard personal ex-
perience and grew in stature as a writer not by study but by
living and looking. These outbursts are very interesting, as
he would say, and worth examining.

One of the most horrible features of war is that all war-pro-
paganda, all the screaming and lies and hatred, comes invariably
from people who are not fighting . . .

One of the dreariest effects of this war has been to teach
me that the Left-wing press is every bit as spurious and dishonest
as that of the Right. . . .

It is the same in all wars; the soldiers do the fighting, the
journalists do the shouting, and no true patriot ever gets near a
front-line trench, except on the briefest propaganda tours. . . .

As far as the journalistic part of it went, this war was a racket
like all the other wars.

All these commonplaces hit him later. Meantime, he was
at the front, fighting for liberty, justice and common decency.
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Making a gesture in Europe, after his experiences in search
of Wigan Pier. ' I was breathing the air of equality, and I
was simple enough to imagine that it existed all over Spain.'
Simple enough to imagine that mankind will permit it to
exist at all.

The eleventh chapter is about the civil war within the
civil war in Barcelona between 3 and 6 May, 1937, when the
Communists seized the telephone exchange and the workers
rose against them. It appears to have been nothing more
than a riot of the kind that can take place in any southern
city between violent factions, religious or political. It was
a stage in the taking over by the Communists from the revolu-
tionaries. The telephone exchange was taken over in the
name of efficiency and trouble was expected. No troops
had been drafted in to deal with it and probably neither
side foresaw the seriousness of the outbreak. It was estimated
that 400 were killed, and 1,000 wounded.

Orwell tries to give an objective account of what happened.
Anyone who has been in a city during a riot knows how
difficult this is, and Orwell says at the end of his account:
' I must inevitably have made mistakes in fact, not only
here but in other places of this narrative. It is very difficult
to write accurately about the Spanish War, because of the
lack of non-propagandist documents. I warn everyone
against my bias, and I warn everyone against my mistakes.'

He then turns to the press and propaganda versions of
what happened. He does not concern himself with the
obvious difficulty of the most conscientious reporter, except
to quote one and show how he was all adrift because he had
to rely upon the Ministry of Propaganda. The trouble
with newspapers is that their correspondents have to get
their stories at once and with the air of authority. History
built up on press reports would be very odd.

Orwell is really concerned with the Communist press and
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propaganda line. He was writing in 1937 before Com-
munism had decisively debunked itself in all press and pro-
paganda work and he was deeply shocked by the callous
calculating falsehoods and misrepresentations that were put
about with such persistent energy.

He quotes the Daily Worker again and again as employing
the now familiar trick of righteously accusing your enemy
of doing what in fact you are doing yourself. Thus, the
tiresomely idealist P.O.U.M. were called Fascist, and the non-
Communist workers were accused of attacking the telephone
exchange which they had always operated and in which they
were now attacked.

All this is commonplace now, even in English politics.
Since he wrote, war has debauched truth. At the end he says:
' I believe that libels and press campaigns of this kind,
and the habits of mind they indicate, are capable of doing
the most deadly damage . . .' That is something of which
we should all remind ourselves regularly. He completes
his sentence: ' to the anti-Fascist cause'. Even then, sub-
stituting ' totalitarian ' for the fading ' Fascist', it is salutary
advice. But in its context Orwell is writing, as in Wigan
Pier, to purify the Left and make it strong against its
enemies. It was purification by unwelcome exposure.

The Communists hold that Fascism can be beaten by alliance
with sections of the capitalist class (the Popular Front); their
opponents hold that this manoeuvre simply gives Fascism new
breeding grounds. The question has got to be settled; to
make the wrong decision may be to land ourselves in for cen-
turies of semi-slavery.

That statement is heavily stamped with its date. We were
all slow to learn that the first totalitarianism was always the
most ruthless of them.

We respect the patience and detachment and the intellec-
tual brilliance that went to the composition of these two
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chapters, but he is teaching what we have learned to the point
of nausea by now. Their real interest is in Orwell's develop-
ment. They are the source of Animal Farm and Newspeak.
From now on, Orwell was acutely aware of what propaganda
could do.

' ' ' ' '

Six years later, Orwell published a long essay called
Looking Back on the Spanish War. He recalled first the
physical memories ' the smells and the surfaces of things '.
He discussed atrocity propaganda stories. He added another
sketch on trench warfare. He described at length the nature
of the war propaganda on both sides.

I saw great battles reported where there had been no fighting,
and complete silence where hundreds of men had been killed.
I saw troops who had been fighting bravely denounced as
cowards and traitors; and others who had never seen a shot
fired hailed as the heroes of imaginary victories . . .

By this time he had been working in the B.B.C. and was
aware of the mechanical possibilities of propaganda. He saw
that means were now available to distort the truth completely
and for ever. A new moral horror had arrived in the world.
' This kind of thing is frightening to me, because it often
gives me the feeling that the very concept of objective
truth is fading out of the world,'

This is a real possibility and we must all be watchful
all the time how propaganda is being used. No power is
greater or more corrupting. We tend to accept what is
offered as naturally as we absorb oxygen. We are more
and more deprived of the peace and privacy in which decency
and common sense can prevail and in which the critical
spirit can remain alert. The problem absorbed Orwell's
energies from this time on. He found that he believed in
the enquiring spirit of man, the natural and unquenchable
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instinct of mankind to seek the truth as a plant seeks the light.
His idiosyncracy was that he believed this instinct was
most healthy in the ordinary man; the Italian peasant he
met in the Barcelona barracks, the working man of Catalonia,
the proles of London in 1984. ' The struggle of the work-
ing class is like the growth of a plant. The plant is blind
and stupid, but it knows enough to keep pushing upwards
towards the light, and it will do this in the face of endless
discouragements.'

The common people were tough and too simple to be
discouraged. The ' intellectuals ' had no pith, no fibre.

They are far-sighted enough to see the odds against them,
and moreover they can be bribed. . . . With the working class
it is the other way about. Too ignorant to see through the
trick that is being played on them, they easily swallow the
promises of Fascism, yet sooner or later they always take up
the struggle again.

We have to remember that Orwell equated the ' intellec-
tual ' exclusively with those writers, journalists among them,
who are perfectly happy to live the London life. He had
no other regular contact with professional men.

Like so many expensively educated Socialists, the working
man so distant and so enchanting was his particular joy. He
was absorbed in the struggle to get him his share of the
comforts which can now be available for all. At the end of
this essay he recalls his Italian peasant militiaman:

When I remember—oh, how vividly!—his shabby uniform
and fierce, pathetic, innocent face, the complex side-issues
of the war seem to fade away and I see clearly that there was
at any rate no doubt as to who was in the right. In spite
of power politics and journalistic lying, the central issue of
the war was the attempt of people like this to win the decent
life which they knew to be their birthright.
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Again, as in the peroration to the war pamphlet, The Lion
and the Unicorn, he rises to a fine enthusiasm of belief in the
common man.

The question is very simple. Shall people like that Italian
soldier be allowed to live the decent, fully human life which is
now technically achievable, or sha'n't they? Shall the common
man be pushed back into the mud, or shall he not? I myself
believe, perhaps on insufficient grounds, that the common man
will win his fight sooner or later, but I want it to be sooner
and not later. . . .

He ends his essay in verses addressed to his Italian, street
ballad stuff which again rises at the end to a sudden credo,
which embraces the universe in its confidence in the shape
of things to come. Nothing can destroy the spirit of man.
These are the most warming words Orwell wrote, because
they are what we all long to believe, and belief came to
Orwell after a long and weary journey.

But the thing that I saw in your face
No power can disinherit:
No bomb that ever burst
Shatters the crystal spirit.

This is the final answer to the totalitarians. The spirit
of man will survive all the tribulations which the scientists
work so feverishly to heap upon us.

It may seem irrational to hope that the human spirit can
survive what propaganda can do to the many, what chemicals
can do to the individual and what the atom bomb can do to us
all. But we must believe that it can, if we are going to
survive and remain sane. Orwell's belief in the common
people receives its justification here. For all the people
cannot be debauched by propaganda or drugged into inanity
or destroyed by the bombs the scientists are at such pains to
evolve. Some must survive and the generations return to
sanity.



Chapter Ten

' COMING UP FOR AIR'

WHEN HE RETURNED from Catalonia, he resumed the
pattern of living he had worked out for himself.
He kept chickens, grew vegetables and wrote.

I cannot honestly say that I have done anything except
write books and raise hens and vegetables in Hertfordshire,'
he wrote in 1939, and added: ' Outside my work, the thing
I care most about is gardening, especially vegetable garden-
ing.'

That is the good life on the classical pattern, and out
of it came a third London novel, a much better one than the
earlier two. As usual, the plot was a frame for ideas and
not for the evolution of characters. It was already implicit
in his contract with his public that it should be so. He
was writing for a young generation which thirsted for
ideas.

Coming Up for Air has two themes: jerry building and
all that it implied between the wars; and a warning that war
was near and that after the war would be the deluge. The
warning of war connects closely with the ending of Homage
to Catalonia:

. . . the green bosoms of the elms, the larkspurs in the cot-
tage gardens; and then the huge peaceful wilderness of outer
London, the barges on the miry river, the familiar streets, the
posters telling of cricket matches and Royal weddings, the men
in bowler hats, the pigeons in Trafalgar Square, the red buses,
the blue policemen—all sleeping the deep, deep sleep of Eng-
land, from which I sometimes fear that we shall never wake till
we are jerked out of it by the roar of bombs.

150
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After that, the warning theme of war was almost inevitable
in his next novel. It is skilfully managed as a secondary
theme, for Orwell presents it as a subconscious worry which
rises by association to the conscious level of the narrator's
mind.

The main theme gives Orwell every opportunity to enjoy
himself in his own special way. Building Societies are
attacked, new suburbs are described, the domination of worry
and fear in the minds of suburban dwellers is analysed, the
drowning of an Oxfordshire village in a rash of red building
forms the climax. As the whole tenor of life in redbrick
England is uncertainty and insecurity, the two themes are
connected, and the threat of imminent war is only the last
factor in sustaining what is a perpetual state of fear.

The story is managed in the framework of a suburban
family in their suburban home. We see them only at the
opening and at the end, each time in an atmosphere of comic
caricature. Within this framework, the story develops in
space and time. This is new in Orwell, and it is a notable
extension of his power, to be able to sink back through a
generation and rouse in the reader precisely those nostalgic
memories which he has been accustomed to get from earlier
novelists like H. G. Wells.

The story is told in the first person and the story-teller
is designed to assist the comic atmosphere. He is a fat man,
very garrulous, a little apologetic and with that touch of the
pathetic which is the quiddity of the humour of fat men;
George Bowling, an insurance company inspector, the
countryman who has nailed himself down in a London
suburb. He realizes what has happened to him and he has
come to the middle forties when some men make a last
struggle to escape. The idiom and vocabulary of the
insurance agent are well maintained and agreeable and if at
times the dry voice of Orwell the preacher echoes, a word
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or a phrase is introduced which restores the convention, and
George Bowling is heard again.

It was an interesting decision of Orwell's to employ, as
it were, an intermediary in this novel. Telling the story
in the first person is very apt for the themes. The reader
sympathizes with the suburban dweller, and the basic worry
of war and the aftermath could not have been dealt with in a
better way. It appears and reappears in the pattern of
garrulity. The limitations of the direct narration method
are entirely appropriate to Orwell's theme. We agree to
accept a partial and biased picture, to listen to a man whose
most attractive qualities are cheerfulness and a fair store of
common sense.

Coming Up for Air is technically Orwell's most competent
performance in novel form. He has planned out the story,
with its didactic themes, to the right length without any
loosely attached episodes. He is able to use a conversational
pastiche to ' style ' the novel which is appropriate to the
story and the themes. The style is homogeneous and the
narrative runs more evenly than before, the conversational
method giving a slight rise of temperature which supplies
an embracing warmth to prose which is not even now narra-
tive. It is good description, well-managed talk; only the
magic of story-telling is missing.

The style gives us the central character. The verisimili-
tude of the prose pastiche makes him not only a fat man but a
real round man. We can follow the unity of the book
further. The style gives us George Bowling, and given
George Bowling the plot rises and takes shape and propor-
tion. He was the son of a country shopkeeper, became a
grocer's assistant and when the war came joined up and got a
commission. In this way he was promoted to insurance
and the suburbs, plus a suburban wife with tremulous
tatters of gentility still about her. This man is going
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to tell a story which is to illustrate the red rash building
and the imminence of another war; and the despair of all
hope of a good society when that war ends.

The story is told in four parts. The first provides
the setting and states the themes. The second is the slip
back through time and space to give the narrator and his
story dimension. The third part observes two typical
reactions to contemporary European politics; first of all,
the reactions of a professional left-wing lecturer and then
those of a schoolmaster. These are mere morality figures,
representing Political Thought and Culture in England.
The fourth part is the climax; disillusionment about escape,
either from the red rash or from war. In the dinouement,
the narrator slips back into his setting and the story ends in
the lugubrious comedy of his wife's nagging.

The opening of the book is gay and garish. Orwell's
detestation of London shines in his descriptions and all
of them are nightmares. But it is in recollection that the
bitterness is realized. We read the swift setting of the
scene and sketching in of character very easily. In a brief
opening scene we meet George Bowling with his wife and
children in their suburban house. The main theme is
introduced :

You know how these streets fester all over the inner-outer
suburbs. Always the same. Long, long rows of little semi-
detached houses—the numbers in Ellesmere Road run to 212
and ours is 191—as much alike as council houses and generally
uglier. The stucco front, the creosoted gate, the privet hedge,
the green front door. The Laurels, the Myrtles, the Hawthorns,
Mon Abri, Mon Repos, Belle Vue.

That is the first theme—the ugly spreading rash that has
ruined England. The second theme, the state of mind of the
occupants of these houses, follows:
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. . . what is a road like Ellesmere Road? Just a prison with
the cells all in a row. A line of semi-detached torture-chambers
where the poor little five-to-ten-pound-a-weekers quake and
shiver, every one of them with the boss twisting his tail and the
wife riding him like a nightmare and the kids sucking his blood
like leeches.

Soon after that there is a flick at the power which has
brought all this horror into being up and down the land:

Building Societies are probably the cleverest racket of modern
times. My own line, insurance, is a swindle I admit, but it's
an open swindle with the cards on the table. But the beauty
of the building society swindles is that your victims think
you're doing them a kindness. . . .

As a matter of fact, in Ellesmere Road we don't own our
houses, even when we've finished paying for them. They're
not freehold, only leasehold. They're priced at five-fifty,
payable over a period of sixteen years, and they're a class
of house which, if you bought them for cash down, would cost
round about three-eighty. That represents a profit of a
hundred and seventy for the Cheerful Credit, but needless to
say the Cheerful Credit makes a lot more out of it than that.
Three-eighty includes the builder's profit, but the Cheerful
Credit, under the name of Wilson and Bloom, builds the houses
itself and scoops the builder's profit. All it has to pay for is
the materials. But it also scoops the profit on the materials,
because under the name of Brookes and Scatterby it sells itself
the bricks, tiles, doors, window-frames, sand, cement, and, I
think, glass.

The customers of the Cheerful Credit live in fear: fear of
not being able to pay the monthly dues on the house, fear of
losing their jobs. '. . . we're all in the middle of paying
for our houses and eaten up with the ghastly fear that some-
thing might happen before we've made the last payment....'

The fear of the grocer's assistant: ' The customer is
always right. The thing you can see in his face is mortal
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dread that you might report him for impertinence and get
him sacked. Besides, how's he to know you aren't one of the
narks the company sends round? Fear! We swim in it.
It's our element.'

In Section Four of the first part the other fear appears,
the fear which is the second main theme of the novel. The
shadow of a bombing plane travels over George Bowling's
suburban train. ' One of the commercials cocked his eye at
it just for a second. I know what he was thinking,' And
the fear flits in and out of his consciousness as his garrulous
monologue proceeds, until attention is drawn to it by the
dramatic questioning at the end:

Miles and miles of streets, fried-fish shops, tin chapels, picture
houses, little printing-shops up back alleys, factories, blocks of
flats, whelk stalls, dairies, power stations—on and on and on.
Enormous! And the peacefulness of it! Like a great wilder-
ness with no wild beasts. No guns firing, nobody chucking
pineapples, nobody beating anybody else up with a rubber
truncheon. If you come to think of it, in the whole of England
at this moment there probably isn't a single bedroom window
from which anyone's firing a machine-gun.

But how about five years from now? Or two years? Or
one year?

And immediately he takes us into these streets and we
enjoy again the virtuosity of his contemptuous exposures:

Everything slick and shiny and streamlined; mirrors, enamel
and chromium plate whichever direction you look in. Every-
thing spent on the decorations and nothing on the food. No
real food at all . . . everything made out of something else.
Celluloid, rubber, chromium-steel everywhere, arc-lamps
blazing all night, glass roofs over your head, radios all playing
the same tune, no vegetation left, everything cemented over,
mock turtles grazing under the neutral fruit-trees.

The worst nightmare of London is the crowds, and they
come into all the London novels ' with that inane fixed
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expression on their faces that people have in London streets '.
It is in such a crowd in the Strand, in sweet contentment after
a couple of pints of beer, that George Bowling enjoys
nostalgic remembrance of things past, induced by some
chance sight or smell, and the garrulity of the narrator is
channelled into reminiscences of childhood.

So Part One ends by leading into Part Two, which is a
remembrance of things past from early childhood to the
present, so that the third part can begin on the evening of the
day on which the story opens. This long second part is
Orwell's only experiment in time. Habitually a documentary
writer, he is usually concerned with the present and the
problem of making the ordinary present into a surprise.
Now, when he slips back through time to a childhood in the
'nineties (which is strangely like a childhood in the next
decade when Orwell was a child), he enjoys a great success.
Many novelists and autobiographers have given us the
atmosphere and it is paying Orwell a considerable compli-
ment to say that he catches the nostalgic atmosphere of the
Autobiography of H. G. Wells. Building up a whole series
of significant detail, so that we marvel that anyone should
remember so precisely the little things of our generation's
childhood, he takes us deep and straight, back to the century's
first decade and celebrates its security and peace. Perhaps
every generation is as safely happy as this: ' the soft feeling
of summer all round you, the geranium in the window, a
starling cooing somewhere, and myself under the table with
the 8.O.P., making believe the tablecloth is a tent.'

Probably every generation remembers from childhood ' the
heat coming out of the earth . . . and the warm greeny light
coming through the hazel boughs'; and probably many
children still know the things to be eaten from the hedgerows
that Orwell so knowledgeably records. ' In July there were
dewberries—but they're very rare—and the blackberries
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were getting red enough to eat. In September there were
sloes and hazelnuts. . . .'

And so on. On the next page there is an even more
remarkable description, which will strike a chord of memory
in every fifty-year-old bosom. It is a description of a
sweet-shop window:

You could buy things worth having for a farthing in those
days. Most sweets were four ounces a penny, and there was
even some stuff called Paradise Mixture, mostly broken sweets
from other bottles, which was six. Then there were Farthing
Everlastings, which were a yard long and couldn't be finished
inside half an hour. . . . There was a kind of flat white sweet
with mottoes printed on them, and also a kind of sticky pink
stuff in an oval matchwood box with a tiny spoon to eat it with,
which cost a halfpenny. Both of those have disappeared . . .
and even Hundreds and Thousands you hardly ever see. Hun-
dreds and Thousands were a great standby when you'd only a
farthing.

A little later, the eternal cry of the adult of those days
is heard: ' Don't!' ' Practically everything worth doing
was forbidden' and all unusual kinds of food were ' either
poisonous or " bad for you " '. Anyone who knew Orwell
will remember how avidly he collected scraps of ancient
belief like this :

Raw potatoes were deadly poison, and so were mushrooms
unless you bought them at the greengrocer's. Raw goose-
berries gave you colic and raw raspberries gave you skin-rash.
If you had a bath after a meal you died of cramp, if you cut
yourself between the thumb and forefinger you got lockjaw,
and if you washed your hands in the water eggs were boiled
in you got warts.
There is no doubt about the nostalgic quality of all these

scraps and their power to carry us back. It is all quite
brilliantly done, and he expands one subject into a documen-
tary to cover a decade. He has to cover forty years, and the
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gangling years of youth flit by in a documentary on fishing.
Orwell discloses a minute knowledge of the mystery. When
choosing bait for coarse fishing:

Grasshoppers are about the best bait there is, especially for
chub. You stick them on a hook without any shot and just
flick them to and fro on the surface—' dapping J, they call it.
But you can never get more than two or three grasshoppers
at a time. Greenbottle flies, which are also damned difficult
to catch, are the best bait for dace, especially on clear days.
You want to put them on the hook alive, so that they wriggle,

It is all very gay; the old querulousness has gone. He
indulges in sentiment and does it very well, and for a purpose:

I am sentimental about my childhood—not my own particular
childhood, but the civilization which I grew up in and which
is now, I suppose, just about at its last kick. And fishing
is somehow typical of that civilization. As soon as you think
of fishing you think of things that don't belong to the modern
world. The very idea of sitting all day under the willow tree
beside a quiet pool—and being able to find a quiet pool to sit
beside—belongs to the time before the war, before the radio,
before aeroplanes, before Hitler.

It points the contrast between a world now gone when men
were free to fish and be at peace; and the rankled spirits
in our present discontents ' . . . in this particular age and
this particular country—we don't do what we want to do'.
It is this documentary on fishing, Orwell's favourite pastime,
which explains his special affection for the novel.

The next section of Part Two, Section Six, is almost a
first draft of his famous essay on Boys' Weeklies. Every
generation has its typical boys' reading, and Orwell's boy-
hood came in this era:

I'm lying on my belly with Chums open in front of me. . . .
I'm twelve years old, but I'm Donovan the Dauntless. Two
thousand miles up the Amazon I've just pitched my tent, and
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the roots of the mysterious orchid that blooms once in a hundred
years are safe in the tin box under my camp bed. . . . I'm up
the Amazon, and it's bliss, pure bliss.

He uses reading again to give the sense of period in Section
Eight, exploiting his own very wide reading in the drivel of
the century for the purpose of placing his character and giving
him some excuse for being able to write. After the Silas
Hockings and the Stratton Porters, George Bowling went
much further and ' began to distinguish between tripe and
not-tripe':

I got hold of Lawrence's Sons and Lovers and sort of half-
enjoyed it, and I got a lot of kick out of Oscar Wilde's Dorian
Gray and Stevenson's New Arabian Nights. Wells was the
author who made the biggest impression on me. I read George
Moore's Esther Waters and liked it, and I tried several of
Hardy's novels and always got stuck about half way through.
I even had a go at Ibsen, who left me with a vague impression
that in Norway it's always raining.

He uses his material admirably. Sweet are the uses
of nostalgia. His purpose appears in Section Seven. It is
to show the world of contrast between pre-1914 days and
now: it is a psychological change. Partly, it is personal.
The age of fear is middle age; but there is more than that.
The old order has changed, giving place to a material acqui-
sitiveness in which there is no peace and much fear. The
virtue by which society coheres is altruism and that is not
much known. It was probably not recognized then, and
what the ordinary man rather unconsciously possessed was:

A feeling of security, even when they weren't secure. More
exactly, it was a feeling of continuity. All of them knew
they'd got to die, and I suppose a few of them knew they were
going to go bankrupt, but what they didn't know was that the
order of things could change. . . . Their good and evil would
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remain good and evil. They didn't feel the ground they stood
on shifting under their feet.

He describes in a phrase the waste land in which we sur-
vive. He says George Bowling's father and mother ' never
lived to know that everything they'd believed in was just
so much junk '. The ninth section gives George Bowling's
own feeling of insecurity when he came out of the war; the
feelings of a young working-class man who had improved
his status by war service; the fear that lived in England all
through the Depression:

And what are the realities of modern life ? Well, the chief
one is an everlasting, frantic struggle to sell things. With
most people it takes the form of selling themselves—that's to
say, getting a job and keeping it. I suppose there hasn't been
a single month since the war, in any trade you care to name, in,
which there weren't more men than jobs. It's brought a
peculiar, ghastly feeling into life.

George Orwell had certainly declassed himself sufficiently
to understand the nature of this fear. The tenth section
brings George Bowling back to his home in Ellesmere Road,
to his wife and family. But first Orwell describes the in-
security of the genteel poor, of the class from which he himself
sprang:

In families like that, which live on tiny pensions and annuities
—that's to say on incomes which never get bigger and generally
get smaller—there's more sense of poverty, more crust-wiping
and looking twice at sixpence, than you'd find in any farm-
labourer's family, let alone a family like mine.

George Bowling is speaking of his wife's family, and he
goes on to describe her two women friends. Orwell is
determined not to be carried away by seriousness, and they
restore the comic mood entirely and serve to bridge the
history with Part Three. In Orwell's gallery of London
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caricatures, these two ladies, Mrs Wheeler and Miss Minns,
represent suburban gentility in poverty.

And the times they've had together, these three! Sometimes
I've almost envied them. Mrs Wheeler is the leading spirit.
You couldn't name a kind of idiocy that she hasn't dragged
them into at one time or another. Anything from theosophy
to cat's-cradle, provided you can do it on the cheap. For
months they went in for the food crank business. ... Of
course this appealed to Hilda, who immediately began starving
herself. She'd have tried it on me and the kids as well, only I
put my foot down.

These ladies discover all the free lectures, and they take
George Bowling to a Left Book Club lecture, which serves to
introduce the war theme which fills the third part of the book.
Two more characters are introduced to illustrate those
aspects of the war theme which Orwell wants to stress. The
first is the Left Book Club lecturer, the second the retired
public-school master, the old Oxford man. The lecturer is at
the mercy of the mass hysteria he goes about trying to raise.
The schoolmaster is withdrawn from any feeling of the present,
secure in the secular calm of his classical texts.

The lecture seems to be included so that Orwell can talk
about propaganda and the stirring up of hatred as part of his
war theme.

It's a ghastly thing, really, to have a sort of human barrel-
organ shouting propaganda at you by the hour. The same
thing over and over again. Hate, hate, hate. Let's all get
together and have a good hate. Over and over. It gives you
the feeling that something has got inside your skull and is
hammering down on your brain.

It is well said in the words of the ordinary man. George
Bowling has the subject on the brain. He has already
said:
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These chaps can churn it out by the hour. Just like a gramo-
phone. Turn the handle, press the button and it starts. Demo-
cracy, Fascism, Democracy. But somehow it interested me to
watch him. A rather mean little man, with a white face and a
bald head, standing on the platform, shooting out slogans.
What's he doing? Quite deliberately, and quite openly, he's
stirring up hatred.

We see them today, at any election. It is all these poor
creatures can do, and no responsible citizen can think much
of the party which employs them. There is much hate
in the world, and sometimes the mass media, the press and
radio, seem to exist only to spread it further around. Orwell
takes his little documentary about political hatred one stage
further. He describes what this hate-raising lecturer is
thinking about while he speaks:

What he's saying is merely that Hitler's after us and we must all
get together and have a good hate. Doesn't go into details.
Leaves it all respectable. But what he's seeing is something
quite different. It's a picture of himself smashing people's
faces in with a spanner. Fascist faces, of course. I know
that's what he's seeing. It was what I saw myself for the
second or two that I was inside him. Smash! Right in the
middle! The bones cave in like an eggshell and what was a
face a minute ago is just a great big blob of strawberry jam.
Smash! There goes another! That's what's in his mind,
waking and sleeping, and the more he thinks of it the more he
likes it. And it's all O.K. because the smashed faces belong to
Fascists.

Like the rest of us, Orwell was worried about all this
hate. It was released during the 1914-18 war and no one
has got it under control since. Demagogues of all political
colours breathe it in from the air and spray it forth to bemuse
the people. The abuse of human emotions by propaganda
filled Orwell's mind more and more and eventually made
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him write 1984. And here, in this brief treatment of hatred,
we have the first glimpse of that horrible vision of the future.
Here is the embryo of the monstrous book which was to
appear eight years later. ' But it isn't the war that matters,
it's the after-war. The world we're going down into, the
kind of hate-world, the slogan-world.' Preacher Orwell
was never afraid to din in his points and the garrulity of
George Bowling makes repetition appropriate: ' As I've
said several times already, I'm not afraid of the war, only of
the after-war. . . . The barbed wire! The slogans! The
enormous faces!'

Here is a first attack of the nightmare we know best in
1984. The small boy whom Mr Cyril Connolly quotes as
saying during the First War: ' Whatever happens, we shall
come out of this war a second-class nation,' was now a
prescient political adult foreseeing war and its aftermath.

George Bowling tries to forget this fit of the horrors by go-
ing to see a friend of his, the retired public-school master.
There is no explanation of this most improbable friendship,
but that only points the symbolism of the visit: ' I suppose
that if the local Left Book Club branch represents Progress,
old Porteous stands for Culture.'

Orwell goes to great pains to sketch this cultivated old
classical master, simply to be able to say at the end:

Hes dead. He's a ghost. All people like that are dead. . . .
They're decent, but their minds have stopped. They can't
defend themselves against what's coming to them, because
they can't see it, even when it's under their noses. They
think that England will never change and that England's the
whole world. Can't grasp that it's just a left-over, a tiny
corner that the bombs happened to have missed. But what
about the new kind of men from Eastern Europe, the stream-
lined men who think in slogans and talk in bullets? They're
on our track. Not long before they catch up with us. No



164 George Orwell

Marquess of Queensberry rules for those boys. And all the
decent people are paralysed. Dead men and live gorillas.
Doesn't seem to be anything between.

There is no anger in this statement. It is an assessment
of the failure of educated people in the crisis of that time.
He made his judgement on inadequate data, for his idea of an
intellectual was either a retired schoolmaster or a left-wing
journalist. The good brains in the country knew perfectly
well what was going on. If Orwell had said that they had
failed to have an adequate effect upon the thought and action
of the people he would have touched one of the saddest
commonplaces of our time. Modern civilizations have not
learned to control masses of men. The only controllers the
masses accept are amateurs of politics, of whom Wilfrid
Trotter said :

If a man is fluent, dextrous, and ready on the platform, he
possesses the one indispensable requisite for statesmanship;
if in addition he has the gift of moving deeply the emotions
of his hearers, his capacity for guiding the infinite complexities
of national life becomes undeniable. Experience has shown
that no exceptional degree of any other capacity is necessary
to make a successful leader. There need be no specially
arduous training, no great weight of knowledge either of affairs
or the human heart, no receptiveness to new ideas, no outlook
into reality. Indeed, the mere absence of such seems to be an
advantage; for originality is apt to appear to the people as
flightiness, scepticism as feebleness, caution as doubt of the
great political principles that may happen at the moment to be
immutable.1

It was from this strange and complex disease of modern
life that George Bowling had the instinctive desire to escape.
A plan came to him as suddenly and naturally as his remem-

1 Instincts of the Herd in Peace and War (Ernest Benn, Ltd., 1947).
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brance of Lower Binfield in the Strand. He has his seventeen
pounds won in betting; he will go back to Lower Binfield
for a few days. He will escape back from life; a scatter of
primroses in a field on an early spring day and the idea
comes to him like an inescapable necessity.

Orwell was now faced with the problem of ending his
book. It is clear that he will have to bring George Bowling
back again and nail him down in Ellesmere Road. It is
equally clear that George Bowling will be disillusioned
when he goes back to Lower Binfield. And in Lower Bin-
field the red rash theme comes to its climax. There is now
only the war and its aftermath theme to deal with, and for
that Orwell is reduced to an awkward piece of machinery
to get the effect he wants, the accidental dropping of a bomb
on Lower Binfield.

The structure is seen most clearly by a reversed approach.
The ending of the book is managed well, in his best comedy
vein. As Bowling drove back through the familiar streets
of his own district, it ' closed round me like a kind of red
brick prison, which is what it is, [and] the ordinary habits
of thought came back. I had that kind of Monday morning
feeling when everything seems bleak and sensible.'

Soon he is wrapped inside the dismal domestic comedy:
the dream and the escape seem meaningless. ' Nothing's
real in Ellesmere Road except gas-bills, school-fees, boiled
cabbage and the office on Monday.'

The phrases seem to push him back into his frame, and
an emphatic push is required. The previous section brought
the war theme to its climax, the accidental dropping of a
bomb in Lower Binfield, with results that are now familiar
to us all. It is described with typical speed and clarity,
and it was strange enough then to most English people.
Reflections come when George Bowling is driving home in
his car, alone. He discovers that the red rash town and his
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fear of war and the aftermath are all connected. Life has
become artificial and wholly wrong:

I'll tell you what my stay in Lower Binfield had taught me,
and it was this. It's all going to happen. All the things
you've got at the back of your mind, the things you're terrified
of, the things that you tell yourself are just a nightmare or only
happen in foreign countries. The bombs, the food-queues,
the rubber truncheons, the barbed wire, the coloured shirts,
the slogans, the enormous faces, the machine-guns squirting
out of bedroom windows.

We are lucky that only some of these things have happened.
George Bowling recalls the feeling he had in the Strand.
Orwell delighted to bring his ideas full circle. He actually
speaks of prophecy, and puts down all he has felt since his
return from Catalonia, calling up a vision of England like
an aerial photograph:

It was as though the power of prophecy had been given me. It
seemed to me I could see the whole of England, and all the people
in it, and all the things that'll happen to all of them . . . the
fields and beech-spinneys and farmhouses and churches, and the
villages with their little grocers' shops and the parish hall and
the ducks walking across the green. Surely it's too big to be
changed? Bound to remain more or less the same'. And
presently I struck into outer London and followed the Ux-
bridge Road as far as Southall. Miles and miles of ugly
houses, with people living dull decent lives inside them. And
beyond it London stretching on and on, streets, squares, back-
alleys, tenements, blocks of flats, pubs, fried-fish shops, picture-
houses, on and on for twenty miles, and all the eight million
people with their little private lives which they don't want to
have altered. The bombs aren't made that could smash it out
of existence. And the chaos of it! The privateness of all
those lives! John Smith cutting out the football coupons,
Bill Williams swapping stories in the barber's, Mrs Jones coming
home with the supper beer. Eight million of them! Surely
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they'll manage somehow, bombs or no bombs, to keep on
with the life that they've been used to?

It is eloquently done, and though there are many similar
passages to be put against it from the essays, there is none so
full and fine as this. But in this context he raps out the
answer harshly: ' Illusion! Baloney! It doesn't matter
how many of them there are, they're all for it. The bad
times are coming, and the streamlined men are coming
too,'

He was right and he was wrong, or let us hope he was
wrong. His description of England and the sprawling wen
remains true. Short of poetry, words could not be more
charged with the feeling we have for England.

The first five sections of Part Four are a description of the
disappointment and disillusionment when George Bowling
went back to his childhood home. He had returned to
Lower Binfield to come up for air. It is a parable on the
theme ' there is no going back '. The essence of a parable
is brevity, and this parable is five sections long. Nor is
Orwell able to launch his parable in an atmosphere of surprise.
He foresees that. He has really told every reader that George
Bowling is going to be disillusioned. So he sidesteps the
problem neatly by making him say: ' Oh, yes, I know you
knew what was coming. But ,' didn't. You can say that I
was a bloody fool not to expect it, and so I was. But it
hadn't even occurred to me.'

During the twenty years he had been away the old town
' had merely been swallowed . . . it was buried somewhere
in that sea of bricks'.

Some readers find that enough. The parable is told;
there is no going back. When Orwell makes a forty-page
documentary of it, these readers find it laborious or un-
bearable. Others do not find the documentary an irritation.
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It is even something of a relief to have those glittering and
unreal towns that have sprung up in and around Greater
London so successfully described.

And the newness of everything! The raw, mean look! Do you
know the look of these new towns that have suddenly swelled
up like balloons in the last few years, Hayes, Slough, Dagenham
and so forth? The kind of chilliness, the bright red brick
everywhere, the temporary-looking shop-windows full of cut-
price chocolates and radio parts.

Once again he is speaking on our behalf, saying things
that want saying. George Bowling survives it all, though
he is getting more and more angry. The climax comes, and
his anger spills over when he finds that his pool where the
great carp lay had been drained and was a rubbish dump.
This finishes him; the parable is told; the lesson is learned.
' Coming up for air! But there isn't any air. The dustbin
that we're in reaches up to the stratosphere.'

We may wonder whether Orwell at one time planned to go
on all his life writing these London documentaries. The
subject-matter was there. There are more things to write
about in his critically observing vein than most of us have
dreamed of in our criticisms. Earlier London novelists
had not experienced his mood. In Gissing and Bennett there
is always an undercurrent of admiration for London and
proud excitement in writing about it. It may be that
London has changed; it may be that the sudden red rash of
glittering artificiality has changed the whole nature of the
mass which sprawls so horribly.

Orwell may have been right. He was constitutionally
unable to admire. It was his habit to see the skull behind
the smile. That too might have changed. Already, in this
first novel after Catalonia, there is more gentleness, more
warmth. And we know that at the end he planned to leave
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the preaching and write of human relations. The man of
liberal thought was going to come into his own. Mean-
while, also, there is a great technical advance. He works
within a carefully planned form and he never contradicts the
comic mood. George Bowling, at the height of his frustra-
tion, never fulminates like the Orwell of Wigan Pier.

If Coming Up for Air is not a really good novel, it is
obviously a very quotable piece of writing. The reader can
return with pleasure, like Orwell, to the passages about
fishing and the descriptions of life in a small English town
when he was a child; in fact, to those passages which were
not part of his didactic purpose, although relevant to it. If
Orwell had lived to forget to be didactic, we should have
had a fine novelist.

M



Chapter Eleven

' ANIMAL FARM'

There exists in England almost no literature of distinction about
the Soviet Union.

Essay on Arthur Koestler, 1944

THERE WAS A time during the war when any criticism
of Russian political methods was silent. We were
grateful to Russia for absorbing German strength.

At that time Orwell wrote an animal story to remind us what
Soviet political methods were like. As usual he was inde-
pendent and prescient. He was not carried away by mass
emotion. He did not forget what he had seen in Spain.
Mr Tom Hopkinson remembers a war-time lunch in Soho in
1943, at which there were loud praises of Russia. Orwell,
who was there, listened for a while and then asked: ' What
explanation do you give for the imprisonment of Russian
writers ? ' No one answered ; one did not criticize Russia.
For the same reason, four publishers rejected Animal Farm.

It was a success as soon as it was published and it remains
his most popular book. It is short, a little story about
animals, with satirical intent applied to Russia at one
level, to all revolutions at another, and to human government
in general beyond that; and with these intents not merely
appearing at appropriate moments but sustained all the time,
so that they are as continuous as the story. The story is
arranged to allow this continuity of satire. In addition,
according to the old convention, each animal character is a
caricature of a human type, and everything the animals do
caricatures human actions.

' The only one of my books I really sweated over', he
170
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said. Animal Farm is one of those apparently chance
pieces a prose writer throws off, which immediately becomes
more popular than his more ambitious writings. A sport,
out of his usual way; and yet more effective in the crusade
to which he was dedicated than anything else he wrote.

For once, the gaiety in his nature had completely taken
charge. He was writing about animals, whom he loved. He
had had a rest of nearly three years from serious writing.
He wrote with zest, and although humour rarely travels across
national boundaries, his enjoyment has been shared every-
where. Humour travels most easily in peasant portraiture,
as in The Good Soldier Schweik and Don Camillo; and in
animal stories. Not many books have been translated into
so many languages so successfully and so quickly as Animal
Farm.

It was conceived and ' sweated over' between November
1943 and February 1944. The worst of the war was over
and its outcome assured; it was possible to write again.
Orwell never stampeded with the herd, so while everyone
around him was praising Russian victories, he wrote a little
story to remind people what Stalinism was really like. It
was his most effective sermon; many preachers are most
successful with the adults during the children's sermon.

The theme is closely connected, therefore, with Homage
to Catalonia and 1984, and no doubt the moment of its
conception decided its form. It was no time to preach
overtly against Russian political methods. It was not the
moment for a didactic novel. But a slip of a story, gay
and droll in the tradition of animal stories, was just the thing.
The story goes along so gaily, and yet the stark satire is
always there like a skull behind an innocent smiling face.
The animal characters fit cunningly to their human counter-
parts. There is a mocking similarity between what the pigs
say and what politicians say. And there is such stupidity
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and perfidiousness in all the humans do; as if, judged by
decent animal standards, we are very poor creatures indeed.
It is the Houyhnhnm theme of Swift repeated. Animal
Farm has the Swiftian indictment of the offending race of
humankind.

The style, like the form, is unique in Orwell's work.
He had been a master of the descriptive way of writing from
the beginning, from the opening words of Down and Out,
but he had never before achieved pure narrative. In Animal
Farm, from the start, we feel the special power of the story-
teller. The animals expel the farmer and his men and take
over the farm. The farmer tries to come back but is driven
away. The other farmers do not interfere because they look
forward to taking the farm over cheaply when the animals
have ruined it. The animals, led by the pigs, do not make a
mess of it, and the farm is well enough run for the authorities
to leave it alone. Eventually, the pigs turn out to be harder
slave-drivers than men, so in the end the neighbouring
farmers make friends with the pigs and admit that they
have much to learn from the labour conditions on Animal
Farm.

There is no looseness anywhere in the structure. The
story is rounded, the end joining the beginning. The open-
ing speech of the old boar, Major, is answered at the end in
the words of Mr Pilkington and Napoleon. The various
levels of satire are similarly rounded, so that the story and
all its implications form circles each in its own plane.

The convention of writing animal stories is as old as
Æsop in European literature and has been used in England
from Chaucer's time. Every animal corresponds to a
human type, and though there were many animals in the Ark,
there are still human types to place against them. Orwell
restates the convention right at the beginning, in the meeting
of the animals:
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At one end of the big barn, on a sort of raised platform, Major
was already ensconced on his bed of straw, under a lantern
which hung from a beam. He was twelve years old and had
lately grown rather stout, but he was still a majestic-looking
pig, with a wise and benevolent appearance in spite of the
fact that his tushes had never been cut. Before long the
other animals began to arrive and make themselves comfortable
after their different fashions. First came the three dogs, Blue-
bell, Jessie, and Pitcher, and then the pigs who settled down in
the straw immediately in front of the platform. The hens
perched themselves on the window-sills, the pigeons fluttered
up to the rafters, the sheep and cows lay down behind the
pigs and began to chew the cud. The two cart-horses, Boxer
and Clover, came in together, walking very slowly and setting
down their vast hairy hoofs with great care lest there should
be some small animal concealed in the straw. . . .

The two horses had just laid down when a brood of ducklings,
which had lost their mother, filed into the barn, cheeping
feebly and wandering from side to side to find some place
where they would not be trodden on. Clover made a sort of
wall round them with her great foreleg, and the ducklings
nestled down inside it and promptly fell alseep. . . . Last of
all came the cat, who looked round, as usual, for the warmest
place, and finally squeezed herself in between Boxer and Clover;
there she purred contentedly throughout Major's speech
without listening to a word of what he was saying.

It is an enchanting description. There is the bustle and
excitement of assembly, just as in Chaucer's Parlement of
Foules:

And that so huge a noyse gan they make
That erthe, and eyr, and tre, and every lake
So full was, that unethe was there space
For me to stonde, so full was all the place.

There is the pleasure of watching each animal comporting
itself according to its nature. The animal kingdom at once
becomes a reflection of human society.
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The scene is a parody of a successful meeting of the
political opposition. Get the people together with some
bait. Turn on the orator to bemuse them, and send them
away feeling happy and satisfied, but with the seeds of
revolt planted where you want them. The best thing in
the parody is the mockery of the egotistical gravity of
political rabble-rousers:

I feel it my duty to pass on to you such political wisdom as I
have acquired. I have had a long life. I have had much time
for thought as I lay alone in my stall, and I think I may say that
I understand the nature of life on this earth as well as any
animal now living.

Three days later, Major dies and the spotlight falls upon
two younger boars, Napoleon and Snowball, the Stalin and
Trotsky of the story. Napoleon was ' not much of a
talker' but had ' a reputation for getting his own way'.
Snowball was intellectually quicker, but ' was not con-
sidered to have the same depth of character'. (Part of the
fun of the animal story is the enormous gravity of the author's
approach to his characters.) Snowball obviously has much
more brains than Napoleon. It is Snowball who paints the
seven commandments against the end wall of the barn, and
when it comes to the battle for Manor Farm, and Jones the
farmer tries to recover his property, it is Snowball who has
prepared and drilled the animals for the expected attack.
It is Snowball who leads them and Snowball who is wounded.
In the whole episode, Napoleon is never mentioned.

As the community develops, it is observed that Snowball
inspired the ' Animal Committees', while Napoleon took
no interest in such things. Snowball ' formed the Egg
Production Committee for the hens, the Clean Tails League
for the Cows . . . the Whiter Wool Movement for the
sheep.. . . .' This is the sort of exuberant invention of



' Animal Farm' 175

absurd trivialities that Swift enjoyed in Gulliver. Napo-
leon, meanwhile, said that ' the education of the young was
more important than anything that could be done for those
who were already grown up '. Snowball had altruism, the
essential social virtue; Napoleon had a lust for power, and
intended to get it by making the animals ' less conscious',
and that was all he meant by educating the young. Event-
ually Napoleon wins by his education of a litter of young
hounds, who attack Snowball after his eloquent exposition
of the windmill scheme, and chase him out of the farm.
At his best moment, just when his altruistic plans for giving
warmth, food and comfort to all the animals are completed
and ready to be carried out, Snowball's brutal rival strikes.
It is the same sort of dramatic timing that we shall find in
1984, an ironic twist to the satire.

After that, the Snowball theme is the denigration of the
fallen hero. The animals are all greatly upset by the inci-
dent, and Napoleon's young lieutenant, Squealer, works
hard to make them less conscious of what has happened :

' He fought bravely at the Battle of the Cowshed,' said some-
body.

' Bravery is not enough,' said Squealer. ' Loyalty and
obedience are more important. And as to the Battle of the
Cowshed, I believe the time will come when we shall find that
Snowball's part in it was much exaggerated. Discipline,
comrades, iron discipline! That is the watchword for today.
One false step, and our enemies would be upon us. Surely,
comrades, you do not want Jones back? '

' Discipline!' the invariable cry of the political gangsters
who are destroying freedom and truth. That is the first
step in the legend that Snowball is the source of all evil.
The legend grows step by step with the building up of Napo-
leon as the leader who thought of everything and is the father
of the farm. The windmill was of course really Napoleon's
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own idea, and Snowball had stolen the plans from among
Napoleon's papers. When the windmill falls down at the
first puff of wind, Napoleon himself comes forth and snuffs
around till he smells Snowball. '" Comrades,'' he said quietly,
"do you know who is responsible for this? Do you know
the enemy who has come in the night and overthrown our
windmill? SNOWBALL! " he suddenly roared in a voice
of thunder.'

Next spring, it was discovered that Snowball ' stole the
corn, he upset the milk-pails, he broke the eggs, he trampled
the seed-beds, he gnawed the bark off the fruit-trees'. A
typical touch of hypnosis is supplied when ' the cows de-
clared unanimously that Snowball crept into their stalls and
milked them in their sleep'. Napoleon orders a full investi-
gation, and Squealer is able to tell the animals that '" Snow-
ball was in league with Jones from the very start! He was
Jones's secret agent all the time. It has all been proved in
documents which he left behind him and which we have only
just discovered." ' The authentic note this, and it is hear
again when Boxer argues that Snowball was once a good
comrade: '" Our leader, Comrade Napoleon," announced
Squealer, speaking very slowly, and firmly, " has stated
categorically—categorically, comrade—that Snowball was
Jones's agent from the very beginning."'

Boxer was too simple to be safe. So the dogs are set on
him, but he kicks them aside and releases the one he traps
under his vast hoof only on Napoleon's orders. At the
trial, the confessions of the animals are invariably of com-
plicity with Snowball. Later it is discovered that far from
being the hero of the Battle of the Cowshed, Snowball was
censured for showing cowardice. At all these stages the
simple animals are very much perplexed. Eventually it is
shown (by the discovery of further documents) that Snowball
fought on Jones's side at the Battle of the Cowshed. The
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animals are perplexed at each stage of this long denigration,
but they are tired, overworked and underfed and do not
remember clearly and the lies are so persuasively put across
that at every stage they believe.

This parable of human perplexity in the face of contem-
porary propaganda methods is told with great skill. It is
one of Orwell's most effective treatments of the problem
which had focused his attention since his experiences in
Spain.

Squealer is the modern propagandist, the P.R.O. who
explains away the worst with the best of spurious reasons.
He is a familiar type, with: ' very round cheeks, twinkling
eyes, nimble movements, and a shrill voice. He was a
brilliant talker, and when he was arguing some difficult
point he had a way of skipping from side to side and whisking
his tail which was somehow very persuasive. The others
said of Squealer that he could turn black into white.'

He was the mouthpiece of the pigs, the new class who were
elbowing their way into power by the methods Orwell marks
in an essay on James Burnham: ' All talk about democracy,
liberty, equality, fraternity, all revolutionary movements,
all visions of Utopia, or " the classless society ", or " the
Kingdom of Heaven on Earth ", are humbug (not necessarily
conscious humbug) covering the ambitions of some new
class which is elbowing its way into power.'

In contrast to Squealer is Moses, the tame raven, who
specialized in the kingdom of heaven, but not on earth.
Moses disappeared completely for years when the animals
took over. It was only when the pigs were in complete
control and had turned themselves into an aristocracy at the
expense of the lean and hungry animals that Moses returns.
His tales of Sugar Candy Mountain, where ' it was Sunday
seven days a week, clover was in season all the year round,
and lump sugar and linseed oil grew on the hedges', are
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useful again, and in no way threaten the power of the
pigs.

Moses has his allowance of a gill of beer a day from the
pigs and he does no work. Squealer works hard all the time.
He represents the organized lying practised in totalitarian
states, which, Orwell says in The Prevention of Literature:
' is not, as is sometimes claimed, a temporary expedient
of the same nature as military deception. It is something
integral to totalitarianism, something that would still con-
tinue even if concentration camps and secret police forces
had ceased to be necessary.'

Squealer comes into his own when Snowball is expelled,
after making his name on the milk-and-apple question. All
supplies had been reserved for the pigs, and there is some
grumbling: '" Many of us actually dislike milk and apples. I
dislike them myself. Our sole object in taking these things
is to preserve our health.'" Needless to say, for the pur-
pose of keeping Jones away.

At the moment of Snowball's expulsion, when Napoleon
takes over the leadership, Squealer is at his best: '" Com-
rades," he said, " I trust that every animal here appreciates
the sacrifice that Comrade Napoleon has made in taking this
extra labour upon himself. Do not imagine, comrades,
that leadership is a pleasure! " '

When there is any fighting, Squealer is unaccountably
absent. His time comes afterwards, when the victory has to
be celebrated.

' " What victory? " said Boxer. . . .
' " Have we not driven the enemy off our soil? ...."
'" Then we have won back what we had before," said

Boxer.
' " That is our victory," said Squealer.'
A few mornings after that conversation, all the pigs are

suffering from a dreadful hangover. It is the drollest
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incident in the book, and like everything else has its satirical
implications.

It was nearly nine o'clock when Squealer made his appearance,
walking slowly and dejectedly, his eyes dull, his tail hanging
limply behind him, and with every appearance of being seriously
ill. He called the animals together and told them that he had
a terrible piece of news to impart. Comrade Napoleon was
dying!

A cry of lamentation went up. Straw was laid down outside
the doors of the farmhouse, and the animals walked on tiptoe.

The next bulletin was that Comrade Napoleon had pro-
nounced a solemn decree as his last act on earth: ' the
drinking of alcohol was to be punished by death '. Within
a couple of days the pigs are busily studying books on brew-
ing and distilling.

Squealer is central. He keeps the animals quiet. He
puts their minds at rest. He has the air of a beneficent
being, sent to make animals happy. He is the agency by
which they become ' less conscious '.

Napoleon develops in personality. He takes on the
character of the legendary Leader more and more. He
becomes progressively remote. From the beginning he is
quite different from Snowball and Squealer. He has none
of their mercurial qualities; he is no talker. In the range
of porcine character—which would seem to be as great as
the human range—he is at the other extreme: a saturnine,
cunning pig. A deep pig, with a persistent way of getting
what he wants. He is by far the strongest character on
the farm. Just as Benjamin, the donkey, has the clearest
idea of things, and Boxer, the carthorse, is the strongest
physically.

Boxer's simplicity of character is sentimental comedy of
the purest kind. It is the story of the great big good-
natured person who thinks harm of nobody, believes all is for
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the best, so everybody should work as hard as possible and
then a little harder still. He is so simple that he does not
see his questions are dangerous, and when the pigs make
an effort to eliminate him—which is quite hopeless because
of his great strength—he never understands what has hap-
pened. In the tiny Orwell gallery of pleasant characters,
Boxer is the favourite. He is the expression of Orwell's
liberal belief in the people: ' one sees only the struggle of
the gradually awakening common people against the lords of
property and their hired liars . . .' He is the great big
gentle peasant, the finest flower of the good earth; and he
has the usual reward. When at last he collapses from over-
work, the pigs pretend to send him to hospital, and sell him
to the knacker. It is the only time that Benjamin, the donkey,
forsakes cynicism for action. He attempts a rescue, but too
late. With the money they get from the knacker, the pigs
buy another case of whisky and hold a Boxer memorial
dinner.

Squealer is able to give a complete narrative of Boxer's
last moments in hospital and is able to quote his last words:
' " Long live Animal Farm! Long live Comrade Napoleon!
Napoleon is always right."' Fortunately, too, he is able to
refute the ridiculous rumour that Boxer was sent to the
knacker. ' The animals were enormously relieved to hear
this.'

The last stage of the story comes with the legend on the
end of the barn which has replaced the seven commandments.
None of the animals ever detected that only four of them
were commandments and the others were statements of belief.
None, except probably Benjamin, who gave no sign, ever
quite realized how they were modified. One by one they
had been broken down and now they had all disappeared and
in their place stood the legend: ' All animals are equal
but some are more equal than others.' The significance of
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this expunging of the law is explained in Orwell's essay on
Gulliver's Travels, where he says:

In a Society in which there is no law, and in theory no com-
pulsion, the only arbiter of behaviour is public opinion. But
public opinion, because of the tremendous urge to conformity
in gregarious animals, is less tolerant than any system of law.

Squealer arranged public opinion. The pigs were now
walking on two legs and wearing clothing. Soon they were
indistinguishable from the other farmers, except only in their
superior discipline over their workers. Mr Pilkington,
proposing the toast of ' Animal Farm ' at the dinner which
the pigs gave to their neighbours, put it very well: '. . . a
discipline and an orderliness which should be an example
to all farmers everywhere. He believed that he was right in
saying that the lower animals on Animal Farm did more
work and received less food than any animals in the county.'

Was it wonderful that when the poor animals gazed in
they ' looked from pig to man, and from man to pig, and
from pig to man again; but already it was impossible to say
which was which' ?

The question one poses at the end of this fairy story is
whether Orwell had given up hope that mankind would ever
find decent government. It is very difficult here, as in 1984,
to decide. He had said in his essay on Swift that: ' Of
course, no honest person claims that happiness is now a
normal condition among adult human beings; but perhaps it
could be made normal, and it is upon this question that all
serious political controversy really turns.'

Essentially, Animal Farm is an anatomy of the development
of the totalitarian State: ' In each great revolutionary
struggle the masses are led on by vague dreams of human
brotherhood, and then, when the new ruling class is well
established in power, they are thrust back into servitude.'
{Second Thoughts on James Burnham.)
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It is a comment on all revolution: ' History consists of a
series of swindles, in which the masses are first lured into revolt
by the promise of Utopia, and then, when they have done their
job, enslaved over again by new masters.' (Same essay.)

Nothing is more obvious than where Orwell's sympathies
lay. But whether he hoped that the common man could
learn to find rulers is not clear. In Animal Farm he is an
artist, posing great questions imaginatively; not a preacher,
proclaiming a revelation.



Chapter Twelve

' 1984'
N AN ESSAY on Arthur Koestler written in 1944, Orwell
said: ' English writers, over the past dozen years, have
poured forth an enormous spate of political literature, but

they have produced almost nothing of aesthetic value, and very
little of historical value either. . . . There has been nothing
resembling, for instance, Fontamara or Darkness at Noon'
The challenge was obvious and Orwell eventually accepted it.

In 1947, he wrote: ' I have not written a novel for seven
years, but I hope to write another fairly soon. It is bound
to be a failure, every book is a failure.' 1984 is a failure;
but only because of its potential greatness. Orwell had
grown in stature with astonishing speed ever since Homage to
Catalonia. The essays he wrote in the middle 'forties as
well as Animal Farm show his developed powers; and it
was clear that he could only satisfy himself in the novel form
by attempting something very difficult. He found some-
thing suitably difficult in accepting the challenge in the
Koestler essay; but while his material accumulated, his
health was failing. When the time came for the exhausting
labour of fusing part to part, he lacked the necessary energy.
In any case, some of his material—essays like The Theory
and Practice of Oligarchical Collectivism and The Principles
of Newspeak—could never be assimilated in a novel. His
sense of structure was overcome by his desire to preach, as
had happened in Wigan Pier.

1984 must also be considered as his last London novel.
Even more than the others it is concerned with a subject
rather than with characters and a story. He wanted to say
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three things: that English Socialism is an incipient totalitar-
ianism; that the worst aspect of totalitarianism is that it
does not hesitate to enter the innermost recesses of the human
spirit and destroy it; that the way of thinking adopted and
enforced by totalitarians threatens their people with total
spiritual corruption. He said all these things well, but
they are subjects for pamphlets rather than for fiction.

As in the earlier London novels, there is an escape theme.
It is part of a love story which in the society of 1984 has to
be clandestine. This story is so closely associated with the
theme of the destruction of the human spirit that it cannot
be condemned as an error in judgement or even an error in
taste. It is part of the texture of this dark performance.

Some people dare not face this novel at all; many cannot
read it a second time. But for those who are interested in
Orwell's ideas, there is this alternative. It is easy to
read separately the satires called Oligarchical Collectivism
and The Principles of Newspeak. They contain some of
Orwell's best writing and most brilliant satire.

Orwell may have had another stimulus in choosing this
subject. When a new edition of Brave New World appeared
in 1946, Mr Huxley contributed a preface. Orwell must have
read this, and it puts the problems so succinctly that it is
an invaluable introduction to the study of 1984. Stability
is the eternal political problem in any society. In revolu-
tion it must be achieved; thereafter it must be sustained.
The threat to stability comes from more intelligent citizens
who at the best criticize and seek to correct and at the worst
aspire to take over power themselves; and from the masses,
who cannot always be relied upon to be contented. One
answer to the critical citizen, as Orwell notes in his essay on
James Burnham, is ' Pareto's theory of the " circulation of
the Elites " '. ' If it is to stay in power, a ruling class must
constantly admit suitable recruits from below, so that the
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ablest men may always be at the top and a new class of power-
hungry malcontents cannot come into being.'

As for the problem of keeping the masses quiet, one
answer is to provide them with endless streams of cheap
entertainment with suitable propaganda mixed in. This is
the method used in 1984. Huxley solved the problem by an
admixture of eugenics and narcotics.

The revolution with which all advanced countries are now
pregnant is the technological revolution. There is no
end to the possibilities of production; there is no end to
the possibilities of leisure and comfort. Orwell says in
his essay on the Spanish War that in twenty years we could
make it possible for everyone in the world to live a decent
human life, if we set our minds to it. In 1984 he shows
us unending war kept going merely to make sure of endless
shabbiness and shortages so that no one has the strength
to think of rising against the rulers. Universal war ensures
the secular pattern of universal shortages.

This appalling situation is the background, the setting
against which the action happens. The action is concerned
with the individual. Orwell had already discussed in Wigan
Pier the dilemma which would arise from universal comfort
and security, Huxley's ' paradise of little fat men '. He saw
that ' you tie yourself to the ideal of softness'. In 1984
the rulers of Ingsoc (English Socialism) have decided that
shortages are safer. Huxley treats the same problem
hilariously. Drugs ensure a low state of consciousness and
physical energy is canalized into sport and promiscuous
sexual satisfaction, which has become the pattern of polite
behaviour. The fabric of society in Brave New World and in
1984 depends upon a complete break with all the previous
taboos, customs and ethics of mankind. Each writer clearly
expects a profound revolution in human society. Each takes
the break for granted. What is described is the unremitting
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effort of the new rulers to keep open the gap which has been
made by the break. For this purpose, new powers over the
individual and the mass are foreseen.

In Darkness at Noon the theme is the tragedy of this break.
The leader of the old generation which knew the grace of
life is destroyed by a leader of the young generation which the
revolution has produced. The hero is reduced in spirit
till he fights no more for the virtues which his generation
was the last to enjoy. The young leader prevails partly
because he is incapable of having so much to endure; he is
less conscious. Totalitarianism is exposed as sustaining
itself at the price of steadily diminishing virtue.

All the great novels against totalitarianism describe this
duel between the individual and the brutalized State. In
Brave New World the climax is the debate between the Savage,
who represents human nobility, and Mustapha Mond, who
represents the new cult of repression. Mr Huxley underlines
its importance in his 1946 Preface by saying that if he were
writing the book again he would provide the Savage with a
background worthy of his importance in this debate. In
Fontamara, the duel between the one good man and the
monsters is described with classical reticence and Mediter-
ranean grace. In Darkness at Noon, Rubashov carries about
with him the rags and tatters of his intellectual nobility,
which the reader sees in the memories of him that others
enjoy. For example, in the brilliantly arranged report of
his trial, we see his earlier self through Vasily, his humble
comrade-in-arms.

The special quality of the horror of 1984 is that the duel
is completely sordid. In all the others it is human nobility
which is being broken. In 1984 it is merely Winston
Smith, a waif and stray of the human spirit, scarce able to
formulate a criticism. His simple probings towards the
most elementary order of thought are sufficient to ensure
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his elaborate destruction. In the other books the fine flowers
of human personality are destroyed; in 1984 the huge para-
phernalia of obliteration are put in motion to destroy a weed.

The broad political and economic background of Oceania
against which the action is set is prefigured in Orwell's
essay, Second Thoughts on James Burnham:

The new ' managerial' societies will not consist of a patch-
work of small, independent states, but of great super-states
grouped round the main industrial centres in Europe, Asia, and
America. These super-states will fight among themselves
for possession of the remaining uncaptured portions of the
earth, but will probably be unable to conquer one another
completely. Internally, each society will be hierarchical,
with an aristocracy of talent at the top and a mass of semi-
slaves at the bottom.

In 1984 the world is already divided into three great
super-states. Britain, now called Airstrip One, is part
of Oceania, and is constantly at war either with Eurasia or
Eastasia. The inhabitants hardly know which they are at war
with and do not care. Britain has been reduced economically
to a far worse state of siege than anything we knew in the
early 'forties. London, as Winston Smith casts his eye
around at the beginning of the book, is a scene of dilapida-
tion :,

He tried to squeeze out some childhood memory that should
tell him whether London had always been like this. Were
there always these vistas of rotting nineteenth-century houses,
their sides shored up with baulks of timber, their windows
patched with cardboard and their roofs with corrugated iron,
their crazy garden walls sagging in all directions? And the
bombed sites where the plaster dust swirled in the air and the
willowherb straggled over the heaps of rubble; and the
places where the bombs had cleared a larger patch and there had
sprung up sordid colonies of wooden dwellings like chicken
houses ?
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This is the familiar picture of wartime London. It is
the dreary background of the sordid action. The book has
been criticized because the background is so like what we
have seen. Orwell, it is said, has shown very little inventive-
ness. It is probable that he carefully avoided changes in
the background and in the ways of waging war. He did not
want the reader to be distracted from the problems he was
posing; and he wanted to suggest that the steps from
the present to that fearful future were not many or great.

The hero who is set against this background, like all
Orwell's central characters, is completely unheroic. He is
thirty-nine, ' a smallish frail figure', and he has a varicose
ulcer. He works in the Ministry of Truth, which is the
Doublethink title of the Ministry of Propaganda. His
job is to alter news items in old newspapers so that no one
will ever know that the Party line has been changed, or that
the current version of historical fact is a ' rectification'.
Winston dislikes his job and all it stands for. He has
heard that there is a secret Brotherhood dedicated to the
destruction of the Party and he wonders if he can discover
whether it really exists. Meantime, he does a desperate
thing. He begins a diary. Every action can be observed
through screens in every room; and the action of writing,
so personal and individual an exercise, is a most serious
crime. Writing as an imaginative craft has disappeared.
The novels, popular songs and pornography required for the
proles are turned out by machinery in the Fiction Department
of his Ministry. (It may be pertinent to quote here Mr
Huxley's remark in his Preface to Brave New World: ' A
book about the future can interest us only if its prophecies
look as though they might conceivably come true.')

The diary is a dismal failure but it is a symbol of individuality
struggling for development. Another is a love of beautiful
bric-á-brac. Another is an interest in nursery rhymes, and
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like a signature tune. At every crisis in his downfall another
line of the forgotten rhyme is restored to his memory. The
final symbol of his desire for individuality is his love affair
with Julia. Making love is important to Winston as an
act of political defiance. The Party insisted on chastity,
which nourished hysteria and kept down individuality.
Julia is the eternal minx, bent on having what she wants,
without moral or social inhibitions and with an instinct for the
hypocrisies which will carry her through.

The girl arranges clandestine meetings to evade the
telescreens, microphones and helicopters of the Thought
Police. Like the two earlier Londoners in Keep the Aspidis-
tra Flying, they succeed in escaping into the country to make
love. Later, they hire a room in a proletarian quarter
(which is recognizably Clerkenwell). This is a trap, and
when it suits the Thought Police, they are arrested.

Another character has been appearing throughout the
story; O'Brien, a fanatical member of the Inner Party,
engaged in torturing the minds and spirits out of the victims
of the Ministry of Love. He is the equivalent, in a political
age, of the sadistic zealot so familiar in religious ages. There
is no pretence that any of his victims is dangerous to the
State; but O'Brien feels the necessity of making every
human spirit abjectly servile to the idea of the State. He
poses to Winston as a member of the Brotherhood, appears
to encourage him in his search for individuality and political
sanity, and actually lends him the heretical book which
Winston believes will guide him on his way. In this way
Orwell is able to introduce his satirical passages purporting
to be from The Theory and Practice of Oligarchical Collec-
tivism by Emmanuel Goldstein.

Goldstein was the Trotsky of Oceania, the Snowball of
Animal Farm. He was the intellectual who was ousted by
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the cruder thug. In the daily hates and in all Ingsoc pro-
paganda he is the figure on whom the hatred is focused.
His book gives a reasoned apologia of the polity of Oceania
and the other super-states. It is while Winston is reading
this book to Julia, who has fallen asleep after assuring
him it is all ' marvellous, dear', that the Thought Police
arrest them. The rest of the story describes their mental
and spiritual destruction. In the end they are released. They
meet, as ghosts meet, and go their ghostly separate ways.

It is a function of literature to describe the tragic situations
of mankind. Our modern tragedy is that scientists have
found ways of destroying the innermost spirit of man and
some of the leaders of mankind are exploiting that knowledge.
Orwell describes that tragedy in 1984, and the reason for the
long-drawn sadistic descriptions of the torturing of Winston
can only be the need to make this tragedy plain to every
reader. At a dramatic moment, just before they go to see
O'Brien and begin their own betrayal, Winston and Julia
agree that the Party cannot make them violate their innermost
selves. The Party can make them confess by torture. But
they are in love, with a love which fills their spirits. So
they cannot betray one another. Winston says:

' If they could make me stop loving you—that would be the
real betrayal.'

She thought it over. ' They can't do that,' she said finally.
' It's the one thing they can't do. They can make you say
anything—anything—but they can't make you believe it.
They can't get inside you,'

'No,' he said a little more hopefully, 'no; that's quite
true. They can't get inside you.'

And as he reflects on it, he decides: ' They could lay bare
in the utmost detail everything that you had done or said or
thought; but the inner heart, whose workings were myster-
ious even to yourself, remained impregnable.'
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This is a climax in Orwell's documentary on the destruc-

tion of the human spirit under totalitarianism. The story
falls into two parts: the search for truth and the glimpse of its
discovery, and the mental destruction. The first part is
managed with delicacy and stage-managed with a sense of
tragic irony, as we have just seen. From the beginning we
are aware that Winston is a potential rebel. He has just
enough brains. He senses that the only hope lies with the
proles, the masses of the people who are not conditioned
like Party Members by intense propaganda exercises. His
love affair helps in a limited way, for although Julia rebels
only by instinct for her animal desires, she encourages in him
the thought of rebellion. With the help of the Goldstein
book: ' He understood ,'LOW; he did not understand why'

He put down the book and went over to the window to
watch a woman of the proles who was singing in her back-
yard. As he looked at her he suddenly realized that she was
beautiful, and in that moment he saw the truth.

The mysterious reverence that he felt for her was somehow
mixed up with the aspect of the pale, cloudless sky, stretching
away behind the chimney pots into interminable distance. It
was curious to think that the sky was the same for everybody,
in Eurasia or Eastasia as well as here. And the people under
the sky were also very much the same—everywhere, all over
the world, hundreds or thousands of millions of people just
like this, people ignorant of one another's existence, held
apart by walls of hatred and lies, and yet almost exactly the
same—people who had never learned to think but who were
storing up in their hearts and bellies and muscles the power
that would one day overturn the world. If there was hope,
it lay in the proles! Without having read to the end of
the book, he knew that must be Goldstein's final message. The
future belonged to the proles.

Memories of other descriptions of the sky from Burmese
Days to Homage to Catalonia come to mind. Orwell had



192 George Orwell

this feeling that humanity is one under the sky, an atavistic
belief that the common emotions of humanity are contained
within the heavens.

What Winston had previously sensed instinctively, he now
knew intellectually. There was hope and it lay with the
proles. He had already discovered that Party Members
could survive by being stupid: ' By lack of understanding
they remained sane.' But they were not human. The
proles were human and so had that power of continuity
which was described in Coming Up for Air. ' They were
not loyal to a party or a country or an idea, they were loyal
to one another,' Orwell has made them inherit the liberal
tradition of which the most imaginative exponent in our time
has been Mr E. M. Forster. ' They were governed by
private loyalties which they did not question. What mattered
were individual relationships, and a completely hopeless
gesture, an embrace, a tear, a word spoken to a dying man,
could have value in itself.'

Winston made his discovery in the last minutes before he
was taken away to be destroyed. Orwell arranged a drama-
tic tension here suitable to his theme. Then, in the very
last moments, there follows some extraordinary thinking.
It is nothing less than a gospel of joy, which shows that
Orwell had not lost hope, as so many critics suppose he did.
It is true that this sudden perception of the truth was removed
from Winston's mind by O'Brien, but the objective truth,
which he had for a moment perceived, remained. It is a new
statement of Orwell's creed:' I believe in the common people.'
The proles will inherit the earth because they are capable of
happiness. It is the belief we have traced through Wigan Pier,
Homage to Catalonia and The Lion and the Unicorn, repeated
here with the enthusiasm that gives it the quality of a credo:

The birds sang, the proles sang, the Party did not sing. All
round the world, in London and New York, in Africa and
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tiers, in the streets of Paris and Berlin, in the villages of the
endless Russian plain, in the bazaars of China and Japan—
everywhere stood the same unconquerable figure, made mon-
strous by work and childbearing, toiling from birth to death
and still singing. Out of those mighty loins a race of conscious
beings must one day come. You were the dead; theirs was
the future. But you could share in that future if you kept
alive the mind as they kept alive the body, and passed on the
secret doctrine that two plus two makes four.

Winston was taken away and tortured until he really
believed that two plus two makes five. It is a sordid and
horrible parable of this new power. Every reader must
decide for himself whether he toils through this exhibition
of sadism. Everyone, however, who is interested in con-
temporary affairs will certainly want to read the quotations
from the Goldstein book and the Appendix on Newspeak.

The first long extract from Goldstein's book gives an
explanation of the war background. In Chapter Three,
' War is Peace', we learn that the three world super-states
are constantly at war but the reasons for waging war have
changed in order of importance.

There was no longer any economic reason for waging war;
each economy was self-contained. The only territories in
dispute were the northern ice-cap and a large area comprising
most of Africa, the Middle East, southern India and Indonesia,
which was valuable as a' bottomless reserve of cheap labour'.
The inhabitants of these areas were expended as labour by
each conqueror in turn to make more armaments, to capture
more territory, to control more labour in an unending cycle.
In this way, they added nothing to the wealth of the world,
but merely fed the war machine.

The primary reason for remaining at war was to use up
what the machines made without raising the standard of
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living. Technological progress had not, in fact, proved so
dangerous as was at first feared. Wars and revolutions
had impoverished mankind and the growth of totalitarianism
had interfered with the empirical habit of thought upon which
scientific progress depended. ' Nevertheless, the dangers
Inherent in the machine are still there.' With machines,
human drudgery could become unnecessary. ' Hunger,
overwork, dirt, illiteracy, and disease could be eliminated
within a few generations.' This would threaten the destruc-
tion of a hierarchical society, which, in the long run, is
possible only on a basis of poverty and ignorance.

Poverty and ignorance can be sustained in three ways:
in a primitive agricultural society; and, in more highly
organized societies, by restricting manufactures or by war.
A return to agriculture was impossible. Restricting the
output of goods was not a satisfactory solution. The only
solution was endless war. ' War is a way of shattering to
pieces, or pouring into the stratosphere, or sinking in the
depths of the sea, materials which might otherwise be used
to make the masses too comfortable, and hence, in the long
run, too intelligent.' War solves the problem in a ' psycho-
logically acceptable way'. It assisted the morale of the
Party, each of whose members must be ' a credulous and
ignorant fanatic whose prevailing moods are fear, hatred,
adulation and orgiastic triumph. In other words it is
necessary that he should have the mentality appropriate to
a state of war.'

All progress then has been in terms of running a war.
There is a constant search for new weapons, there is the
closest surveillance of the actions of all citizens. There
are two problems which the Party wants to solve: ' How to
discover, against his will, what another human being is
thinking, and the other is how to kill several hundred million
people in a few seconds without giving warning beforehand.'
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The use of the atom bomb had been given up because the
rulers of all three states saw that it would merely end their
power without giving a gambler's hope of extending it.

By another tacit agreement ' cultural integrity ' is never
violated. It would not suit any of the rulers if the peoples
got to know one another. All the governments know that
' it is absolutely necessary to their structure that there should
be no contact with foreigners '.

The culmination of the argument is that war is essential
to the stability of the super-states and therefore that war is
peace. The super-states would gain no advantage from
conquering one another. ' So long as they remain in
conflict, they prop one another up, like sheaves of corn,'
War is therefore continuous and by being continuous has
become quite different. It could not be won and, equally,
it could not be lost. So military efficiency was unnecessary.
' Since each of the three super-states is unconquerable,
each is in effect a separate universe within which almost
any perversion of thought can be safely practised.' The
war is therefore unreal, but it is not meaningless because it
has a function, to use up all surplus consumable goods.

What it comes to is this: the war is being waged by the
rulers of the three super-states against their subjects ' to keep
the structure of society intact'; that is to say, to keep
the leaders in power. Thus there is no difference between
continuous war and continuous peace: thus, War is Peace.

It is a nicely calculated extravagance, near enough to
what we have known to sound like what we may yet
come to know. It is Orwell's last answer to the machines.
It is his final word on the quality of the men who rule man-
kind. It has been constructed in a terrific concentration of
energy and is impregnated with sarcasm. Nowhere else in
Orwell's writing is there such savage indignation. One may
suppose that these passages were written earlier in a flood of
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creative energy, for they remain quite separate in the book.
The Goldstein extracts are embedded in the text, but are not
digested into the story. Orwell did not even try to embody
Newspeak and printed it as an Appendix, although it is closely
related to the second Goldstein extract.

This second extract, purporting to be Chapter One of the
treatise, is Orwell's documentary on the mental and spiritual
evolution of the English Socialist party. He traces its
evolution in the first forty years of the century and proceeds
to show its logical development. As he had been pre-
occupied with the nature of political propaganda ever since
his visit to Spain, the brunt of his attack is on the methods
used for persuading and conditioning party members and
the masses.

The famous passage on Doublethink and the Newspeak essay
are first of all concerned with the apparently infinite possi-
bilities of self-delusion among Socialists and other totalitarians.
Not only can they believe almost anything but they can
change their beliefs with extraordinary agility. Secondly, he
describes the processes of distorting the minds of the people.
These two pieces are the most powerful pamphleteering
essays Orwell wrote.

Goldstein begins with a brief outline of the structure
of human society. There have always been three kinds of
people in the world, ' the High, the Middle and the Low'.
The aim of the High is to stay on top, of the Middle to
replace the High, and of the Low—

when they have an aim—for it is an abiding characteristic
of the Low that they are too much crushed by drudgery to be
more than intermittently conscious of anything outside their
daily lives—is to abolish all distinctions and create a society
in which all men shall be equal.

There is a recurrent pattern in history, says Goldstein,
in which the High lose their form and the Middle take over



with the help of the Low, who are enlisted in the name of
liberty and justice. As soon as the new High feel secure
(as in Animal Farm), they grind the faces of the Low rather
more than their predecessors. The ' new aristocracy—made
up for the most part of bureaucrats, scientists, technicians,
trade union organizers, publicity experts, sociologists,
teachers, journalists and professional politicians' observed
this recurring pattern and decided, when they took over,
to arrest this secular movement. For a long time they
had been moving in this direction: ' in each variant of
Socialism that appeared from about 1900 onwards the aim of
establishing liberty and equality was more and more openly
abandoned.' The great new movements which led to the
founding of the three super-states ' had the conscious aim of
perpetuating zmfreedom and iequality '.

The recurring pattern of history was intelligible and there-
fore alterable. Human equality was now technically possible.
Furthermore, class distinctions were no longer necessary.
For the new rulers, therefore, if they were to stay on top,
' human equality was no longer a thing to be striven after,
but a danger to be averted '. They were acting according to
the spirit of their time. ' By the fourth decade of the
twentieth century all the main currents of political thought
were authoritarian. The earthly paradise had been dis-
credited at exactly the moment when it became realizable.'
There is the tragedy of our century.

The people who made up the new High group had their
origins in the middle and upper working class. They ' had
been shaped and brought together by the barren world of
monopoly industry and centralized government'. They
differed from previous Highs, says Goldstein, looking back
on them over forty years, in that

they were less avaricious, less tempted by luxury, hungrier
for pure power, and, above all, more conscious of what they

o
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were doing and more intent on crushing opposition. This
last difference was cardinal. By comparison with that existing
today, all the tyrannies of the past were half-hearted and in-
efficient.

The new Highs safeguarded their position by collec-
tivism. They abolished private property in order to con-
centrate all property in their own hands. The process was
' represented as an act of collectivization J. The capitalists
were ousted and the State took over ' with the result foreseen
and intended beforehand, that economic inequality has been
made permanent'. This can only be compared to a sermon
against Cromwell by a preacher of his own party. It
recalls the words of Gerard Winstanley, ' the true Leveller',
which are quoted in Orwell's British Pamphleteers:

And such as these rise up to be rich in the objects of the Earth;
then by their plausible words of flattery to the plain-hearted
people, whom they deceive, and that lies under confusion
and blindness: They are lifted up to be Teachers, Rulers, and
Law makers over them that lifted them up; as if the Earth were
made peculiarly for them, and not for others weal: If you cast
your eye a little backward, you shall see . . .

A little later in the chapter Goldstein gives the already
famous description of Doublethink. This is a satire on the
politicians, but it is also a satire on human gullibility, on that
self-hypnosis by which man cherishes his chains.

There are, says Goldstein, three stages in the inner dis-
cipline which makes a good Party Member. The first is
described in Newspeak as Crimestop. Crimestop consists in
stopping instinctively as a dangerous thought arises.

It includes the power of not grasping analogies, of failing to
perceive logical errors, of misunderstanding the simplest argu-
ments if they are inimical to Ingsoc, and of being bored or
repelled by any train of thought which is capable of leading
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in a heretical direction. Crimes top, in short, is protective
stupidity.

This is a splendid revenge after suffering fools for a
decade. The satire continues by describing Blackwhite:

Like so many Newspeak words, this word has two mutually
contradictory meanings. Applied to an opponent, it means
the habit of impudently claiming that black is white, in con-
tradiction of the plain facts. Applied to a Party member, it
means a loyal willingness to say that black is white when Party
discipline demands this. But it means also the ability to believe
that black is white, and more, to know that black is white, and to
forget that one has ever believed the contrary.

This loyalty depends on the system of thought known as
Doublethink, which is ' the power of holding two contradic-
tory beliefs in one's mind simultaneously, and accepting both
of them'. Goldstein describes it as ' a vast system of
mental cheating', and he has given a word to the mental
state to which we all incline. For the Party Member,
training in Doublethink is indispensable.

Doublethink lies at the very heart of Ingsoc, since the essential
act of the Party is to use conscious deception while retaining
the firmness of purpose that goes with complete honesty. To
tell deliberate lies while genuinely believing in them, to forget
any fact that has become inconvenient, and then, when it becomes
necessary again, to draw it back from oblivion for just so long
as it is needed, to deny the existence of objective reality and all
the while to take account of the reality which one denies—all
this is indispensably necessary.

Goldstein insists on applying the stigma of using Double-
think particularly to Socialists: '. . . the Party rejects
and vilifies every principle for which the Socialist movement
originally stood, and it chooses to do this in the name of
Socialism. It preaches a contempt for the working class
unexampled for centuries past . . .'
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Party members will readily invoke Crimestop against this
statement. Others will recognize its truth and read it
with despair. It is a description of the British type of
the mental and spiritual malaise which has afflicted Europe
for decades. Christian ideals have been replaced by a rank,
acquisitive materialism, which flouts the liberal virtues and
repudiates any responsibility to the individual.

The quotation from Goldstein ends with the question
which had haunted Orwell's mind for many years. ' Why
should human equality be averted ? ' The answer is given
by O'Brien in the cellars of the Ministry of Love. It is
the lust for power; the deadly sin of our time.

' The old civilizations claimed that they were founded on love
or justice. Ours is founded upon hatred. In our world there
will be no emotions except fear, rage, triumph and self-abase-
ment. . . . There will be no laughter, except the laugh of
triumph over a defeated enemy. There will be no art, no litera-
ture, no science. . . . But always—do not forget this, Winston
—always there will be the intoxication of power, constantly
increasing and constantly growing subtler. . . . That is the
world we are preparing, Winston. A world of victory after
victory, triumph after triumph after triumph: an endless
pressing, pressing, pressing upon the nerve of power.'

Emmanuel Goldstein's arguments are continued in the
Appendix, called The Principles of Newspeak. There are
many references to its ideas at the beginning of the novel,
but they have nothing like the impact they enjoy in this pam-
phleteering statement. This is quite unmistakably an attack
on English Socialism, of a virulence which demands compari-
son with Swift more than anything else that Orwell wrote.
There is nothing in the sermons against the Socialists in Wigan
Pier to touch this in force or intensity. ' Newspeak was
the official language of Oceania and had been devised to
meet the ideological needs of Ingsoc or English Socialism,'
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It had been devised, he says, not only to provide a language
for socialist expression ' but to make all other modes of
thought impossible'. It is the totalitarian necessity to make
everybody less conscious. ' Newspeak was designed not
to extend but to diminish the range of thought, and this
purpose was indirectly assisted by cutting down the choice
of words to a minimum.'

The language, he tells us with that detailed accuracy which
is the delight of genius, was divided into three vocabularies.
One for everyday life, one for politics and one of technical
and scientific terms. The whole vocabulary was designed
so that' the expression of unorthodox opinions, above a very
low level, was well-nigh impossible'. The pretence of
writing a gravely serious essay on philology is sustained
throughout. The special joy comes in the B vocabulary,
of political terms. They ' were intended to impose a
desirable mental attitude upon the person using them. With-
out a full understanding of the principles of Ingsoc it was
difficult to use these words correctly.' An example is
drawn from a Times leading article: ' Oldthinkers unbelly-
ful Ingsoc', which Orwell renders: 'Those whose ideas
were formed before the Revolution cannot have a full
emotional understanding of the principles of English Social-
ism.' He admits that: '. . . only a person thoroughly
grounded in Ingsoc could appreciate the full force of the word
unbellyful, which implied a blind, enthusiastic acceptance
difficult to imagine today'.

Orwell proceeds to a comparison of the good party
member with the Hebrew of Biblical times and in doing so
relates Socialism to all previous unbalanced zealotries. From
that he proceeds to a description of the more familiar con-
ventions of totalitarian thought. He tells us that a great
many words were euphemisms: ' Joycamp (forced labour
camp) or Minipax (Ministry of Peace, i.e. Ministry of War)
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meant almost the exact opposite of what they appeared to
mean'. Another aspect of Socialism is shown in the words
which ' displayed a frank and contemptuous understanding
of the real nature of Oceanic society. An example was
prolefeed, meaning the rubbishy entertainment and spurious
news which the Party handed out to the masses.'

Orwell revels in his subject like a good preacher, warms
to it and tells us that:

The intention was to make speech, and especially speech on
any subject not ideologically neutral, as nearly as possible
independent of consciousness. For the purposes of everyday
life it was no doubt necessary, or sometimes necessary, to reflect
before speaking, but a Party member called upon to make a
political or ethical judgement should be able to spray forth the
correct opinions as automatically as a machine gun spraying
forth bullets. His training fitted him to do this, the language
gave him an almost foolproof instrument, and the texture of the
words, with their harsh sound and a certain wilful ugliness
which was in accord with the spirit of Ingsoc, assisted the
process still further.

This is written with the verve and relish of the traditional
English rebel, attacking the powerful. If we seek com-
parisons, it will have to be in the eighteenth century to find
the same appearance of decorum, the same intellectual fierce-
ness controlled into quiet statement in the prose structure.
There is no parade here, no lifting of the voice, and a major
judgement like ' a certain wilful ugliness ' being ' in accord
with the spirit of Ingsoc' is made as quietly as an aside.

Newspeak, he says, was organic and grew. It grew less
every year. ' Each reduction was a gain, since the smaller
the area of choice, the smaller the temptation to take thought.'
This is the old ' less conscious' theme again: ' Ultimately
it was hoped to make articulate speech issue from the larynx
without involving the higher centres at all. This aim was
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frankly admitted in the Newspeak word duckspeak, meaning
" to quack like a duck ''.'

Then he quotes The, Times, as all good men should.
Whenever Orwell was writing satirically, Times leaders
seemed to have an irresistible attraction for him.

Provided that the opinions which were quacked out were
orthodox ones, it implied nothing but praise, and when the
Times referred to one of the orators of the Party as a double-
ptusgood duckspeaker it was paying a warm and valued com-
pliment.

The discussion of the C vocabulary which follows is a
fling at the double-distilled charlatanism which is a special
quality of contemporary political thought. The C voca-
bulary deals with scientific terms. Orwell explains that every
scientific worker and techniciari had a list of words for his
own subject, but:

Only a very few words were common to all lists, and there
was no vocabulary expressing the function of Science as a
habit of mind, or a method of thought, irrespective of its
particular branches. There was, indeed, no word for ' Science',
any meaning that it could possibly bear being already suffi-
ciently covered by the word Ingsoc.

A reference in Goldstein makes the meaning clear:

In Newspeak there is no word for ' Science '. The empirical
method of thought, on which all the scientific achievement
of the past was founded is opposed to the most fundamental
principles of Ingsoc.

It is written with enormous zest. One suspects it has
never been as widely enjoyed as it should have been because
it is so badly placed. Anyone who has just finished 1984
is in no state to get the best out of it.

At the end of Newspeak Orwell quotes the Declaration of
Independence. In this context these great phrases, surely
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among the finest that ever grew out of our indispensable
eighteenth century, ring like the knell of our civilization.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created
equal, that they are endowed by their creator with certain
inalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the
pursuit of happiness. That to secure these rights, Govern-
ments are instituted among men, deriving their powers from the
consent of the governed. That whenever any form of Govern-
ment becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the
People to alter or abolish it, and to institute new Government....

In relating these words to Newspeak, Orwell is in fact pro-
nouncing his valedictory to Ingsoc or English Socialism:

It would have been quite impossible to render this into New-
speak while keeping to the sense of the original. The nearest
one could come to doing so would be to swallow the whole
passage up in the single word crimethink. A full translation
could only be an ideological translation, whereby Jefferson's
words would be changed into a panegyric on absolute govern-
ment.

In this appendix and in the Goldstein quotations, as in
Animal Farm, Orwell was writing at his best. His intellect
was his outstanding quality, and in all these pieces his intelli-
gence is fully extended by the idea which his imagination has
supplied. They are full of zest and joy and are therefore
in strong contrast with the grey, blighted texture of the rest
of 1984. These satirical passages in the novel could only
have been written by a man who was reasonably well, and it
is therefore fair to suppose that they were written earlier.
In that case, as he first conceived it, this picture of the future
was intended to have the hilarity which is really the best
mood for such an escapade, as Brave New World has shown.
But as he wrote, he became more and more ill and the
book turned out very differently. As he said himself: ' It
wouldn't have been so gloomy if I hadn't been so ill.'



EPILOGUE

Orwell helped to carry on two great traditions in English
prose. He was an individualist and he cared for prose style.
He did his work at a time when individualism was as un-
popular as ever and when more crude writing than ever before
was getting into print. English is a very difficult language
to manage and few succeed in writing it well. Orwell
managed it with great skill, concentrating his energies on
expository prose because he recognized that he must give his
energies to pamphleteering. By the time he wrote his later
essays he had tempered his style into a strong, fine, supple
instrument. He worked on his prose in the furnace of his
intellect until it became a clear reflection of his character and
what he had to say.

He is therefore a model, as he would have wished to be;
for the fight which he fought will be continued for a long
time. So long as totalitarianism exists anywhere, free govern-
ment is under threat and every free man is in danger. Orwell
concentrated his energies on making people more conscious
of this danger.
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