
>y..'VA'\'.' i.>s?M';tM*!.*'!.;i!;';



THE
CRYSTAL SPIRIT



THE
YSTAL SPIRIT
A Study of George Orwell

by GEORGE WOODCOCK

Little, Brown and Company • Boston • Toronto



COPYRIGHT © 1966 BY GEORGE WOODCOCK

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. NO PART OF THIS BOOK MAY BE REPRO-
DUCED IN ANY FORM OR BY ANY ELECTRONIC OR MECHANICAL
MEANS INCLUDING INFORMATION STORAGE AND RETRIEVAL
SYSTEMS WITHOUT PERMISSION IN WRITING FROM THE PUB-
LISHER, EXCEPT BY A REVIEWER WHO MAY QUOTE BRIEF

PASSAGES IN A REVIEW.
LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOG CARD NO. 66-2c803

SECOND PRINTING

For permission to quote from the works and letters of George

Orwell I am grateful to Sonia Brownell Orwell.

Quotations from Shooting an Elephant and Other Essays; Dic^-'

ens, Dali and Others; Such, Such Were the Joys and Other Essays;

Homage to Catalonia; Animal Farm; The Road to Wigan Pier; A
Clergyman's Daughter, and Keep the Aspidistra Flying are reprinted

by permission of Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., copyright, 1946, by

Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc.; copyright, 1946, by George Orwell;

copyright, 1945, 1946, 1949, 1950, 1952, 1953, by Sonia Brownell

Orwell.

Quotations from Burmese Days, Coming Up for Air, Down and

Out in Paris and London, and 1984 are reprinted by permission of

Brandt & Brandt; copyright, 1933, by George Orwell, renewed <C)

1961, by Sonia Brownell Orwell; copyright, 1934, by George Orwell,

renewed (§) 1962, by Sonia Brownell Orwell; copyright, 1949, 1950,

by Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc.

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA



1589€10

Preface

MANY people have argued that the man they knew as

George Orwell was more important as a personality

than as a writer, for what he was than for what he said. I

suspect that time will reveal this opinion to be a fallacy, as

it did in the case of Samuel Johnson, who, even when we
tire of Boswell, remains soHdly there as one of the most

peculiarly significant writers of his age. Even in his least

perfect writings Orwell still stands out as different from

his contemporaries, yet no one reflects more clearly or

more poignantly the peculiar anxieties of the age in which

he lived. To speak for a generation without being typical

of it is one of the marks by which we can tell the excep-

tional writers of any time— the writers who survive in

the affections and memories of readers; if that is not

enough, Orwell shows also that peculiar concern with the

purity and intelHgibility of the written language which in

England has been the mark of the great literary reformer

from John Dryden down to the present.

Yet, fallacious though it may be to assume that Orwell

or any other writer is greater than his works— for how
else can the greatness of a writer better emerge than

through his writing? — the fact remains that those who
knew Orwell have never been able to perform that act of
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faith demanded by so many modern critics, to see the writ-

ings isolated from the man. Always that gaunt, gentle,

angry and endlessly controversial image intervenes, if only

to remind one of how often his works were good talk

turned into better prose.

This fact explains the form of the present book. I had
intended to write a merely critical study of Orwell's books,

but I found that until I had— as it were— exorcised the

memory of the man by committing my recollections to

paper, I could not approach his writings wdth any degree

of objectivity. But once those recollections had been put

on paper, they seemed to take their place naturally with

the other aspects of Orwell which go to make up the four-

sided figure that emerges in this book— the figure of the

man as I (but not necessarily others) knew him, of the

writer who built his major works around a single and en-

during myth appropriate to the twentieth-century world,

of the man of contradictory yet strangely consistent ideas,

of the penetrating critic who turned his examination upon

himself as well as on others and who in the process trans-

formed himself by an almost conscious act of the will into

one of the purest and finest prose v^iters of any English

age.

I have made no attempt to produce a biography, partly

because Orwell specifically washed that no such book

should be wTritten, and partly because I may well stand too

near the subject to attain the objectivity such a work

would demand. This book remains, as it was intended to

be, a critical study, if one interprets that term in the free

way Orwell himself would have sanctioned. Except for my
own recollections and the letters which Orwell wrote to

me, I have been content to examine the writings of my
subject and the pubhshed recollections of those many
other people who knew him and were unable— even
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when they were eager— to escape from the influence of

his personality. Like these others, I have written my intro-

ductory section on Orwell as I knew him out of a sense of

inner necessity, but in doing so I think I have presented

a sketch of the man a httle different from any other that

has yet appeared, and— more important— have exposed

the attitude, affectionate but at the same time critical,

which I developed towards Orwell a quarter of a century

ago, and from which the rest of this book naturally devel-

ops as a multifaceted study of an author seen against a

political and hterary background which he and I, as dissi-

dent members of the hterary left of the 1930's and 1940's,

to a great degree shared.
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I
The Man Remembered





WHEN I remember George Orwell, I see again the

long, lined face that so often reminded one not of a

living person, but of a character out of fiction. It was the

nearest I had seen in real life to the imagined features of

Don Quixote, and the rest of the figure went with the face.

For Orwell was a tall, thin, angular man, with worn
Gothic features accentuated by the deep vertical furrows

that ran down the cheeks and across the comers of the

mouth. The thinness of his lips was emphasized by a very

narrow hne of dark moustache; it seemed a hard, almost

cruel mouth until he smiled, and then an expression of

unexpected kindliness would irradiate his whole face. The
general gauntness of his looks was accentuated by the

deep sockets from which his eyes looked out, always

rather sadly. In contrast to the fragile, worn-down look of

the rest of him, his hair grew upward into a kind of brown
crest, vigorous and until the end untouched by gray.

The resemblance to Don Quixote was appropriate, for

in many ways Orwell can only be understood as an essen-

tially quixotic man. He regretted the fading of a past soci-

ety which, for all its faults, seemed to him more generous

and colorful than the present. He defended, passionately

and as a matter of principle, unpopular causes. Often

without regard for reason, he would strike out against

anything that offended his conceptions of right, justice or
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decency, yet, as many who crossed lances with him had
reason to know, he could be a very chivalrous opponent,

impelled by a sense of fair play that would lead him to the

public recantation of accusations he had eventually de-

cided were unfair. In his own way he was a man of the

left, but he attacked its holy images as fervently as he did

those of the right. And however much he might on occa-

sion find himself in uneasy and temporary alliance with

others, he was— in the end— as much a man in isola-

tion as Don Quixote. His was the isolation of every man
who seeks the truth diligently, no matter how unpleasant

its implications may be to others or even to himself.

But Don Quixote and Sancho Panza are, as Orwell him-

self pointed out, inseparable companions. In his essay on

comic postcards, "The Art of Donald McGill," he put to his

readers the question: "If you look into your own mind,

which are you, Don Quixote or Sancho Panza?" He did not

wait for an answer; he continued

:

Almost certainly you are both. There is one part of you that

wishes to be a hero or a saint, but another part of you is a little

fat man who sees very clearly the advantages of staying alive

with a whole skin. He is your unofficial self, the voice of the

belly protesting against the soul. His tastes lie towards safety,

soft beds, no work, pots of beer and women with "voluptuous"

figures. He it is who punctures your fine attitudes and urges

you to look after Number One, to be unfaithful to your wife,

to bilk your debts, and so on and so forth. Whether you allow

yourself to be influenced by him is a different question.

By and large, Orwell did not let himself be greatly influ-

enced by the httle fat man within, at least in the grosser

ways which he outhned in his essay, but there was in his

work, and in his conversation, a concern for the substance

and texture and above all the smell of physical life which

certainly belonged far more in the province of Sancho
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Panza than in that of Don Quixote. This is one way of

saying that Orwell, hke Walt Whitman and WilHam
Blake, tended to be somewhat proudly a man of contradic-

tions, and the simultaneous presence in his nature of the

Don and Sancho gave his personahty a fascinating and

slightly enigmatic originahty that has led since his death

to something approaching an Orwell cult. Orwell has been

hailed— as Wilde hailed himself— as a man in life and

work symbohc of his age and its preoccupations; he has

also been represented as a kind of secular saint of the Cold

War age. But he was much too interested in himself as a

person to welcome his posthumous elevation to the imper-

sonal status of a symbol, and in his "Reflections on Gan-

dhi" he made his views on sainthood clear enough to deter

any but the most insensitive from the ungrateful task of

officiating at his canonization.

Orwell was too solitary to be a symbol and too angry to

be a saint. But he succeeded in becoming a writer who set

down, in the purest English of his time, the thoughts and

fantasies of an individual mind playing over the common
problems of our age. What made him exceptional— and

more than a little eccentric in the eyes of his contempo-

raries— was the fact that he also tried to work out his

theories in action and then to give his actions shape in

literature. The triad of thought, act and artifact runs

through the whole of Orwell's writing life; the pattern is

not always so neatly arranged as I may appear to be sug-

gesting, but it is never entirely absent, and one has diffi-

culty in envisaging a future in which critics will ever be

able to think of Orwell's writings separately from his life.

Like Dr. Johnson, so many of whose attitudes he shared,

he is hkely to hold his place in English literature not only

for what he wrote, but also for the man he was and for the

fundamental honesties that he defended.
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Certainly for those writers who knew Orwell as a
friend, it is impossible to evade the lingering influence of

personal impressions, even though the last of these im-
pressions already lies half a generation in the past. This is

why I begin wdth a chapter of reminiscence, a portrait of

the Orwell I knew during the last decade of his life. Per-

haps memory has simplified the picture a little, rounding
out scenes and eliminating details, but most of it is based

on notes which I wrote down barely three years after Or-

well's death. It is the image which conditions my reading

of his works but which also, I hope, has deepened my un-

derstanding of them.

I met Orwell first towards the end of 1942, when he was
working in the Indian Department of the BBC in London;

through our common friend Mulk Raj Anand, he sent me
an invitation to take part in a discussion on poetry which

he was organizing. Earlier in the same year we had en-

gaged in a rather heated polemic in the Partisan Review

over one of Orwell's London Letters in which he had at-

tacked the English pacifists with the curious and— it

seemed to me— unsound argument that they were really

unadmitted power worshipers. In my reply I had made
very personal remarks about Orwell's inconsistencies; as

on paper he had seemed greatly enraged, I was sur-

prised by his invitation to the BBC. But I accepted it,

mostly, I think, to show that I bore as few ill feelings as

Orwell himself appeared to do.

A few days later I went to the wartime studios which the

BBC had improvised in the basement of a requisitioned

department store in Oxford Street. The panel which Or-

well had gathered together was an impressive one for a

single broadcast on a foreign network. Mulk Raj Anand,

Herbert Read and William Empson I already knew; Ed-

mund Blunden and Orwell I had not met before. Orwell
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was wearing his rarely changing uniform of an old tweed

sports coat, leather-patched at the elbows, and baggy cor-

duroys. I was impressed by the size of his hands and feet;

the latter were enormous— size twelve— which made it

difficult for him to get shoes during the austerity war
years. He greeted me in his flat-toned voice, with a re-

served but not unfriendly smile. At that time I was run-

ning a market garden in Middlesex, and Orwell ques-

tioned me about it; he seemed to approve of the fact that I

was engaged in manual work and that my hands were

chapped and ingrained with soil.

The radio program turned out to be a made-up discus-

sion which Orwell had prepared quite skillfully before-

hand, and which the rest of the participants were given a

chance to amend before it went on the air. All of us ob-

jected to small points as a matter of principle, but the only

real change came when Orwell himself produced a vol-

ume of Byron and, smihng around at the rest of us, sug-

gested that we should read 'The Isles of Greece" to show

that English poets had a tradition of friendship for the

aspirations of subject peoples. At that time the British gov-

ernment was opposed to the Indian independence move-

ment (Gandhi and Nehru were still in prison), but all of

the participants in the broadcast supported it in sentiment

at least, and as Herbert Read spoke the ringing verses of

revolt, the program assumed a mild flavor of defiance

which we all enjoyed. Orwell, I noticed, had a very rudi-

mentary idea of radio production, and his own voice was

too thin to make him an effective broadcaster.

After the broadcast was completed, we went to a public

house in Great Portland Street frequented by BBC men,

and here Orwell discoursed rather cynically on the futility

of our having taken so much trouble over a program to

which he doubted if more than two hundred Anglophile
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Indians would bother to listen. He was already experienc-

ing the frustration of a job that concentrated mostly on
the dissemination of official propaganda.

I learned about his feehngs on this point shortly after-

wards when we began to write to each other over our vari-

ous points of disagreement. The first of Orwell's letters be-

gan on a characteristic note. "I am afraid I answered

rather roughly in the Partisan Review controversy. I al-

ways do when I am attacked— however, no malice either

side, I hope." Orwell hked to start friendships by clearing

up any resentments his sometimes intemperate way of ex-

pressing himself may have caused. Julian Symons, whom
he had accused of Fascist thinking, received an apology

on their first meeting, and to Stephen Spender, whom he

had attacked before they actually became acquainted, Or-

well remarked that he found it very difficult to continue a

literary feud with any writer after actually encountering

him, "because when you meet anyone in the flesh you real-

ize immediately that he is a human being and not a sort of

caricature embodying certain ideas."

Later in his early correspondence with me, Orwell dis-

cussed his connection with the BBC. "I doubt w^hether I

shall stay in this job much longer," he said, 'TDUt while

here I consider I have kept our propaganda slightly less

disgusting than it might otherwise have been. ... To
appreciate this you have to be as I am in constant touch

with propaganda Axis and Allied. Till then you don't real-

ize what muck and filth is normally flowing through the

air. I consider that I have left our little comer of it fairly

clean."

In fact he was involved in a typically OrweUian di-

lemma. His revolutionary Socialist ideas did not make

him any less of a thorough English patriot, dedicated to

defending the people and the countryside of England even
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if he had little use for most of its existing institutions, and

when he was rejected medically for Army, Navy and Air

Force ahke, he decided to do what he could as a reputedly

very inefficient Home Guard sergeant and as a BBC offi-

cial. Patriotism aside, he believed that the left-wing liber-

tarian socialism which he had adopted in 1936 could only

survive if the Nazis were defeated, though he felt that the

immediate establishment of some kind of sociahzed econ-

omy in England might be an incentive to fight more effec-

tively. On the other hand his broadcasting experience

taught him how language may be perverted and its real

meaning eventually destroyed when it is put to the use of

even the most benevolent propaganda; there is no doubt

that his experience at the BBC provided him with the

basic raw material that went into the portrayal of the Min-

istry of Truth and the devising of the propaganda lan-

guage of Newspeak in Nineteen Eighty-Four.

He was so obviously unhappy in broadcasting that I

was not surprised when I heard towards the end of 1943
that he had managed to get himself released from the

BBC and had joined the Tribune as Uterary editor. The
Tribune, which still flourishes, was then the organ of the

dissident wing of the Labor Party led by Aneurin Bevan; it

was sharply critical of the Churchill government. Apart

from the Communists, who fell into a special category be-

cause their actions were governed entirely by the exigen-

cies of Russian policy, the Tribune group was the farthest

left among the factions supporting the war, and in their

paper pro-war and anti-war positions found a meeting

ground; for, apart from its critical attitude towards the

coalition government, the Tribune gave space, particu-

larly in its literary pages, to many writers far nearer in

their views to the independent attitudes of the Anarchists,

Trotskyists and Independent Labor Party than they were
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to the policy of the official Labor Party. When the authori-

ties stepped too far over the line of decency in their use of

restrictive v\^artime regulations, the Tribune w^as usually

ready to stand in defense of the fundamental human
rights for which the war was theoretically being fought,

and in this way it gained the distrust of officialdom and
the goodwill of the avant-garde writers, who would will-

ingly contribute articles to its pages for token payment. It

was the kind of paper in which there was room for a

v^iter like Orwell, and I think on the whole he enjoyed the

two or three years he spent there.

It was at this time that I saw Orwell again. I was living

at Hampstead, in Parliament Hill Fields, and I would

often take the bus from South End Green into the center

of London. One morning, when I climbed onto the upper

deck, I caught sight of Orwell's crest of hair and his famil-

iar grimy trenchcoat towards the front of the bus. He had

evidently seen me crossing the road, for as I came up the

stairs he turned round and waved to me. I sat beside him.

He immediately began to talk, with the urgency of a man
who has to get something off his mind, about our dis-

agreement in the Partisan Review and in our later corre-

spondence. I was somewhat surprised, since I felt this had

been cleared up in our letters, but Orwell obviously felt

some direct and personal reference was necessary.

"There's no reason to let that kind of argument on paper

breed personal ill feeling," he remarked. Obviously I had

passed whatever test Orwell regarded as necessary before

he could accord his esteem, and he wanted to be friendly.

From that time we never again mentioned our original

disagreement, and whenever our opinions differed I found

Orwell blunt but genial in argument. But, as I learned

later, he was not always willing to make peace so eas-

ily. On one occasion a Communist poet who had published
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a bitter personal attack on him offered to shake hands

when they met in a Fleet Street public house. Orwell

turned away in angry silence. Afterwards he told me of

the incident. "What a smelly Httle hypocrite S. is!" he con-

cluded. "Just hke the rest of them! If he could do it with-

out risking his cowardly little hide, he'd take the greatest

delight in pushing me under a bus !" After his experiences

in Spain, Orwell never ceased to detest the Stalinists, both

collectively and personally, and he knew very well that,

with good reason, they reciprocated his feelings.

As the bus began to drive off, Orwell pointed out the

large rambling bookstore which then stood at the corner

of South End Green and Pond Street. "I worked there

about ten years ago," he said noncommittally, but seemed

disinchned to enlarge on the statement; the shop was the

model for the bookstore where Gordon Comstock worked

in the early chapters of Keep the Aspidistra Flying. As the

bus drove on through the bombed wastes of Kentish

Town, he began to tell me of his experiences with the po-

lice at the time when he was writing his essay on Henry

Miller, "Inside the Whale." Somehow— through Commu-
nists he suspected— the morality squad of Scotland Yard

had discovered that he was getting copies of Miller's

banned novels through the post from Paris, and he en-

dured several visits and a good deal of interference with

his correspondence before they would finally accept his

argument that he was a serious student of literature and

not a pornographer intent on corrupting the young. In the

end they allowed him to keep the books, but this conces-

sion did not in any way predispose him towards them. In

taking over many of the attitudes of British workingmen,

he had adopted their traditional distrust of the police. "I

have no particular love for the ideahzed 'worker' as he ap-

pears in the bourgeois Communist's mind," he had said a
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few years earlier in Homage to Catalonia, "but when I see

an actual flesh-and-blood worker in conflict with his natu-

ral enemy, the policeman, I do not have to ask myself

which side I am on." His attitude on this point did not

change greatly, and though he would argue that British

police were on the whole less brutal and less corrupt than

the police in Continental countries, he felt that this was
only because the general cHmate of opinion discouraged

them from behaving more unpleasantly.

I saw Orwell fairly often while he was working at the

Tribune, where even more than his predecessors he

opened the review pages to writers of almost every shade

of political opinion. Only the Communists were uninvited;

in those days— quite apart from Orwell's particular an-

tagonism towards it— the Communist Party, which was
constantly clamoring for the suppression of rival minori-

ties, was regarded as pretty far to the right in the ever-

shifting political spectrum.

Orwell was not a good editor; his generosity too often

clouded his discernment about writers and their work. He
persuaded many good writers to work for him; I remem-
ber articles by E. M. Forster, Herbert Read, Cyril Con-

nolly, Stephen Spender. But he also published a great deal

of shoddy trash by young writers who had no promise to

fulfill, and he did this mainly, I think, from kindness

rather than from lack of judgment. He found it extremely

difficult to return an article with a coldly worded rejection

sHp, and he said to me more than once that no writer who
had earned a hard living by reviewing should ever be

trusted with the task of editing.

Orwell made up for his shortcomings as an editor by

becoming a first-rate occasional essayist, and in the years

between 1943 and 1947, the page one turned to first in a

new issue of the Tribune was always that on which Or-
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well, under the general title of "As I Please," discoursed on

any facet of life or letters that struck his fancy at the time.

It was the best short essay writing of the Forties, and most

of it still reads amazingly well in the Sixties. Orwell's ver-

satility was astounding; he rarely failed to find a subject

— a popular song, an aspect of propaganda, the first toad

of spring— on which there was something fresh to say in

a prose that, for all its ease and apparent casualness, was
penetrating and direct. The years of book reviewing, an

occupation which has taken the edge off many a promis-

ing talent, seemed not merely to have developed Orwell's

facility, but also to have sharpened his power to catch and

develop those aspects of books or situations which the un-

observant eye misses but which often contain the essential

clues to understanding. Real writers turn all experience to

use.

Sometimes I would call on Orwell in his small, crowded

office in the Strand, and talk to him over a desk piled v^th

books and manuscripts, behind which he looked pent-in,

with no room for his long legs. The typewriters would

clatter in our ears from the neighboring desks and the

V-2's would go off in the distance like the rockets falling

in Nineteen Eighty-Four. We would go out to lunch in the

upstairs dining room of a rather decayed v^ne tavern in

the Strand, sometimes with Herbert Read or Julian Sy-

mons. On one of these occasions— it was towards the

end of the war, when London restaurant food was at its

worst— the only dish offered was boiled-out cod with bit-

ter turnip tops. I found the combination of flavors appal-

ling, but Orwell, who extracted a boyish enjoyment out of

the hardships of the time, ate his fish and greens with rel-

ish. "I'd never have thought they'd have gone so well to-

gether!" he remarked reproachfully to me when I sent my
plate back almost untasted.
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On another occasion, in the late summer of 1944, he
told me that he had just written a political fable, for

which he was seeking a publisher. Four firms had already

turned it down. I was then connected with Freedom Press,

a tiny libertarian pubhshing house in Red Lion Street. The
Press had brought out books by Herbert Read and Alex

Comfort, and Orwell wondered whether it would be inter-

ested in publishing his fable. I did my best to persuade the

editorial committee, but left-wing factionalism prevailed.

Orwell called himself a SociaUst and supported the war;

the owners of Freedom Press were Anarchists and op-

posed it. Orwell's book was rejected sight unseen. It was
an unfortunate decision, for the fable was Animal Farm.

Orwell's difficulty in placing it was due to the widespread

feehng at the time that Russia was a loyal ally, and that it

was therefore undiplomatic and even a Httle unpatriotic to

pubhsh anything critical of recent Communist history.

Curious as it may seem now, Victor Gollancz, the first

publisher to reject Animal Farm, actually told Herbert

Read that the book was "extreme" and "hysterical." At the

best of times, Orwell was inclined to a kind of mild para-

noia in his relationships with the literary world, which he

regarded as a racket run by "nancy poets" and mutual-

back-scratchers from Cambridge; as a result of his early

years of unsuccessful v^iting he saw himself, even in

1945, as the solitary just man in a den of thieves, not real-

izing how far, v^th his wartime footholds in the Tribune

and Horizon and Partisan Review, he had by now become

part of the literary establishment. When he ran into diffi-

culties over Animal Farm he readily assumed that he was

the victim of a conspiracy fostered by Communist sympa-

thizers in London publishing houses. I doubt whether

anything so deliberate as a conspiracy against his book ac-

tually existed, though Stalinists were still powerful in Eng-
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lish book trade, but I was careful to avoid telling him of

the attitude of Freedom Press, since I did not want him to

feel conspired against by anti-Communists as well. It was
only after much peddling, after he had thought of private

publication, and after a change had begun to take place in

the relationship between Russia and the other Allies early

in 1945, that Orwell eventually persuaded Seeker and

Warburg to bring out Animal Farm. He and his publishers

were equally surprised when it turned out to be an inter-

national best seller.

It

MY acquaintance with Orwell broadened into friend-

ship in the latter part of 1944. Though affinities of

personality and attitude obviously played an important

part in the process, the immediate cause was a common
concern for the defense of civil liberties. As always hap-

pens at such times, the more intransigent minorities of

opinion during the Second World War were sometimes

rather harshly treated, and many pacifists. Anarchists

and left-vdng Socialists were imprisoned or otherwise har-

ried by the authorities. The situation aroused a great deal

of discussion among British intellectuals. A few—
mainly Communists and Tories— argued that freedom of

criticism and protest should be temporarily relinquished

in safeguarding the greater freedoms for which Britain

was struggling. Others, including Orwell and most of his

friends and close associates, held that the liberties of

speech and writing were the most important of the free-

doms over which the war was being fought, and that, once

abandoned, they might never be regained. Even at that

time Orwell already saw very clearly the results that
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might follow from imposing ways of writing and thinking

convenient to the government, and his attitude then antic-

ipated the warnings he expressed some years later in

Nineteen Eighty-Four.

The issue was brought to a head late in 1944, on an
evening of dense London fog, when the Special Branch of

Scotland Yard raided the offices of the Anarchist paper

War Commentary and took away files, lists of subscribers

and other material. The raid provoked immediate protests

from London writers. One group letter, which Herbert

Read and I circulated, was signed by— among others—
E. M. Forster, Stephen Spender and T. S. EHot. Orwell,

who had been attacking the Anarchists in his Partisan Re-

view articles, declared closed season on them as soon as

they became the victims of an immoderate exercise of au-

thority, and signed another group letter, which was circu-

lated by Paul Potts. These protests went unregarded, and

in May 1945, just before the end of the war in Europe,

four of the editors of War Commentary were tried at the

Old Bailey, under special wartime statutes against anti-

mihtarist propaganda. A defense committee was organ-

ized, under the chairmanship of Herbert Read, with

Aneurin Bevan as vice-chairman, but this did not prevent

three of the accused from being sentenced to terms of im-

prisonment. Orwell, who had given publicity to the case in

the Tribune, now published, with Dylan Thomas, George

Barker and several other writers, a protest not merely

against the sentence but also against the decision of the

government to bring proceedings when the war was draw-

ing to an end. He thought it augured badly for peacetime

freedom of expression.

During the trial of the editors of War Commentary, the

National Council for Civil Liberties took little active inter-

est in the case. This indifference on the part of an organi-
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zation set up to protect basic freedoms of speech and writ-

ing was attributed, rightly or wrongly, to the infiltration of

the council by Communists and their sympathizers, and

the various people who had played a part in organizing

defense during the War Commentary case decided that at

least a temporary organization of a more militant charac-

ter should be set up to aid the victims of prosecutions un-

der the restrictive wartime regulations which still re-

mained in force some time after the end of hostilities. The
Freedom Defense Committee was therefore organized in

the summer of 1945, and led a precarious but active life

until 1949. Its leading supporters, though they included

a few political leaders, like H. J. Laski, then chairman of

the Labor Party, and a handful of MP's, were mainly

drawn from the literary and artistic worlds, where the

feelings about getting rid of all restrictions on freedom of

expression were strongest. Among the more active were

E. M. Forster, Bertrand Russell, Cyril Connolly, Benjamin

Britten, Michael Tippett, Henry Moore, Osbert Sitwell and

Augustus John. Herbert Read was chairman and Orwell

became vice-chairman. As a member of the working com-

mittee, I was delegated to transmit to Orwell the invitation

to accept this position, and I recollect that he was at first

hesitant. "I don't want to get back on the administrative

treadmill," he said. He was just beginning to extricate

himself from editorial duties at the Tribune, and wanted

to devote more of his time to writing books. But, on the

condition that no great demands would be made on his

time, he agreed; he became much more helpful, both ma-
terially and morally, than his initial caution had led me to

expect. When we moved into a basement office near Euton

Road, he made a gift of his late wife's typevvrriter, and now
and then, particularly after the royalties on Animal Farm
began to flow in, he made quite substantial donations to
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the funds. The checks were always signed Eric Blair, but

this was the only connection in which, at this time, he
appeared to use his real name; the assumed persona of

"George Orwell" had taken almost complete control, and
he always identified himself, in conversation and in sign-

ing letters, as George and never as Eric.

Orwell did not merely give money. He took a close in-

terest in the committee's activities which, as I reahze

when I look through his letters to me, continued until his

last illness. Occasionally he would buttonhole some influ-

ential person on the fringes of the Labor government

whom we wished to interest in a case of manifest injus-

tice, and he wrote his Tribune essay "Freedom of the

Park" in support of a campaign we had launched against

police interference with the traditional right of political

minorities to sell their publications at the Marble Arch en-

trance to Hyde Park. Once at least he even spoke at a pub-

lic meeting we organized in Conway Hall in support of a

general amnesty for people still in prison, many months

after hostilities had ended, under various wartime laws

and regulations. Orwell appeared on the platform with

Herbert Read, Fenner Brockway and a few other leaders

of the libertarian Left. I think he was rather unhappy in

his unaccustomed role as public speaker, and his voice,

weakened by the throat wound he had received during the

Spanish Civil War, did not carry very well. Yet I do not

agree v^dth Julian Symons, who has also written about

this occasion, that he was a bad speaker; there was so

much unpretentious conviction in his manner, and so

much plain common sense in what he had to say, that his

audience listened with complete attention and applauded

him, I remember, more warmly than the professional ora-

tors of the evening.

As far as I know, Orwell's vice-chairmanship of the
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Freedom Defense Committee was the only office he ever

held in any organization of this type; I think he stayed

with us to the end because we worked very amateurishly

and never developed a bureaucratic hierarchy or, indeed,

a permanent organization. The committee was set up as

an ad hoc body to work in the special situation that ex-

isted just after the war, and, having got a few people out

of prison and eliminated a few small tyrannies by police-

men and civil servants, it faded away, without any formal

dissolution, towards the end of 1949. Orwell Hked its in-

formality, though he himself at times was liable to get

somewhat pedantic over procedure; I remember his argu-

ing long and obstinately about the respective appropriate-

ness of the phrases "on principle" and "in principle" in a

resolution we were drafting. He also liked the people with

whom it brought him into contact. Orwell's natural place

was among the English radical dissenters, the fighters for

rights, the defenders of minorities, the people whose an-

ger over injustices went beyond partisan boundaries; he

had disagreed with many such people on the issue of the

war, but once it was over he tended to pick up his connec-

tions with them again, and the Freedom Defense Com-
mittee was one of the means by which he did so.

til

1HAVE devoted some space to this aspect of Orwell's

last decade because, apart from Juhan Symons, in a

reminiscent essay in the London Magazine, no one else

who has written about him has mentioned this interlude

of hbertarian public activity. To me it is memorable chiefly

because it led to steadily closer contacts with Orwell.

We began to meet informally, outside the ambience
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of civil liberties and editorial offices, and by the spring

of 1945 we were visiting each other in our respective

homes, which in Orwell's case was a clear sign of ap-

proval. He tended, as Symons remarked, to compartmen-

talize his personal relationships almost obsessively, and

relatively few of the many people he knew were invited to

his North London flat. He even managed to segment this

inner Orwell circle, as one might call it, so carefully as to

keep its various strangely assorted members separated

from each other. One of his regular visitors at this time

was an irascible verse-writer who had vowed deadly ha-

tred to me for a review I had written of his poems; Orwell

managed things so adroitly that we never met in his flat.

Even so, one did occasionally say or hear others saying, "I

don't know what Orwell sees in X." What Orwell did see,

almost certainly, was an interestingly individual personal-

ity; censorious though he might be in print, he was, as his

burning desire to make up paper quarrels on first ac-

quaintance suggests, very tolerant towards the people he

knew well.

What made Orwell such an excellent Journalist and

often gave his novels a touch of that reality which goes

beyond mere verisimilitude was his intense interest in the

concrete aspects of living, in "the surface of life," as he

would say. As one got to know him, one realized how his

writing seemed to extend and amplify his daily life and

conversation. I have met few authors in whom there was a

slighter gap between the man as he hved and the man as

he wrote. Now, when I reread his books, and skim again

through his journalistic pieces in the Tribune, the Ob-

server, and, earlier on, the New English Weekly, finding

them still fresh and original after twenty years, I am per-

petually reminded of the conversation on evenings we
spent together in one or the other of our flats, or walking
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over Hampstead Heath on a summer afternoon, or, occa-

sionally, dining in Soho and going on to the Cafe Royal or

to one of the public houses where writers gathered, the

Wheatsheaf in Rathbone Place, or Victor Berlemont's

York Minster ("the French House") near the bombed ruin

of St. Anne's, Soho, or the Swiss in Old Compton Street.

Orwell's own flat, where he lived with his sister Avril,

then unmarried, and with his small adopted son Richard,

to whom he was extravagantly devoted, was in Islington,

perched under the roofs of a tall Georgian house in Can-

onbury Square, a lower-middle-class outpost on the edge

of a great workers' district. Orwell was highly conscious of

the geography of classes, and the whole area, with its

bombed houses and flooded basements and ruins red in

the summer with fireweed, had the kind of seediness

which he liked to portray in his novels and which creates

so much of the atmosphere of books like Keep the Aspidis-

tra Flying and Nineteen Eighty-Four. Orwell's attitude to

London was ambivalent; he claimed to hate it, and he was
certainly much happier when he hved in the country, but

the city still fascinated him, particularly marginal dis-

tricts like IsHngton and the less respectable fringes of

Hampstead. To live in such districts probably gave him a

comforting illusion of nearness to the British workingman
— that nearness which he had sought so often and so

vainly. A street or so from Canonbury Square stood a large

working-class tavern, a kind of gin palace, with cut-glass

screens and a big garden filled with tables, where the pro-

letarians would sit on a summer's evening in whole fami-

lies, with the fathers and mothers downing pints of old-

and-mild while the children shouted on the swings which

the pubHcan had cannily provided. Orwell hked to go

there occasionally, always keeping a weather eye open so

that he might avoid the embarrassment of running into
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one of the little group of Stalinist writers who lived in the

district. But he did not appear to know any of the work-

ingmen who frequented the pub, and he certainly seemed
out of place among them, a rather frayed sahib wearing

shabby clothes with all the insouciance an old Etonian

displays on such occasions. I always found it difficult to

think how he could have passed himself off so convinc-

ingly as a tramp in the adventures he describes in Down
and Out in Paris and London and in The Road to Wigan
Pier. But the little world of the tramps and the shghtly

larger world of writers and painters were probably, a gen-

eration ago, the only declassed areas of English life, and

for that reason they were quite exceptional. Between the

worker and the most radically minded of middle-class

men there was— as Orwell observed sharply when he

wrote The Road to Wigan Pier— a great gulf fixed, and

this gulf he never really crossed. In fact, as I shall show

later, its presence, in one form or another, became the

leading theme of all his more significant writing.

Orwell's own apartment reflected his attempt to recon-

cile his intellectualism with his interest in a working-class

culture that was already moribund among the people. It

was a dark and almost dingy place, with a curiously Dick-

ensian atmosphere. In the living room stood a great screen

plastered over with shellacked pictures cut from maga-

zines, and a collection of china mugs, celebrating various

popular nineteenth-century festivals, crowded on top of

the crammed bookshelves. Like many good and sensitive

writers, he neither had nor pretended to any developed

taste in the visual arts or, for that matter, in music, and he

gathered objects around him for their curiosity rather than

their aesthetic charm, though at the same time he was in-

tensively sensitive to natural beauty, the beauty of land-

scapes, birds and even humble creatures like toads. By the
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fireplace stood a high-backed wicker armchair, of an aus-

terely angular shape which I have seen nowhere else, and

here Orwell himself would always sit, like a Gothic saint

in his niche. The small room which he called his study

looked like a workshop, with its carpenter's bench, its rack

of chisels and its smell of newly cut wood; Orwell was
very fond of manual work, and when he was in London he

would sometimes do a little joinery as a relaxation from

writing, though the simple bookshelves and brackets

which he showed me displayed no evidence of special dex-

terity. Most of his writing he actually did by typewriter,

sitting at the large round table in his living room.

Orwell was not entirely indifferent to comfort, but he

certainly set no great store by appearances and his periods

of hardship had given him an easy contempt for the trap-

pings of the bourgeois life. His way of dressing, even

when he was relatively prosperous, remained the shabby

corduroys and the worn tweed jacket, with a thick, dark-

colored Viyella shirt, a shaggy tie, and shoes that were

never well polished. He liked trench coats, bulky knitted

scarves, and leather gauntlets. I never saw him wearing a

suit or, in any weather, a hat.

John Morris, who disliked Orwell as a result of their

association at the BBC, suggested in Penguin New Writ-

ing that this sartorial eccentricity manifested a childishly

self-conscious rebellion against the proper standards of

polite behavior. But it seemed to me that, having once es-

caped from middle-class conventions, Orwell just did not

find them worth the trouble of resuming. At the same time

he did take a boyish pleasure in imitating a few working-

class habits. For example, he would often pour his tea into

his saucer and blow on it vigorously before he drank it,

and if anyone appeared to be shocked, he would be de-

lighted and regard it all as a great joke. A similar boyish-
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ness of nature led him to practice feats of endurance and
austerity which taxed his weak health, but which pro-

vided him with the subject matter for some of his best

books, Homage to Catalonia and Down and Out in Paris

and London, and which might have produced, if only he
had lived long enough, an excellent account of the hard-

ships of farming in the Hebrides. He seemed to have

naturally modest needs, and long periods of semivolun-

tary poverty had reduced his demands on hfe, but when
anything good came his way he rarely rejected it, as one

reahzed after the publication of Animal Farm when he at

last enjoyed something approaching prosperity. But to

that aspect of his later years I shall be returning.

Whenever one arrived at Orwell's flat, or when he

walked into our attic apartment in Highgate, his ailing

bronchi wheezing from the long climb up several flights of

stairs, there was first a period of silence, for Orwell,

though a gregarious, was also a shy man. Then, after a

while, the conversation would warm up, over a meal

(usually high tea at Orwell's), or sitting before a coal or

peat fire, with Orwell butterfingeredly roUing cigarettes of

the strongest black shag he could find and drinking tea as

dark and almost as thick as treacle. Sometimes, when he

was in a reminiscent mood, the talk would develop into a

monologue on his part. His voice, which retained a slight

but recognizable vestige of the Eton accent, was rather

low and level in tone, and it had a fascinating kind of mo-

notony which seemed to throw into relief the vividness of

his descriptions. His monologues mainly concerned those

parts of his life which were dealt with in his autobio-

graphical works and in the semiautobiographical parts of

his novels, the writings on Burma, on Paris and Spain, on

those lower depths of Enghsh life which in those days still

jseemed to anyone brought up in the middle classes more
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distant and hardly less exotic than a foreign country. It

seemed as though one were listening to a leisurely, rather

didactic but nonetheless very entertaining gloss on his

various books. At other times we would be guided by Or-

well's passion for odd facts, and would converse on the

strangest variety of subjects, hopping erratically from

point to point. However banal our subject might appear

when we first lit upon it, Orwell would usually discuss it

with such thoroughness and humor that it would be lifted

completely out of its pristine dullness. He might talk

about tea, for example, and ways of making it, or about

various kinds of fuel and their respective merits, and

would bring in such a wealth of illustration and reminis-

cence and so many odd tags of information that one was
stimulated to enter into the subject with as much zest as

he. And then, a week or two later, one would find that this

conversation had become part of his writing and formed

the basis of one of his highly readable essays in the Trib-

une. I think it was this close relationship between his talk

and his writing that enabled Orwell to be at once such a

prohfic and such a generally successful journalist. Once
an idea had taken shape and even a degree of poHsh in

conversation, it was a fairly simple matter to write it

down. Some of Orwell's articles, as he admitted rather

shamefacedly, were actually typed out immediately and

pubhshed in their first draft, without any substantial revi-

sion. On anything that was to appear in book form, or on

one of those rather monumental pieces which he contrib-

uted to Horizon or Partisan Review or Now, he took much
greater pains.

There were other times when the conversation ranged

over the more portentous fields of politics, and Orwell

would expound his fears on the future of society, and di-

late on the way in which the concern for freedom and truth
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had grown weak in the popular consciousness, as well as

among writers and politicians. In this way he told us all the

basic ideas of Nineteen Eighty-Four, though, with char-

acteristic modesty, he talked httle about the details of the

novel, and until I saw it finally in print I had only the

sketchiest idea on the plot, though I knew all the themes by

heart. One day, in the spring of 1946, Orwell took out of

one of his bookshelves a paperbacked book. "I've been look-

ing for this for a long time," he said, "but I still can't find a

copy of the English version." It was Nous Autres, the

French translation of Zamyatin's We, and a few weeks later

Orwell wrote for the Tribune a descriptive essay on this fas-

cinating anti-Utopia. But he gave no indication of the ex-

tent to which the chance acquisition of this volume would

help to determine the shape of Nineteen Eighty-Four,

which bears the ineradicable marks of Zamyatin's influ-

ence. When Orwell talked in this apocalyptic vein he would

paint a horrifying Gothic picture of the fate that might

befall us, and here, as some of the more pessimistic parts

of Coming Up for Air suggest, he was motivated by long-

held fears which the reading of We merely helped to crys-

tallize in a fictionally viable form. "My God, Orwell is a

gloomy bird!" said Herbert Read, himself no lighthearted

conversationalist, after one such session. And often, in-

deed, it seemed as though one had been listening to the

voice of Jeremiah.

Politically, Orwell was at his best as the critic, the icon-

oclast, in some ways— possibly owing to the Gallic strain

in his family— remarkably similar to French writers hke

Peguy and Proudhon. After he returned to England in

1927 and resigned from the Imperial police in Burma, he

described himself rather vaguely as an Anarchist, and

continued to do so for several years; even after he began to

call himself a Socialist in 1936, he significantly fought be-

fl
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side the Anarchists in the internecine struggle between

the Communists and their libertarian opponents during

the Barcelona May Days of 1937. From that time until his

death his relation with the Anarchists was noticeably am-

bivalent.

When I first knew him, Orwell was a supporter of the

Labor Party, though I doubt if he was a card-carrying

member. It was the left wing of the party with which he

associated, the wing led by Aneurin Bevan, Jennie Lee and

Michael Foot, and after Labor came into power in 1945,

and began to impose its program of Crippsian austerity, a

rather squalid foretaste of Nineteen Eighty-Four, his en-

thusiasm cooled perceptibly and rapidly. From my own
contact with him at this time, I believe Julian Symons was
substantially correct when he said, in his London Maga-

zine article, that Orwell retained his faith in libertarian

socialism until his death, but that in the end this behef

"was expressed for him more sympathetically in the per-

sonahties of unpractical Anarchists than in the slide rule

Sociahsts who made up the bulk of the British Parliamen-

tary Labor Party."

This does not mean that Orwell ever again became an

avowed Anarchist. But he passed from a sharp and im-

moderate wartime criticism of the Anarchists because of

their antimilitarism to a position of interested tolerance,

so that between 1945 and his death, Anarchist intellectu-

als, including Herbert Read, Marie Louise Berneri and me,

were among his closest friends. He contributed at least

one and possibly more review articles to Freedom, the

weekly which replaced War Commentary in 1945 as the

political organ of the Anarchists, and he became a loyal

and interested supporter of Now, the literary magazine

which I was running at the time. He was the first person

to send a substantial check to the fund which I established
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in a vain attempt to stem the magazine's losses, and to one
of the issues, in 1946, he contributed his magnificent and
terrible essay, "How the Poor Die." This was after the pub-

hcation of Animal Farm; American magazines were bid-

ding for his work, and he could certainly have demanded
a handsome fee for such a piece of v^iting instead of the

minute token payment I was able to offer. But Orwell

never cut away the literary ladders by which he himself

had climbed, and he was always vdlling, when he had the

time, to write for impecunious Httle magazines. I never

knew him actually to refuse a request from such a maga-
zine; even if he was too busy to fulfill it, he would always

promise to do something when he had time.

I think his wavering attitude towards anarchism, shift-

ing from a general commitment in the early Thirties to

critical hostility during the war years and back to friendly

interest in the last five years of his life, was connected

with the peculiar nature of his own socialism, which, with

all its contradictions and its tendency to take pendulum

swings from extreme idealism to extreme common sense,

had far more affinity with Proudhon's variety than with

Marx's. When Orwell talked most eloquently about social-

Ism, it was always when he was engaged in showing the

faults and dangers of existing Socialist movements. When-
ever I discussed with him his views of what sociahsm

should actually be, the creed that emerged was a very sim-

ple one. He was mainly concerned with the implementa-

tion of those fairly general ideas which he brought to-

gether under the heading of "decency," ideas like brother-

hood, fair play and honest dealing which he had absorbed

from writers like Dickens, but he was not very adept at

close political discussion, and he had a temperamental re-

luctance to think in terms of elaborate social plans or

clearly defined party platforms.
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What concerned him much more deeply than political

programs were the general principles of conduct, particu-

larly conduct affecting other men, which had been devel-

oped in the long tradition of Enghsh radical dissent, and

which were quickly losing ground in modem political life,

in the world of the concentration camps and the partisan

rewriting of history. It was important to tell the truth. It

was important to preserve the objectivity of history. It was
important, above all, to create a world in which every

man's right to self-respect would be jealously preserved.

This was why Orwell hated political doctrinaires, profes-

sional do-gooders, and faddists of all kinds, why he looked

forward to a society in which men would be able to enjoy

simply and with maximum freedom the good things of

life. Like William Morris, he disliked modem machinery,

though he knew it was unavoidable, and loved to make
things with his own hands, no matter how inefficiently.

And he shared with both Morris and Chesterton a great

nostalgia for a past which he tended to idealize. Life in the

1930's and 1940's seemed to him a great deal less decent

and even less pleasant than it had been a generation be-

fore.

Orwell agreed with the Anarchists in distrusting the in-

volved metaphysics of Marxist theory, which he felt had

very httle relation to the real life or the real problems of

workingmen. He himself replaced the rigidity of Marxist

doctrine wdth a rather loose kind of pragmatism which did

not always prove adequate to the demands of discussion.

It was when he talked to me about the state, that apple of

discord which split the Socialist movement in the nine-

teenth century, that Orwell seemed particularly confused.

On one side he was still influenced by the traditions of the

sahib class into which he had been born, traditions of ded-

icated public service coupled with the wielding of unchal-
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lenged authority. But he also cultivated an anti-authoritar-

ian strain of thought that was never far from the surface

in his reactions to established government. So there were

occasions when he would speak, in tones that might have

seemed appropriate to a converted Blimp, of extensive

and disciplined nationalization of industries, of state con-

trol over wide sectors of social life. But at other times—
and here I felt his real inclinations were emerging— he

seemed to envisage a decentralized society and workers'

control of industry— something rather like the Guild So-

ciahst vision, with a great deal of room for individual ini-

tiative. Similarly he would argue that authors should be

state-supported, and at other times appear to contradict

himself by maintaining that the less a writer had to do

with any organized body, the better for him and his work.

"There are always strings attached," he sometimes said,

and then I would know he was thinking of his years at the

BBC.

Although conversations with Orwell ranged widely,

there were certain strictly avoided areas. He had devel-

oped an extraordinary reticence about intimate matters,

which Richard Rees rather aptly described as pudor. Even

his anger was demonstrative only on paper, and when he

was in the company of someone he disliked he was most

likely to express his disapproval by an agonizing and

gloomy silence. While his consideration for other people,

which he sometimes displayed practically in the way of

great helpfulness and generosity, indicated the presence

of deep feelings, he showed them rarely, except towards

his son Richard, to whom his devotion was touchingly ob-

vious. He was not uninterested in women— after all, he

married twice— but he never made a display of the fact,

and one extraordinarily beautiful girl who was on very

friendly terms with both of us, and who could turn ahnost
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any man's head with a single flash of her great dark eyes,

remarked to me with some pique that Orwell was the only

one among her male acquaintances who never made her

feel that he was aware of her as a woman.
Orwell's pudor prevented him from discussing a whole

range of intimate aspects of his own life. For example, he

only once mentioned to me his first wife Eileen, who died

suddenly in 1944 and whom I never met. Neither he nor

his sister Avril ever talked very much about their family or

their childhood, and as far as my conversations v\dth him
went, he might have been born somewhere towards the

end of his time at Eton. One soon learned to respect his

reticences; anything less would have meant the loss of a

friend.

Undoubtedly this almost fanatical reserve had a great

deal to do with the request in Orwell's will that no biog-

raphy of him should be v^nritten, a request which to many
people seemed inconsistent wdth his choice of the autobio-

graphical form for so many of his books and v^th the

strong autobiographical elements that appear in all his

novels. In the long run a biography can hardly be avoided;

already, with the publication of many of Orwell's letters,

of the reminiscences of his relatives and friends, of the

agonizing manuscript about his childhood, Such, Such

Were the Joys, which he secreted in his desk after it was
written, a kind of phantom biography does exist, and un-

doubtedly, when all those who knew him are dead, some-

one— probably the wrong person— will at last write the

definitive life of George Orwell.

However irrational the request, Orwell's friends have

respected it, though they have also speculated on the con-

nection between this wish to keep certain personal mat-

ters from the light of day and the relationship between

George Orwell and his alter ego Eric Blair. George Orwell,
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first merely a nom de plume, began to emerge in the early

Thirties, but almost to the end of the decade Orwell still

signed his letters Eric and accepted the use of this name
by his friends. By the early Forties he had become George

Orwell to almost everybody but his bank manager. The
persona of the successful writer had taken control and

submerged Eric Blair, the self-styled failure of St. Cyp-

rian's and Eton and Burma, the down-and-out, the ill-paid

teacher and bookshop assistant. And it was George Orwell

who turned Eric Blair, under various guises, into a char-

acter in hterature and decided, with an artist's arbitrari-

ness, which aspects and which adventures of his other

self should be recorded. The "I" in Down and Out in Paris

and London and The Road to Wigan Pier is no more and

no less George Orwell than the Marcel of A la recherche

du temps perdu is Marcel Proust, and the autobiographi-

cal form of his works can be deceptive, if it is taken too

literally, for Orwell rarely tells of his own experience ex-

cept to make a point illustrating some general argument,

usually of a political or social nature. At least overtly, he

does not confess for the sake of confessing, though in

works like Such, Such Were the Joys one feels a personal

need impelling him in addition to the avowed intent to tell

his experiences for the sake of exposing the tyrannies

practiced on children in the name of education. Generally

he was highly selective in the autobiographical material

he used in his books or essays; there was rarely anything

that could be interpreted as a romantic uncovering of the

depths of the self, and it was obviously to prevent any

such uncovering by others that he forbade the writing of a

biography. His published statements and the persona he

revealed so guardedly to his friends comprised all that he

wished to be known about himself. Yet, as we shall see

later on examining his books, that hidden self is rarely
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absent, and emerges most strongly in the various forms

of personal alienation which he portrays and discusses.

IV

ORWELL was one of those rare men whom success

did not harm. On the contrary, one noticed a defi-

nite mellowing of his character during the lamentably

brief period between the successful publication of Animal
Farm and the onset, at the end of 1947, of the illness that

continued until his death at the beginning of 1950. He be-

came noticeably less inclined to imagine himself the vic-

tim of literary conspiracies, and he found much pleasure

in sharing his good fortune with others, particularly after

the American Book-of-the-Month Club accepted Animal

Farm in 1946. In that year Orwell had modestly esti-

mated, in reply to a questionnaire circulated by Horizon,

that a sufficient income for an author would be six pounds

if he were single and ten pounds if he were married. In

these terms, he found himself, with the royalties from An-

imal Farm and the fees for magazine article commissions

which began to flow from the United States, not merely

comfortably off', but positively well-to-do.

When he received the news of the Book-of-the-Month

Club's decision, Orwell rang me up and invited me to

lunch with him in celebration. By now he had abandoned

the dreary public houses of the Strand which one associ-

ated with his Tribune days, and was patronizing the Greek

and Italian restaurants of Percy Street. We met in a Tot-

tenham Court Road public house, and as we walked to

Percy Street Orwell explained to me at length that we
were going to a restaurant he had begun to visit only the

previous week, because the head waiter in the restaurant
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where he formerly lunched had objected to his taking off

his jacket to eat. I have forgotten the name of the restau-

rant to which we did go, but I do remember Orwell stand-

ing up, conspicuous because of his height, and hanging

his jacket over the back of his chair. With a look he chal-

lenged me to follow his example; I did. At that time war-

time restrictions of restaurant meals were beginning to re-

lax, and the lunch was an excellent and lavish one, with

aperitifs, wine and brandy; it was a far cry from the boiled

cod and turnip tops in the Strand a few years before, and
Orwell seemed to enjoy the change.

Over lunch, Orwell discussed the effect which the suc-

cess of Animal Farm would have on his future. I thought

at the time that his ideas were very reahstic. He intended

to put most of the money he got from the Book-of-the-

Month Club into a trust fund for his son Richard. There

was nothing in the way he spoke to suggest that he had

any premonition that he would be dead within four years;

he was merely acting from a sense of caution bred of

many illnesses. He also wanted to buy a house in the Heb-

rides, and told me that he had been thinking about this all

through the war; rather sardonically, he said that now his

intention was reinforced by a desire to get as far away as

possible from the threat of destruction by the atom bomb.

From what I know of Orwell's almost perversely obstinate

courage, I doubt if this was ever a really important reason

for his wishing to leave London; the nostalgia for a sim-

pler and cleaner way of hfe which emerges so poignantly

in Coming Up for Air and even gives pathos to parts of

Nineteen Eighty-Four was, I am sure, a much more press-

ing motive. Apart from his own feelings, he wanted to

bring up his son in the country rather than the city, and

later on he was delighted when Richard, still only four

years old, seemed to be taking enthusiastically to life on
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the farm. For the rest, he hoped to abandon the joumahs-

tic work he had been carrying on since 1940, and to spend

his time— at least in the foreseeable future— on writing

novels and major critical essays. i5S53^>ll
By the austere standards of England in 1946, the bill

which Orwell paid for lunch that day was a stiff one—
round about six guineas— and I felt obliged to contrib-

ute in some way to the celebration of his good fortune. I

decided that it had to be something in the way of an

unusual treat, and I remembered that one of the Soho

pubs, the Dog and Duck, had mysteriously acquired a

small cache of real absinthe. So we crossed Oxford Street

and stood in the tiny bar, crowded with beer-boozers

drinking against closing time, while the barmaid slowly

dripped water through a cube of sugar into the milky liq-

uid. Some of our fellow customers were curious, and the

barmaid explained at embarrassing length, with dark ref-

erences to people who wasted good money on frivohties;

there was still a lot of puritanical feeling about extrava-

gant spending in London at that time, and we began to

reaUze that the regulars of the Dog and Duck regarded us

with suspicious disfavor, so that as soon as the absinthe

was ready we drank it quickly and hurried out. Unwit-

tingly, I had made Orwell rather unhappy, since the inci-

dent underhned the gap between the modest bourgeois

luxuries he could now afford to give himself and his

friends, and the standards of the working class for which

he still felt an obscure though slowly receding admiration.

However, that was not what he talked about as we walked

away dov^ni Frith Street, both feehng a Httle sheepish.

"Didn't it cost rather a lot, George?" he asked sohcitously.

It had in fact cost only a fraction of the bill he had settled

half an hour before, but he knew enough about the life of

young professional wrriters— this was the year of my first
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book— to realize that the pound I had paid out was one
of the very few in my possession. Naturally, hke Gordon
Comstock in Keep the Aspidistra Flying, I dissembled.

It must have been almost immediately after this meet-

ing that Orwell went up to the Hebrides and found the

deserted farmhouse, Bamhill, which he bought on the Isle

of Jura. From that time we naturally saw much less of

him, but letters arrived quite frequently in which he gave

vivid httle pictures of his life there, and kept us posted on
his activities. Returning from Switzerland in August

1946, for example, I found a letter waiting for me in

which he said that he had just started a novel which he

hoped to finish in 1947. This was the book that emerged

out of the gloomy speculations about the world's future to

which we had hstened during the preceding year. It be-

came Nineteen Eighty-Four, and was destined, though

none of us then imagined it, to be his last book.

Knowing Orwell's passion for tea, my wife and I, coffee

drinkers, would save up our rations and every now and

again send him a packet of Ty-Phoo Tips, which produced

the dark, strong brew he Uked. One of these packets, in

September 1946, evoked a letter in which Orwell de-

scribed existence on Jura; it reflected the intense interest

he always took in the concrete aspects of life— particu-

larly rural Life— and also in its social overtones.

Thanks ever so for the tea— it came just at the right mo-

ment because this week the whole of the nearest \allage is be-

ing brought here in lorries to get in the field of com in front of

our house, and of course tea ^vill have to flow like water while

the job is on. We have been helping the crofter who is our only

neighbor \vith his hay and corn, at least when rain hasn't made
it impossible to work. Everything is done here in an incredibly

primitive way. Even when the field is plowed with a tractor the

com is still sown broadcast, then scythed and bound up into
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sheaves by hand. They seem to broadcast com, i.e. oats, all

over Scotland, and I must say they seem to get it almost as

even as can be done by a machine. Owning to the wet they don't

get the hay in till about the end of September or even later,

sometimes as late as November, and they can't leave it in the

open but have to store it all in lofts. A lot of the com doesn't

quite ripen and is fed to the cattle in sheaves like hay. The
crofters have to work very hard, but in many ways they are

better off and more independent than a town laborer, and they

would be quite comfortable if they could get a bit of help in

the way of machinery, electrical power and roads, and could

get the landlords off their backs and get rid of the deer. These
animals are so common on this particular island that they are

an absolute curse. They eat up the pastures where there ought

to be sheep, and they make fencing immensely more expen-

sive than it need be. The crofters aren't allowed to shoot them,

and are constantly having to waste their time dragging car-

casses of deer down from the hills during the stalking season.

Everything is sacrificed to the brutes because they are an easy

source of meat and therefore profitable to the people who own
them. I suppose sooner or later these islands will be taken in

hand, and then they could either be turned into a first-rate

area for dairy produce and meat, or else they would support a
large population of small peasants living off cattle and fishing.

In the eighteenth century the population here was 10,000—
now less than 300.

In letters like these— and there were more of them—
one felt that Orw^ell was not merely displaying his re-

cently acquired knowledge of the remote Scottish country-

side and its ways of life, but was also expressing a convic-

tion that the so-called progress which had been going on

for the past three or four generations, and which had ac-

celerated since his childhood, was disrupting a naturally

balanced society in which a frugal but satisfying agrarian

existence had been viable. But he allowed for the possibil-

ity of that trend being eventually diverted, and I found it

an interesting indication of the open and undoctrinaire
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kind of socialism which he professed that he should con-

sider the re-creation of a peasant class a possible solution

to the social ills of rural Scotland. Or was perhaps his

longing to re-estabhsh the past getting the better of his

desire to achieve a Socialist future which he must have

known would become, if it were built by the Labor Party

of the 1940's, the very kind of mechanized and centralized

society that he foresaw with the greatest apprehension?

My own feeling is that his close involvement at this time

in the life and problems of a group of survivors from the

premechanical age like the Jura crofters was directly re-

lated to the passion with which, at the same period, he

was sketching out in Nineteen Eighty-Four the possible

outcome of an uncritical faith in progress and an unimag-

inative willingness to accept a managerial society,

whether on the American capitaHst, the English Socialist

or the Russian Communist model.

In September 1946 I told Orwell that the Socialist Book

Center, which up to this time had been an independent

left-wing venture, had been taken over by Colletts, the

Communist-controlled chain of bookstores. He said in his

reply

:

I am quite stunned. How could it have happened? . . . and

what happens about their publications, for instance the pam-

phlets they were issuing from time to time? There was one of

mine they published a few months back, and I don't even know
how many copies it sold.

But OrwelFs main concern was not his own pamphlet.

He saw the importance of having a bookstore in London

where the literature of all movements of political dissent

could be displayed with partisan censorship.

It is simply calamitous if there isn't one large, left-wing

bookshop not under CP control. However, I shouldn't say it
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would be impossible to set up a successful rival, because any
CP bookshop must be hampered as a shop by being unable to

stock "the wrong" kind of literature. The thing is to have a

shop which apart from selling all the left-wing stuff is a good

bookshop, has a lending library and is managed by someone
who knows about books. Having worked in a bookshop I have

got ideas on the subject, which I'll tell you when I get back.

When he did return to London in mid-October Orwell

talked to several people about the prospect of such an in-

dependent bookshop, but nothing came of the idea. I do

not know what happened to his pamphlet in the hands of

the Communists, though I remember that he instructed

his agent, Leonard Moore, to follow it up and collect any

money that might be due. It was the pamphlet entitled

James Burnham and the Managerial Revolution.

About this time I was commissioned by Dwight Mac-

donald, then editing Politics in New York, to write a long

critical essay on Orwell. I found that several of Orwell's

books which are now freely available in paperbacks had

gone out of print and were virtually unobtainable. Even
the London Library had no copy of Keep the Aspidistra

Flying, and, having tried all my friends in vain, I wrote to

Orwell asking if he could possibly lend me one. I did not

get the novel, but I did receive a reply that showed the

sharply critical standards Orwell applied to books of his

own which, for all their evident imperfections, have stood

the test of time reasonably well. After remarking that it

was "very flattering" to be the subject of an article in Poli-

tics, he continued:

I haven't a copy of Keep the Aspidistra Flying. I picked up a

copy in a secondhand shop some months back, but I gave it

away. There are two or three books which I am ashamed of,

and have not allowed to be reprinted or translated, and that is

one of them. There is an even worse one called A Clergyman's
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Daughter. This was written simply as an exercise, and I

oughtn't to have published it, but I was desperate for money,
ditto when I wrote Keep the A. At that time I simply hadn't a
book in me, but I was half-starved and had to turn out some-
thing to bring in £ioo or so.

Both books would have satisfied any ordinary journey-

man writer, but Orwell took his Hterary craftsmanship

very seriously. His writing seemed effortless, but this was
only because of the exacting discipline he imposed on
structure and verbal texture alike.

My article appeared in Politics during the followdng

winter, after Orwell had returned to London. It was the

first serious essay on Orwell's work that had yet appeared,

and on some points it was very critical, particularly of

those inconsistencies of thought which it is easy to un-

cover in almost anything Orwell wrote about politics. The
day after the issue arrived in England, I went into the

Freedom Bookshop, and there I found Orwell. He had just

bought Politics, and was obviously intent on reading the

article as soon as he could. I felt rather apprehensive; I

had got into trouble with London literary friends over

much less critical comments on their work. That evening

Orwell rang me up; he liked the essay and thought it was

as good a first study as any wrriter could expect. He ob-

jected only to one paragraph, in which I had accused him
of political opportunism for arguing that conscription

could not be avoided in time of war but that as soon as

hostilities were ended it must be resisted as an infringe-

ment on the hberties of the individual. But even here his

protest took a surprisingly mild form. "I have my reasons

for arguing like that," he said, but he never explained

them.

Orwell stayed in London from October 1946 to April

1947. It was the hardest winter we had endured for many
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years, and Orwell suffered from severe attacks of bronchi-

tis which kept him in bed for weeks on end. I remember
more than once going round to his flat in the middle of the

day and finding him in pajamas and a shaggy dressing

gown, looking exceptionally gaunt and pale, but working

at his typewriter on a review or article for some editor to

whom he had made a promise he did not wish to break.

Money was no longer so important to him as it had been in

the past, but the years of journalism had established the

deadline habit, and he was too workmanlike in his atti-

tude towards writing to feel happy about letting down
anyone who was relying on him.

After Orwell left for Jura in April 1947, we did not see

him again; for him it was the last of the good summers.

He invited us to join him in the Hebrides whenever we felt

inclined, and sent an elaborate timetable of trains, boats,

buses and hired cars. But that year we could not afford the

fares for the two-day journey from London, and we had to

be content with the letters that arrived fairly frequently

until the autumn. Looking through them, I find Orwell

telling me details of the island life— he had just started

cutting peat, "which I think is really less work than cut-

ting wood"— and approving of my intention at that time

to write a book on Oscar Wilde. "I've always been very pro-

AVilde," he commented. "I particularly like Dorian Gray,

absurd as it is in a way." I suspect that Orwell's liking for

Wilde was based mainly on his natural sympathy for the

defeated, since there is little in common between the aus-

terity of his own work and the lushness of Wilde's, except

perhaps a shared hking for surface color, which in Or-

well's case comes out most strongly in Burmese Days.

However, he did realize, more than most people, that there

was a very serious side to Wilde's character, and when I

edited a new edition of The Soul of Man Under Socialism,
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which appeared at the end of 1947, he wrote an article on
the leader page of the Observer, in which he talked of

Wilde's ideas as a contribution to Socialist thought that

merited discussion. Wilde's libertarian attitude was really

not far removed from his own. Nevertheless, when one

remembered his attacks on intellectual Socialists and on
"pansy poets" during the 1930's, his liking for Wilde did

seem a typical Orwellian inconsistency.

During that summer on Jura, Orwell was working with

difficulty on Nineteen Eighty-Four, which he did not now
expect to finish before the spring of 1948.

It always takes me a hell of a time to write a book even if I

am doing nothing else, and I can't help doing an occasional

article, usually for some American magazine, because one

must earn money occasionally.

It was at this time, in August, that Orwell took a deci-

sion which many of his friends regarded with foreboding.

He announced that, apart from a trip to London in No-

vember, he intended to winter on Jura. With his precari-

ous health, and after the bad attacks of bronchitis during

the preceding winter, it seemed the height of quixotic folly

for him to remain in the damp, raw autumn and winter

cHmate of the Hebrides, but he was the kind of man v^th

whom, one knew beforehand, it was useless to argue once

he had made up his mind. Moreover, he had thought up

plenty of reasons for staying, and he detailed them to me
in a letter which made me feel that he had really found in

the remote and fairly primitive communities of Jura

something approaching that semi-idyllic "golden country"

so nostalgically evoked in his novels.

I can work here with fewer interruptions, and I think we
shall be less cold here. The climate, although wet, is not quite
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SO cold as England, and it is much easier to get fuel. . . .

Part of the winter may be pretty bleak and one is sometimes

cut off from the mainland for a week or two, but it doesn't

matter so long as you have flour in hand to make scones. Lat-

terly the weather has been quite incredible, and I am afraid

we shall be paying for it soon. Last week we went round in the

boat and spent a couple of days on the completely uninhabited

Atlantic side of the island in an empty shepherd's hut— no
beds, but otherwise quite comfortable. There are beautiful

white beaches round that side, and if you do about an hour's

climb into the hills you come to lochs which are full of trout

but never fished because too unget-atable. This week of course

we've all been breaking our backs helping to get the hay in.

. . . After September the weather gets pretty wild, though I

know there are very warm days even in midwinter.

It has often been suggested since Orw^ell's death that a

suicidal impulse drove him to the Hebrides. I think the

evidence of all the letters he wrote to his friends from

those almost deserted islands shows that he went there

seeking not self-destruction but life and renewal, and that,

as John Wain has said, it was a tragic irony that the cli-

mate of Jura should have helped to speed his death.

In the event, Orwell did not make his November trip to

London. He had felt unwell intermittently during the

summer, he had overtaxed his strength helping with farm
work, and in October he and Richard were wrecked on a

fishing trip. He told me:

Yes, we did nearly get drowned, and ended up by managing
to scramble ashore on a tiny islet after losing both the engine

and the oars from the boat, so that we couldn't get off again.

Very luckily some lobster fishermen happened to pass and saw
the fire we had lit, so we got away after a few hours. Richard

enjoyed every minute of it except when he was in the water.

All these circumstances helped to undermine his preca-

rious health, but in the last week of October he was still
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planning to leave for London, and told me to expect him
about the seventh of November. Almost immediately after

writing he took to his bed; he was seriously ill with tuber-

culosis of the left lung. He stayed bedridden, at home, for

two months, and when he next wrote me, in January

1948, it was from a hospital on the mainland in Lanark-

shire to which he had been removed a fortnight before.

His ailing lung was being put out of action, but he re-

marked stoically, "I have been a bit less Mke death since

being here," and he was hopeful of being about again by

the summer and of getting a correspondent's job in a

warm climate to see him through the following winter.

Sickness did not diminish Orwell's interest in what
went on around him. He commented on books which I

sent him, talked about nineteenth century travel writing

about South America and its "wonderful Acadian atmos-

phere," and became much concerned over the pubhc atti-

tude towards civil liberties and the record of the Labor

government on this field. An agitation for discriminatory

legislation against former Fascists had been going on in

the Tribune, and the Labor Party had embarked on a

purge of Communists in the civil service, using methods

of investigation which did not allow suspects to confront

their accusers. Orwell's comments to me on these two is-

sues seem particularly revealing of his state of mind at

this time. On the question of the ex-Fascists he wrote in

January

:

I hope the F.D.C. is doing something about these constant

demands to outlaw Mosley and Co. Tribune's attitude I think

has been shameful, and when the other week ZiUiacus wrote

in demanding what amounts to fascist legislation and crea-

tion of second-class citizens, nobody seems to have replied.

The whole thing is simply a thinly disguised desire to perse-

cute people who can't fight back, as obviously the Mosley lot
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don't matter a damn and can't get a real mass following. I

think it's a case for a pamphlet, and I only wish I felt well

enough to write one. The central thing one must come to

terms with is the argument, always advanced by those advo-

cating repressive legislation, that "you cannot allow democracy
to be used to overthrow democracy— you cannot allow free-

dom to those who merely use it in order to destroy freedom."

This of course is true, and both Fascists and Communists do

aim at making use of democracy in order to destroy it. But

if you carry this to its conclusions, there can be no case for

allowing any political or intellectual freedom whatever. Evi-

dently therefore it is a matter of distinguishing between a
real and a merely theoretical threat to democracy, and no
one should be persecuted for expressing his opinions, however
antisocial, and no pohtical organization suppressed, unless it

can be shown that there is a substantial threat to the stability

of the state.

Two months later, in March, Orwell wrote to me of the

case of the Communist civil servants, and asked me to

make sure that the Freedom Defense Committee took

some kind of stand.

It's not easy to have a clear position [he admitted], because,

if one admits the rights of governments to govern, one must
admit their right to choose suitable agents, and I think any
organization, e.g. a political party, has a right to protect itself

against infiltration. But at the same time, the way in which
the government seems to be going to work is vaguely disquiet-

ing, and the whole phenomenon seems to me part of the gen-

eral breakdown of the democratic outlook. Only a week or two
ago the Communists themselves were shouting for unconstitu-

tional methods to be used against the Fascists, now the same
methods are to be used against themselves, and in another

year or two a pro-Communist government might be using them
against us. Meanwhile the general apathy about freedom of

speech, etc., constantly grows, and that matters much more
than what may be on the statute books.
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By showing Orwell defending two groups he detested,

these letters demonstrate the genuineness of his liber-

tarian convictions, and also, since they were written dur-

ing the long interludes of illness that broke the actual

writing of Nineteen Eighty-Four into two parts, they indi-

cate the kind of anxieties which were present in his mind
at this time. In public apathy, and in the disregard of

basic freedoms by a Labor government and by the intellec-

tuals of the Tribune group with whom he had formerly

been associated, he saw the kind of dangers that might

conceivably end in some society similar to that of his fic-

tional Oceania.

During the spring and early summer of 1948 Orwell

seemed to be recovering steadily. In April he told me that

in spite of some bad side effects, the streptomycin treat-

ment appeared to have done so well that there was no

longer any trace of infection in his lungs. He talked of

getting out of hospital soon, of making short trips to Jura

and even, later on, to London. "Actually," he remarked,

"they are anxious to prevent me from going up to Jura at

all, as they think I shall immediately start chopping wood,

etc., but I really don't think I should when I am short of

breath as at present." In June he was getting up and going

out for short periods, and in July his recovery seemed so

advanced that the doctors gave in to his burning desire to

return to Jura, on condition that he live very quietly and

take a great deal of rest. "It wall be rather a bore not being

able to go fishing, etc., but it's worth it. I don't mind being

in bed as I have got used to wxiting there." On the twenty-

third of July he wrote me a brief, hasty note on a scrap

from an exercise book to say that he was leaving the hos-

pital and going back to the island. "They seem to think I'm

pretty well cured and will end up perfectly O.K. so long as

I don't relapse during the next few months."
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But the return to Jura meant a return from the peculiar

mental isolation that seems to enfold all tuberculosis hos-

pitals, to the preoccupations of Orwell's ordinary life. He
began to pick up the threads of writing, and with that to

feel again the sense of urgency that in recent years had

inspired so much of his work. For well over half a year he

had done nothing on Nineteen Eighty-Four, and now he

decided that he must finish the book. He wrote a few brief

articles and reviews for the Observer and other papers to

earn some ready money, but otherwise he concentrated on

finishing the novel, writing few letters in comparison wdth

the considerable correspondence he had kept going from

hospital. Many miles away from the nearest doctor, he

steadily overtaxed his strength during the summer
months. By September he began to relapse, but, though he

was in "a ghastly state," he did not leave the island for

treatment until December; he insisted on finishing his

novel beforehand. "The effort of doing so didn't make me
any better," he said. He talked about pressing letters from

publishers and about the fact that he had earned very lit-

tle money since 1947, but there was such an urgency

about his desire to finish the book that I suspect these

were only rationalizations. Nineteen Eighty-Four was un-

ashamedly a book vdth a message, and even during his

illness, as the letters I have quoted suggest, he was anx-

ious for that message to get on its way to the public as

quickly as possible, though he did not foresee how widely

it would spread or how strangely it would be misinter-

preted. It is also likely that when his health did begin to

grow worse again in September, Orwell realized more
strongly than before the possibility of not recovering and

worked on because he wished to present in complete form

the book which was to become his testament.

When I heard from Orwell for the last time, early in
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1949, he had left Scotland and was being treated at a san-

atorium in the Cotswolds. He seemed relatively content

there, and some of the grim old OrweUian humor came
back when he discussed his treatment. "They are giving

me something called PAS which I suspect of being a high-

sounding name for aspirins, but they say it is the latest

thing and gives good results. If necessary I can have an-

other go at streptomycin, which certainly seemed to im-

prove me last time, but the secondary effects are so un-

pleasant that it's a bit like sinking the ship to drown the

rats." He was still interested in the affairs of the Freedom
Defense Committee, which was now waning fast. Charac-

teristically he expressed regret at not being able to con-

tribute to the funds as generously as in the past. He had

found sickness expensive, and until Nineteen Eighty-Four

came ofP the press he felt that he must continue to be eco-

nomical. With the caution of a professional writer wdth a

long experience of low incomes, he thought that he would

be lucky if he made five hundred pounds out of the novel.

In spite of the success of Animal Farm, he did not realize,

or was unwdlling to acknowledge, that at forty-five he had

become a successful and even a fashionable writer. The

Orwell Boom had begun; the Orwell Cult was soon to fol-

low.

In the spring of 1949 my wife and I left England for

Canada ("The sort of country that could be fun for a bit,

especially if you hke fishing," Orwell had commented
when he heard of our plans). Our last weeks in London

were busy with the multitudinous arrangements that were

necessary in the Age of Austerity before one could transfer

one's home from England to any other country. We
thought of paying Orwell a farewell visit, but never found

the time for it. It was one of the omissions one regrets

after it cannot be rectified. When we reached Canada I
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wrote two or three letters to Orwell; he was too sick to

answer. Later I heard from Julian Symons that his condi-

tion had taken a serious turn for the worse, and that he

was now in the University College Hospital in London.

Then, at a party in Vancouver on a snowy evening in the

first days of 1950, one of the guests came in and told me
that the news of Orweirs death had just come over the

radio. A silence fell over the room, and I realized that this

gentle, modest and angry man had already become a fig-

ure of world myth.





II
Life Against Odds

The Themes of Orwell's Fiction





THE MYTH of Orwell is that of the tortured, tragic

writer, who died in his prime after a life of heroic

hardships, and left as his testament the haunting and ad-

monitory nightmare of a future dominated by commu-
nism. He appears in the myth as a figure hardly recog-

nizable by those who knew him, a being of apocalyptic

vision, touched by genius, gifted with tongues, but at heart

the epitome of the plain man in our democratic age, in-

venting words like doublethink that have passed speak-

ably into the language and proclaiming his horrifying

revelation to the faithful in terms which they are con-

vinced they understand.

The faithful in this case are the most heterogenous fol-

lowing a writer can ever have accumulated. They include,

on the Right, conservatives and free-enterprisers of every

color, from Christopher HoUis and the more educated fol-

lowers of Barry Goldwater to the editors of Time and that

blind and miserable news vendor who thrust a copy of

Nineteen Eighty-Four into the hands of Isaac Deutscher

in New York, saying, 'Tou must read it, sir. Then you will

know why we must drop the atom bomb on the Bolshies!"

Far to the left, the neo-Orwellians also include the An-

archists, who have hailed Nineteen Eighty-Four as the ex-

position in brilliant fiction of all that Bakunin ever said

against the Marxist view of the state; they forget that
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once, in his essay on Gandhi, Orwell put an unerring fin-

ger on the totalitarian element in anarchism itself, the

nightmare of a society ruled by a public opinion so power-

ful that it can take the place of law. Between the extremes

come the middle-of-the-way Socialists, who remember Or-

well's links with the British Labor Party, and are just as

willing as the conservatives to accept the picture of him as

the single-minded foe of communism, precisely because

this allows them their own form of forgetfulness— forget-

fulness of the fact that Orwell saw the seeds of Nineteen

Eighty-Four waiting for germination in every SociaHst

and managerial system, and of the equally uncomforta-

ble fact that more than a decade before, in The Road to

Wigan Pier, he made the most savage attack on doctri-

naire socialism ever launched from the left.

Finally, there are the intellectuals of camps and cam-

puses who have united in claiming Orwell as their own,

from the American ex-Trotskyists, who were his fellow

contributors to the Partisan Review, to those drab young

English writers, singularly misnamed by journalists "the

angry young men," who found in Orwell's view of working-

class life a false affinity wdth their own predilection for

the grayer aspects of existence in contemporary Britain.

In comparison with such dubious disciples, Orwell still

shines out, half a generation later, as a noble and colorful

figure, large in act and vision, the almost complete oppo-

site of the narrow-visioned academics who have closed in

during the present generation on the literary worlds of

both Britain and North America. He was himself an intel-

lectual of the autodidactic kind, yet the persistent attacks

on the intellectual caste which recur in his books, from

Keep the Aspidistra Flying in the mid-Thirties until his

death, and which reach a rather shrill intensity in the

London Letters he sent to Partisan Review during the war
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years, are completely sincere. He never denied that intel-

lectuals perform a necessary function in a literate society,

and he never allow^ed himself to be led away into those

Lawrencian absurdities that elevate instinct above reason.

But he knew that intellectuals are in constant danger of

being trapped in their own mental constructions, of be-

coming cultists or coterie men, and he would have re-

garded the superficial "Orwelhsm" that has flourished

among them in recent years as an intellectual malady no

less dangerous than the Stalinist and pacifist cults which

he denounced during the 1940's.

When people of widely differing viewpoints— conser-

vatives and Anarchists, Socialists and liberals, aging aca-

demics and young writers bom old— find encourage-

ment for their attitudes in a single author's work, we can

reasonably assume that each of them is missing some-

thing, and that the work, considered as a whole, must be a

good deal more complex than it appears at first sight. Or-

well did not seek to be all things to all men; far from it.

And if today he arouses echoes in such various minds, it is

due more than anything else to the paradoxical fact that

in aspiring to make his prose pure and transparent, he

wrote with an appearance of simplicity which concealed

the protean complexity that often characterized his

thoughts and arguments.

A great deal of this complexity came from the fact that

Orwell was a man who tended to glory in his contradic-

tions and in the unsystematic nature of his thought. He
was the last of a nineteenth-century tradition of individu-

alist radicals which bred such men as Hazlitt, Cobbett and

Dickens. He tended to move rather eccentrically and elu-

sively between the poles of opinion to which most men
remain tethered once they have taken up an attitude at the

end of youth; in his most radical moods he was never
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afraid to sound what seemed to his critics the jarring note

of conservatism. His outlook, in fact, was the reverse of

sectarian, and he detested "the smelly httle orthodoxies"

as he called them, by which he meant all the closed sys-

tems of thought from Catholicism to communism. His

own limitations of thought and feeling, his obsessions and

his enthusiasms, were always personal and temperamen-

tal rather than partisan and theoretical. He did not have

the kind of caution that prevented him from assuming la-

bels; in the early Thirties he called himself an Anarchist,

and in the late Thirties, and with dwindling conviction to

the end of his life, he called himself a Socialist. But he

was never in any sense a party man, and the allegiances

he acknowledged did not prevent him from expressing

highly unorthodox opinions.

The appearance of inconsistency which one so often de-

tects in following the opinions Orwell expressed on a

given subject over a relatively brief period arose from the

shift in his attitude which took place whenever the subject

moved from the abstract and general to the concrete and

personal. One finds him, for example, denouncing with

great feeling the principles and institutions of imperial-

ism, yet when he comes down to particulars, he is willing

to grant that British imperialism is better than the newer

imperialisms that will follow it, and when he reaches the

personal level he points out the virtues of good imperial

administrators and suggests that even the worst of them

deserve our sympathy. "The life of the Anglo-Indian offi-

cials," he said in Burmese Days, "is not all jam. In com-

fortless camps, in sweltering offices, in gloomy dak bunga-

lows smelling of dust and earth-oil, they earn, perhaps,

the right to be a little disagreeable." He was even willing to

say more than a good word for Kipling.

Perhaps the most striking example of Orwell's desire to
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be fair to his opponents as persons even when he detested

everything they stood for is shown in his attitude towards

Hitler. Orwell loathed every tenet and every act of nazism,

and if he devoted more time to the exposure of the rival

creed of communism, it was only because he felt that

there was more danger of the Communists being able to

deceive and dominate the left in democratic countries. Yet

he was unable to close his heart even to Hitler as a human
being, and in the beginning of the war he had the moral

courage to write in the New English Weekly an article

which is a model of the imaginative understanding of an

enemy's character. He said:

I have never been able to dislike Hitler. Ever since he came
to power— till then, like nearly everyone, I had been de-

ceived into thinking that he did not matter— I have reflected

that I would certainly kill him if I could get within reach of

him, but that I could feel no personal animosity. The fact is

that there is something deeply appealing about him. One feels

it again when one sees his photographs. . . . It is a pathetic,

doglike face, the face of a man suffering under intolerable

wrongs. In a rather more manly way it reproduces the expres-

sion of innumerable pictures of Christ crucified, and there is

no doubt that this is how Hitler sees himself. The initial, per-

sonal cause of his grievance against the universe can only be

guessed at; but at any rate the grievance is there. He is the

martyr, the victim, Prometheus chained to the rock, the self-

sacrificing hero who fights single-handed against impossible

odds. If he were fighting a mouse he would know how to make
it seem like a dragon. One feels, as with Napoleon, that he is

fighting against destiny, that he can't win, and yet that some-
how he deserves to. The attraction of such a pose is of course

enormous : half of the films one sees turn upon such a theme.

This passage does not merely show that Orwell could

understand the charismatic appeal Hitler made to vast

numbers of Germans, so that they identified their own
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personal and collective grievances \\ith his. It also demon-
strates a number of the component aspects of Or^vell's

persona as a ^mter: scrupulous honesty, sho\^'n particu-

larly in his admission of his o\^Tl earher underestimation

of Hitler's importance; curiosity about the unusual in

human mentality; willingness to go against accepted atti-

tudes; even a slightly perverse streak of defiance which

makes him state a httle too forcibly a case which he

knows \\ill be unpopular. Most significant of all is the fact

that Orwell presents Hitler not as the creator of a mass
party or as the ruler of a nation, ensconced on the p}Ta-

mid of power, but as a sohtary figure, alone ^^'ith his griev-

ance and doomed, in the end, to failure.

In other words, Hitler as Orwell sees him resembles the

typical Orwellian anti-hero. From Flory in Burmese Days

to Winston Smith in Nineteen Eighty-Four, the central

fissure of every OrweU novel is a sohtarv, detached bv some
scar in his past from the world in which he finds himself,

compelled to hve the double existence of the misfit, and,

after ine\'itable and ineffectual rebellion, doomed to fail

and be destroyed or finally and hopelessly to be enslaved.

Here we reach the point where polemical contradictions

merge in the artist's consistent \ision.

n

IN Nineteen Eighty-Four, OrweU's final, most ambitious

novel, the struggle of the sohtaiT anti-hero fomis the

fictional pattern underlying the grim polemical picture of

Utopia achieved. Here the particular and tlie general coa-

lesce; the tragedy of society and the tragedy of the indi\dd-

ual who is its \1ctim reflect each other and finally come

together. In didactic terms Onvell is trying to convey the
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view he held during the years between 1946 and 1948,

that in every modern society without exception there were

tendencies which, allowed to develop unchecked, might

bring us within a generation into a world where all the

values of truth and justice, mercy and freedom, decency

and equality, which we have cherished since Brutus laid

his hand on Caesar, would be sacrificed to make way for a

new world in which Utopia would emerge in its own gross

and terrifying caricature under the sign of "a boot stamp-

ing on a human face— forever."

At this point the general and the individual tragedies

are joined. For the boot stamping on the face was not

merely a political image. It was the symbol of a personal

nightmare that had been haunting Orwell at least since

1937, when he was given a foretaste of the totalitarian

Utopia through his participation in the Spanish civil war
as a member of the militia attached to a left-wing dissi-

dent party, the POUM, which was eventually hunted down
and almost exterminated by the Communists in Catalonia.

Images of stamping boots and crushed faces, of human
compassion destroyed by political brutality, began to ap-

pear in his writings and his conversation long before he

had even conceived Nineteen Eighty-Four. George Bowl-

ing, the hero of Coming Up for Air (written in 1938), at-

tends a Left Book Club meeting in a respectable London
suburb, and all at once imagines himself within the mind
of the professional anti-Fascist who is speaking.

I saw the vision that he was seeing. And it wasn't at aU
the kind of vision that can be talked about. What he's saying

is merely that Hitler's after us and we must aU get together

and have a good hate. Doesn't go into details. Leaves it all re-

spectable. But what he's seeing is something quite different.

It's the picture of himself smashing people's faces in with a
spanner. Fascist faces, of course. I know that's what he's see-
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ing. 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 hke an eggshell and what was a face a minute ago is just

a great big blob of strawberry jam. Smash! There goes an-

other! 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. You could hear

all that in the tone of his voice.

What Bowling sees going on secretly in the mind of the

anti-Fascist speaker becomes explicit and open in the

statements of the Inner Party official O'Brien in Nineteen

Eighty-Four when he uses the image of the boot on the

face to represent the everlasting reign of terror for its own
sake which the Inner Party imposes on the people of

Oceania. For Winston Smith at the very same moment it

represents the extremity of his personal defeat. And in

this connection it is interesting, and a little startling, to

find Orwell in 1943 applying a similar image to himself

when he writes to a friend complaining about the propa-

ganda work he has to do at the BBC and ending with the

bitter sentence: "At present I'm just an orange that's been

trodden on by a very dirty boot."

The fact that such images, appHed both in fiction and

towards his own personal life, begin to appear as early as

1938 and are repeated over the decade until the comple-

tion of Nineteen Eighty-Four w^eakens the arguments of

those who contend that the darkness of Orwell's \dsion in

his final novel was due to his sickness or to his sense of

impending death. There is a great deal of reason to con-

clude that, so far as Orw^ell was concerned, the wTiting of

Nineteen Eighty-Four was a kind of cathartic process, a

purging of all the apprehensions that had been haunting

him unendurably for many years. It is true that after the

novel was completed he himself blamed some of its crudi-
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ties of expression and form, such as the neo-Gothic torture

scenes in Room loi, on his illness, but the framing night-

mare had been present in his mind for a whole decade,

and I believe that the urgency with which he completed

the novel, at great peril to his health, was due largely to an

inner need to end a task that would finally expel the dark-

ness from his system. After the book was completed, and

when Orwell's condition showed delusive signs of im-

provement in the months immediately preceding his

death, he began to talk of turning away from the polemi-

cal writing he had been carrying out since 1938, and pro-

ducing novels concerned mainly with personal problems

and personal relationships, in the manner, as he said, of

Conrad.

One must also remember that the grim political fore-

bodings and personal nightmares to which Orwell gave

expression in Nineteen Eighty-Four did not dominate him
even then to the exclusion of very different thoughts. At

this point we have to consider the significance of the

novel's second face. Orwell was in many ways a man of

extraordinary mental and emotional resilience, and the

source of his self-regenerative power lay in his joy in the

ordinary, common experiences of day-to-day existence

and particularly of contact with nature. He fed from the

earth, like Anteus, and his happiest recollections of youth,

like his happiest letters, were concerned in some way or

another with rural experiences.

The pleasures he most enjoyed, even as an adult, were

those of an Arcadian simplicity, as one can see from look-

ing through the occasional essays he wrote for the Trib-

une. He enjoyed planting fruit trees and seeing them
grow, he liked watching birds and toads, collecting moths

and catching fish. Though when I knew him he never had

the voice to sing them, he got a great deal of pleasure out
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of popular songs, in which he found the Socialist move-
ment sadly lacking, and when he said in one of his essays

that he would sooner have written "Come Where the

Booze is Cheaper" than "The Blessed Damozel," he was
not being merely perverse; the music hall song was associ-

ated in his mind with the tangible pleasure of ordinary,

uncomplicated people, while Rossetti's poem could only

have been written by an aesthete who had achieved an al-

most complete divorce between art and life, even his own
life. Apart from popular songs, I never heard Orwell ex-

press any opinions about music, and Rayner Heppenstall

maintains that he had no ear at all for classical composi-

tions. This would fit in wdth his essentially naturalistic at-

titude, for classical music has always been the most un-

natural and abstract of the arts. In painting his taste was
definitely for the styles that seemed best to reflect the color

and movement of natural life, and his interest ended with

the postimpressionists. I still have a postcard reproduction

of a Degas painting which he sent me, and I remember a

Gauguin print pasted on the great screen in his living

room, but after Cezanne the only painter who attracted

his attention was Dah, whom he regarded as a psychologi-

cal monstrosity rather than a significant painter. Even in

hterature Orwell distrusted any aesthetic other than a nat-

urahstic and popular one. Once only, in the Trafalgar

Square scene in The Clergyman's Daughter, did he write

anything that could be regarded as experimental in the

Joyceian sense, and while Coming Up for Air derives a

great deal from Proustian time-juggling and Proust's theo-

ries of memory, there is little sign of the influence of the

French writer on the actual style of this or any other Or-

well book.

Later I shall discuss in much greater detail Orwell's

views on the aesthetics of writing. The point I wish to
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make at present is that his naturalism permeated every

aspect of his outlook. In the essay "Why I Write," which

he wrote towards the end of his life, he said, "So long as I

remain alive and well I shall continue to feel strongly

about prose style, to love the surface of the earth, and to

take a pleasure in solid objects and scraps of useless infor-

mation." Here Orwell is relating his aesthetic to his emo-

tional life; the craftsmanly clarity to which he aspired in

his prose was intended not only to present his arguments

clearly but also to portray with impressionistic vividness

the character of the visible world as he saw it, that almost

Keatsian world where beauty and truth become each

other's manifestations in the same way as, in Orwell's

view, the quality of prose is inextricably linked with the

intention of veracity.

I mention Keats, and I am reminded that while every

writer on Orwell has noticed the extent to which he was
influenced by Victorian writers, few have paid much at-

tention to the parallels between his attitudes and those of

the Romantics. Yet when he turned to verse he wrote like

a bad Shelley; his solitary heroes had all a touch of dimin-

ished Byronism; and his attitude towards the people re-

sembled Wordsworth's. Like Wordsworth, he sought, in

his deliberate colloquialism, to use what the Romantic

poet described as "a selection of the language really used

by men." Like him again, he turned for a vision of the

desirable way of life to a past in which he thought men
lived according to more natural rhythms than the subur-

banites who even in his day were quickly becoming the

typical modern men of the Western world. The passage

from the preface to Lyrical Ballads in which Wordsworth

justified his choice of rural characters, settings and

themes parallels closely Orwell's arguments in favor of

the country life. Wordsworth said

:
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Humble and rustic life was generally chosen because, in

that condition, the essential passions of the heart find a better

soil in which they can attain their maturity, are less under
restraint, and speak a plainer and more emphatic language;

because in that condition of life our elementary feelings co-

exist in a state of greater simplicity, and, consequently, may
be more accurately contemplated, and more forcibly communi-
cated; because the manners of rural life germinate from those

elementary feelings, and, from the necessary character of

rural occupations, are more easily comprehended, and more
durable; and, lastly, because in that condition the passions of

men are incorporated with the beautiful and permanent forms
of nature.

In such terms Orwell might have justified the Idyllic de-

scription of a rural childhood in Coming Up for Air which

is one of his finest passages of prose.

Orwell did not merely idealize this kind of life in fiction.

He sought to attain it personally in the 1930's, when he

retreated from a hack's attic in Kentish Towti to the Hert-

fordshire village of Wallington, and tried to hve by run-

ning a small shop, keeping chickens and cultivating a

large garden. Towards the end of his life he followed the

same urge by departing even farther from the malign cen-

ters of civilization in his flight to the Hebrides, where

rural life was at that time still unmechanized and simple,

and where contact v^dth "the beautiful and permanent"

forms of nature was unavoidable— in fact, tragically so.

While Orwell considered that a rustic Hfe, far from the

cities he hated, was the best of all, he also believed that

the life of working men, at least outside the suburban in-

dustrial estates that were growing up around London, had

retained some of the natural vigor of rural existence; in

The Road to Wigan Pier, describing a descent into the

Lancashire mines to see the men at work on the coal

faces, he rhapsodizes on the splendid physiques and the
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magnificent adaptability to their tasks of the colHers he

watched there. In the same book he presents the working

class as possessing a distinctive way of life and even a

distinctive culture which make them almost a different

species from the middle class, more robust, more human,

above all more natural.

In a working-class home— I am not thinking at the mo-
ment of the unemployed, but of comparatively prosperous

homes— you breathe a warm, decent, deeply human atmos-

phere which it is not easy to find elsewhere. I should say that

a manual worker, if he is in steady work and drawing good

wages— an "if" which gets bigger and bigger— has a better

chance of being happy than an "educated" man. His home
life seems to fall more naturally into a sane and comely
shape. I have often been struck by the peculiar easy com-
pleteness, the perfect symmetry as it were, of a working-class

interior at its best. Especially in winter evenings after tea,

when the fire glows in the open range and dances mirrored

in the steel fender, when Father in shirtsleeves sits in the

rocking chair at one side of the fire reading the racing finals,

and Mother sits on the other with her sewing, and the children

are happy with a pennorth of mint humbugs, and the dog
loUs roasting himself on the rag mat— it is a good place to be

in, provided you can be not only in it but sufficiently of it to

be taken for granted.

An idyllic— impossibly idyllic— picture no doubt,

but real enough to Orwell when he envisaged it as a con-

trast to the shabby-genteel villas inhabited by the poor but

pretentious members of the lower-upper-middle-class

from which he came. The adjectives he uses are particu-

larly significant : decent, human, sane, comely, the typical

adjectives of Orwellian approval, defining the virtues of

solid, ordinary men, and combined appropriately vdth an
emphasis on completeness and symmetry. What Orwell is

trying to show us is a Hfe which, because of the simplicity
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and naturalness of the demands of those who live it, has

achieved an equilibrium which no middle-class life can
rival. All that was best in the Enghsh tradition as it had
sur\dved into the twentieth century Orwell saw conserved

among such famiUes as he describes in this passage, and
when, Hke a proletarian father, he drank his own tea out

of a saucer or smoked cigarettes made of black shag, he

was making his tribute to the self-sufficient excellence of

working-class life at its best.

But when Orwell went and actually hved for several

months of 1936 among the miners and unemployed

workers of the North of England, and tried to establish

vdth them the kind of relationship he had built up in the

"squalid little democracy" of tramps when he mingled with

them in 1929 (the experience described in the latter part

of Dozen and Out in Paris and London), he found that the

barriers of class w^ere almost as impenetrable as those that

divide one Hindu caste from another.

For some months I Hved entirely in coal miners' houses. I

ate my meals with the family, I washed at the Idtchen sink,

I shared bedrooms with miners, drank beer with them, played

darts with them, talked to them by the hour together. But

though I was among them, and I hope and trust they did not

find me a nuisance, I was not one of them, and they knew it

even better than I did. . . . Whichever way you turn this

curse of class difference confronts you like a wall of stone.

Or rather it is not so much like a stone wall as the plate-glass

pane of an aquarium; it is so easy to pretend that it isn't

there, and so impossible to get through it.

We might vary the image by seeing the glass as that of

the window through which Orwell looks at his ideal

working-class iuterior, a passionately interested spectator,

but outside the window and painfully conscious of it.

One may argue that Orwell's experience was excep-
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tional because he went among miners, a working-class

group which in England has always tended to take on,

even in its relations with other working-class groups, the

exclusive and self-perpetuating character of a caste rather

than a class. But with any other group he would hardly

have found contact much easier, since a generation ago

the English class structure was still so elaborately strati-

fied that it was difficult for middle-class people much less

shy and reserved than Orwell to form intimate relation-

ships with English working people. In Wales and Scotland

the situation was quite different, owing to the democratiz-

ing influence of the nonconformist sects and to a much
longer tradition of universal education, and this was why
in later years Orwell was able to feel a great deal closer to

the crofters of Jura than he had felt to the miners of

Wigan. In any case, whether or not Orwell's sense of

the failure of communication wdth the miners corre-

sponds to objective truth, for him it was subjectively

real; he stood on the other side of the barrier from these

decent, human, sane and comely people, who were ex-

ploited by his ov^rn class, yet who by their natural energy

had managed to survive and retain their virtues almost

as a different people; Orwell does not use Disraeh's

image of the Two Nations, but he does talk of the "alien

cultures" of bourgeois and proletarian.

This aspect of Orwell's view of society appears again in

Nineteen Eighty-Four when he described the "proles"—
the working caste of Oceania who, whatever the Party

may decide, manage to continue obstinately their earthly

Lives and to follow their stupid pleasures, living like happy

moles under the surface of the totalitarian nightmare

which encloses and suffocates the members of the Party.

Thus, Orwell suggests, life will always go on, finding its

own underground ways, never whoUy suppressed or de-
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feated, no matter what social or political lava flow may
harden above it. The proles of Oceania will never try to

overthrow the state that has risen above them; at most
they will make httle futile protests like the woman who
shouts out in the cinema against the showing of war-

horror films to children. Their revolution consists merely

in existing, as they are, naturally, and we may assume
that they vdll continue to survive, as less ambitious species

survived the dinosaur, long after the political terror has

passed into the history it sought to destroy.

But there is a tragic corollary to this proposition. Win-

ston Smith, party member, is seeking always to get back

to an ancient and more natural way of Hfe where such

things as historical truth, golden landscapes, sexual love

and human idiosyncrasies are once again allowed. Realiz-

ing that the proles live a more natural and in some ways

even a freer hfe than the members of the Party, he tries to

make contact with them, sexually on at least one occasion

when he patronizes a tart in a slum street, and at another

time with intellectual curiosity, when he corners an aged

prole in a tavern and tries to learn from him what life was

really like before the Party came into power. In both cases

he fails; the prostitute, enticing in the half-hght, turns out

to be a disgusting toothless hag, whom he nevertheless

joylessly enters in a vain search of some indefinable re-

lease, while the old man has so httle of the historical sense

Winston expected of him that he can remember only a

few personal triviahties from the distant past.

Winston's failure to estabhsh a relationship with the

proles is, of course, far more complete than the failure

Orwell experienced when he took the road to Wigan Pier.

For Orwell could talk to the miners, gain enjoyment and

information from what they said, while the only prole to

whom Winston managed to talk in this way, Mr. Char-
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rington the antique dealer, turned out to be a high officer

in the Thought Police, whose aim had been all along to

tempt Winston into self-betrayal. The division here is not

merely between classes or castes. It is a complete sphtting

apart of the Don Quixote-Sancho Panza duality which

Orwell regarded as characteristic of every normal human
being. Deprived of all intellectual and spiritual life, the

proles had become complete Sancho Panzas, following the

natural life at an almost animal and instinctual level. The
party members, taught to eschew all physical pleasure, to

avoid all emotions except hatred, represent the Quixote

principle gone to seed in arid intellectuality.

This means that Party members are deliberately alien-

ated from any natural way of Hfe. Winston and Julia em-
bark on their insurrection through passion, through that

undisciplined sexual activity which the ruling party re-

gards as a dangerously subversive activity. When Winston

discovers that the rural hideout to which Julia leads him
Is the golden country of his recurrent dreams, and when
they lie awake in the bedroom above the antique shop, lis-

tening to the prole woman singing inane popular songs as

she hangs out the washing in the backyard below, they

experience a brief illusion of liberation, of having won
their way through to a full and happy life such as they

had never experienced before. But the woodlands of

spring where they make love are bugged with micro-

phones, and the bedroom is fitted out with two-way televi-

sion screens in which their every act is observed and their

every word is recorded by the Thought Police. They are

doomed to defeat, to surrender, to mutual betrayal, and to

the total destruction of every natural impulse as they are

tortured back into a conformity that is a Hving death. The
moral of their experience is that those who in Orwell's

Utopia belong to the elite are doomed; if they accept their
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situation, they are committing an act of moral and intel-

lectual suicide as human individuals, and if they attempt

to change it they are destroyed in the process. They can

never escape from their pasts; unlike the Party, they can-

not rewrite the histories which have made them what they

are. They may retain some vestigial sense of the values

that belong to a natural life, a life where beauty and truth

have meaning, and they may rebel in favor of them. But

that rebellion involves them inevitably in conflict with

their acquired ideology and caste, and the conflict will just

as inevitably end in their annihilation.

Here we have a representation of total alienation; not

merely the individual but the whole class to which he be-

longs has pursued the logic of caste division to the ulti-

mate conclusion, and has detached itself not merely from

the rest of humanity but also from the past and from any-

thing else that might divert its members from the single

objective of maintaining power— the rule of the Party—
for its own sake.

There are many aspects of the theme of alienation in

Nineteen Eighty-Four which I have not mentioned and

which I shall discuss later, but I have sketched the main

outline of the human as distinct from the polemical as-

pect of the book in order to bring forward in its final and

most ruthlessly developed form a situation which recurs

throughout Orwell's fiction, and which one can regard as

providing the leitmotif for his career as a novelist. A man,

or in the case of A Clergyman's Daughter a woman,

conscious that first youth and all its illusions are past,

finds himself rebelling against the life he is now hving,

and particularly against his role as a member of the lower

ranks of the ruling eUte (for, just as Winston Smith be-

longed only to the Outer Party, so all of Orwell's other

leading characters belong to the class of Enghsh people
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whom he called "the shock-absorbers of the bourgeoisie").

In one way or another the vision of a golden country and

an escape to a more natural— or at least less hyprocriti-

cal and less complicated— way of life appears, and in his

own manner each hero goes in search of it. For a time he

lives a double life, concealing his real inclinations from

others and perhaps even from himself. But in the end the

guise of the double is ineffective; it is penetrated, and,

even if he has escaped, he is hauled back to his place in

society. In the process he loses his vision of the golden

country, and now, unsupported even by his illusions, he

has to face the reality of his world and, even more appall-

ingly, the reality of himself. Every novel ends on the note

of sad resignation, or tragic despair.

None of Orwell's characters is a self-portrait, but each

shares some experiences with his creator, embodies some

of his characteristics, and gives expression to some of his

current preoccupations. Even the least Orwellian of them

in outward appearance, the bluff and vulgar insurance

salesman George Bowling, manages to give voice to an ex-

traordinary number of Orwellian thoughts about the state

of the world in 1938 by the time Coming Up for Air has

reached its end. The pattern of alienation dominant in the

fate of every one of them takes its form from the complex

of personal myths within which Orwell saw his own life

enclosed.

Ill

THE SEARCH for these myths takes us back first of

all to the point at which Orwell decided to rebel

against his own class and its view of the world and man's

duties within it. The crucial date was 1927, when, on
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leave from police service in Burma at the age of twenty-

four, he resigned from his post and became a full-time

writer, though not for several years a professional in the

sense of earning his living at his new occupation.

This decision was reached after a period of growing dis-

illusionment on Orwell's part with the tasks he found
himself performing as a servant of British imperiahsm,

and it is in his literary references to Burma that w^e first

encounter alienation in its peculiarly Orwellian form. Of
the period when Orwell's attitude was undergoing its vital

transition we know little beyond what he himself has

chosen to tell us. He had temporarily lost touch with the

future men of letters who were his fellows at Eton, and

the people among whom he moved in Burma were not of

the kind who kept letters or wrote down their recollections

of the gauche young official who departed so quickly from

among them. The only revealing outside glimpse we get of

him during his Burmese service is provided by an old

Etonian, Christopher Hollis, who passed through Rangoon

in 1925, a year after Orwell had joined the services, and

three decades later wrote down what he remembered of

an evening they spent together.

On the side of him which he revealed to me at that time

there v/as no trace of liberal opinions. He was at pains to be

the imperial policeman, explaining that these theories of no
punishment and no beating were all very well at public schools

but that they did not work with the Burmese. . . .

There was, he argued, no physical repulsion between the

European and the Burmese, as there was perhaps between the

European and the African. . . . But this readiness of the

white man for physical intimacy without conceding any sort

of social equality which Orwell, at this time, took for granted,

he came afterwards to feel as the crowning evil of imperialism.
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Hollis goes on to say that Orwell was, "as those who were

out in Burma bear witness, a good police officer" (though

he calls none of these nameless witnesses forward to tes-

tify), and he ends his passage on Orwell in Burma by re-

marking :

It is also typical of him that at the same time, as I after-

wards learned, he insisted on befriending an Englishman who
was greatly cold-shouldered by Rangoon society for having

married an Indian lady, even though the marriage seemed
to Orwell a folly.

On the reasons for Orwell's departure from Burma, the

secondary sources are equally laconic. Even his sister

Avril, in the reminiscences she broadcast in 1959, merely

recorded that during a hohday in Cornwall after his re-

turn from Burma in 1927 her brother told his mother that

he had resigned his commission and would not be going

back to the East. "Of course she was rather horrified, but

he was quite determined that what he wanted to do was to

write." But no reasons are given for the determination,

and we must be content vsdth the explanations which Or-

well himself provides.

The evidence is contained mainly in three autobio-

graphical pieces and, in a less direct form, in Orwell's first

novel, Burmese Days. The autobiographical pieces are the

two narrative essays "A Hanging" and "Shooting an Ele-

phant," and a few pages of The Road to Wigan Pier. Like

most writers of autobiography, Orwell tampered with

facts in the interests of artistic proportion and didactic

emphasis. He warns us of this in The Road to Wigan Pier

when he remarks of Down and Out in Paris and London
that "nearly all the incidents described there actually hap-

pened, though they have been rearranged." The phrase
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"nearly all" is delightfully Onvellian in its almost naive

frankness, but its punctilious honesty is a guai'antee that

what its writer tells us is substantially and subjectively

true. .\nd since it is the subjective rather than the objec-

tive aspects of his experiences that find theii- way into his

books and shape tliem, this is the kind of truth we are

seeking.

"A Hanging" is the only work of his eai*hest phase as a

writer— the only work signed bv Eric Blaii*— wliich Or-

well considered worth preserving. It fh"st appeared in

1 93 1 in the Adelphi, then edited by Richard Rees, who
became Orwell's close friend after tlieir meeting in 1930.

Eiic Blair contributed his apprentice work to tliis maga-

zine in the fonn of mediocre verse and rather self-

consciously hterary book reviews. George Orwell— the

sui-name ±at of a river which meanders through the East

Anghan countryside— first appeai'ed in 1933 as the

writer of Doini and Out in Paris and London.

It is ob\ious as soon as one reads "A Hanging" why tliis

alone of the earher ^ratings should have been picked for

preservation. In the Blair re\iews. Orwell is still very self-

consciously trvincr out the English language and testing

his o\Mi notions about the aims of hterature, which at this

moment do not include political ai-gument; his style Is at

times as Wildean as some of his pronouncements, such as

his chiding remark to J. B. Priestley that "a novehst is not

required to have good intentions but to convey beauty."

When we turn from such chai"acterless aestheticism to

"A Hanging-" the change is in even" way extraordinaiw. It

is as if a different person— the person who soon identi-

fied himself as George OrweU— v/ere speaking. A man is

describing something he has experienced directly and

deeplv. something that has gnawed at his mind so long

that memory has given it a hfe and shape of its own. In
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writing it down he discovers, almost automatically, a style

appropriate to the incident and to his own reactions.

It was in Burma, a sodden morning of the rains. A sickly

light, like yellow tinfoil, was slanting over the high walls into

the jail yard. We were waiting outside the condemned cells,

a row of sheds fronted with double bars, like small animal

cages.

It is not yet the colloquial manner of the mature Orwell,

but it is direct, economical, with a touch of vivid imagism,

and little left of other people's phrases. The writer has

found his manner, and needs only to develop it.

The incident described in "A Hanging," the execution of

a nameless Indian coolie for an offense that is never re-

vealed to us, was one of the crucial events in Orwell's Bur-

mese days. "I watched a man hanged once," he said else-

where. "It seemed to me worse than a thousand murders."

And he added: "I never went into a jail vdthout feehng

(most visitors to jails feel the same) that my place was on

the other side of the bars."

The desire to identify with those on the other side of the

bars is not stated exphcitly in "A Hanging," but it is there,

clearly enough, in the key paragraph of revelation where

the author tells us what the experience means to him.

Suddenly, on his way to the gallows, the man about to be

hanged steps aside to avoid a puddle.

It is curious, but tiU 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

unspeakable wrongness, of cutting a Hfe short when it is in

full tide. This man was not dying, he was alive just as we
are aUve. All the organs of his body were working— bowels

digesting food, skin renewing itself, nails growing, tissues

forming— aU toiling away in solemn foolery. His nails would
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Still be growing when he stood on the drop, when he was
falling through the air with a tenth of a second to live. His
eyes saw the yellow^ gravel and the gray walls, and his brain
still remembered, foresaw, reasoned— even about puddles.

He and we were a party of men walking together, seeing,

hearing, feeling, understanding the same world; and in tw^o

minutes, with a sudden snap, one of us would be gone— one
mind less, one world less.

Observe the shift in the last sentence, from 'Tie and we" to

"one of us." The prisoner is no longer a strange alien figure

with vague liquid eyes, the moustache of a film comic, the

"'bobbing gait of tlie Indian who never straightens his

knees." He has become a human being, a unique personal-

ity about whom, had he lived, one could have been cu-

rious.

The incident goes on to its planned conclusion, the

hooded man standing on the scaffold, his voice calling on
Rama like a tolling bell, and the officials of several races

who take part in the grim fulfilhnent of the law shudder

in apprehension until the signal is given and the man dies.

Then tliey walk away, rehe\ing their tension by joking

like people after a funeral. 'We all had a drink together,

native and European ahke, quite amicably. The dead man
was a hundred yards away." This is the final irony— that

Europeans. Burmese and Indians can only come together

and drink amicably after an incident which had shocked

them out of the customary ways of imperial life, with its

rigid patterns s^inboHzed by the exclusive Enghsh club

w^hich forms the pivotal center of action in Burmese Days.

A final aspect of "A Hanging" remains to be considered,

since it anticipates a recurrent feature of Orwell's later

books, and that is the use of animal imagen\ The con-

demmed men are kept in animal cages, the warders handle

the prisoner as if he were a fish, and finally a dog appears.
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"come goodness knows whence," in the prison compound,

and bounds up to the prisoner, trying to hck his face.

When the prisoner calls on his god, it is the dog who an-

swers with a whine, and when the prisoner has been

hanged, it is the dog who races first behind the gallows.

"But when it got there it stopped short, barked, and then

retreated into a corner of the yard, where it stood among
the weeds, looking timorously out at us/' It is almost as if

the world of nature had broken in and condemned the un-

natural proceedings of men. The animal kingdom is iden-

tified with that oppressed other world of humanity to-

wards which the narrator, in that moment preceding the

hanging, has felt a sudden opening of sympathy. Many
years later the identification becomes complete in the

fable of Animal Farm.

"Shooting an Elephanf was actually written in 1936,

almost ten years after Orwell's departure from Burma,

when John Lehmann asked him for a piece which he

could publish in New Writing. He appears to have recol-

lected the incident very vividly just before he wrote the

story, but he had obviously been thinking of it intermit-

tently ever since it happened. In Burmese Days, written

several years before, the hero Flory, on his first meeting

with Elizabeth Lackersteen, describes to her "the murder

of an elephant which he had perpetrated some years

earher": the girl is thrilled by the tale and this, we realize

later, is a hint of the negative aspects of her character.

At the time to which "Shooting an Elephant" relates,

Orwell was subdivisional police officer in the town of

Moulmein; the narrative begins with a description of the

hatred he felt surrounding him in this town where anti-

British feeling was particularly strong. The sense of alien-

ation from his environment which the situation produced

in him was intensified by the fact that by now, towards
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the end of his tour of duty, he was no longer the young
conservative whom HolHs had met in 1925, but had made
up his mind that "imperiahsm was a bad thing and the

sooner I chucked up my job and got out of it the better." In

secret he was "all for the Burmese and all against their

oppressors, the British," but by their very insolence the

subject people made any human contact \^ith them im-

possible, and even aroused Orwell's unwilling hostility; as

he said elsewhere, "Orientals can be vers^ provoking/'

The central incident is a simple one. An elephant in

"must" has gone on the rampage; Orwell is called to deal

'^^ith the situation and finds that the animal has trampled

a coolie to death. He decides that he should kill the ele-

phant, and though when he finds it calmly browsing the

attack of "must" seems to have passed and it is perfectly

well-behaved again, the w^atching crowd of Burmese

leaves him no alternative— if he is to maintain his pres-

tige as a sahib— but to go tlirough ^\ith the murder,

wliich he does, botching the job but finally killing the

beast.

Writing with the hindsight of a m.an who has had time

— by 1936— to work out his ideas and who now calls

himself a SociaMst, Onvell turns his tale into a Httle essay

on the predicament of the man of feeling who serves an

imperial government.

And it was at this moment, as I stood there \\'ith the rifle

in my hands, that I first grasped the hoUowness, the futihty

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. I perceived at this mo-

ment that when the white man turns tyrant it is his o^vn free-

dom that he destroys.
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Orwell is making two points. First, a ruling class sacri-

fices is own freedom in more or less exact proportion to

the degree of tyranny with which it exercises its power; in

later books he carries this idea to its logical conclusion

until in Nineteen Eighty-Four absolute power equals abso-

lute loss of freedom to members of the party. The second

point, that the ruled dominate the rulers, will be aban-

doned by Orwell once he begins to understand the nature

of totalitarian power.

Already, by the time he wrote "Shooting an Elephant,"

Orwell was aware of the fundamental incompatability be-

tween the means necessary for holding power, and the

ideal of a natural way of living that was lurking in his

mind, and so the killing of the elephant, which for Eric

Blair the police officer was an unpleasant necessity, be-

comes in the hands of Orwell the artist a symbolic event,

much more self-consciously rendered than the death of

the hanged man which he had described five years before.

The rifle Orwell uses, "a beautiful German thing with

cross-hair sights," is the instrument of an irresistible me-

chanical power which wreaks on the great animal "a mys-

terious, terrible change. He looked suddenly stricken,

shrunken, immensely old." Orwell fires a second and then

a third shot.

That was the shot that did for him. . . . But in falling he
seemed for a moment to rise, for as his hind legs collapsed

beneath him he seemed to tower upwards like a huge rock

toppling, his trunk reaching skywards like a tree. He trum-

peted, for the first and only time. And then down he came,

his belly towards me, with a crash that seemed to shake the

ground even where I lay.

The elephant, like a rock, Hke a tree, becomes identified

in that splendid, trumpeting moment of downfall with the
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whole world of nature, and its crash shivers the solidity of

the very earth on which its killer lies. The animal, Orwell

remembers, seemed to be dying "in some world remote
from me where not even a bullet could damage him fur-

ther." So the agent of domination becomes also the enemy
of nature; just as his occupation of policeman makes
human contact with the oppressed people impossible, so

his act of killing the elephant makes the world of natural

hfe seem infinitely detached from him.

In both "A Hanging" and "Shooting an Elephant," Or-

well was deliberately shaping and rearranging his mate-

rial. Each narrative is told, not as a fragment of autobiog-

raphy, but rather in the form of a short story condensing

months of actual thought into a moment of revelation,

and ending in an ironic anticlimax, which in "Shooting an

Elephant," as we turn away from the animal's Himalayan

agony, is devastating. "I often wondered whether any of

the others grasped that I had done it solely to avoid look-

ing a fool."

There is less artistic shaping, though perhaps more in-

tellectual rationalization, in the account of his general re-

actions to Burma which, in the same year as he published

"Shooting an Elephant," Orwell embedded in the more

frankly polemical pages of The Road to Wigan Pier, where

he compares and relates his attitudes to Burmese "natives"

and English workers. He remarks that before he went to

Burma at the end of his teens he had grown up "a snob

and a revolutionary," reading "advanced" writers at Eton,

yet at the same time firmly convinced that working people

were vulgar and repulsive. Above all, he was convinced

that they smelled, and "the thought of it made me sick."

When he reached Burma the particular agonies of the

British class situation no longer bothered him. There was

a class situation even here, but quite a different one, since
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the people of the inferior race were not physically repul-

sive to him. "One looked down on them as 'natives,' but

one was quite ready to be physically intimate with them;

and this, I noticed, was the case even with white men
who had the most vicious color prejudice." Yet these alien,

attractive and exasperating Burmese were the very people

over whom Orwell had to act as the agent of an unwanted

government. "But in Burma it was a double oppression

that we were committing. Not only were we hanging

people and putting them in jail and so forth; we were

doing it in the capacity of unwanted foreign invaders."

From his own account it is obvious that Orwell could

not help identifying himself with these people whom his

duty as a policeman forced him to suppress. The result

was a secret evolution of thought in "the almost utter si-

lence that is imposed on every Englishman in the East,"

an evolution that led him into the phase of anarchistic re-

bellion in which he believed that "all government is evil,

that the punishment always does more harm than the

crime and that people can be trusted to behave decently if

only you will let them alone." The oppressors, he felt, were

always v^ong, and the oppressed were always right. By
the "oppressed" he first of all meant the Burmese whose

faces still haunted him when he left their country. But

after 1927 he transferred his feelings to the working class

in England. He admits that his interest in them stemmed
at first merely from the fact that he perceived an analogy

between them and the Burmese. "I now realized that there

was no need to go as far as Burma to find tyranny and

exploitation. Here in England, down under one's feet,

were the submerged working class, suffering miseries

which in their different way were as bad as any an Orien-

tal ever knows."

But, though the identity of the victims changed, the es-
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sential relationship remained the same. Orwell continued

to view society according to the imperiahst model he had
observed in Burma. Instead of seeing an England popu-

lated by people of the same race, divided as it always has

been into a number of merging classes and subclasses be-

tween which individuals could pass with considerable mo-
bihty, he tended always to see it in the simpler terms of a

colonial world, a world of master race and subject race. At

the top were the few exploiting capitalists and landlords,

and immediately below them the less prosperous men of

their own breed who did the dirty work as administrators,

professional men and officers in the services; then came
the great gulf that divided the upper and middle from the

lower classes with such emphasis that they formed two

nations, just as the British and the Burmese were two na-

tions. Consequently, even in Britain, the relation of the es-

tablishment to the rest of the country was essentially im-

perial, that of an alien elite governing the great mass of

white "natives."

The Burmese and later the British workers in fact

played a dual role in Orwell's imagination. They were the

oppressed, for whom one must fight because conscience

dictated it. But there was also the feeling that they had

retained some of the secrets of life— the desirable secrets

which the sophisticated and the powerful had lost. Both

groups hved in unscientific mental landscapes, haunted

by strange and childish superstitions, bound by extraordi-

nary taboos, but at the same time they seemed to have

kept a surer and more natural grasp on life, which comes

out in the lusty and uninhibited vulgarity of their pleas-

ures, of the Burmese pwe dances and the English music

halls. There was a strange obstinate vitality about them

which, in Orwell's view, intellectuals never possessed.

Like the Morlocks of Wells's The Time Machine, they
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were really a kind of underground people, less savage

than the Morlocks but potentially as dangerous. Yet, being

inhabitants of their own kind of darkness, they were also

the possessors of certain primitive virtues, and in some
undefined way they were close to that golden country of

the past which was the childhood of man and of society.

Theirs was the Sancho Panza world without which the

Don Quixotes could not live.

I am not suggesting that Orwell preached or even held

unconsciously to a Lawrencian cult of blood and the dark

gods, or that he shared with Yeats a longing for a more
primitive but more hierarchical life. Obviously he did not.

Everything in him, down to the very clarity of his prose,

reacted against cults of unreason, and if at times he let

himself think of a less complicated society, it was in terms

of anarchical rather than hierarchical primitiveness. This

he made clear in a generally favorable review of Herbert

Read's The Coat of Many Colors which he published in

1945-

How are freedom and organization to be reconciled? If one
considers the probabilities one is driven to the conclusion that

anarchism implies a low standard of living. It need not imply

a hungry or uncomfortable world but it rules out the kind

of air-conditioned, chromium-plated, gadget-ridden existence

which is now considered desirable or enlightened. The proc-

esses involved in making, say, an aeroplane are so complex
as to be only possible in a planned, centralized society, with

all the repressive apparatus that that implies. Unless there is

some unpredictable change in human nature, liberty and effi-

ciency must pull in opposite directions.

Orwell's affinities were in fact less with Lawrence and
Yeats than vdth William Morris, another hbertarian So-

cialist who distrusted doctrinaires, and News from No-
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where, with its golden world in which past and future

have come together and submerged the evil present, might
have served as an image for his ideal world. Like Morris,

he felt that in their decent, balanced and essentially con-

servative lives, the oppressed— the miners of Lancashire

and the peasants of Burma or, later on, of Jura— had
retained more faithfully than their rulers the essence of

the good past, and that for this reason it was they who
held— if anyone held it— the chance of making a better

world in the future. By the time he wrote Nineteen Eighty-

Four even that hope was growing faint in his mind.

The ambiguous relationship between the members of a

ruling elite and the members of the racial or social under-

world is first shown clearly in all its psychological involu-

tions in Orwell's one novel of the East, Burmese Days.

IV

T)URMESE DAYS was the second of Orwell's books to

JL} be published, appearing under his adopted name in

1934, but it had been conceived and may well have been

substantially completed before he wrote Down and Out in

Paris and London, which is based on later experiences. It

is probable that Orwell was already shaping Burmese

Days in his mind when he came back from the East in

1927 and announced his intention of taking up the career

of writing.

Burmese Days therefore represents his first attempt to

transmute into a more completely fictional form than in

"A Hanging" his insights into the relationship between so-

ciety and the self-conscious rebel, particularly the rebel

from a ruhng elite. I found myself tempted a moment ago

to use the expression "more purely artistic form," but
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nothing Orwell wrote was merely or, with the sole excep-

tion of Animal Farm, flawlessly a work of art. "It is as if I

have been forced into becoming a pamphleteer," he once

remarked ruefully, and even though he dated his defi-

nitely "political" phase from the Spanish Civil War ("By

the end of 1935 I had still failed to reach a firm deci-

sion"), even Burmese Days is largely a didactic novel, in-

terspersed with informative or homiletic passages about

imperialism and its effects, and aimed much more dehb-

erately than A Passage to India, with which it is often

compared, at inducing a political reaction in its readers.

We can assume, in fact, that all of Orwell's novels are

politically oriented, even if they are not propagandistic in

the narrow sense. He himself even claimed that "no book

is genuinely free from political bias." But in accepting Or-

well's license to seek a strong political motivation in every-

thing he wrote after his first apprentice years, we have

merely cleared away one question to face another, more
confusing question, regarding what lies beyond the politi-

cal aspect. In "Why I Write" he claimed that his starting

point in writing was "always a feeling of partisanship, a

sense of injustice," and said that he never set out with the

intent of producing a work of art, though the aesthetic ex-

perience entered necessarily into the process of wrriting.

And, dealing with the elusive and perhaps contradictory

nature of a wrriter's motives, he went on to say

:

AH writers are vain, selfish and lazy, and at the very bottom
of their motives there lies a mystery. Writing a book is a hor-

rible, exhausting struggle, like a long bout of some painful

illness. One would never undertake such a thing if one were
not driven on by some demon whom one can neither resist nor

understand. For aU one knows that demon is merely the same
instinct that makes a baby squall for attention. And yet it is

also true that one can write nothing readable unless one con-
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stantly struggles to efface one*s own personality. Good prose

is like a windowpane.

Such a statement from an author who talks so much
about his own experiences may at first seem somewhat
disingenuous, and it is true that in trying to efface the per-

sonality of Eric Blair, he merely succeeded in creating the

persona of George Orwell, which stands much nearer to

the imaginative world he was portraying in his novels. Yet

we would do well to take notice of the argument, for Or-

well's apparent candor about himself is as hable to be de-

ceptive as that of all men who write well about their own
lives and who succeed only because of their power to

shape the raw material of experience into pleasing forms

and hence to change it into something different and new.

When we take the further step beyond autobiography into

fiction, experience has gone through a double distillation,

and we must be even more on our guard against the perils

of personal identification.

In Burmese Days, it is true that the central character,

the timber merchant Flory, resembles Orwell in many
ways, but he is certainly no portrait, differing from him in

many characteristics and in some important aspects of his

experience. Yet the temptations of biographical interpre-

tation are so great that critics have been reluctant to aban-

don entirely the search for some clue which will suggest

that Flory is in some way Orwell's double. Christopher

Mollis, for example, acknowledges that it would be false

and uncharitable to assume that Flory, weak and degener-

ated as he is, can be an actual self-portrait; nevertheless,

he advances the curious proposition that 'Tlory is clearly

to some extent Orwell as he imagined that he might have

been if he had stayed in Burma."

It seems to me quite unnecessary to suppose that Orwell
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was SO concerned with might-have-beens that he con-

structed a character to fit his speculations on this subject.

The idea that Flory can be seen in any real way as a self-

portrait is further discredited by the fact that, like other

writers, Orwell tended to distribute his own experiences,

reactions and even personal characteristics among several

characters in a single book. It is Westfield who follows his

occupation in Burma, that of police superintendent, and

Orwell confessed later that the incident of the brutal in-

terrogation of a suspected thief in Westfield's presence

was based on an experience of his own. We can also as-

sume that Westfield's reaction closely resembled the reac-

tion which Orwell himself experienced, particularly if the

incident took place in his early "loyal" years.

"All right, put him in the clink," said Westfield moodily, as

he lounged away from the table with his hands in his pockets.

At the bottom of his heart he loathed running in these poor

devils of common thieves. Dacoits, rebels— yes; but not

these poor cringing rats

!

Similarly, one can detect an echo of Orwell's own aus-

terity and fastidiousness in Verrall, the arrogant young

officer, and an exaggeration of his sensitivity to Burmese
insolence in Ellis's enraged and violent reaction to school-

boy insults which sets off the riot that is one of the novel's

main set pieces.

Flory's tragedy, indeed, is his own and that of his class,

but it is not Orwell's in any direct and personal sense. For

Orwell escaped from the East, whereas Flory was drawn
back. But the impossibility of actual identification does

not prevent us from finding at least significant parallels

between crucial experiences in Flory's hfe and incidents

in Orwell's earlier years which he considered important

enough to fuse into his personal myth. For example, Flory
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is made conspicuous in childhood— and afterwards

— by the birthmark which earns him the nickname of

''monkey-bum/' just as Orwell (if we are to allow even the

most minimal literalness to the experiences in an English

private school which he describes in Such, Such Were the

Joys) felt himself made conspicuous and contemptible by

the mark of poverty. Here we touch the primary aliena-

tion, the unearned outcast's mark, which all Orwelhan

heroes share with their creator. It is an alienation whose

roots He deep in childhood, but which does not reveal it-

self completely until much later in Hfe; Burma gave it

shape for Orwell as it did for Flory. Only after he had re-

turned from the East and had dealt with the problems that

coloniahsm raised in his mind could he begin to consider,

at least articulately and in literary tenns, the remoter

sources of his sense of tragic solitariness. Perhaps, indeed,

he could only do it after he had exorcised his original seK

through the therapy of writing and had acquired the

power to look more or less dispassionately, as George Or-

well, on the agonies of Eric Blair. And Such, Such Were

the Joys, the testament of his childhood, was not written

until near the end of his life.

In Burmese Days— and this may illustrate the diffi-

culty which Orwell felt in deahng with his own early years

— Flory's marked youth is sketched hghtly in two para-

graphs of a brief recapitulation of his life which appears

early in the novel. His birthmark, with all its associations

of mockery, stays with him until, in the moment of death,

it at last fades away. But it is Burma, to which, like Or-

well, he comes when he is "not quite twenty," that shapes

him into the mature, unhappy man, in the end so unhke

his creator.

The action of Burmese Days is framed within the ma-

lign aspect of Asian hfe as personified by U Po K>in, the
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villainous Burmese magistrate who acts as a grotesque

deus ex machina throughout the novel, pulling the strings

of intrigue and, in the ruthless pursuit of his own ambi-

tions, bringing about unexpected perturbations in the lives

of the tiny group of white sahibs. This aspect of the novel,

of course, gives expression to the idea Orwell harbored at

the time that in an imperial situation the rulers become,

against their wills, the puppets of the ruled. It also illus-

trates his excellent grasp of that curious duality of the

Asian mind which allows the most ruthless of Machiavel-

lian behavior towards one's enemies to be reconciled with

its opposite, the Buddhist doctrines of nonattachment and

of salvation by mean of good works which adjust the bal-

ance of Karma.

At the center of the frame is the English club at Kyauk-

tada, goal of U Po Kyin's ambitions and citadel of the resi-

dent English, where their internal struggles are fought out

and where many of the crucial incidents in the novel take

place. But the club is not merely a center of action. It is

also, in the minds of English, Burmese and Indians alike,

the symbol of the imperial caste system, the manifestation

of the separateness of the ruling elite from the subject

race; while it remains all-white, the English officials and

traders of Kyauktada can still feel that their domination is

secure, that the barrier which exists between them and
the "natives" will, despite all casual and even physical

contact, be maintained. On the other hand, U Po Kyin sees

membership in the club as the means by which he can

work his way forward in the government service until he

becomes the equal, perhaps even the superior, of his Eng-

lish colleagues, while for the Indian Dr. Veraswami, pa-

thetic, idealistic and incorruptible, it represents the haven
where, shining in reflected glory, he will be immune from
all attacks. Flory's one overt rebellion, which is enough to
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damn him in the eyes of his fellow whites, is that he at

last summons the courage to propose Veraswami, who is

his friend, for membership. In doing so he not only

offends the fanatical and completely sincere prejudices of

the rival timber merchant, Ellis; he also, as the policeman

Westfield points out, goes against the "five chief beati-

tudes of the pukka sahib," which Orwell lists thus

:

Keeping up our prestige,

The firm hand (without the velvet glove),

We white men must hang together,

Give them an inch and theyll take an ell, and
Esprit de corps.

These injunctions sound very much like the code of a

secret order, and the white society of Upper Burma, as

Orwell portrays it, is the earhest prototype of the ruling

elite of Oceania which he described fourteen years later in

Nineteen Eighty-Four. It differs from the Party in one im-

portant respect, that it maintains its solidarity not by

physical power, but solely by the strength of an amazingly

inflexible pubhc opinion.

It is a world in which every word and every thought is cen-

sored . . . Free speech is unthinkable . . . Your opinion on

every subject of any conceivable importance is dictated for

you by the pukka sahibs' code . . . You are a creature of the

despotism, a pukka sahib, tied tighter than a monk or a savage

by an unbreakable system of taboos.

The system requires that the line of division between

the rulers and the ruled always be rigidly maintained, and

demands not merely a passive acceptance but emphatic

agreement; the scenes in which EUis furiously worms out

Flory's reservations on the question of inequality bet^veen

whites and Asians anticipate the much more elaborate
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and grotesque scenes in Nineteen Eighty-Four in which

O'Brien lays bare all the petty disloyalties that lurk in

Winston Smith's mind.

While one is in the system, rebellion has to be main-

tained secretly, as Orwell tells us he himself maintained it

while in Burma, and as Flory does up to the point where a

rather complicated series of motives sets him on the path

to open revolt. Only with the greatest caution do rebels in

such a world communicate with each other, like members
of an underground organization in a dictatorship. Flory

speaks his most heterodox thoughts only to Dr. Vera-

swami, and then in bantering tones, so that the doctor re-

fuses to take them seriously. And in The Road to Wigan
Pier Orwell introduces an extraordinary description of an

encounter— perhaps his only encounter— with a fellow

dissident.

I remember a night I spent on the train with a man in the

Educational Service, a stranger to myself whose name I

never discovered. It was too hot to sleep and we spent the

night talking. Half an hour's cautious questioning decided

each of us that the other was "safe"; and then for hours, while

the train jolted slowly through the pitch-black night, sitting

up in our bunks with bottles of beer handy, we damned the

British Empire— damned it from the inside, intelligently and
intimately. It did us both good. But we had been speaking

forbidden things, and in the haggard morning light when the

train crawled into Mandalay, we parted as guiltily as any
adulterous couple.

The incident, as Orwell narrates it, is hauntingly simi-

lar to the scenes in Nineteen Eighty-Four in which, in the

imagined security of the various hiding places where they

meet, Winston Smith and Julia talk treason against the

Party. Critics who have some familiarity with India under

the British Raj have disputed Orwell's picture of the invis-
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ible tyranny which ruled over the white community, and
in Hteral terms they are probably right, for Orwell had al-

ways a predilection for exaggeration and wild statement.

On the other hand, there is no doubt that emotionally he
experienced in Burma the existence of a minor terror that

was no less thorough because it was neither codified nor

violently enforced, and that later his paranoiac inclina-

tions gave sanction to this image until it took on an artis-

tic hfe and became incorporated in the pattern of tyranny

and alienation that runs through all his work. Having

been used in Burmese Days, the half-true and half-

imaginary scheme of imperial despotism lay dormant in

his mind until he had use for it again when he came to

construct the much more thorough group tyranny of

Nineteen Eighty-Four.

But Flory's allegiance, like that of every sahib, is owed
not merely to the alien power which protects him as a

merchant and for which, if necessary, he will fight physi-

cally. There is a more painful and more ambiguous alle-

giance, to the country and the people among whom the

best years of his manhood have been spent. In his early

twenties Flory becomes acclimatized to Burma, enjoying

it with a certain youthful, lusty innocence which is re-

flected in the fine descriptive section, reminiscent of the

early Turgenev, where Orwell rather lyrically narrates the

passage of the Burmese seasons as Flory experienced

them in those early years.

In his later twenties Flory begins to experience a sense

of revolt, the revolt of an intelligent man increasingly

given to solitary reading; at the same time he begins to

feel lonely among his fellow countrymen. Since the war

intervenes and creates exceptional circumstances, it is not

until ten years after his first arrival in Burma that his first
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leave falls due. On the ship he longs for England, for re-

lease from the "horrible country" of Burma. But at Co-

lombo there is a wire calling him back; three representa-

tives of his firm have died of blackv^ater fever. Ten days

after leaving Rangoon he is in Burma again, with the

servants crowding round him with presents and hanging

garlands around his neck.

Something turned over in Flory's heart. It was one of those

moments when one becomes conscious of a vast change and
deterioration in one's life. For he had reaHzed, suddenly, that

in his heart he was glad to be coming back. This country

which he hated was now his native country, his home. He
had lived here ten years and every particle of his body was
compounded of Burmese soil. Scenes like these— the sallow

evening light, the old Indian cropping grass, the creak of the

cartwheels, the streaming egrets— were more native to him
than England.

There is an obvious ambiguity in this passage. Is Orwell

really suggesting that pleasure at returning to a country

one has both loved and hated for a decade is a sign of

deterioration in one's hfe? Or is it a subjective reaction on

Flory's part due to a sense of guilt about the kind of life he

has lived in Burma? And, if so, what are the sources of

that guilt? Is it merely the guilt of sharing in poHtical re-

pression? Or is it something at once more elusive and

more profound?

As we read on through Burmese Days, we realize that

the experiences that come to Flory as a result of his life in

Burma are— leaving aside for the present his position in

the white community— of two kinds. First there is an in-

tense, almost empathic reaction to the physical environ-

ment— landscape, trees, streams, villages, and above all,

animals and birds: "in all novels about the East/' Orwell
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once remarked, "the scenery is the real subject matter."

And then there is his more complex relationship with the

Burmese and the other Asian people of Kyauktada.

The first type of experience is illustrated by an incident

which takes place fairly early in the novel, before Flory

becomes deeply involved in the web of circumstances that

will finally entangle him in ruin and destruction. In one of

the fits of irritable boredom that often descend on him
after enjoying his Burmese mistress. Ma Hla May, he

walks out one evening along the dusty road that leads

from Kyauktada into the jungle. The forest is dusty, shriv-

eled in its hot-season dryness: the only birds visible are

dull and ragged, and the heat draws a poisonous stench

out of the leaves. The scene corresponds exactly to Flory's

mood. But after a while he comes to a stream of clear

water beside which the trees are taller, the bushes

greener and covered with flowers. He follows the stream

along a cattle path to a deserted pool, which is one of his

habitual haunts.

Here a peepul tree grew, a great buttressed thing six feet

thick, woven of innumerable strands of wood, like a wooden
cable twisted by a giant. The roots of the tree made a natural

cavern, under which the clear greenish water bubbled. Above
and all round dense foliage shut out the light, turning the

place into a green grotto walled with leaves.

Into the pool Flory steps, and sits almost submerged.

Shoals of small silvery fish swim about him. A flock of

green pigeons settles in the dome of the peepul tree, invisi-

ble because of their color, but setting the whole tree

"shimmering, as though the ghosts of birds were shaking

it." Finally, one of them flutters dovsni, unaware of Flory's

presence, and settles on a lower branch.
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A pang went through Flory. Alone, alone, the bitterness of

being alone! So often like this, in lonely places in the forest,

he would come upon something— bird, flower, tree— beau-

tiful beyond all words, if there had been a soul with whom to

share it. Beauty is meaningless until it is shared. If he had one

person, just one, to halve his loneliness! Suddenly the pigeon

saw the man and dog below, sprang into the air and dashed

away swift as a bullet, with a rattle of wings. One does not

often see green pigeons so closely when they are ahve. They
are high-flying birds, living in the treetops, and they do not

come to the ground, or only to drink. When one shoots them,

if they are not killed outright, they cling to the branch until

they die, and drop long after one has given up waiting and
gone away.

It is a decorative, rather keyed-up piece of wrriting of a

type to w^hich Orwell reverted in his later years only in

very brief passages, except for the long and ecstatic narra-

tive of a rural childhood in Coming Up for Air, a narrative

which also revolves around pools where fish are swim-

ming. In each case the pool Lies partly in the naturalistic

and partly in the symbolic realm.

Flory feels "happy and at peace'* after "the clear water,"

which is rarely found in the miry Burmese landscape. En-

tirely enclosed within its green shade, the pool brings re-

freshment through immersion in the clear element, the

descent into innocence. The vestiges of an Anglican child-

hood clung to Orwell more tenaciously than he ever cared

to admit, as was shown by his later novel of loss of faith in

a country rectory, A Clergyman's Daughter, and by his

extraordinary knowledge of hymns, which he remem-
bered more exactly than any other agnostic I have ever

met; the baptismal implications of this scene are obvious.

Flory is immersed in the renewing water, and the dove

descends. There follows the ecstasy of beauty recognized,

and the immediate pang as he is reminded of his loneli-
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ness. But it is not only loneliness that Orwell is concerned
with. Also, in the rather gauche disquisition on the habits

of the green pigeon that ends the incident, he suggests the

presence of an unattainable desire, a desire for something

which in trying to capture, one may only destroy. That
desire, I suggest, is for a permanent access to a more nat-

ural Hfe, a desire which runs all the way through Burmese
Days and, needless to say, is never satisfied.

Orwell, a knowledgeable bird-watcher and a man v/ho

once rated gardening as the best of all occupations next to

writing, was— as the extraordinary artistic success of

Animal Farm, must have made obvious to most of its

readers— extremely fond of animals. "Most of the good

memories of my childhood and up to the age of twenty
,**

he once said, "are in some way connected with animals/*

He was, I remember, particularly fond of dogs and horses;

cats he rather distrusted as devious and oversubtle ani-

mals, but in his attitude towards them there may have

been an uneasy ambiguity, since— despite certain canine

quahties of loyalty and eagerness for affection— he him-

self was very much of a solitary creature, as secretive as

any cat.

Long before Animal Farm was even conceived, Orwell's

feehng for the world of nonhuman beings (which must

have provided at least one link of sympathy with Buddhist

Burma) was thoroughly exemplified in Burmese Days,

where animals appear not only as images, but also as un-

conscious participants in the action of the novel. It is al-

most as if, even outside the framing intrigue of U Po Kyin,

there is a conspiracy of the land whose agents, in animal

forms, intervene at crucial moments to help determine the

fates of the human characters. Flory's ill-starred relation-

ship with Elizabeth Lackersteen begins when he rescues

her from the attack of a fearsome-looking but harmless
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buffalo. It reaches its point of highest promise when they

go out on a hunting expedition, Elizabeth kills her first

bird, and Flory shoots a leopard, earning Elizabeth's in-

tense admiration; the leopard's moldering skin becomes a

symbol of the deterioration of Flory's hopes. Later Flory is

thrown by a horse in Elizabeth's presence, and this horse

and another, coming saddled and riderless out of the

jungle, provide the first sign to him that Elizabeth may
have become Verrall's mistress; this sends him into ag-

onies of jealousy from which even the pleasure he usually

gains from watching birds— in this case the tiny name-

less yellow finches which he sees feeding on grasses in the

jungle— is no longer active. Finally, in the catastrophic

scene where Ma Hla May comes into the church and

abuses him before the whole white community for having

cast her off, he is betrayed by his own dog Flo, who runs

fawning up to her as a familiar person and so confirms

their relationship; this ends all his hopes with Elizabeth

and leads to his suicide. Through its animals, whom Flory

in his own way loves, the land of Burma has played its

part in destroying him, though not, as we shall see, with-

out his cooperation.

On a lower metaphorical level, animal imagery is used

throughout the book in describing Asians, though only

rarely and in very special ways in describing Europeans.

U Po Kyin is described as a crocodile, and his wife. Ma
Kin, has a simian face. Male Indians remind Orwell of

dogs; the Dravidian butler at the club has "liquid, yellow-

irised eyes hke those of a dog," and Dr. Veraswami's face

"recalled that of a black retriever dog." The two pathetic

Eurasians, Mr. Francis and Mr. Samuel, who live on Bud-

dhist charity, behave like "a pair of dogs asking for a

game." The Burmese, on the other hand, often call up fe-

line associations. Ma Hla May is "Hke a cat," has "kitten's
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teeth/' and when she is expelled from Flory's house goes

off with a kitten which Flory had once given her. The
younger wife of Flory's servant Ko S'la is a "fat, lazy cat/'

and Elizabeth, who regards all Burmese as "so coarse-

looking, like some kind of animal/' asserts that the men
have "heads hke tomcats/' One could go on at much
greater length, but the examples I have given are suffi-

cient to show how Orwell frequently compares Asians

with the animals which provided the "good times" of his

youth, whereas he resorts to such a comparison only once,

and then negatively, in reference to one of the European

characters, the venomous Mrs. Lackersteen, Elizabeth's

aunt, who, when all her genteel defenses are broken down
during the siege of the club by the Burmese mob, Hes

"looping about in one of the long chairs like a hysterical

snake."

Finally there is a very significant animal identification

in the case of Flory himself. On the night before he meets

EHzabeth Lackersteen, Flory cannot sleep because of the

noise which the pariah dogs are making as they bay the

moon on the maidan. He takes his rifle, intending to shoot

the dog which has caused him the most annoyance, but he

has "not the nerve to fire it in cold blood." And then, as he

watches the dogs running hke their own ghosts across the

maidan, he remembers how earlier in the evening he had

weakly echoed ElHs's ranting against the idea of admitting

an Asian to membership of the club, and becomes in his

own mind the "sneaking, idling, boozing, fornicating, soul-

examining, self-pitying cur." It is at this point that Orwell

introduces the recapitulative flashback of Flory's past, and

then brings us forward to that individual on his veranda,

raising his rifle and at last letting drive at the pariah dog.

But the dog is unhit; it is Flory, the self-styled cur, who is

hurt by the bruise which the heavily kicking rifle immedi-
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ately raises on his shoulder. The link between the man
and the animal out on the maidan illuminates Flory's situ-

ation. The pariah dog, distrusted by its fellow animals,

has no place in the other world of men. Flory, the solitary,

distrusted by other white men, has no place in the other

world of animals and the Asians who resemble them.

Yet it is this world to which he is drawn constantly, the

world of animals and birds, the world of Burmese villages

at noon and evening, of the crowd, noise, and smells in

the market of Kyauktada, of the coarse and colorful splen-

dors of the pwe dances. But in the end he fails to make
terms with it, and this is because, fundamentally, his atti-

tude remains that of the alien. He rebels against the elite

to which he belongs, and yet when he tries to escape from

it into the different world that excites his sympathies and

stirs his romantic nature, he is still chained by the con-

ventions of the sahiblog. His past has made him what he

is; it is too late to cross the barrier that divides him from

another way of life, just as it had been too late ever since

his childhood for Orwell to cross the invisible barrier that

divided him from the miners of Lancashire.

The consequence is that Flory's relationship with any-

one belonging to the subject races is incomplete and car-

ries wdth it a touch of the brutality that always— in Or-

well's view— enters into the intercourse of master race

and subject people. He indulges particularly in intimacy

without equality, which, as Hollis remarks, Orwell later

came to regard as the worst evil of imperialism. Ko Sla,

his servant, is the person he has knowni longest in Burma
— since the first day of his arrival there, in fact— and in

some ways they are very close to each other.

Like all bachelors' servants, Ko Sla was lazy and dirty,

and yet he was devoted to Flory. He would never let anyone
else serve Flory at table, or carry his gun or hold his pony's
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head while he mounted. On the march, if he came to a stream,
he would carry Flory across on his back. He was inclined to

pity Flory, partly because he thought him childish and easily

deceived, and partly because of the birthmark, which he con-

sidered a dreadful thing.

Yet the relationship between the two men remains al-

ways that of master and servant; they never enter into

each others' minds. As for Ma Hla May, who shares

Flory's bed and whom he bought from her peasant parents

two years before for three hundred rupees, she is only one

of the many Burmese girls he has lived with and used,

regarding them as strange dolls rather than human
beings, and never feeling for them any love, until in the

end he expels them from his life. When he casts off Ma
Hla May for the sake of EHzabeth, she reproaches him,

and stirs a guilt-ridden conflict.

He could not look at her; he stood helpless, pale, hangdog.

Every word she said was justified, and how tell her that he

could do no other thing than he had done? How tell her that

it would have been an outrage, a sin, to continue as her lover?

He almost cringed from her, and the birthmark stood on his

yellow face like a splash of ink.

There is poetic justice— too much of it for the plausi-

bility of the novel— in the fact that Ma Hla May should

in the end be one of the principal instruments of Flory's

destruction.

Elizabeth, her unvdtting accompHce, is the first of the

series of temptresses who in all but one of Orwell's novels

lead the heroes, through the illusion that it is possible to

escape from loneliness, towards their various defeats. In

the reader's eye, Elizabeth is a shallow-minded phihstine

snob, who arrives in Burma with her prejudices ready

made— designed by nature, as Orwell remarks in the last
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sentence of the novel, for the position of a burra memsa-
hib. But such are the illusions created by the glimpse of a

petal-like cheek and by the pain of one's own solitude, that

Flory believes her to be the "civilized girl" of whom he has

always dreamed, the girl who would share his inner, se-

cret life, would "carry away from Burma the same memo-
ries as he carried . . . who would love Burma as he

loved it and hate it as he hated it."

But Elizabeth merely hates Burma, hates it as only

burra memsahibs can hate an Eastern country. Further-

more, her upbringing has made her neurotically afraid of

anything intellectual, bohemian, or un-Britishly odd. The
consequence is a series of almost grotesque misunder-

standings, as Flory, still thinking that she is "civilized,"

tries to carry on her education in the wonders of Oriental

life by taking her to a pwe dance in the native quarter and

explaining its artistic significance, by leading her into the

stench and turmoil of the bazaar, and by introducing her

to the Chinese merchant Li Yeik and his disconcerting

household. Each occasion ends in the revelation to Eliza-

beth that Flory is something less than a pukka sahib.

However— leaving aside the interlude with Verrall—
there are ups as well as downs in their relationship; the

ups occur when Flory accidentally reveals conventionally

heroic aspects of his character which appeal to Elizabeth's

boarding school romanticism. He rescues her from the

buffalo, which she cannot beheve is really harmless. He
saves the situation by daring and presence of mind when
the Burmese mob attacks the club. And, most important

of all, he introduces Elizabeth to the aristocratic pursuit of

shooting.

This is the point, as Malcolm Muggeridge has remarked

in his otherwise somewhat inaccurate study of Burmese

Days, at which Flory's passion for EHzabeth at last seems
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credible, as their hands meet over the body of the jungle

cock which Elizabeth has shot. It may tell us something
about Orwell that this one convincing love scene in the

novel is full of sadistic implications; certainly it tells us a

great deal about Flory's predicament. For there is a direct

correlation between Elizabeth's feelings for Flory and the

slaughter of birds and animals. "She was conscious of an
extraordinary desire to fling her arms round Flory's neck
and kiss him; and in some way it was the killing of the

pigeon that made her feel this." From this point there is no
reason to be surprised at any of Elizabeth's demonstra-

tions of heartlessness.

Another aspect of the shooting expedition is revealed

with the reappearance of the green pigeons, the birds

which had aroused Flory's ecstasy of appreciation and his

pangs of loneliness on the evening before he first met Eliz-

abeth. Then he had longed for someone to share in the

appreciation of that beauty; now he finds only someone to

share in its destruction, and nothing can demonstrate

more clearly the difference in character and viewpoint be-

tween Flory and Elizabeth than the conversation which

takes place after he has shot two of the green pigeons.

Flory displays their corpses, pointing out their beauty,

dwelling tenderly on the jewel-like coloring of the breast

feathers, reciting a poetic Burmese tale about them. "Are

they good to eat?" is all Ehzabeth has to ask. "Very," he

says; "even so, I always feel it's a shame to kill them." "I

wish I could do it like you do!" says Ehzabeth enviously.

The whole conversation shows the frank brutality that un-

derhes her soulless flower-like beauty. It also demon-

strates the contradiction in Flory's attitude, for the beauty

which he loves he is also willing to destroy so as to prove

himself in the eyes of this empty and worthless girl.

What Flory seeks in Ehzabeth is support and comrade-
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ship in the rebelhon against the unwritten code of the

sahibs, and, ironically, it is under the stimulus of his

meeting with her that he at last shows his rebellion openly

and insists, as he had not dared to do before, on the elec-

tion of his friend Veraswami to the club. Once such a

feeling of hope and revolt has been stirred, it is impossible

for him to return to the old life of secretiveness and bru-

talized passions. But his views about the "natives," and his

bookishness, which is really another kind of rebellion, are

what Elizabeth distrusts most of all in him, and when she

finally rejects him it is because of that which has made
him different from other sahibs, and has doomed him to

be a rebel and a self-condemned outcast.

It was not what he had done that horrified her. He might
have committed a thousand abominations and she could have
forgiven him. But not after that shameful, squalid scene, and
the devihsh ugliness of his disfigured face in that moment.
It was, finally, the birthmark that had damned him.

Flory has found that the only way he can really escape

from the condition of being a sahib, the only rebellion he

can finally make against the elite to which he belongs, is

death. If Ma Hla May personifies the Burmese land which

he has injured by killing its most beautiful beings and the

Burmese people whom he has insulted by demanding inti-

macy without equality, Elizabeth in her turn personifies

that unspoken corporate spirit of the ruling community
which half consciously detects the treasons of its mem-
bers and punishes them by scorn and rejection. Cut off

from his last hope of personal fulfillment within the rul-

ing elite to which he belongs, faced by the impenetrabihty

of that other world to which he has been attracted, Flory

is doomed.

There has always, in fact, been only one way in which a
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white man could ever cast off his foreignness and im-

merse himself in Asia, and that is through rehgious re-

nunciation, through the abandonment of all his past when
he assumes the ocher vestment of the sannyasin or the

orange robe of the Buddhist monk. But this never occurs

to Flory, and there is no evidence that it occured to Orwell,

at least while he was still in Burma.

V

THE renunciation that Flory never achieved became
the keynote for almost a decade of his creator's hfe

and work after returning from the East in 1927. In his

mind Orwell had already rebelled against the imperialist

system, and now that he returned to England he rebelled

in action against the replica of imperiaUsm which he dis-

covered when he looked with new eyes at English society.

In order to write about this discovery, and to gain the ex-

perience he considered necessary for that purpose, he

quite deliberately chose a hfe of poverty and evaded any

kind of occupation that might lead him away from the

path he had selected.

There have been suggestions that this may be a roman-

ticized view of Orwell's motives at this period. T. R. Fyvel,

a journalistic associate of Orwell during the 1940's,

claims that Orwell blamed external circumstances for his

poverty.

Many years later, when I tackled Orwell on the subject, he

said that in actual fact he had found it difficult to find work

on returning from Burma. He had Uttie money, few social con-

nections, and no special trade; it was a time of unemploy-

ment; a respectable job would have been difficult enough.



LIFE AGAINST ODDS IO5

It is quite possible that Orwell did give Mr. Fyvel such an

explanation; he did not like being "tackled" on any detail

of his personal hfe, and he was inclined to throw up eva-

sive smoke screens whenever anyone tried to pry informa-

tion out of him. The fact is that in 1927, when Orwell

came back from Burma, jobs were still quite easy to get,

and even in the 1930's it was not difficult for an Old Eton-

ian, with the kind of friends Orwell had made at school, to

find employment. There is no evidence that Orwell ever

sought anything more than casual teaching or tutoring

work, and he appears to have been too proud to ask more
than one of his friends, the mysterious B. of Down and

Out in Paris and London, for help. His sister Avril records

that "he was quite determined that what he wanted to do

was to write, and he wasn't going to be any kind of charge

on the family. He was determined to make his own way,

but he was going to do it in his own way."

We have also Orweirs very emphatic statement that

even before he had left Burma he already felt repelled by

the idea of a successful career in any conventional sense,

since he believed it could not be achieved without some
kind of exploitation. "At that time failure seemed to me
the only virtue. Every suspicion of self-advancement, even

to 'succeed' in life to the extent of making a few hundreds

a year, seemed to me spiritually ugly, a species of bully-

ing." It is not likely that a man who thinks in this way will

spend his time or effort looking for a good job. But if he

feels as guilty as Orwell did, it is likely that he will sooner

or later begin to think in terms of renunciation, even if it

does not take on a religious coloring, and this is precisely

the development which Orwell's thoughts followed:

What I profoundly wanted, at that time, was to find some
way of getting out of the respectable world altogether. I medi-
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tated upon it a great deal, I even planned parts of it in detail;

how could one sell everything, give everything away, change
one's name and start out with no money and nothing but the

clothes one stood up in. But in real life nobody ever does that

kind of thing; apart from the relatives and friends who have
to be considered, it is doubtful whether an educated man
could do it if there were any other course open to him. But
at least I could go among these people, see what their lives

were hke and feel myself temporarily part of their world. Once
I had been among them and accepted by them, I should have
touched bottom, and— this is what I felt: I was aware even

then that it was irrational— part of my guilt would drop

from me.

This avowal occurs in The Road to Wigan Pier, which
Orwell wrote in 1936, and it is followed by an account of

how he decided that he would disguise himself and go

do^\Ti to the East End of London to mingle with various

types of social outcasts. Having changed into appropri-

ately dirty working-class clothes, he set off for Limehouse,

and there, screwing up his courage, he entered the dark

doorway of a building with a notice in the window : Good
Beds for Single Men.

I was still half afraid of the working class. I . . . wanted
to becom.e one of them, but I still thought of them as alien

and dangerous; going into the dark doorway of that common
lodging house seemed to me like going do\\Ti into some dread-

ful subterranean place— a sewer full of rats, for instance.

As the ultimate torture of Room loi in Nineteen Eighty-

Four later revealed, there was nothing Or-well feared more

than rats. Inside the lodging house, having paid his nine-

pence, he went into the frowsy underground kitchen.

No one took any notice except a drunken young stevedore

who lurched towards him. Orwell stiffened for a fight.
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The next moment the stevedore collapsed on my chest and
flung his arms round my neck. "'Ave a cup of tea, chum I"

he cried tearfully; " 'ave a cup of tea!" I had a cup of tea. It

w^as a kind of baptism.

The idea of baptism, of sacramental initiation, even if

only with a cup of tea, suggests the high seriousness v^ith

w^hich Orwell at this time took the idea of renouncing his

past and stepping down into the lower depths of society.

And, though in hindsight at the beginning of his Socialist

period he is willing to say— as we have seen— that "in

real life nobody does that sort of thing," in the course of

his last twenty years he did manage to achieve a great deal

of his program. He changed his name so thoroughly that I

have met people who knew him for years in the 1940's

and did not realize that he had been bom any other than

George Orwell. He even made a good start on changing his

personality. He abandoned the elaborately caste-ridden

world of the upper middle class, first for the "squalid little

democracy" of the tramps, and then for the classless soci-

ety of the Hterary intelligentsia. For years he lived on the

remote frontiers of the world where money counted, en-

during poverty in smelly Paris hotels and dank Essex cot-

tages, in the middle 1930's keeping a shop that brought

him an average income of a pound a week, and heading

off to a life of Hebridean primitiveness as soon as the six-

year interval of the war had ended. Even if he had sur-

vived his last illness and had continued to enjoy the unex-

pected financial success which attended his last two

books, I suspect he would have found a way of making

himself poor again; he fled to Jura partly because he tired

very quickly of the novelty of comparative wealth. Finally,

though he abandoned neither his family nor his friends,

and indeed managed to keep going a surprising number of

guarded and carefully compartmentalized relationships.
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he made everyone accept him on his o^mi eccentric terms.

It was a triumph, if not entirely of renunciation, certainly

of self-ti'ansformation.

But this process lasted for t^venty years, and it had not

come to an end when he died, for just before his final col-

lapse he was still planning changes in liis life and new
approaches to wTiting which would enable him to delve

deeper into the problems of human relationships. At

present we ai'e concerned only ^^•ith the books that belong

to the first part of this period, the nine years between Or-

well's return from Burma and his departure early in 1936
on his first Socialist expedition to that mythical destina-

tion well kno^Mi to joking Northcountr^men. Wigan Pier.

Apai't from the \mtings on BuiTtia which I have already

discussed, Orwell ^\TOte three books during these nine

years : the semiautobiogi^aphy. Down and Out in Paris and

London, and two novels. A Clergyman s Daughter and

Keep the Aspidistra Flying. In each of these works the

hero— or heroine in the case of A Clergyman's Daughter

— descends into the lower depths of society; in each a

valiant on the theme of renunciation is played out; in

each die renunciate fails to maintain liis separation from

the elite to which he belongs, and returns to his middle-

class place in societv knowing more about himself and

about the world: in each of the two novels a defeat is iin-

plied. though the defeats varv in nature. Tliere is one

other important piece of wTiting relating to this period,

the essav "How the Poor Die." which I pubhshed in Nozf

in 1946; the manuscript Onvell handed to me was, I

gathered, a re\'ised version of an earUer piece ^^Titten

towards the end of the igso's but not published at that

time.

Down and Out in Paris and London shows how cau-
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tiously we must approach any of Orwell's works usually

considered autobiographical; there is an obvious discrep-

ancy between the account given in this book in 1933 of

his reasons for going among the outcasts of England,

and the account three years later in The Road to Wigan
Pier. In The Road to Wigan Pier, as we have seen, he sug-

gests that his first contact with the lower depths of society

occurred when he went on a planned expedition to find

out who inhabited these obscure regions and how they

lived. In Down and Out in Paris and London, he asserts

that his earliest experience of common lodging houses

and casual wards took place almost accidentally, when he

returned penniless from Paris and found that an expected

job had not materialized. Thereupon, apparently without

contacting his relatives or any of his friends except the

mysterious B., from whom he did not like to borrow any

more money, he exchanged his second-best suit for a set

of tramp's clothes and dropped into the depths, down
from his station in society and out of his class. This part

of his story certainly sounds implausible; it is hardly the

way a middle-class person would decide to tide over a pe-

riod of destitution, unless he had thought of it beforehand

and had some particular reason already in mind for fol-

lowing such a desperate course.

Some circumstantial support is given to the account in

The Road to Wigan Pier by the evidence of Orwell's

friends that he was in the habit, at least by 1930, of going

regularly on planned expeditions into the slums. He kept a

suit of shabby clothes for this purpose at Ruth Fitter's

Chelsea studio, and one evening at about the same period

he arrived at Richard Rees's flat, changed into his tramp's

garb, and set off with the hope of getting arrested for

drunkenness and seeing the inside of a prison; the attempt
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was frustrated because the police sergeant recognized his

Eton accent and released him next morning with a fa-

therly lecture.

It is the self-conscious dehberation of these adventures

that is significant; the whole idea of going into the slums

has a peculiar fin-de-siecle literary flavor reminiscent of

Sherlock Holmes setting off in disguise from his fiat in

Baker Street to seek in some criminal slum the lost fact

that will complete the case he is about to solve. Orwell too

was seeking facts for a case, his case against society. But

there seem to have been yet other motives behind his de-

scent into the seedy underworld of tramps and beggars.

The fascination of disguise, of putting on a new self, the

first stage of the transformation of Eric Blair into George

Orwell, was undoubtedly one of them. One also detects a

kind of nostalgie de la boue, a fastidious man's urge to

submerge himself in a hideous and malodorous setting,

rather as the decadent poets did in an earlier generation.

Here there may well be a link between Orwell's attempts

to discover his true self and his interest in Oscar Wilde,

particularly in Wilde's florid masterpiece The Picture of

Dorian Gray, a "good bad book," as Orwell would have

called it, which lodged in his mind when he was a youth

at Eton and which he was still defending in the late

1940's. Dorian Gray also descended into the lower depths

of London society, and if we adopt the device of uniting a

group of sentences taken from three consecutive pages of

Wilde's novel, we can estabhsh the kind of image which,

vivid at the time of first reading and hving dimly in the

memory, may well have helped to determine Orwell on his

course of self-submersion in the slums.

As midnight was striking bronze blows upon the dusky air,

Dorian Gray dressed commonly, and with a muffler wrapped
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round his throat, crept quietly out of the house. . . . The
way seemed interminable, and the streets like the black web
of some sprawling spider. The monotony became unbearable,

and, as the mist thickened, he felt afraid . . . Ugliness was
the one reality. The coarse brawl, the loathsome den, the crude

violence of disordered life, the very vileness of thief and out-

cast, were more vivid, in their intense actuality of impression,

than all the gracious shapes of Art, the dreamy shadows of

Song. They were what he needed for forgetfulness . . . Sud-

denly the man drew up with a jerk at the top of a dark lane.

Over the low roofs and jagged chimney stacks of the houses

rose the black masts of the ships ... he hurried quickly in

the direction of the quay. ... In about seven or eight min-

utes he reached a small shabby house that was wedged in

between two gaunt factories.

Dorian Gray went in search of opium, Orwell of an-

other kind of forgetfulness, but each had his guilt, each

picked a disguise, each set off with a touch of fear for the

darknesses of London's dockland subworld, where, in the

ughness of misery, the diamond of reaUty might be found.

The suggestion of a Wildeian influence at this early period

may seem farfetched to those who think only of the later

Orwell, with his plain man's stance and his undecorated

prose. But it fits in with the aestheticist position which Or-

well was defending in his Adelphi reviews during the

early 1930's. It is true that he was already beginning to

discipline the ornateness out of his own writing, but there

are still passages mingled with the generally spare and
colloquial prose of Down and Out in Paris and London
which might have fitted very well into one of the decadent

magazines of the 1890's; the interpolated tale of Charlie

and his sadistic adventure in the red-tapestried cellar is a

striking example of this kind of survival from a literary

school which at first sight seems opposed to all Orwell's

declared literary aims. But OrweU's sustained interest in
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The Picture of Dorian Gray was most probably due to the

fact that it described a double life centering around the

creation of a new persona, and this was precisely what
concerned Orwell at the time he was making his expedi-

tions into the slums. Significantly, his own new self

emerged into public view when the account of those expe-

ditions was first published under the hitherto unknown
signature of George Orwell.

These speculations lead one to the conclusion that a de-

layed literary romanticism was one of the most important

among the motives that first started Orwell on the series

of choices which gave his hfe such a special and dramatic

flavor for those hving in the generation after his death. He
began with the attempt to make Hfe imitate literature,

though he quickly turned the paradox on its head and

made his writing the distillation of his life. Certainly his

choice of action when he first descended into the life of the

slums appears, from all the evidence we possess, to have

been deliberate and premeditated, which means that the

account in The Road to Wigan Pier is factual, and that in

Down and Out in Paris and London at least partly fiction.

In all probabihty the period of tramping did not begin as

he suggests in the latter book. But from a purely hterary

point of view it was an excellent idea to bring the two epi-

sodes together by means of an artificial bridge and so to

balance the picture of poverty in England with that of

poverty in France.

It is in France that the story begins. "Poverty is what I

am writing about," says Orwell in the first chapter of

Down and Out in Paris and London, "and I had my first

contact with poverty in this slum." The slum is a seedy

quarter of the Left Bank in Paris, and at first the reader is

surprised that after five years in Asia, Orwell should make

such a statement. But in Burma he had seen poverty from
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the other side of the caste screen, as a ruler observing the

ruled; he had not been directly involved. It was in Paris

that he first actually lived among the poor, from whom he

had been insulated in England by his rigid middle-class

upbringing; the culmination of the experience was his

own sudden and complete impoverishment through a bur-

glary in his hotel room.

Orwell devotes only a few pages to the relatively long

period in which he was an observer rather than a partici-

pant in the Ufe of the poor, and he emphasizes this specta-

tor's role by describing just what he saw and heard; the

strange raffish people in the bistros and the bugs march-

ing in patterns over the walls of the hotel rooms; the

coarse, noisy quarrels in the streets and the strange stories

that the slum-dwellers told of themselves and each other.

This period, he tells us, lasted eighteen months, which

means that after an obscure period following his return

from Burma, he reached Paris about the beginning of

1928. Presumably he lived mainly on his savings, though

he did sell some newspaper articles and he gave Enghsh

lessons which brought him in thirty-six francs— about

six shillings— a week.

The end of the eighteen months can be estimated fairly

closely. "How the Poor Die" tells us that in February 1929
Orwell underwent one of his rather frequent hospitaliza-

tions, this time for pneumonia, in the Hopital X; this, he

told me, was the Hopital Cochin, a sprawling old-

fashioned structure in the Boulevard du Port Royal which

in the 1920's was still a stronghold of French medical ob-

scurantism. His description of the institution is a terrify-

ing document, impregnated with his strong consciousness

of the way in which social conditions— the class he be-

longs to— can affect every aspect of a man's existence,

even to his death.
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It was in the Hopital Cochin that Orwell first met Boris,

the former Tsarist officer turned waiter, and since the

events described in Down and Out in Paris and London
happened in the following summer, this places them— if

we accept Orwell's guide points— in the middle of 1929.

It was in the company of Boris, fallen on equally bleak

days, that Orwell tried to extricate himself from destitu-

tion.

At first, when Orwell (and now I am using the name to

designate the possibly semifictional I of the narrative)

loses his money, he sinks into a mood of solitary resigna-

tion. Even before his room was robbed he had realized

that his funds would not last long and had decided to

find a job as a tourist guide or interpreter. But as soon as

he really loses his money— all but forty-seven francs of

it— he abandons his plans of finding work, for the curi-

ous reason that to live on a shilling a day is "too difficult to

leave much thought for anything else." The argument is

unconvincing, and all one can assume is that Orwell actu-

ally welcomed the idea of experiencing real destitution, of

knowing at first hand what hunger meant. He describes

the experience with the calm but involved interest which a

physician might feel in observing the course of a sickness

with which he has inoculated himself.

It is altogether curious, your first contact with poverty.

You have thought so much about poverty— it is the thing

you have feared all your life, the thing you knew would hap-

pen to you sooner or later; and it is aU so utterly and pro-

saically different. You thought it would be quite simple; it is

extraordinarily complicated. You thought it would be terrible;

it is merely squalid and boring. It is the pecuhar lowness of

poverty that you discover first; the shifts that it puts you to,

the complicated meanness, the crust-wiping.
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At first Orwell endures poverty alone, and the shifts he

does adopt reveal the reactions proper to his social posi-

tion. For they are all designed to achieve what he else-

where showed to be the special concern of the lower upper

middle class— to keep up appearances on a totally inade-

quate income— and his life becomes a series of contriv-

ances to prevent other people's getting to know about his

poverty.

The situation goes from bad to worse; Orwell's English

pupils leave him, his prospects of even a shilHng a day

vanish, and he cannot any longer avoid finding a job. But

even now he does not go after one of the relatively good

jobs he had originally contemplated. He decides to search

out Boris in the hope that he can help him get work as a

scullion in some hotel kitchen, one of the lowest-paid,

most arduous and most despised of all the jobs available

in Paris. Again one detects the touch of deliberation that

marks all his encounters with the lower depths of society.

Why pick this, of all occupations, without trying for any-

thing better beforehand? The accident of his acquaint-

ance with Boris is insufficient explanation. Orwell must
have decided to make the best of his misfortune, at least

in terms of gathering experience, by seeking an occupa-

tion in which he could find out by hard personal effort

what it was like to become, as he later called it, "the slave

of slaves."

But even this humble work is hard to get, and for days

Boris and Orwell live mainly on luck. The experience

gives Orwell the subject matter for a series of fascinating

disquisitions on such subjects as the cooking and shop-

ping habits of the very poor, ways to deceive hotel land-

ladies, the customs of Paris pawnshops; in the process he

gives us a glimpse into that mind packed with curious
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facts which in later years blossomed so extravagantly in

his weekly essays for the Tribune.

At last the two men find employment as cafetiers, the

lowest grade of plongeurs, in one of the big international

hotels of Paris. The chapters which recount their experi-

ences form a classic piece of reporting on labor conditions

in Paris during the bad old days of the 1930's, a study full

of brilliant vignettes of the strange mixture of men of all

types and nationahties who had found their way, almost

like cockroaches, into the great dirty warren that lay on

the other side of the soundproof and smellproof doors

from the rich and often titled guests. The vividness wdth

which it is all described reflects a fascination with that

extraordinary world of hotel cellars which lasted in retro-

spect to the end of Orwell's life. As late as 1947, the publi-

cation of a pamphlet called The French Cooks' Syndicate,

by a veteran Anarchist who had helped to organize the

workers in the larger London hotels, set him talking to me
at great length about the relative merits of various hotel

systems; he reviewed the pamphlet knowledgeably and fa-

vorably in Freedom.

The most striking aspect of this earlier section of Down
and Out in Paris and London is the model caste society

which emerges as Orwell describes the organization of the

hotel. Not only is the staff divided into a surprisingly com-

plicated hierarchy of occupations, a microcosm of the so-

cial hierarchy outside, but there is also a gulf separating

staff from guests as clearly as the rulers in Burma were

separated from the ruled. The guests are flattered, de-

frauded, hated, but envied by the staff, in much the same

way as the British by the Burmese; a genuine human rela-

tionship between the two sides is virtually impossible.

For the first time in his life Orwell now finds himself

where he had long wished to be, among the exploited on
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the Other side of the class barrier, working fifteen hours a

day for a pound a week, and so far down the ladder that

even his fellow workers can lord it over him. He has— so

he believes— at last found a place among the disinher-

ited, and when he comes to describe the life of a plongeur,

the comparision he makes is significantly with some of

the most exploited beings of Asia, the rickshaw wallah

and the gharry pony. The three slaveries are, he feels,

similar and equally unjustifiable.

These are instances of unnecessary work, for there Is no
real need for gharries and rickshaws; they only exist because

Orientals consider it vulgar to walk. They are luxuries, and,

as anyone who has ridden in them knows, very poor luxuries.

They afford a small amount of convenience, which cannot

possibly balance the suffering of the men and the animals.

Similarly with the plongeur. He is a king compared with a
rickshaw puller or a gharry pony, but his case is analogous.

He is the slave of a hotel or a restaurant, and his slavery Is

more or less useless.

At this point Orwell has succeeded, at least temporarily,

in assuaging the gnawing guilt of Burma. He has become
the European equivalent of the depressed coohe and the

maltreated animal, the slave of slaves. And in judging the

experience, he brings forward his own idea of the class

struggle, of the gulf of misunderstanding between the

poor and the rich, who choose to keep their inferiors in

unreasonable bondage because in their mind there lurks

the fearful vision of the mob, the "horde of submen" who
have to be kept working for the safety of the upper classes.

A plongeur is a slave, and a wasted slave, doing stupid and
largely unnecessary work. He is kept at work, ultimately, be-

cause of a vague feeling that he would be dangerous if he
had leisure. And educated people, who should be on his side,
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acquiesce in the process, because they know nothing about
him and consequently are afraid of him. I say this of the

plongeur because it is his case I have been considering; it

would apply equally to numberless other types of worker.

The statement had the touch of exaggeration with

which readers were to become more familiar as Orwell's

later books were published, but it does make a point essen-

tial to the world view that inspires his writings— that

men are divided between the ruled and the rulers, between

the rich and the poor, between the educated and the uned-

ucated, between the sahib and the "native," and that fear

perpetuates the division. The implication is that, having

had the courage to descend into the depths, Orwell him-

self has shed his fear and can recognize the equality of all

men. Let others do the same.

But there is one element of inequality left. Orwell can

get away, and does so when the opportunity appears. His

past and his English middle-class world draw him back

through the mysterious B., who, after Orwell has left the

hotel and worked for two weeks in the even worse drudg-

ery in the kitchen of a chic Parisian auberge, writes from

England to say that he can arrange a job "looking after a

congenital imbecile, which sounded like a splendid cure/*

A magical reversal of roles takes place. Orwell goes back

to the auberge where he had worked and drinks a beer in

the bar. "It is a curious sensation, being a customer where

you have been a slave's slave." And, though he does not

seem aware of it at the time, the sensation brands Orwell

the middle-class man who because of his connections has

the privilege of escape denied throughout their Hves to

most of his fellow plongeurs.

The same might be said of the experience which— if

we follow the account given in Down and Out in Paris and

London— awaits him when he gets back to London and
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finds that his imbecile charge has been taken abroad and

will not be back for a month. "I suppose you can hang on

till then?'' says B. With nineteen and sixpence in his

pocket Orwell shows an almost unbelievable lack of fore-

thought by neglecting to borrow from B. Instead, as we
have seen, he drops down into the world of common lodg-

ing houses, coffee shops and casual wards. This experi-

ence is as different from his life among the plongeurs

as England is different from France— "cleaner and

quieter and drearier." The narrative responds to the

changed mood, and falls into a slower pace as Orwell en-

dures the grime and smell of East London doss houses and

wanders with his tramp companions on the dreary beg-

ging circuit of casual wards.

The world in which he moves is less fierce, less cosmo-

politan and possibly less individualistic than that of Paris;

the one really strong character. Bozo the screever, "has

lived in France and despises the English." Most of the

tramps are wretched figures, little resembling the mon-
sters which they appear to timid suburban housewives.

Typical is Orwell's road companion, the Irishman Paddy

Jacques.

He had the regular character of a tramp, abject, envious,

a jackal's character. Nevertheless, he was a good fellow, gen-

erous by nature and capable of sharing his last crust with a

friend; indeed he did literally share his last crust with me
more than once. He was probably capable of work too, if he
had been weU fed for a few months. But two years of bread

and margarine had lowered his standards hopelessly. He had
Hved on this filthy imitation of food till his own mind and
body were compounded of inferior stuff. It was malnutrition

and not any native vice that had destroyed his manhood.

Once again Orwell escapes, after a final tramp to Lower
Binfield, where the tramps sprawl on the village green
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waiting for the casual ward to open, and a clergyman and

his daughter come and stare at them. We shall meet the

clergyman and his daughter again and revisit Lower Bin-

field in Orwell's later works. Meanwhile we follow him back

to London, where B. is waiting with a loan and a job, and

back to the moral which he draws with almost Victorian

conscientiousness from every experience. In the final chap-

ters of Down and Out in Paris and London there is much
discussion, which in the England of the 1960's has only a

historical interest, of workhouses and of the general treat-

ment of the tramp. More significant, for its bearing on the

sustained theme of alienation, is Orwell's theory of why
people despise beggars and tramps; it is complementary to

his theory of why people force men to kill themselves do-

ing worthless jobs like that of the plongeur. He rejects im-

mediately the old argument that beggars are despicable

parasites because they do not work.

A beggar works by standing out of doors in all weathers

and getting varicose veins, chronic bronchitis, etc. It is a trade

like any other; quite useless, of course— but then, many
reputable trades are quite useless. And as a social type a beg-

gar compares weU with scores of others. He is honest com-

pared with the sellers of most patent medicines, high-minded

compared with a Sunday newspaper proprietor, amiable com-
pared with a hire purchase tout— in short, a parasite, but a

fairly harmless parasite.

His final conclusion is that beggars are despised for one

reason only— they do not succeed in earning a decent liv-

ing in a world where to make a lot of money legally has

become the criterion of respectability.

A beggar, looked at realistically, is simply a businessman,

getting his living, like other businessmen, in the way that

comes to hand. He has not, more than most modem people.
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sold his honor; he has merely made the mistake of choosing

a trade in which it is impossible to get rich.

This is an attempt to explain social standing by highly

simphfied economic criteria. Later Orwell came to realize

that the class system, with its built-in standards of merit,

was a great deal more complex, and by 1936, when he

wrote The Road to Wigan Pier, he had reached the conclu-

sion that the structure of class is not "entirely explicable

in terms of money . . . it is also penetrated by a sort of

shadowy caste system," which is determined by a man's

traditions rather than his income. Thus, in spite of hi?

nominal Socialist allegiance, he moved at this point

towards a view of the power structure in society as psy-

chological rather than economic in nature, and this trend

of thought, confirmed by his observations of totalitarian

regimes, led quite logically to the idea of an elite inde-

pendent of economic privileges which he portrays in

Nineteen Eighty-Four.

The impression one gains from a reading of Down and

Out in Paris and London is that after his first descent into

the underworld of extreme poverty Orwell felt that the es-

tabhshment of contact with these great shadowy regions

of society had been much easier than he first feared, and

that he need only proceed on the same path in order to

understand the lower classes completely. The book ends

almost optimistically. "Some day I want to explore that

world more thoroughly. ... At present I do not feel that

I have seen more than the fringe of poverty." This conclu-

sion was in great part the result of the "feeling of release,

of adventure" to which he later confessed and which evi-

dently resulted from a combination of his natural roman-

ticism and his sense of having assuaged a guilt by making
himself the nearest European equivalent of an Asian un-
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touchable. On one occasion he encounters an Indian in a

common lodging house, and talks to him in Urdu; in re-

plying the man calls him "tum"— "thou"— which, as

Orwell remarks, would have made him shudder in India.

"We had got below the color range," he adds, with obvious

satisfaction.

Only after the trip to the North Country in 1936 which
is described in The Road to Wigan Pier does Orwell ap-

pear to have realized what an incomplete view even of

working-class society is gained from a position below the

color and caste range.

m

IN EACH of the three years following the appearance

of Down and Out in Paris and London Orwell pub-

hshed a novel. The first, Burmese Days, made no refer-

ence to his experiences among European slum dwellers,

and was undoubtedly planned before that interlude began.

The remaining two, A Clergyman's Daughter, pubhshed in

1935, and Keep the Aspidistra Flying, published in 1936,

were both concerned with characters who, like Orwell,

slipped down for a period from the ledge of shabby gentil-

ity into the lower depths of society. Just as Down and Out

in Paris and London is ostensibly a book about basic desti-

tution, so A Clergyman's Daughter is ostensibly about

faith and the loss of it, and Keep the Aspidistra Flying

about money and the lack of it. But each in its own way
fits in vTith the central Orwellian theme of personal alien-

ation caused by the class system, and in each of them the

central character, seeking to liberate himself, undergoes a

metamorphosis which involves the substitution of a new
persona for an old self.
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As Orwell himself realized, A Clergyman's Daughter

and Kee-p the Aspidistra Flying were his worst books, not

necessarily because they were badly written, for both con-

tain some good episodes and each marks an advance in

the use of language towards the colloquial Orwellian style

that was finally matured in Homage to Catalonia and

Coming Up for Air, but because the material is in neither

case completely assimilated into the literary form. The
novels lack stylistic and structural homogeneity. They are

marred by veins of self-conscious theorizing and social

commentary, which however well they may suit Orwell's

semiautobiographical works, merely disfigure his fiction.

The principal reason for these weaknesses is undoubt-

edly that both novels are too close to the life Orwell was
living and the anxieties he was experiencing at the time

he was vvnriting them. He was still unsure of his philo-

sophic attitude and his artistic aims. He had not yet coped

with that uneasy, tortured Eric Blair whom his acquaint-

ances of that time remember as morose and often misan-

thropic, and who, if we are to accept Rayner Heppenstall's

account, was liable to attacks of ferocious puritanism

which his later friends find it hard to credit. His desire to

create a plain and colloquial style of writing made him
seem conservative and unexperimental, at least in terms

of the early 1930's, so that his work was not readily ac-

cepted by avant-garde magazines and appeared in jour-

nals which were not quite in the swim, like the Adelphi

and the New English Weekly. Afterwards he was reluc-

tant to talk about his early failures, but he once admitted

to John Atkins that Down and Out in Paris and London
was turned dov^ni by several publishers before GoUancz

eventually accepted it.

At the same time, he was trying to make ends meet
without letting his friends know how poor he really was.
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There were periods when he devoted himself entirely to

writing, living in the early 1930's in a cottage in Essex

beside the river Orwell from which he took his new name,
and, between 1935 and 1936, sharing a flat with Rayner
Heppenstall in the working-class London district of Kent-

ish Town. Up to the early 1940's his income from writing

was very slight. The magazines that published his work
paid Httle more than token fees; even his books brought

him relatively httle before the publication of Animal
Farm. Of Homage to Catalonia, published in 1937, nine

hundred copies had been sold by the time of his death

thirteen years later, and no American edition appeared

until fifteen years after first publication. In his corre-

spondence one finds elusive references to obviously un-

realized plans for earning large sums of money by writ-

ing; at one time he even undertook to write a serial (two

thousand words an installment) for some unnamed peri-

odical, but the scheme does not appear to have survived

the first installment he submitted.

Sometimes, indeed, his writing income was so small

that, even living spartanly, Orwell found himself obliged

to alternate his periods of completely literary activity

with interludes of employment, usually so badly paid that

it can have offered httle rehef . He was still too proud to

draw on the influence of his Etonian friends, but the pe-

culiar dreariness of the jobs which he did accept and

which he even endured for relatively long periods was

probably due as much to inchnation as to necessity. For

example, the unhappiness of his own childhood in a pre-

paratory school appears to have been the motive that

prompted him to experience the process from the other

end of the classroom when he taught for several months

in a dejected private school at Hayes, one of the ugliest of

West London suburbs. Later, he spent almost eighteen
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months as an assistant at the bookshop on Southend

Green in Hampstead. He detested both occupations, and

became almost obsessed with the idea of poverty. His

sister Avril tells how, while still a schoolmaster at Hayes,

he suffered one of his recurrent attacks of pneumonia,

and in his delirium talked always of money, and not

merely money in general, but actual cash which he could

keep under his pillow. It was not until 1936 that Orwell

began to swim into mentally and materially smoother

waters.

The preoccupations of those unhappy days are reflected

in A Clergyman's Daughter and even more clearly in Keep

the Aspidistra Flying. Not that these are in any literal

sense autobiographical novels; neither Dorothy Hare, the

heroine of A Clergyman's Daughter, nor Gordon Corn-

stock, the anti-hero of Keep the Aspidistra Flying, was in-

tended to be even a disguised self-portrait. Both of them, it

is true, belong to Orwell's social class, "the landless gen-

try" as he ironically called them, and each shares some
aspects of his own experience and some fibers of his char-

acter. But this merely means that he is using the life he

knew as the background against which to develop his

characters in attitude and action, and that they start

where he left off and go on their independent ways. Or-

well did not lack imagination, but his inventive powers

were not very strongly developed. He found it hard to con-

struct situations entirely outside his own experience. In

fact, he did so only once, in Animal Farm; in every other

book, not excepting Nineteen Eighty-Four, there was a

limitation of the roving fancy— a limitation closely

linked to his peculiar type of intellectual honesty. Like

Defoe, he had a passion for verisimilitude, and the best

guarantee of verisimilitude is to rely on one's own direct

knowledge to the very point where the imagination finally
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takes over and the characters ghde on their own wings
into their parabohc courses. The danger of such an ap-

proach is that the kind of work it produces does not

always become fully detached from the writer's life or

from his intellectual as distinct from his artistic preoccu-

pations. This is notably the case with Orwell, and it mars
even his later novels, where his characters are still liable

to talk from the author's mouth. It is a fault which has led

many critics to doubt if Orwell is a novelist at all, and on

this point he was prepared to agree with them. "I am not a

real novelist . . .
," he admitted to JuUan Symons. "One

difficulty I have never solved is that one has masses of

experience which one passionately wants to write about

. . . and no way of using them up except by disguising

them in a novel." In considering his works we have always

to remember this conffict between the desire to give some

kind of expression to an experience which he appre-

hended with an unusual vividness, and the desire to create

a work that would take on the autonomy of imaginative

literature. Nowhere is the conflict more pronounced than

in the two novels we are now considering.

A Clergyman's Daughter is, in its way, an Anglican

novel, a twentieth-century descendant of The Way of All

Flesh. It begins in the rectory of St. Athelstan's Church at

Knype Hill in Suffolk, a county which Orwell knew well

because his family moved there in the year before he went

to Burma. The adventures of Dorothy Hare, the rector's

daughter, follow a picaresque cycle of episodes, taking her

to London, to the hopfields of Kent, to London again, and

finally back to the rectory, where she resumes her old life,

but not quite where she left it off, for the action of the

novel is spiral rather than circular, and she returns to the

point of departure a changed person, with a knowledge
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about the world and about herself which only her peregri-

nations have made possible.

The novel is schematically divided into five chapters,

each of which recounts a phase in the heroine's progress.

The first, and the longest, deals with a single day in Doro-

thy's life, beginning in the predawn darkness as she

awakens, in extreme exhaustion from "some complex,

troubling dream." The complexity and the troubles con-

tinue throughout the day. We realize very soon that Doro-

thy carries the burdens of a decaying parish for her selfish

snob of a father, who is still living in the dreams of an

"imaginary golden past" of many servants and patient

creditors. As she hurries about her day's duties, getting

breakfast, waking the maid, attending Holy Communion,
worrying about debts, visiting the poor and the sick,

pleading with her father for housekeeping money, arguing

theologically with Victor Stone the church schoolmaster,

avoiding tradesmen, fending off Mr. Warburton, the town

satyr, and laboriously making cardboard armor for the

Sunday school play about Cavaliers and Roundheads, we
learn a great deal about Dorothy, about the tovm in which

she lives, and about the Anglican traditions that have

dominated her world since childhood.

At twenty-seven, Dorothy is a pretty-plain girl with

beautiful blond hair and a thin face verging on the

spinsterish. Some childhood trauma lives on in her mind,

and she will never overcome her pathological fear of sex-

ual relations; she is much more willing to plunge dutifully

into her ice-cold bath each morning than to plunge into

marriage. Her other fears are more typical of her class—
fear of creditors, of financial insecurity in general, and,

above all, of failing to keep up appearances. She is enthu-

siastic in performing the obligations of religion, but what
she takes for faith is really a combination of morbid relig-
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iosity, expressed in self-mortification (she sticks pins into

herself as a punishment for blasphemous thoughts) and
momentary flashes of a kind of ecstasy which really

springs from an unusually strong response to the sensory

beauties of nature but which she confuses with pious feel-

ings. On the morning of that first day, for example, she is

at the altar, trying to stifle her disgust at the thought of

accepting the chalice after it has been slobbered over by
the disgusting and senile lips of Miss Mayfill. She wishes

to pray for forgiveness, but finds that she cannot, and
then she is in agony as to whether she should accept the

proffered wafer "with such chaos in her heart."

Then it happened that she glanced sidelong, through the

open south door. A momentary spear of sunhght had pierced

the clouds. It struck downwards through the leaves of the

limes, and a spray of leaves in the doorway gleamed with a

transient, matchless green, greener than jade or emerald or

Atlantic waters. It was as though some jewel of unimaginable

splendor had flashed for an instant, filling the doorway with

green light, and then faded. A flood of joy ran through Doro-

thy's heart. The flash of living color had brought back to her,

by a process deeper than reason, her peace of mind, her love

of God, her power of worship. Somehow, because of the green-

ness of the leaves, it was again possible to pray. O, all ye

green things upon the earth, praise ye the Lord! She began
to pray, ardently, joyfully, thankfully. The wafer melted on
her tongue. She took the chalice from her father and tasted

without repulsion, even with an added joy in this small act of

self-abasement, the wet imprint of Miss Mayfill's lips on the

silver rim.

Here is a mind existing on a perilous razor's edge.

The day of Dorothy's labors and perturbations proceeds

against the background of a typical English country town

of the years of change between the world wars. Knype Hill

is divided sharply in social terms between the would-be
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gentry and the godless workers who have come from the

industrial areas to the new sugar beet factory. Even geo-

graphically the town is split between ancient and modern,

between respectable and proletarian, as one can see on

climbing the tower of St. Athelstan's, which stands on the

highest point of the town, and observing the lie of the

houses.

The great church broods over it all, as the past broods

over England, "much too large for the congregation, and

ruinous and more than half empty." The organ is unpaid

for, the death watch beetles are in the beams, and seven of

the eight bells are unswung and splintering the floor of the

belfry with their weight; one day they will come booming

and crashing down into the church porch. The decaying

church is the symbol of a decaying moral order; its condi-

tion poses the viability of ancient traditions in a modern
world, and this is one of the novel's major themes.

With a zestful combination of knowledge and irony

possible only to a lapsed Anglican, Orwell fills out the

crowded day of parish duties, punctuating it with appro-

priate theological discussions, and convincing one that

Dorothy is really a kind of upper-class ylongeuse, a re-

spectable drudge working a seventeen-hour day of alter-

nating energy and exhaustion, one of the unlamented and

uncomplaining slaves of genteel proverty. The only real

relief that she gains during the whole day is when she

walks down the street with Mr. Warburton, who "has over

her the hold that the blasphemer and evil-liver always has

over the pious," and from whom she gets "without being

aware of it, a species of sympathy and understanding

which she could not get elsewhere." The sympathy and

understanding are, of course, for the feelings of rebellion

which Dorothy cannot even admit to herself.

But Mr. Warburton's sympathy is not without price, for
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before the day is out Dorothy has let herself be persuaded

to visit his house, has stood up to an attack on her religion

and resisted an assault on her virtue, and has fled with

perturbation in her heart, observed by the town scandal-

monger, Mrs. Semprill.

Up to this point A Clergyman's Daughter might be a

conventional if somewhat astringent novel about ecclesi-

astical life, a bit of modernized Trollope. But in the next

part Orwellian idiosyncrasy takes over. Dorothy has sud-

denly abandoned her elaborately constructed life. Like Or-

well in his tramping days, she is "down and out," in the

double sense of being destitute and removed from her own
middle-class world. As the narrative proceeds we gather

that she has already been missing for ten days in a state of

amnesia from the rectory, where we had last seen her

drowsily pasting together paper jackboots for Roundheads

at midnight after her flight from Mr. Warburton. At no

point in the novel are we told anything about the lost ten

days, but when her memory begins to return fragmentar-

ily she is in the Old Kent Road, dirty and dressed in cheap,

vulgar clothes; somehow during that ten days she has got

from Knype Hill to London, and on the way she has been

robbed, of her identity as well as her possessions. The

golden cross she always wore around her neck is symboli-

cally missing, and so is her name; when she is asked to

identify herself, it is the word "Ellen," the name of the

rectory maid-of-all-work, that floats into her conscious-

ness. She has, psychologically, been reborn, as Orwell

wished to be, and reborn, as long as memory evades her,

on the other side of the great gulf of class.

Having no recollection of her past, Dorothy is at first

able to live without hesitation in "the strange dirty sub-

world into which she was plunged"; it is only after several

days that she begins to question whether she has always
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belonged to it. This ability to detach oneself from past and

upbringing is what Orwell and his heroes have always

striven for; only Dorothy, in an abnormal psychological

condition, is able to attain it even for a short period. She

falls in with a trio of young Cockneys belonging to the

fringe world of petty crime, and with them she sets out to

join the annual saturnalia of East Londoners, the hop-

picking in Kent that marks the end of summer. The pere-

grinations of Dorothy and her companions as they wander
erratically over the countryside, looking for work and rob-

bing orchards and fields, sleeping under haystacks and

wearing their feet bloody, are extraordinarily arduous, but

Dorothy endures uncomplaining, and by the time she and

the thief Nobby, having lost their two companions, find

work, the novel has generated a joyfulness of feeling

which in all of Orwell's books is rivaled only once, in the

passage describing George Bowling's childhood fishing ex-

peditions in Coming Up for Air.

In the green hopfield world, Dorothy is happier than

she has ever been or ever will be again. The atmosphere of

the fields, which Orwell knew directly from at least one

season of hop-picking, is admirably evoked. The burning,

scented afternoons in the plantations, the holiday atmos-

phere, the everlasting inane songs, and the warmhearted

democracy that continues through the work hours and the

scanty leisure; all these combine to create an unharassed

feeling which Dorothy has not experienced since child-

hood. She does not need to be on her guard or to keep up
appearances; in this world, unhke the past she remembers

only in dim, puzzling images, everything is live-and-let-

live. Looking forward into Orwell's novels, one reaHzes

that these gypsies and transplanted Cockneys, working

and larking in the Kentish hopfields, are the prototypes of

the proles of Nineteen Eighty-Four, as amiable and obsti-
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nate, as doggedly down-to-earth and as totally unintellec-

tual, as prone to be tempted by the shoddiest products of

modern pseudociviHzation, and yet in their own unreason-

ing way as independent of that other world which claims

to rule them.

Like the life of the Burmese in Orwell's earlier novel,

that of the hoppers is represented as being far closer to

nature than the life of the upper class to which Dorothy

belongs. Many of these people are gypsies, furtive, animal-

like little men, proud of their wandering life and of the

illiteracy that marks them off from civilization. And even

the Cockneys seem to make terms easily with the country-

side, if not vdth its people, as their young men rove at

night through the great unpicked orchards where the

apples lie in golden heaps under the trees.

For Dorothy, whom the hoppers accept wdthout curi-

osity, the interlude is rather like Flory's dip into the

green jungle pool. It is a time of renewal through a de-

scent, almost in a Jungian sense, into the soothing waters

of half-consciousness. The experience, as Orwell says, is

like one of those dreams in which "one accepts everything,

questions nothing. Dirt, rags, vagabondage, begging,

stealing— all had seemed natural to her."

But the dream ends; the waking world of her past

claims her. Nobby is arrested for steahng apples, and the

shock of the incident sets Dorothy's mind working again.

She remembers odd references she has heard among the

hoppers to a rector's daughter and the scandal associated

with her disappearance, and all at once she realizes who

she is.

From this point joy drains out of the book, and vitality

with it. There follows a dreary interlude while Dorothy,

fearing to go home under the shadow of unjustified slan*
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der, tries to maintain her false personality as Ellen the

housemaid and to find a job as a domestic servant. But

outside the little democracy of the hopfields she finds that

her class is against her. She cannot become a working

girl, but she can become a beggar; Orwell here is ap-

proaching the complex view of the English caste system

set out in The Road to Wigan Pier. It is to begging that she

finally descends, and the novel moves into the Joyceian

nightmare scene of a cold night among the derelicts in

Trafalgar Square. This is the weakest part of the novel,

because Orwell is using a self-conscious literary device in

an attempt to dismiss the fact that at this point he is

rather clumsily grafting his own adventures and observa-

tions in the London tramp world onto Dorothy's story.

There is Httle improvement in the following episode,

where Dorothy, arrested for mendicancy, is improbably

rescued by the butler of her baronet cousin, a superannu-

ated Edwardian masher, and is spirited away to teach in a

dreadful little suburban private school. It is true that Or-

well admirably conveys the atmosphere— the peculiar

squalid deadness— of such establishments, and in Mrs.

Creevy, the proprietress of Ringwood Academy for Girls,

he creates one of his best characters, an appalling figure

of calculating ignorance and pietistic hypocrisy. But he is

not content to employ the legitimate devices of fiction, and

interrupts his narrative with long passages of authorial

denunciation of the private school system, introduced by

the crudest of sleeve-pulhng techniques.

There are, by the way, vast numbers of private schools in

England. Second-rate, third-rate, and fourth-rate (Ringwood
House was a specimen of the fourth-rate school), they exist

by the dozen and the score in every London suburb and every

provincial town.
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The opinions expressed in such interpolations, which

sometimes continue for two or three pages, are sound and
laudable, but they are more concerned with the atrocities

endured by children in general than with Dorothy's pre-

dicament or with the major themes of the book, of which

the racket of private education is certainly not one.

Yet the experience— as experience— is important to

Dorothy, since the attempt to create a vahd pattern of life

in this unpromising setting helps to bridge a chasm that

has opened in her hfe. For with her memory she lost

something else that would once have seemed very pre-

cious to her— her faith. After the first moment in the

hop-fields when she began to remember who she really

was, there came a day of nostalgia for the rectory and

the existence associated with it, for "all the multitudinous,

urgent details of a life that had alternated between work

and prayer." Then, undramatically, comes the reahzation

that prayer means nothing to her. She remembers that she

has not prayed at all since leaving home.

Moreover, she was aware that she had no longer the small-

est impulse to pray. Mechanically, she began a whispered

prayer, and stopped almost instantly; the words were empty
and futile. Prayer, which had been the mainstay of her life,

had no meaning for her any longer. She recorded this fact as

she walked slowly up the road, and she recorded it briefly,

almost casually, as though it had been something seen in

passing— a flower in the ditch or a bird crossing the road—
something noticed and then dismissed. She had not even the

time to reflect on what it might mean. It was shouldered out

of her mind by more momentous things.

The loss of faith which is first revealed to Dorothy by a

sense of the irrelevance of prayer is associated not only

with the loss of memory, but also with the descent into

that natural hfe which contains its own innocence and
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therefore demands not faith, but merely acceptance. The

hopfields are Dorothy's Eden, and from them she is driven

out to the bitter world of experience represented by Tra-

falgar Square and Ringwood Academy. With faith no
longer there to provide a support from outside, she has to

call up resources within herself; in Mrs. Creevy's miser-

able school, where she is exploited and humiliated, she

finds the challenge as she begins to awaken the dull minds

of children whose personalities have been atrophied by

years of unbelievably bad teaching.

Almost any job that fully occupied her would have been a

relief after the horrible futility of the time of her destitution.

But this was more than a mere job; it was— so it seemed
to her— a mission, a life-purpose.

Between them, Mrs. Creevy and the narrow-minded

nonconformist parents of the pupils soon put an end to

Dorothy's idealistic endeavors, and in the process they

demonstrate the barrenness in practice of narrow doc-

trines of salvation by faith as compared with broad behefs

that embrace and give importance to good works. Doro-

thy, born and bred in the Church of England, cannot be-

gin to understand the nonconformist mind in its arid

twentieth-century form, and the lack of understanding is

mutual. Clearly, if Orwell has any sympathies at all, they

are, despite his own disbelief, with the Anglican position,

and in the final pages of A Clergyman's Daughter we en-

counter for the first time in a strong identifiable form the

conservatism that was the other face of his radicalism.

Partly out of boredom and partly under pressure from

Mrs. Creevy, who hopes to pick up a few Church of Eng-

land pupils, Dorothy begins to attend the local church.

Here she finds that every other aspect of the act of wor-

ship has become as meaningless as prayer. There is no
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doubt at all that her faith has vanished; she has under-

gone "a change in the chmate of the mind" which may not

necessarily have been caused by her recent experiences,

but which is certainly linked with temporary loss of mem-
ory and personahty. Yet, despite her loss of faith, Dorothy

does not feel in revolt against the way of life the church

represents.

For she perceived that, in all that happens in church, how-
ever absurd and cowardly its supposed purpose may be, there

is something— it is hard to de&ie, but something of decency,

of spiritual comehness— that is not easily found in the world

outside. It seemed to her that even though you no longer

believe, it is better to go to church than not; better to foUow
in the ancient ways than to drift in rootless freedom.

Dangerous as it may be to impute to an author the opin-

ions of his characters, there is no doubt that the drift of A
Clergyman's Daughter— and equally that of the succeed-

ing novel Keep the Aspidistra Flying— suggests a turning

away at this period from the rather unsystematic anarch-

ism into which Orwell had plunged on his return from

Burma. By all means go underground, both books exhort,

by all means dip into the pool of irresponsible, elemental,

unconscious hfe, but when you emerge you \n\\ probably

value more than you have ever done before whatever is

ordered and comely and decent in society, and you are

more hkely to find such things where sound traditions

persist. There may seem to be a contradiction between

this Tory desire to retain what is good in the past and Or-

well's gro^^lng inchnation at this time to line himself up

with the Sociahsts, but the two trends have in common
the desire for an orderly way of life. Tlie real conflict in

Orwell is always between the half Tory, half SociaHst

good citizen and the Anarchist ever suspicious that the
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good citizen may be trying to put something over on him.

In both A Clergyman s Daughter and Keep the Aspidistra

Flying, it is the good citizen who comes out on top in the

end. The scandalous, amoral Mr. Warburton is the near-

est thing to a consistent voice of liberty in A Clergyman's

Daughter, and when Mr. Warburton has finally rescued

Dorothy from the petty hell of private schoolteaching and

is taking her back home, he tries his best to persuade her

not to return to her life of service in the rectory. Before his

logic all her arguments fail, and she has not even the fire

of faith to support her, and yet she does not give in be-

cause, however empty the cosmos may now seem to her,

"the Christian way of life is still the way that must come
naturally to her."

Later, in the last chapter of the book, Dorothy reflects

on the question of faith and lack of faith. With faith

everything in life is woven together into "a fabric of never-

ending joy/' Without faith life is meaningless.

There was, she saw clearly, no possible substitute for faith;

no pagan acceptance of life as sufficient to itself, no pantheis-

tic 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 or it is meaningless, dark and dreadful.

Several years before Sartre published La Nausee, Doro-

thy was in fact undergoing the classic existentialist expe-

rience of horror at the reahzation that the absolute is in

fact only the absurd, that man stands alone, without hope,

in a universe unpopulated by God or gods. Orwell never

claimed to be an existentialist; in fact, he had little use for

popular philosophies, Hterary or otherwise, and was in-

clined to exaggerate the coterie elements in them. By 1934
he may have read the earUer novels of Malraux, the only
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absurdist who had published any important works of fic-

tion by that time, but I have seen no actual evidence of

this. Certainly by the later 1940's he had read not only

Malraux but also Sartre and Camus, but he had very Httle

to say about them; Malraux interested him most, but as a

political novehst in the Continental manner rather than as

a writer of philosophical fiction. But, even if he wrote of

Dorothy's experience with no knowledge of the way in

which similar spiritual agonies were being treated by his

French contemporaries, the revelation follows the cus-

tomary pattern. What Dorothy discovers is that we give

our own meaning to the world by patterns of order which

we ourselves create and sustain.

She did not reflect, consciously, that the solution to her

difficulty lay in accepting the fact that there was no solution;

that if one gets on with the job that lies to hand, the ultimate

purpose of the job fades into insignificance; that faith and no
faith are very much the same provided that one is doing what
is customary, useful and acceptable. She could not formulate

these thoughts as yet, she could only live them.

Christopher Hollis suggests that in stating Dorothy's di-

lemma Orwell is really presenting his own, and A Clergy-

man's Daughter is such a chaotic mixture of genuine fic-

tion and the thinly disguised experiences and opinions of

the author that he may well be right, as he is certainly

right in suggesting that Orwell could not accept a purely

materialistic view of the human condition. Moral con-

cepts like honor and decency were extraordinarily impor-

tant to him, and he never supported either the Marxist

view that human motivations are entirely economic or the

Freudian view that they are entirely biological. He la-

mented more than once the end of the age of rehgious

faith when men could believe in another life, and he re-
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gretted that the young people in the generation growing

up around him had lost that knowledge of the Bible which

at one time was one of the most precious possessions

of Englishmen, and which had incalculably influenced

English hterature. He did not want to see the power of

the church return; he detested bishops, nonconformist

preachers and Catholic intellectuals (collectively, that is

to say, since he liked some of them personally and more
than once defended Graham Greene and Roy Campbell

against unfair attacks from the Left); he despised evan-

gelism with its braying elders and hated any form of su-

perstition, religious or political; if he had not disliked the

professional atheists as much as any other type of evan-

gelist, he would probably have declared himself one.

Nevertheless, he realized that there was a natural cohe-

sion and a common sense of purpose in every religious age

which secular societies would be able to reproduce only

with difficulty, and then probably in the wrong ways—
"the glittering Utopias and ant heaps of steel and con-

crete" to which he looked forward with nausea.

But even if we regard A Clergyman's Daughter as the

novel in which Orwell had his say about religion, not to

mention education and a good many other lesser matters

of social concern, the very cyclic structure of the book em-

phasizes the recurrent major theme, presenting the fatally

divided world of humanity, as Dorothy, the upper-class

girl, drops out of her class, descends into the depths, loses

her identity, finds it and returns to the point of departure,

wiser and sadder. Orwell's prodigals always follow the cir-

cular path, and always return, as Dorothy returned to the

rectory and Flory to the bungalow and the secret life it

sheltered. There is never any real escape. The thread is

always there, as it accompanied Theseus into the depth of

the labyrinth. One's way of Hfe— the elite, the party, the
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suburb, or the church— always claims one back. And for

these prodigals the return is no occasion for festival, since

something is always destroyed in the process, life for

Flory, faith for Dorothy, and, as we shall see, things

equally important for the hero-victims who follow them.

Vll

LIKE MANY OTHER writers, George Orwell tended to

J be economical with his motifs, using them again and

again until he had wrung every possible impUcation out of

them. By the time he wrote Kee-p the Aspidistra Flying he

had already used the aspidistra itself, that rather frayed

symbol of middle-class English respectability, as a key

image in his two earher novels.

In Burmese Days it appears in malign guise at the end

of the scene in which Flory feels mingled ecstasy and

loneliness as he sits in the jungle pool and watches the

green pigeon. He leaves the pool and walks away con-

tented and at peace. But as with his dog he pushes on into

the forest, the nature of his experience changes.

Soon they had lost their way in the jungle, and were wan-
dering in a maze of dead trees and tangled bushes. They came
to an impasse where the path was blocked by large ugly

plants like magnified aspidistras, whose leaves terminated in

long lashes armed with thorns. A firefly glowed greenish at the

bottom of a bush; it was getting twilight in the thicker places.

The gigantic whip-bearing aspidistras blocking Flory's

way in this darkening landscape of dead trees and tangled

bushes have an obvious significance in the general context

of his fate; they represent the forces of his past and his
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caste, the conventions of respectable England— grown

monstrous in transplantation to an alien land— which

will frustrate his attempts to escape from the role of the

sahib and will in the end punish and help to destroy him.

In A Clergyman's Daughter the actual phrase "Keep the

aspidistra flying" is chanted by a defrocked clergyman in

Trafalgar Square to the tune of "Deutschland, Deutsch-

land iiber Alles" during the mock Walpurgis Night scene,

and later the plant again appears as a malign image, when
Mr. Warburton, making his proposal of marriage to Doro-

thy in the train as she is returning to the rectory from her

cycle of adventures, prophesies her fate should she decide

to remain single.

Women who don't marry wither up— they wither up like

aspidistras in back-parlor windows; and the devilish thing Is

that they don't even know they're withering.

In Keep the Aspidistra Flying the plant becomes a more
ambiguous symbol. On its comic level the novel might be

seen as the record of the long, running battle which the

hero, Gordon Comstock, carries on against this ubiquitous

and almost indestructible plant. At first he lives in a mis-

erable, narrowly respectable boardinghouse for single

men in Hampstead. The dining room is a chill place with

a phalanx of clotted sauce bottles on the table; its only

glory is the multitude of its aspidistras

:

They were all over the place— on the sideboard, on the

floor, on "occasional" tables; in the window there was a sort

of florist's stand of them, blocking out the light. In the half-

darkness, with aspidistras all about you, you had the feeUng

of being in some sunless aquarium amid the dreary foliage

of water flowers.
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Even in Gordon's own room stands a particularly

mangy aspidistra, which he keeps unwatered, stubbing

out his cigarettes on the stem and mixing salt in its earth.

But the beastly things are practically immortal. In almost

any circumstances they can preserve a wilting, diseased exist-

ence.

Outside its comic aspect, the almost immortal aspidis-

tra represents the stubborn sense of respectability which

Orwell sees surviving everywhere in England except

among the declassed— the intellectuals on one hand and

the destitute on the other. Even when, in his desire to get

deep underground, away from his friends, his family and

his past, Gordon goes to live in a bug-ridden Lambeth
slum room, he cannot escape the aspidistra.

It gave him a bit of a twinge to see it. Even here, in this

final refuge! Hast thou found me, O mine enemy? But it was
a poor weedy specimen— indeed, it was obviously dying.

The death of this last aspidistra coincides with the

nadir of Gordon's descent into the underworld. But resur-

rection awaits hero and aspidistra alike. As the plant

stands dead in the fetid room, Gordon's girl Rosemary at

last becomes his mistress, and in this unpassionate act life

is bom again. Rosemary soon realizes that she is preg-

nant, and the idea of killing off through abortion the bud

of humanity which he has planted shocks Gordon out of

his crankiness. He returns to the world, takes up once

again his respectable job, and insists that in the flat where

he and Rosemary begin their married life, an aspidistra

shall take the place of honor. In the end Orwell has turned

all the contemporary jokes about aspidistras on their

head, though, as we shall see, his intent is more ambigu-

ous than at first it appears.
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Keep the Aspidistra Flying really belongs to the cate-

gory which Orwell himself termed "good bad books." It

has a verbose, repetitious style quite unhke that of any of

his other books, and while there is often a genuine tone of

ironic mockery, this frequently breaks down into an ob-

sessive didacticism reminiscent of D. H. Lawrence at his

worst. No doubt Orwell was deliberately evoking a para-

noiac mood, and he represents fairly effectively the hyper-

sensitivity to insult and the rooted sense of grievance

which young men from insecure backgrounds develop

when they find their way into environments— like the

world of letters— where many of the inhabitants are

more prosperous, more educated and better bred than

themselves. One cannot entirely dismiss Keep the Aspidis-

tra Flying, since every page shows an original mind at

work, yet in the end it falls short of being a successful

work of literary art largely because of its lack of restraint.

Orwell was always tempted to overdo his effects, and this

was why in later years he became so conscious of the need

for self-discipline. His weakness appears to some degree

in all his books except Homage to Catalonia and Animal

Farm. The exaggerated denunciations of orthodox Social-

ists in the latter part of The Road to Wigan Pier, the hys-

terical misrepresentations of pacifists in the London Let-

ters to the Partisan Review, and the gothically sensational

torment scenes in Nineteen Eighty-Four are examples in

varying forms of his penchant for rather wild overstate-

ment. But on none of these occasions did Orwell allow a

whole book to sHp out of key almost from the first obses-

sive page to the last as he did in the case of Keep the Aspi-

distra Flying.

The nominal subject of Keep the Aspidistra Flying is, as

I have said, money. Gordon Comstock, a young poete

m,anque who likes to have his moral cake and eat it, has
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condemned himself to voluntary poverty, leaving a good

position in an advertising agency for a dead-end job at

half his former wages in a suburban bookshop. Once he

has taken this step he shows his unfitness for the life of

renunciation by perpetually bewailing his penniless condi-

tion. The book is heavy with those long, penurious calcu-

lations which Orwell always enjoyed compiling (he later

extended them into full-length articles in the Tribune and
Horizon on the finances of writers). In Gordon Comstock's

case his obsession about money and his sense of inferior-

ity play into each other's hands. He is poor, and he feels

despised. According to his paranoiac logic the second con-

dition is the consequence of the first.

"All human relationships must be purchased with money.
If you have no money, men won't care for you, women won't

love you; won't, that is, care for you or love you the last little

bit that matters. And how right they are, after all! For, money-
less, you are unlovable."

Almost to the end the relentless examination and de-

nunciation of a society based on money continues. It is an

extension to absurdity of Orwell's argument in Down and

Out in Paris and London that the respect paid by the com-

munity to any task is proportionate to its remuneration.

As Gordon's friend the wealthy Socialist editor Ravelston

remarks, there is a superficial resemblance to Marxist

doctrines in this habit of reducing all resentments against

society to a purely economic discontent. But Gordon re-

fuses to accept the facile comparison.

You don't know what it means to crawl along on two quid a

week. It isn't a question of hardship— it's nothing so decent

as hardship. It's the bloody, sneaking, squalid meanness of it.

Living alone for weeks on end because when you've no money
you've no friends. Calling yourself a writer and never even
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producing anything because you're always too washed out to

write. It's a sort of fihhy subworld one lives in.

Yet it is the subworld that Comstock has chosen, and,

even though he admits to himself that "the glow of renun-

ciation never lasts," and that a life of voluntary poverty

"ceases to be a heroic gesture and becomes a dingy habit,"

he persists in clinging to his intentions and rejects indig-

nantly both Ravelston's offers of loans and the efforts

which Rosemary is constantly making to get him back

into the advertising agency where she still works.

But, while Dorothy Hare could slip easily into the un-

derworld of poverty by forgetting her identity, Gordon,

who tries to do it by a conscious effort of the will, finds the

attempt to lose his status as a member of the 'landless

gentry" far more difficult than he had imagined. In this

respect Keep the Aspidistra Flying shows already the

change in Orwell's attitude which later became expHcit in

The Road to Wigan Pier, where he revised the view ex-

pressed in Down and Out, and implied in A Clergyman's

Daughter, that it was easy to cross the lines of class in

Britain. Gordon is far more aware than the Orwell who
first went among tramps that above the level of sheer des-

titution, class Unes remain almost impenetrable.

Gordon has not in fact become a pauper; a tramp would

consider his two pounds a week the passport to paradise.

All he has done is to go to the brink of the lowest ledge of

middle-class respectability. His employment, his friends,

his girl Rosemary are still genteel. So is his ambition to

succeed as a rather pompous poet, and so also is his re-

sentment of the "moneyed young beasts" from Cambridge

whom he sees cornering the publishers' contracts and get-

ting their poems printed because the editors were college

friends. In fact, the more difficult Comstock finds it to
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maintain his precarious position, the more bitterly, de-

spite his proclaimed renunciation, he clings to it. As Or-

well later remarked in The Road to Wigan Pier, the class

hatreds of the petty gentry harden as their economic situ-

ation grows worse. Thus Gordon treats with contempt the

derelict old couple who come to the bookshop trying to sell

books as ragged and smelly as themselves. Since he has

thrown away an income, his last vestige of gentility is his

pride, which forces him to buy the first drink even when
he cannot afford it and to refuse indignantly when Rose-

mary offers to pay for a meal, even if this means that they

have to tramp for hours in the joyless London streets.

Gordon's anger— which is really directed as much
against himself as against others— springs, like Flory's,

from the fact that, though he has mentally resolved to cut

away from his class and his past, he has never had the

courage to do so completely, so he lives in the limbo of the

respectable poor, and finds that his lack of money, far

from morally ennobling him, has merely intensified his

sense of grievance and his aggressiveness. The whole of

society seems to conspire against him, and he returns its

imagined hostility with hatred, so that he longs for the

war which (like Orwell himself from 1934 onward) he

foresees as inevitable, and which (unlike Orwell) he wel-

comes, gloating over the thought of falling bombs,

smashed towns and the end of the money-world.

As in every other development of the Orwellian theme

of alienation, the problem of establishing contact with a

more natural existence plays its part in Comstock's career.

The money-world is death-oriented, hostile to fife; it turns

men into "corpses walking." Only when he passes through

the street markets of the working-class districts does Gor-

don feel that he is really in contact with a way of hving

that has retained a reality of its own— the way of life of
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the working class, whose pride it is that they keep them-

selves to themselves.

He liked the noise, the bustle, the vitality. Whenever you see

a street market you know that there's hope for England yet.

But even here he felt his solitude.

Gordon's sohtude is broken by his unexpected meeting

with Rosemary in the midst of this island of proletarian

vitality, and on that evening they decide on a trip to the

country, to Burnham Beeches. Once again the pattern of

repetition emerges; it was to Burnham Beeches that Doro-

thy Hare would go when she wished to escape from the

deadly atmosphere of Ringwood House Academy, and it is

to Burnham Beeches that Rosemary and Gordon go to es-

cape from the sequence of frustrated meetings in the

dark, dead streets of London.

At first, when they leave the train and begin to walk

through the country roads, they feel "shrunken and out of

place," like men coming up from under the ground. But

then, after they have walked themselves into trim, there is

a flashing moment of revelation.

Suddenly, as they came out on to the road again, the dew
all down the hedge glittered with a diamond flash. The sun
had pierced the clouds. The light came slanting and yellow

across the fields, and delicate unexpected colors sprang out

in everything, as though some giant's child had been let loose

with a new paintbox.

Thus, midway through the novel, comes the first mo-
ment of what might be described as real happiness, and
when Gordon looks back on that morning he remembers
"the feeling of freedom and adventure," of a whole coun-

tryside, a world of nature, awaiting them. But neither the

happiness nor the sense of adventure last. The money-
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world has thrust its tentacles even here. They leave the

woods carpeted with golden leaves and come down to the

commercialized banks of the Thames, where an expensive

riverside hotel— the only place where they can find a

meal— consumes almost all Gordon's stock of money. He
consoles himself with the thought that Rosemary has at

last consented to become his mistress, and when, in the

warm sunny afternoon, they find a secluded copse, it

seems that his desire will certainly be fulfilled. But, at the

very moment of penetration, Rosemary thrusts him away;

he is not using a contraceptive. Angry, humiliated, Gor-

don blames his disappointment on the money-system; the

money-system makes women scared of having children

and puts a premium on what, with Orwellian conserva-

tism, he regards as the pernicious custom of contracep-

tion. Obscurely he feels that it is an affront to the concept

of natural living which, in his own perverse way, he is

serving.

Gordon's disappointment after the disastrous trip to the

country contributes to the incident which finally pushes

him off his middle-class ledge into the void of the slums.

He receives an unexpected check from an American mag-

azine, and spends it in an evening of extravagance in

which he gets outrageously drunk, insults Rosemary, is

robbed by a prostitute, hits a pohce sergeant, and passes a

night in the cells, from which he is rescued by Ravelston

and Flaxman, a raffish commercial traveler, one of Or-

well's Sancho Panza characters who plays a small part in

Keep the Aspidistra Flying but will later appear, meta-

morphosed and magnified, as the hero of Coming Up for

Air, George Bowling. Gordon's name gets into the papers,

he loses his job, and at last is forced to swallow his pride

and accept both the hospitality and the never-to-be-repaid

loans of Ravelston. Eventually he takes an even more mis-
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erable job than the last, and becomes the entire staff of a

twopenny circulating library for the semiliterate in the

heart of the Lambeth slum. Here at last, he feels, he has

really got underground, away from it all because he is be-

neath it all.

He liked to think that beneath the world of money there

is that great sluttish underworld where failure and success

have no meaning; a sort of kingdom of ghosts, where all are

equal. That was where he wished to be, down in the ghost-

kingdom, below ambition.

He is away from his kind, away from the pretenses of

culture, away from the presumptions of wealth. He begins

to feel accepted in this gray, characterless underworld.

"He was just the 'bloke in the hbrary/ and practically one

of themselves."

But only practically; never completely. For Gordon

finds that "it is harder to sink than to rise." The people

from his past never let him alone. Rosemary in particular

is driven to desperation by his acceptance of the life into

which he has fallen. Now he is rejecting not merely

money, but— she feels— life itself, and though she

would never admit it, she proceeds to act Delilah— for

Gordon's good of course— and to tempt him back to mid-

dle-class respectability by the bribe of fatherhood. It

seems a happy ending. Comstock does not die like Flory.

He does not see himself condemned to an eventual fate of

loneliness without the consolation of faith, like Dorothy.

Yet, hke the others, he has to pay his own penalty as he is

drawn back into his class. He pays it when he drops his

vast uncompleted poem into the sewers, and returns to the

advertising agency to write copy about "Pedic Perspira-

tion," which he does "far better than anything else in his

hfe." And if we accept this as a defeat, then Rosemary,
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like all the women In Orwell's novels about men, is ulti-

mately the enemy.

Keep the Aspidistra Flying, like every other Orwellian

book, is heavily loaded with elements derived from the au-

thor's experiences. According to Rayner Heppenstall, Or-

well was still working at the bookshop which provided

part of the background while he was actually writing the

novel. Antichrist, the review edited by Ravelston, is a cari-

cature of the Adelphi, to which he was contributing at the

time; the mediocre poem, "Sharply the menacing wind
sweeps over," had actually appeared in the Adelphi over

the signature of Eric Blair before it was attributed to Com-
stock. Comstock does some of the things Orwell did, and

he obviously shares some of his frustrations; it is even

possible to see his paranoia as a magnification of Orwell's

own obsessions about the literary racket. But he has a Ht-

tle man's arrogance and viciousness which Orwell com-

pletely lacked, and possesses no share of his creator's gen-

erosity or compassion. These characteristics are given to

another character, Ravelston, who also shares Orwell's

tallness, his way of dressing, his public school back-

ground and his editorial ineptness. Absurd and tedious

though he is, Comstock emerges by the end of the novel as

a character in his own right, the prototype of the Lucky

Jims, those petty and petulant rebels of recent English fic-

tion. The image he leaves on the mind is rarely an Orwel-

lian one, though he is certainly linked with his creator and

with the whole line of Orwell's leading characters by the

place he holds in the grand exploration of the theme of

alienation and the elite.
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Vlll

BOOKS of reportage were in vogue during the 1930's;

they fitted in with the prevalent atmosphere of Mass

Observation and fashionable bolshevism. Somewhat high-

keyed "realistic" accounts of their experiences by soldiers,

sailors, miners and convicts, often bound in the limp or-

ange covers of the Left Book Club editions, acquired a

quasi-literary reputation because of the self-conscious and

artificial "proletarianism" affected by the intelligentsia of

the decade. At the same time, owing to the rigid class dis-

tinctions that prevailed even among the people who re-

garded themselves as progressive, narratives of this kind

had a definitely exotic appeal, rather like that aroused by

accounts of the lives of remote and primitive tribes. Or-

well's enterprise in going among the tramps of London

seemed almost as daring as that of Tom Harrisson, who
had lived among the headhunters of the Solomon Islands

and whose account of his experiences was published by

the Left Book Club within a few months of Orwell's ac-

count of his further expeditions among English primi-

tives, The Road to Wigan Pier.

Today most of those documentaries, which seemed so

absorbingly interesting thirty years ago, are completely

forgotten, and when we remember the Left Book Club it

is, ironically, usually for the book which the editorial

committee, Victor GoUancz, Harold Laski and John

Strachey, published with the greatest misgivings and the

most profuse apologies for its heretical ideas about social-

ism, Orwell's The Road to Wigan Pier. In a decade of doc-

umentary reportage, Orwell was in fact the only writer

who gave permanence to what is normally the most
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ephemeral of literary crafts. Literate Englishmen of the

1960's— and to an even greater extent their American
counterparts— gain their impressions of the almost ex-

tinct English tramp from Down and Out in Paris and Lon-

don, and of the conditions of the unemployed of the

1930's from The Road to Wigan Pier, while those of us

who have half forgotten the heroic emotions blending into

disillusionment that marked our youthful reactions to the

Spanish Civil War are likely to raise a more convincing

ghost of that period from a reading of Orwell's narrative

of a combatant, Homage to Catalonia, than from any

other book of the time. There are several reasons, quite

apart from the present Orwell cult, why these books have

survived : their fresh and original style, which I shall dis-

cuss more fully in a later chapter; their peculiar immedi-

acy— the fact that each plunges us in its first sentence

into a human situation which the rest of the book develops

with fascinating variations; their strong projection of a

perpetually interesting personality which infuses not only

the narrative but also the highly idiosyncratic arguments;

finally, their steady development of a philosophy of life

and society which, for all its apparent contradictions, as-

sumes self-consistency when one sees it in relation to the

character of its creator.

The Road to Wigan Pier is by no means Orwell's best

work, and some critics, notably Tom Hopkinson, have dis-

missed it as his worst. It is admittedly the book in which

he tries to do most things at once, with varying degrees of

success. Faced with its complexity, and the apparent illog-

icality with which chapters follow each other in the man-

ner of detached essays rather than as parts of a carefully

planned work, Lawrence Brander described the book

rather aptly as "a medley of documentaries and pam-
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phlets," and one can in fact split the thirteen chapters into

five groups which are united, not by the ordinary transi-

tional devices of a linear narrative, as in the case of Down
and Out in Paris and London, but rather by the fact that

they all center on a double problem, the problem of class

in England related to that of socialism as a viable means
of bringing to an end social miseries which an age of un-

employment had made particularly evident.

The book opens with a mordant essay in description, a

kind of English counterpart of the first chapter of Pere

Goriot, in which Orwell tells of his stay in a cheap Lanca-

shire lodging house, and of the depressed people he met

there, trying to keep their heads just above the line of re-

spectability that distinguishes old age pensioners and

newspaper canvassers from beggars and tramps.

It is a kind of duty to see and smell such places now and
again, especially smell them, lest you should forget that they

exist; though perhaps it is better not to stay there too long.

The phrase "a kind of duty" is significant; Orwell at this

point and in this book is taking on responsibilities. It was
less a sense of duty than mingled feelings of guilt and ad-

venturousness that had first taken him exploring the land-

scape of poverty, just as it was a sense of dedication

rather than a sense of duty that made him, during the first

eight years or so after his return from Burma to England,

insist on rejecting the secure life and the good job for a

career of writing. But 1936 was the year of his conversion

to socialism and of his final decision to become a political

writer. Up to the end of 1935, he had not yet made up his

mind, and in his essay "Why I Write" he cites a poem—
incidentally one of the best he ever wrote— to prove the

point. Here are the most relevant verses

:
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A happy vicar I might have been
Two hundred years ago,

To preach upon eternal doom
And watch my walnuts grow.

But bom, alas, in an evil time,

I missed that pleasant haven,
For the hair has grown on my upper lip

And the clergy are all clean-shaven. . . .

I dreamed I dwelt in marble halls,

And woke to find it true;

I wasn't born for an age like this;

Was Smith? Was Jones? Were you?

The events of 1936, personal and public, convinced Or-

well that whether or not he was born for an age like this,

he had to live in it and to state the terms on which he
would do so. Victor Gollancz, who had published his ear-

lier books, offered him a commission to prepare a report

for the Left Book Club on conditions in the depressed

areas of northern England, and by the wintry early

months of 1936 he was living among the coal miners of

Lancashire. By April he was back in the south, and there

still seemed little outward sign of a revolution in his out-

look, for he had actually abandoned his working-class flat

in Kentish Town and— like a Georgian poet— taken his

country cottage in the tiny Hertfordshire village of Wal-

lington; he was planning to reopen the general store,

which he did almost immediately, and to marry Eileen

O'Shaughnessy, which he did early in the following June.

However, the writing of The Road to Wigan Pier appears

to have greatly clarified his ideas regarding socialism,

which I suspect he worked out as he wrote them down,

and his commitment was sealed by the outbreak of the

Spanish Civil War and by his decision to go to Barcelona,
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first as a journalist. He arrived there in December 1936,

and immediately he decided to serve the Republic as a mi-

htiaman. By the end of the year, in other words, he was
fully engaged politically, and engaged he remained to the

end of his life. "Every line of serious work that I have writ-

ten since 1936 has been written, directly or indirectly,

against totalitarianism and for democratic socialism, as I

understand it."

How Orwell understood democratic socialism was first

adumbrated in the remaining four groups of chapters that

form the body of The Road to Wigan Pier. First there are

two chapters on miners, their working conditions and

their way of life. Next come four chapters on various as-

pects of existence in the industrial districts of the north

:

the housing problem, the difficulties of making ends meet

on the dole, the psychological effect of unemployment, the

ugliness of the industrial districts, the virtues of the work-

ing class. These chapters doubtless adhere fairly closely to

the commission which Gollancz originally gave Orwell.

But the six chapters which form the second part of the

book go far beyond anything the Left Book Club bargained

for, and in retrospect one can only praise the editors—
then more or less orthodox Marxists— for their intellec-

tual honesty in publishing without alteration a denunci-

ation of the left-wing establishment which must have

been extremely disturbing both to them and to a large

number of Left Book Club members, drawn mainly from

among the middle-class Marxists and near-Marxists at

whom Orwell lashed out most fiercely.

In this latter part of The Road to Wigan Pier Orwell sets

out his ideas on the nature of class distinctions in Eng-

land, and proceeds to demonstrate that the Sociahst

movement has never realistically understood the durabil-

ity of such distinctions on both sides of the glass curtain
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that divides the middle class from the workers. But time is

running out, Fascism is on the march, and unless the So-

cialist movement changes its outlook and finds some
means of uniting the classes where their interests coin-

cide, the middle classes will go over to demogogic reaction

and all will be lost.

Much of what Orwell says here has been made irrele-

vant by events— for example, his argument that the Brit-

ish ruling class would sooner hand over the empire "than

see Socialism triumphant." Other passages are typical Or-

wellian pyrotechnics, as when, in Swiftian catalogue, he

pictures the Socialist movement in Britain as consisting

of

vegetarians with wilting beards, of Bolshevik commissars (half

gangster, half gramophone), of earnest ladies in sandals, shock-

headed Marxists chewing polysyllables, escaped Quakers, birth

control fanatics, and Labor Party backstairs-crawlers.

But behind the dying fireworks one perceives a serious

attempt to state the problems regarding socialism which

were— and remained— uppermost in Orwell's mind: its

relation to class, to the concept of progress, to the prospect

of mechanization. At the same time Orwell sketches his

own view of a socialism based, not on the Marxist "pea-

and-thimble trick with those three mysterious entities,

thesis, antithesis and synthesis," but on clearly stated

ideals of justice and liberty.

This aspect of The Road to Wigan Pier I shall discuss

later in considering the leading ideas embodied in Orwell's

more openly polemical works. Here I am concerned pri-

marily with the part which the book plays in the develop-

ment of the central thematic structure of his fiction. In

this respect it is perhaps the key work. Having fought his

way through the difficult early years of his writing career.
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having worked off the undefined and rather emotional re-

belliousness with which he returned from Burma, he was
able at this point to see his own Hfe and his relationship to

society more clearly and more coolly than ever before.

I have already shown what valuable insights The Road
to Wigan Pier offers on Orwell's Burmese experiences and

on his subsequent adventures in the lower depths of soci-

ety, but there are other aspects of the book which have an

important bearing on the changing form of the personal

myth that conditioned the themes of his novels. Except for

slight encounters in childhood, this was the first time Or-

well made any extended contacts wdth working people, as

distinct from the derelicts who lived below all classes. The
contacts were not of the intimate kind he had expected

after the ease with which he made friends with tramps

and jplongeurs, and this perhaps explains the ironical title

of his book. Wigan Pier is a standing joke in Lancashire.

If a man cannot afford to go to Blackpool for the "wakes"

— holiday week— of his town, he wdll say that he is go-

ing to Wigan Pier. But Wigan, which is inland, has no

pier, and so Wigan Pier means nowhere. Orwell makes a

wry joke about his disappointment at not finding Wigan
Pier, and he certainly did not find what he had expected

when he reached the North Country.

What he did find made a variety of deep impressions,

ranging from disgust— for the Bookers, who kept the

lodging house and preyed on those poorer than themselves

— through compassion, to intense admiration, but al-

ways with the consciousness that here was a life in which

he had and could have no part. This feehng is emphasized

at the end of the first chapter, when the train is carrying

him away from the lodging house to the next hideous in-

dustrial town and he looks out from the window across

the wintry scene of httle slum houses.



158 THE CRYSTAL SPIRIT

At the back of one of the houses a young woman was
kneehng on the stones, poking a stick up the leaden waste-

pipe which ran from the sink inside and which I suppose was
blocked. I had time to see everything about her— her sack-

ing apron, her clumsy clogs, her arms reddened by the cold.

She looked up as the train passed, and I was almost near
enough to catch her eye. She had a round pale face, the usual

exhausted face of the slum girl who is twenty-five and looks

forty, thanks to miscarriages and drudgery; and it wore, for

the second in which I saw it, the most desolate, hopeless ex-

pression I have ever seen. It struck me then that we are mis-

taken when we say that "It isn't the same for them as it would
be for us," and that people bred in the slums can imagine
nothing but slums. For what I saw in her face was not the

ignorant suffering of an animal. She knew well enough what
was happening to her— understood as weU as I did how
dreadful a destiny it was to be kneeling there in the bitter

cold, on the slimy stones of a slum backyard, poking a stick

up a foul drainpipe.

This is one of the most poignant paragraphs of a book

that sets out frankly to stir compassion and anger. The
image of that desolate face stays in one's mind as Orwell

works out the implications of the scene, chapter after

chapter, taking us through the industrial towns, present-

ing his bleak notations of rotting and crowded houses, tot-

ting up his telling little balance sheets of food budgets on

the dole, and occasionally superimposing some other face

that tells silently of unspeakable degradation, and always

a woman's face, for it is the women who bear the hardest

brunt of poverty, and whom chivalry—a code Orwell im-

pHcitly obeyed— demands that we first protect.

But we have also to place the scene in its context. Or-

well catches sight of the woman from the window of the

train, and the train is carrying him away. He is seeing her

as an outsider who is going away because he cannot be-

long. And immediately afterwards, as the train gathers
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speed, it runs out into one of those gleaming countrysides

which recur in OrweU's books and remind us of the lost

world where men once lived in touch with nature. The sun

shines, the stone fences wind darkly over the pure white

snowy hills, and the rooks dance because they know that

spring is not so far off. Orwell reflects

:

The earth is so vast and still so empty that even in the

filthy heart of civilization you find fields where the grass is

green instead of gray; perhaps if you looked for them you

might even find streams with live fish in them instead of

salmon tins.

There is no need for further comment; a civilization

which creates such contrasts stands self-condemned.

If the women are the perpetual victims in the tragedy of

poverty which Orwell writes in these early chapters, the

men often appear as the heroes. Orwell admired energy

and toughness, and in his case this was no mere adulation

of the inactive intellectual for the man of action, since he

was always ready, as he showed that same year in Spain,

to tax his strength and his powers of endurance to the ut-

most degree. He knew what physical effort meant, and

when he talked of the plongeurs in Paris and of their pride

in getting through an immense amount of tiring work in a

short time, he admired their durete without in any way
idealizing their occupation. Yet when he talks of miners

and describes them in their strange underground world, a

peculiar intensity comes into his tone, and we realize that

the experience of mingling with them had a special and

personal meaning for him.

There was, to begin, the element of adventure. The
world down the mine is a strange, perilous and terrifying

world for those who are unaccustomed to it. But the mere
unfamiharity of the setting is not sufficient to explain the
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emotion with which Orwell speaks of its inhabitants. They
are the grimy caryatids on whose shoulders the economic

life of society is supported; they look like "hammered iron

statues," they have the "most noble bodies" and figures "fit

for a guardsman."

You can never forget that spectacle once you have seen it—
the line of bowed, kneeling figures, sooty black all over, driv-

ing their huge shovels under the coal with stupendous force

and speed.

Nowhere— not even when he describes the revolution-

ary soldiers in Homage to Catalonia— does Orwell go so

far in admiring enthusiasm. As we read further, we real-

ize that these feelings are inspired by the miners only

when they are underground. They appear "strange and

sHghtly sinister" as they emerge from the pit, and at such

times their faces have "a fierce, wild look/' but as soon as

they have gone home and washed, they sink into a tame

ordinariness; "there is not much to distinguish them from

the rest of the population."

It is the miner in the mine who excites Orwell, and we
are not far off the reason for his excitement when we re-

member the words with which Gordon Comstock's life in

the Lambeth slum of Keep the Aspidistra Flying is intro-

duced. "Underground, underground! Down in the safe soft

womb of earth . . . That was where he wished to be."

Gordon's idea of underground is the murky winter streets

where the faces of the destitute float in the smoky gloom.

But in the mine Orwell reaches the deepest underworld of

all, and the most fearsome.

. . . when the machines are roaring and the air is black

with coal dust ... the place is like hell, or at any rate like
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my own mental picture of hell. Most of the things one imag-

ines in hell are there— heat, noise, confusion, darkness, foul

air, and, above all, unbearably cramped space. Everything

except the fire, for there is no fire down there except the fee-

ble beams of Davy lamps and electric torches which scarcely

penetrate the clouds of coal dust.

And here, far below the subworld of the tramps, in the

claustrophobic gloom that suggests not only hell but also

those ancient cave-born myths that bring life out of death

in the dark fissures of the earth, he encounters a race of

men who are not degenerated by idleness and malnutri-

tion like the tramps, but work with an almost demoniac

energy which few men above the earth can emulate. He
has reached the farthest of the human underworlds, has

mingled with its denizens, and has discovered that here

— unlike the underworld above the ground— there is no

place for him, for "by no conceivable amount of effort or

training could I become a coal miner; the work would kill

me in a few weeks."

Here is the point at which Orwell first senses his aliena-

tion from the workers, the feehng that, after all, he cannot

flee from his own world and find himself in theirs. The
rest of The Road to Wigan Pier is, if we follow one of its

many threads, an exploration of this idea to its conclu-

sion, which is that class shapes us far more than most

men are ready to admit, and that in the West caste dis-

tinctions have a "chasmic, impassable quality." Political

conversion, he argues, does not give a man the cultural

attributes of another class, nor does any glib intellectual

acceptance of the desirabiUty of a classless society. For

everything about us is shaped by the class to which we
belong, as Orwell argues in a passage so important for the

understanding of his viewpoint that I quote it at length.
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All my notions— notions of good and evil, of pleasant and
unpleasant, of funny and serious, of ugly and beautiful— are

essentially middle-class notions; my taste in books and food

and clothes, my sense of honor, my table manners, my turns

of speech, my accent, even the characteristic movements of

my body, are the products of a special kind of upbringing and
a special niche about halfway up the social hierarchy. When
I grasp this I grasp that it is no use clapping a proletarian on
the back and telling him that he is as good a man as I am; if

I want real contact with him, I have got to make an effort

for which very likely I am unprepared. For to get outside the

class racket I have got to suppress not merely my private

snobbishness, but most of my other tastes and prejudices as

well. I have got to alter myself so completely that at the end
I should hardly be recognizable as the same person.

This is really the first open confession by Orw^ell that

what he said fictionally in Burmese Days might be bitterly

true in fact; that the rebel cannot escape his caste because

the marks it lays upon him will always exclude him from

any other. In terms of the specific recommendations for

Socialist policy which are the overt concern of the final

chapters of The Road to Wigan Pier, he makes it the text

for a homily advocating a moratorium on attempts at arti-

ficial class-breaking. Only then, he imagines, the various

classes may fight side by side for their common aims

against "the plutocracy/' and in the moment of victory—
Who knows?

Perhaps ... we of the sinking middle class . . . may
sink wdthout further struggles into the working class where

we belong, and probably when we get there it will not be so

dreadful as we feared, for, after all, we have nothing to lose

but our aitches.

I doubt if Orwell believed, even then, that this was a

real possibility. England of the 1960's, where economic
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divisions have grown steadily less pronounced and class

distinctions steadily more finely drawn, has not certainly

fulfilled his prophecy. The unsinkable middle classes

show every sign that they will defend their position to the

last aspirate.

Yet there are times when Hfe grants to those who long

deeply enough for it the experience— no matter how re-

mote it may seem— which they most desire, and to Or-

well it was at last given to live for a brief period in some-

thing very close to the classless society of his dreams.

IX

IF I were asked to pick the best of Orwell's books, I

would immediately name Animal Farm. If I were

asked which I liked most, I would select Homage to Cata-

lonia. And this would not be merely because the book re-

cords a passage in history which has a peculiar emotional

resonance for so many of us who were young thirty years

ago. Many books do that, but from rereading most of them
one gets httle pleasure. The great virtue of Homage to Cat-

alonia is not merely that it brings the period back to hfe in

one's mind, but that it does so with such exceptional radi-

ance. The best thing that might be said about the book

was actually said by Matthew Arnold about the novels of

Tolstoi:

But the truth is that we are not to take Anna Karenina as

a work of art; we are to take it as a piece of life. A piece of

Hfe it is. The author has not invented and combined it, he
has seen it; it has all happened before his inward eye, and
it was in this wise that it happened . . . The author saw
it all happening so— saw it, and therefore relates it; and
what his novel in this way loses in art it gains in reaUty.
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Homage to Catalonia was a feat quite different from

any other of Orwell's works. He left Spain in July 1937,

and wrote the book so quickly that in April 1938 it was
already off the press; this he appears to have done without

any records to aid him, since, as he tells us, his diaries

were confiscated by the Communist police when they

raided his hotel room in Barcelona. The reason for his

success was obviously that the experiences in Spain had
been so intense that he was able to live through them

again in the light of the inner eye, and to transfer them to

the page in such a way that to the reader also the scenes

appear with the greatest luminosity. To reread Homage
to Catalonia is an experience quite unlike rereading most

other books, for so vivid and direct has the first impres-

sion been that afterwards it is like recollecting part of

one's own life.

This, indeed, is the book in which Orwell comes near-

est to his ideal of writing "good prose" that is "like a

vnndowpane." He tells us how, when he was working on

it, he tried "very hard ... to tell the whole truth with-

out violating my hterary instincts." And if Homage to

Catalonia seems singularly effortless in comparison with,

say, Down and Out in Paris and London, it has much
more formal grace and cohesion than The Road to

Wigan Pier, which appears to have been written in just

about the same length of time. It is true that the narrative

is broken by chapters of political discussion defending the

POUM party against accusations of plotting with Franco,

and putting forward an astute analysis of the role of the

Communists in the Spanish Civil War. At the time of pub-

lication it looked as though these passages of very topical

political argument would spoil the book for later readers,

and a decade after writing it Orwell seemed to agree with

a critic who said to him, "Why did you put in all that
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Stuff? You've turned what might have been a good book

into journalism." He defended himself with the remark

that he could not have done otherwise, because his anger

at the thought of innocent men being falsely accused was
one of his main motives for writing this particular book.

In fact, both Orwell and his critic were wrong. There

are some rare writers, realistic by nature rather than by

intellectual conviction, who can introduce argument or

exposition into narrative writing vdthout producing the

usual shattering break of tone; one of them— to renew

the comparison— was Tolstoi. There are also journalists

who can write so truly for their own time that they raise

journalism into literature and give it a permanent vaUd-

ity; one of these was Swift. Tolstoi and Swift were men of

Orwell's own stamp, which possibly explains why he

wrote long essays relentlessly analyzing their faults. He,

like them, was a moralist, and it was the moral passion

that carried his best works to the level of high literary art.

Even his concern for purity of style and language was a

moral concern, springing out of his conviction that the

real aim of literature was to tell the truth, in his case the

political truth. Nowhere is this shown more brilliantly

than in Homage to Catalonia, where a political passion—
the quest for human equality— led him into the most

meaningful and possibly— in spite of everything— the

happiest experience of his life.

Orwell went to Spain with letters of introduction from

the British Independent Labor Party. He had written

rather scathingly of the members of that organization in

The Road to Wigan Pier, and he himself— despite the

fact that he was already a declared Socialist— belonged

to no party; the connection was possibly due to the fact

that at this time the Adelphi, to which he still contributed

regularly, was following the ILP world revolutionary line.
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His original intention was to visit the front as a war corre-

spondent, but one can reasonably assume that he went
there with some hope of joining in. Like so many others,

he was caught up in the peculiar crusading atmosphere of

the time even before he reached the Spanish border. In

one of his columns in the Tribune, dated September 15,

1944, he looked back on his journey to Spain and recol-

lected how he quarreled with a taxi driver in Paris and
then took the night train towards the Pyrenees. The pas-

sage is an almost essential key to Homage to Catalonia:

The train, a slow one, was packed with Czechs, Germans,
Frenchmen, all bound on the same mission. Up and down the

train you could hear one phrase repeated over and over again,

in the accents of all the languages of Europe— la-has (down
there). My third-class carriage was full of very young, fair-

haired, underfed Germans in suits of incredible shoddiness—
the first ersatz cloth I had seen— who rushed out at every

stopping place to buy cheap wine and later fell asleep in a

sort of pyramid on the floor of the carriage. About halfway

down France the ordinary passengers dropped off. There

might still be a few nondescript journalists like myself, but

the train was practically a troop train, and the countryside

knew it. In the morning, as we crawled across southern

France, every peasant working in the fields turned round,

stood solemnly upright, and gave the anti-Fascist salute. They
were like a guard of honor, greeting the train mile after mile.

To anyone who thinks of French peasants in normal

times, that guard of honor seems like a sheer flight of fan-

tasy. But the year 1936, the year of the Popular Front, of

the great sit-in strikes in Paris, of the Spanish Civil War,

did not belong to the normal times of European history.

Last winter, when I had given a lecture on Orwell and his

contemporaries on a dreary Canadian campus, a young

student came up and began to question me about the Thir-

ties. Just before he went, a look of something very close to
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envy came over his face. "It was a time when one be-

lieved," he said. And 1936 particularly was a year when
many people were filled with a secular faith that would

not have seemed possible even at the end of 1935, and

which was to be no longer possible after the middle of

1937. Remembering that season when the millennium did

not seem an impossible dream, I can imagine that the

peasants of the Languedoc did in fact salute the trains go-

ing down to the Spanish border. But I also think that Or-

well himself was in the exalted and adventurous state of

mind that gives an epic significance even to small actions.

Certainly he responded with intense feeling to his first

sight of Barcelona, which in December 1936, when he ar-

rived, still had the appearance of a citadel of resurgent

anarchism. Going straight from England, he found the as-

pect of the city "something startling and overwhelming."

Everything impressed him : the buildings draped with So-

ciahst and Anarchist flags, the revolutionary posters, the

gutted churches, the abolition of tipping and servile forms

of speech, the loudspeakers playing revolutionary songs

far into the night.

And it was the aspect of the crowds that was the queerest

thing of aU. In outward appearance it was a town in which
the wealthy classes had practically ceased to exist. Except for

a small number of women and foreigners there were no "well-

dressed" people at all. Practically everyone wore rough work-

ing-class clothes, or blue overalls or some variant of the militia

uniform. All this was queer and moving. There was much in

it that I did not understand, in some ways I did not even like

it, but I recognized it immediately as a state of affairs worth
fighting for. Also I beheved that things were as they appeared.

In this atmosphere, to join the mihtia "seemed the only

conceivable thing to do," and Orwell, since his references

were from the ILP, joined one of the units sponsored by
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POUM, the dissident Marxist party which, though he did

not know it at the time, was the object of a particularly

malignant hatred on the part of the Stalinists, rapidly

gaining control in Republican Spain because Russia alone

was sending appreciable supplies of arms to the Republi-

can side. Orwell, still politically rather green, was actually

sym.pathetic to the Communists because they seemed to

have the most efficient plans for carrying on the war, and
at one time he even contemplated joining the Interna-

tional Brigade. Not until he had been in Spain for five

months did he get a glimpse, which stayed in his mind for

the rest of his life, of the face behind the Communist
mask.

Altogether Orwell served about four months on the Ara-

gon and Teruel fronts. Owing to the stalemate which had

been reached by this time in Aragon, he was engaged in

comparatively little actual fighting, but he was nearly

killed in May 1937 when a bullet went through his throat,

miraculously missing the carotid artery, and gave his

voice its characteristically monotonous tone by perma-

nently damaging his vocal cords. On this occasion he im-

agined for a few moments that he was dying; the thoughts

that flashed through his mind provide an excellent answer

to those who have claimed that an urge to suicide drove

him to the deadly Hebrides. His first thought, he notes,

was "conventionally enough" for his wife, now in Barce-

lona.

My second was a violent resentment at having to leave

this world which, when all is said and done, suits me so well.

I had time to feel this very vividly. The stupid mischance

infuriated me. The meaninglessness of it!

From what I know of Orwell, he never felt differently to

the day of his death, and I am sure that in the last mo-
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ment of life, with whatever consciousness remained to

him, he resented leaving it.

At the same time, though he admits to having been

often afraid, he never avoided the situations which were

dangerous to life, and his observations have that vibrant

clarity with which one perceives one's surroundings in the

moments of peril when time slows down and everything

takes on a preternatural sharpness of outline. He de-

scribes conditions at the front, the daily boredom, the oc-

casional excitement of patrols and attacks, the filth and

the cold, and does it better than most men who have writ-

ten on war, but what he remembers with most warmth is

the unique sense of comradeship and equality which he

experienced in those early months of fighting on the gov-

ernment side. For this reason he saw his time at the front

as "a kind of interregnum in my life," different from any-

thing that had gone before and probably from anything

that would happen afterwards.

I had dropped more or less by chance into the only com-
munity of any size in Western Europe where political con-

sciousness and disbelief in capitalism were more normal than

their opposites. Up here in Aragon one was among tens of

thousands of people, mainly though not entirely of working-

class origin, all living at the same level and mingling on terms

of equality. In theory it was perfect equality, and even in

practice it was not far from it. There is a sense in which it

would be true to say that one was experiencing a foretaste of

socialism.

What Orwell had found was a little society in which,

once and once only in his life, he could feel completely

removed from a situation where there were ruled and rul-

ers; a society which was not— like that of the derelicts

— below the class Hne, but in which he could mingle,

without any sense of caste, with men of every origin. And
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this was worth so much to him that in memory it canceled

out all the boredom, the physical discomfort and the dan-

ger. He found it "so different from the rest of my hfe that

already it has taken on the magic quality which, as a rule,

belongs only to memories that are years old."

As Orwell saw afterwards, this was a situation which
had happened almost by accident, and which probably

owed a great deal to the fact that it had arisen "among
Spaniards, who, with their innate decency and their ever-

present anarchist tinge, would make even the opening

stages of sociahsm tolerable if they had the chance." It

would not continue once the "enormous game" of world

power politics moved into the Iberian Peninsula. Later

events disappointed Orwell, but they did not disillusion

him with what he had seen in the beginning. In June

1937, after he had recognized the aims of the Commu-
nists and had seen the beginning of reaction in Catalonia,

he could still write to Cyril Connolly, from the sanatorium

where he was convalescing from his throat wound, "I have

seen wonderful things, and at last really believe in social-

ism, which I never did before." Even at the end of Homage
to Catalonia, after he had told the terrible story of the

mass frame-up of the POUM by the Communists, and had

prophesied that whichever side won Spain was doomed to

live under some roughly Fascist kind of government, he

was still able to remark : "Curiously enough the whole ex-

perience has left me with not less but more belief in the

decency of human beings."

Later on, I shall return to the influence of Spain on Or-

well's socialist ideas. Meanwhile, Homage to Catalonia is

not concerned only with the existence, among all the filth

and discomfort of a civil war, of a miniature and tempo-

rary working model of the libertarian society. If OrwelFs

experiences brought him for the first and last time the
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kind of acceptance into a casteless comradeship of work-

ingmen which he had always desired, afterwards they

turned him into that modern symbol of human alienation,

the man on the run, and introduced him to the kind of

political caste system— the rule of the party elite—
which in his later novels took the place of the socially

organized caste system he had known in England and, on

a more intensified scale, in Burma.

When the Spanish Civil War first broke out it seemed as

though the class system had been given a geographical

shape, so that the old ruling class was safely behind the

Fascist lines, and the workers and their friends on the Re-

publican side could proceed to create a society in which

caste differences would no longer exist. Something like a

social revolution did actually occur in Catalonia, when the

industrial workers took over the factories and the peasants

seized the large estates. But history has not yet produced

any revolution that failed to create a new class system. In

Spain a number of forces soon combined against the revo-

lutionary society which Orwell had observed when he

reached Barcelona in December 1936. Equality and free-

dom have a difficult time in any war, and in Spain the

advocates of military efficiency were soon arguing for the

reintroduction of a discipline based on a hierarchical offi-

cer class. Then, because of their peculiar relation to Rus-

sia, the only source of arms for the Republican side, the

Communists moved towards a position of power; in order

to ensure success they assumed an antirevolutionary line

which appealed to the remnants of the propertied classes.

The result was a triple reconstruction of the caste system,

militarily with the formation of an officer corps, politi-

cally with the consolidation of the Communist Party and

its private police organization into a ruHng elite, and so-

cially in the re-emergence of the middle class and of bla-
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tant economic inequalities, as Orwell found when he re-

turned to Barcelona in April 1937, after several months
on the Aragon front. It was no longer the revolutionary

Mecca in which he had arrived a mere four months be-

fore.

The change in the aspect of the crowds was startling. The
mihtia uniform and the blue overalls had almost disappeared;

everyone seemed to be wearing the smart summer suits in

which Spanish tailors specialize. Fat prosperous men, elegant

women and sleek cars were everywhere.

But more sinister things were happening in the pohtical

field. It is in the nature of any totahtarian party to ehmi-

nate its own heretics first, and so the Communist Party

set out to make an example of the heterodox Marxists of

the POUM by the double process of vilification and physi-

cal extermination. As we have seen, Orwell was by acci-

dent involved in this persecuted group. Homage to Cata-

lonia takes on darker tones as he describes the internecine

war in Barcelona, and particularly the period when he

stood guard on the roof of a cinema above the barricaded

streets in May 1937, during the fighting between the Com-
munists and the poHce on one side and the Anarchists and

the POUM on the other. After he had been sent to the

Teruel front and had come back wounded at the end of

May, he found the threat of pohtical terror brooding over

the city.

It is not easy to convey the nightmare atmosphere of that

time— the peculiar uneasiness produced by rumors that were

always changing, by censored newspapers and the constant

presence of armed men. . . . There were times when I caught

my ears listening for the first shots. It was as though some

huge evil intelligence were brooding over the town.
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And then the storm broke, POUM was suppressed, its

members and supporters were hunted down, and Orwell

suddenly realized what Continental novelists like Koestler

and Silone were writing about when he was forced, like

one of their characters, to live for a short time the hfe of a

hunted man, a secretive, double Hfe.

It was an extraordinary, insane existence. ... By night

we were criminals, but by day we were prosperous English vis-

itors— that was our pose, anyway.

Orwell was more fortunate than most of his POUM
comrades. Not merely did he evade arrest and manage
eventually to cross the frontier, but he was even able to

penetrate as a visitor into one of the noisome prisons in

which some of his friends were being held. The lessons

about totalitarian police methods which he learned during

those days on the run, and the lessons about totalitarian

distortions of history which he afterwards absorbed when
he came to study the Communist accounts of what hap-

pened in Catalonia during those early months of May and

June 1937, stayed in his mind and helped to shape both

Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four. From this point

onward the organized political elite began to take the

place of a socially defined upper class in the vision of a

caste world which shaped his works of fiction.

Yet the final effect of Homage to Catalonia is, strangely

enough, not somber. The shadows of the latter days can-

not overcome the radiance of clear colors that glow in the

impressionistic prose, vigorous as Spanish revolutionary

posters, which portrays the most dramatic moments.

There are many such moments, but for Orwell the most

vivid memory of all was that of the Italian mihtiaman

who spontaneously shook his hand at the Lenin Barracks

in Barcelona on the day before he joined the militia. He
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began his book with it and returned to it six years later in

his essay "Looking Back on the Spanish Civil War."

When I remember— oh, how vividly!— his shabby uni-

form 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.

Homage to Catalonia is in its way an elegy on men like

this once seen and never forgotten Italian, but it is not a

lament for their ideals. In "Looking Back on the Spanish

Civil War" Orwell quotes a poem he wrote about that

strange meeting. The last two verses, clumsy yet aston-

ishingly tender, might be taken as a lyrical summary of all

that he learned from the Spanish Civil War:

Your name and your deeds were forgotten

Before your bones were dry.

And the lie that slew you is buried

Under a deeper Ue;

But the thing that I saw in your face

No power can disinherit;

No bomb that ever burst

Shatters the crystal spirit.

X

THERE IS a certain archaic grandeur about the set-

ting of Orwell's experiences in Homage to Catalonia,

and even about the actors. For, by the accident of history,

he has entered a small, simplified society dominated by a
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few broad ethical concepts which gain value because of

the material primitiveness of existence. These badly

armed militiamen, guarding their mountaintops with very

little but their ideals, seem a great deal nearer to the men
who fought at Thermopylae and Marathon than to the

great mechanized armies of modern times. It was doubt-

less this sense of living in a world snatched out of history

that made Orwell recollect it immediately afterwards as

something which had "the magic quahty" of "memories

that are years old."

Like the Anarchists beside whom he fought, and with

whom he had more in common than he would usually ad-

mit, Orwell tended to see the present as a time of particu-

lar moral degeneracy. He looked forward with somewhat

less confidence than they did to a better world in the fu-

ture, but he shared their feeling that in past times, golden

or at least silver ages, human existence had been more
meaningful and more natural than it was becoming in the

mid-twentieth century. But, while the Anarchists have al-

ways tended to set a distant focus on the Middle Ages or

even on the tribal periods of human development, Orwell

looked to a time into which his own memory reached—
the last decades before the First World War broke apart

the fabric of an ordered life which England had developed

during the nineteenth century.

Homage to Catalonia ends on a vibrantly lyrical note,

but its last words are not of Spain; they are of England,

and they express all of Orwell's love for the country he

had known in his childhood, and all his fears for its fu-

ture. He describes crossing the Channel after his flight

from Barcelona, and the impression— shared by almost

everyone on returning from the Continent— of the extra-

ordinary sleekness of the southern English landscape.
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The industrial towns were far away, a smudge of smoke
and misery hidden by the curve of the earth's surface. Down
here it was still the England I had known in my childhood;

the railway cuttings smothered in wildflowers, the deep
meadows where the great shining horses browse and medi-
tate, the slow-moving streams bordered by willows, the green

bosoms of the elms, the larkspurs in the cottage 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 England,

from which I sometimes fear that we shall never wake till

we are jerked out of it by the roar of bombs.

This final sardonic twist to the lyrical ending seems to

contain all the dilemmas and agonies of Orwell's later

years. For it was the very qualities which made England

unconscious of its perils that were dear to him— the gen-

tleness of its people, the sleepy beauty of its countryside,

the decency of its traditions. On the other hand, his expe-

rience in Spain had made him aware for the first time of

the kind of forces which were loose in Europe, and which

had to be resisted if anything good from the past were to

be retained in the new technological age to which human-
ity seemed irrevocably condemned. At the same time, he

recognized that dangers might come from within as well

as wdthout. Neither believing that progress was necessar-

ily good, nor rehshing the idea of a "glittering Wells-

world," he saw clearly, as he remarked in The Road to

Wigan Pier, that "the machine civilization is here, and it

can only be criticized from the inside, because all of us are

inside it."

The novel in which Orwell explores this whole territory

of past versus present, or archaicist nostalgia versus a re-

alistic acceptance of a world one does not particularly
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like, is Coming Up for Air. It was published only a few

months before the outbreak of the Second World War,

which its hero, George Bowling, prophesied as relentlessly

as Gordon Comstock, though with none of Comstock's joy

at the prospect of the falling bombs. It was written largely

in Marrakesh during the winter of 1 938-1 939. At the be-

ginning of 1938 Orwell had been contemplating a trip to

India, where, as in Spain, history was on the move during

those late years of the Thirties; but, doubtless as a result

of the privations he had endured in Spain, he was taken

seriously ill, and it was discovered that for the past decade

at least he had been suffering from undiagnosed tubercu-

losis. He spent several months in a sanatorium in Kent,

and then went for a winter of recuperation in Morocco.

Apart from a disjointed impressionistic essay entitled

"Marrakesh" which John Lehmann published in New
Writing, this interlude provided no experience that Orwell

later used in his writing, and I cannot remember more

than two or three passing references in his conversation,

from which I gathered that he found the country ex-

tremely dull in comparison with Burma or Spain. Most of

the time he appears to have been involved with the writing

of Coming Up for Air.

The main contribution of the Moroccan environment in

Coming Up for Air was probably its complete difference

from the England which was once again the subject of his

novel. I suspect that distance from the subject had a great

deal to do with the high color and great vitality of Coming
Up for Air in comparison with his two previous books.

These qualities tend to mask the sadness that really lies

at the heart of the book.

Coming Up for Air is the only one among Orwell's nov-

els which appears to have been affected by an actual meet-

ing with another writer. On the whole, Orwell was not



1 78 THE CRYSTAL SPIRIT

greatly influenced by his contemporaries; it was, as I shall

show later, preceding generations that taught him most.

On his way to Spain at the end of 1936, he paid a visit

to Henry Miller in Paris. Miller was then at the height

of his form as a writer, and seemed more important as

a literary artist than he appears thirty years afterwards.

But it was less the character of his writing than his point

of view, his philosophic irresponsibility, that fascinated

Orwell.

What most intrigued me about him was to find that he
felt no interest in the Spanish War whatever. ... He could

understand anyone going there for purely selfish motives, out

of curiosity for instance, but to mix oneself up in such things

from a sense of obligation was sheer stupidity. In any case,

my ideas about combating fascism, defending democracy, etc.,

etc., were all baloney. Our civilization was destined to be swept

away and replaced by something so different that we should

scarcely regard it as human— a prospect that did not bother

him.

Even OrwelFs experiences in Spain did not dim the im-

pression of his meeting with Miller, and just before the

Second World War began in 1939 he started to write a

long and rather rambling critical essay, "Inside the

Whale," which surveys most of the trends of the Thirties,

but all the time circulates around his own fascination

with Miller's dehberate passivism. Miller was important

and worthy of respect, he decided, because he neither ig-

nored nor embraced what was going on in the modern

world.

He is fiddling while Rome is burning, and, unlike the enor-

mous majority of people who do this, fiddling with his face

towards the flames.
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The war began before Orwell had completed "Inside the

Whale," and there was a curiously fatalistic tone to his

assessment, late in 1939, of the course of events. He saw

the war as a stage in the breakup of the old liberal-Chris-

tian culture in which he himself had been reared, and he

made a prophecy which later he was to work out in fic-

tional detail in Nineteen Eighty-Four.

Almost certainly we are moving into an age of totalitarian

dictatorships— an age in which freedom of thought will be

at first a deadly sin and later on a meaningless abstraction.

The autonomous individual is going to be stamped out of

existence.

This was one of those characteristically extreme state-

ments which reveal the contradictions within Orwell's

point of view on such matters. His attitude resembled that

of those advocates of determinism who always act as if

free will were a reality. He believed that any objective

analysis of the world situation in 1940 could lead only to

the most pessimistic conclusions, yet his actions negated

his assertions. "Everything one writes now," he remarked

to Cyril Connolly while he was working on Coming Up for

Air, "is overshadowed by this ghastly feeling that we are

rushing towards a precipice and, though we shan't actu-

ally prevent ourselves or anyone else from going over,

must put up some sort of fight." So, when the war began,

he did not retreat into Miller-like passivism, but tried to

enroll in any branch of the armed services that might take

a man with ailing lungs, and eventually turned— at least

for the duration— into a shrill critic of those who de-

fended the attitude he had accepted as reasonable on Mil-

ler's part in 1940. Even Nineteen Eighty-Four, in this con-

text, must be regarded as warning rather than prophetic
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acceptance, as an eleventh-hour call in the face of what its

author regarded only as the possible.

The truth is that neither Orwell's quixotic nature nor

his inherited Anglo-Indian traditions would allow him to

take a passive view of the trends which he saw engulfing

the world in the late Thirties. Miller's philosophic irre-

sponsibility had nevertheless the same kind of fascination

for him as Mr. Warburton's immorality for Dorothy Hare

in A Clergyman's Daughter. Coming Up for Air is largely

— though not entirely— devoted to a consideration of

this question, and the hero, George Bowling, although he

puts forward many Orwellian ideas, differs from his cre-

ator in being a kind of natural Millerite who has never

read Miller, conscious of what is happening in the world

but resolutely refusing to become engaged. To keep alive

in war and in whatever horrors may come after war: that

is George BowHng's innermost urge.

Coming Up for Air is a first-person novel, the mono-
logue of an insurance man with a mind just a Httle too

inquiring and perceptive for his own happiness. George

Bowling is, as he puts it, a fat man with a thin man inside

him. Externally he is one of Orwell's Panzaic figures, the

final development of the succession represented by Mr.

Warburton and by the boozily cynical commercial traveler

Flaxman in Keep the Aspidistra Flying. He is a big-bellied,

red-faced man with a nagging wife and a dirty mind, a

huckster's instinct and a taste for earthy pleasures; he

seems to belong by nature to the postcard world of Donald

McGill. But, like all of Orwell's heroes, he fives a double

fife, and it is the thin man inside him who starts looking

at fat George Bowling's life and doubting its value, and

who starts him off on the quixotic httle journey which

unites the rather fragile plot of the novel.

George Bowling begins life as a country boy in the Ox-
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fordshire town of Lower Binfield, which figures in the

tramps' peregrinations of Down and Out in Paris and Lon-

don. His father is a small tradesman, a seed merchant

slowly ruined by chain store competition; in his case

death just wins by a neck the race with bankruptcy.

George starts out as a grocer's assistant, but in 1914 the

earthquake of the war throws him up into the officer class,

he becomes a low-grade executive in an insurance firm,

improves his social position a little by marrying a rabbit-

faced girl from a decayed Anglo-Indian family, and settles

down to the dreary realities of suburban life in the kind of

jerry-built housing estate that suits his income and his

status. In other words, to all outward appearance he is a

typical member of the British lower middle middle class,

not quite a gentleman but by no means a prole. Yet under-

neath the bluff, corpulent exterior lurks the consciousness

of the thin man, who is well-read, politically informed,

and as much aware as his creator of the nasty things that

are happening in the modern world.

As a character Bowling does not fit into the ordinary

conventions of fiction. Sometimes he seems intended as a

type of his class and period, at other times he is little more
than his creator's voice, spouting the ideas Orwell has al-

ready expressed in The Road to Wigan Pier, and it would

be easy for any critic to expose him— according to the

rules of the game of novel writing— as a kind of literary

Frankenstein's monster whose various organs do not fit to-

gether particularly well, and whose history is somewhat

artificially manipulated to explain the more puzzling fea-

tures of his makeup. To give only one example. Bowling is

lost for two whole years by the War Office while he serves

as OC of a dump of fifteen tins of bully beef on the West

Coast; this allows boredom to drive him into reading, and

this in turn arouses his curiosity so that in the end he has
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absorbed, as well as a great deal of rubbish, all of Orwell's

favorite books written up to 191 8, including The Picture

of Dorian Gray. But the odd thing about Bowling is that,

like Don Quixote, he soon wins his way into our minds as

a kind of probable improbability, and once we have made
that acceptance, his monologue immediately takes on a

consistency of its own. We realize that we are in the mind
of an original, who speaks to us in Orwell's most vividly

colloquial and imagistic prose, and who has a love for the

surface of the earth and an eye to the ulterior significance

of its details.

One of Bowling's particular characteristics is his power

to build up structures of associative thought out of visual

images. He stops his car out in the country to look at the

primroses on a March day. He takes in all the elements of

the spring landscape. But it is the smoking embers of a

tramp's fire that bring them into focus and create a mean-

ingful experience out of them.

It's curious that a red ember looks more alive, gives you

more of a feehng of life, than any living thing. There's some-

thing about it, a kind of intensity, a vibration— I can't think

of the exact words. But it lets you know you're ahve yourself.

It's the spot in the picture that makes you notice everything

else.

It is this experience that makes George BowHng finally

decide on the journey into the past which is the subject of

Coming Up for Air. But this is already two-thirds of the

way through the novel, and the primary experience which

sets the whole train of events going takes place the day

before, when Bowhng is walking down the Strand, think-

ing about the war which he is sure will start in a couple of

years and about the unpleasant state of affairs it is likely

to leave behind. He sees a newspaper poster announcing
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the postponement of the wedding of that forgotten mon-

arch King Zog of Albania. By a positively Proustian train

of associations, involuntary memory is released, and even

as he strolls fatly down towards Charing Cross on a cold

day in 1938, he is back in Lower Binfield on a Sunday

morning thirty-eight years ago, a small boy listening to the

choirmen in the church bellowing about Og the King of

Bashan, with the musty smell of powdered corpses hang-

ing in the air.

The second part of Coming Up for Air, which takes up
almost half the book, switches a telescopic focus onto the

first conscious days of George Bowling's childhood, ex-

ploring a tiny shop world smelling of sainfoin, and brings

his life forward again to 1938, when "in every shipyard in

the world they're riveting up the battleships for another

war."

Lower Binfield is a place where, in memory, "it was
summer all the year round," and life seemed to go on "hke

some kind of natural process." Just as nature is not neces-

sarily kind, so life in Lower Binfield was not all joy and

happiness; people were poor, they died of avoidable sick-

nesses, they went slowly downhill in business, and if, like

George Bowling's father, they tried to live according to

some standard of decency in their dealings with the

world, they were just as hable to suffer as the villains. But

it was still a world with a different tempo from the 1930's,

and if there were few water closets and fewer bathrooms,

and the dustbins smelt powerfully and the bluebottles

buzzed around the house unmolested, well, "Which would

you sooner listen to, a bluebottle or a bombing plane?"

The most vivid of George Bowling's memories of child-

hood are all somehow connected with fishing, and the ac-

counts of expeditions to farm pools and country house

lakes and to the Thames itself are the best pages of Com-
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ing Up for Air. To George Bowling the experiences they

describe were so joyful and so Intense that even thirty

years afterwards they seemed symbolic of a vanishing and

a better way of life.

As soon as you think of fishing you think of things that

don't belong to the modem world. The very idea of sitting all

day under a 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.

There's a kind of peacefulness even in the names of English

coarse fish. Roach, rudd, dace, bleak, barbel, bream, gudgeon,

pike, chub, tench. They're solid kind of names. The people

who made them up hadn't heard of machine guns, they didn't

live in terror of the sack or spend their time eating aspirins,

going to the pictures and wondering how to keep out of the

concentration camp.

Fishing not only provides George Bowling with his best

and freshest memories. It also gives him the focus of per-

sonal myth : a pool hidden in the woods and full of great

dark fish seen once in bovhood. The second time he went

near the pool he was tempted away by a girl and enjoyed

his first sexual experience— a different kind of entry

into darkness— in the long grass on the other side of the

copse. Yet he never doubts that the pool and the fish are

still waiting for him, and in an obscure way it seems that

if he can only return to that dark glade and draw up what-

ever its waters offer, he will gain a fulfillment which his

life has so far not provided.

George Bowling's rebelhon against his world is a smaller

one than that of Flory or Comstock. The plan of it crystal-

lizes in his mind after he has attended a Left Book Club

meeting in his suburb of West Bletchley and has looked

into the mind of the anti-Fascist speaker and seen his

vision of faces being smashed by hammers in "the hate
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world, the slogan world" that lies in the future. And the

next day, out in the country, watching the glow in the

tramp's fire, he decides to make a small escape and spend

a secret week in Lower Binfield, away from the modern

world and fears of the future, away from the insurance

office and the nagging wife, soaking up the peace he re-

members, coming up for air. Above all, there will be the

pool.

I thought of it in the dark place among the trees, waiting

for me all those years. And the huge black fish still gliding

round it. Jesus! If they were that size thirty years ago, what
would they be like now?

As anyone who knows his Proust will have anticipated,

the romantic journey back into the past is a disillusion-

ment from beginning to end. "Progress" has engulfed

Lower Binfield as it has engulfed the rest of England.

Bowling has difficulty finding the town of his child-

hood amidst the sprawling factories and housing estates.

His old home, with its fascinating smells of seedsman's

goods, has been turned into an arty teashop. The girl with

whom he lay in the long grass has sagged away into a

shapeless hag who, to his relief, does not recognize the fat

man he has become. The dark pond in the secret copse

has long been drained and turned into a dump for tin

cans; what happened to the great fish nobody knows.

Bowling's attempt to escape for even a week from his own
world is totally frustrated, and his visit to Lower Binfield

ends in a fine piece of Orwellian grotesquerie, when a Brit-

ish plane drops a bomb by accident on the town and

causes ahead of time the first casualties of the coming
war. Driving furiously back to the suburbs, he develops a

mood of almost exalted pessimism:
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The bad times are coming, and the streamlined men are

coming too. What's coming afterwards I don't know. It hardly

even interests me. I only know if there's anything you care

a curse about, better say good-bye to it now, because every-

thing you've ever known is going down, down, into the muck,
with the machine guns rattling all the time.

The tunnel that leads to the nightmare v^^orld of Nine-

teen Eighty-Four is open already in Orwell's mind.

But for George Bowling even the dignity of philosophic

pessimism is not possible. Returning home, he is accused

by his wife of having gone away with another woman.
Knowing that the story of his romantic attempt to escape

will not be believed, he realizes that he will have to take

his medicine.

The old life in Lower Binfield, the war and the after-war,

Hitler, Stalin, bombs, machine guns, food queues, rubber

truncheons— it was fading out, all fading out. Nothing re-

mained except a vulgar low-down row in a smell of old mack-
intoshes.

Like all his predecessors, the hero of Coming Up for Air

has concluded that there is now no way out from the

prison of one's class or one's time into the freedom of an

idiosyncratic self. And, like them, he pays a penalty. The
great dark fish will never svdm again in the pool of his

mind. Coming Up for Air has been called a conservative

book. But conservatism implies a hope of preserving the

good things of the past. Bowling sees them all being swept

away in the tide of the future. At the same time, the book

contains none of the Socialist idealism which had survived

Orwell's Spanish experience to be recorded in Homage to

Catalonia. Left v^thout illusions about the past or hopes

for the future, George Bowling seems to retreat into the

narrow present, where we can assume that, as he has per-
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sistently told us, he will keep alive longer than most other

people. Perhaps it is this central toughness which we
sense in George Bowling that provides the equation mark
in the Orwellian contradiction which Coming Up for Air

shows more strikingly than most of his books, manifest in

the contrast between its extraordinary vitality of manner
and its moral which implies the defeat of life. Life is al-

ways defeated, because death exists. But it is always there

to pose the challenge anew.

XI

ORWELL'S essentially didactic approach has always

made it difficult to establish in his case the kind of

distinctions between "creative" and "noncreative" writing

which American literary scholars pursue with such ab-

surd assiduousness. Quite unashamedly he used his

novels to work out his political and moral ideas, and he

would have considered it dishonest to do otherwise. But at

the same time his imagination played just as lambently

and unpredictably over his journalistic and critical writ-

ings as it did over his fiction. If he himself estabhshed any

kind of hierarchy within his own writing, it was one of

quality and craftmanship rather than genre; he rejected

those books, like A Clergyman's Daughter and Keep the

Aspidistra Flying, which he had written in haste, and

prized those, like Animal Farm, over which— as he put

it— he had sweated. Mere inventiveness, which in prac-

tice is what critics mean when they use the word "creativ-

ity," did not seem to him important in comparison with

stylistic purity, the exact arrangement of words, and he

wisely took much more pride in a good critical essay than

in an indifferent piece of fiction.
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In a brace of essays which contain some of the most
astute critical observations yet made on Orwell, John
Wain has contended that Orwell's work should be consid-

ered— as a Renaissance critic might have done— ac-

cording to its "kind" rather than, as modern critics are in-

clined to do of anything that comes their way, according

to "genre."

The "kind" to which Orwell's work belongs is polemic. All

of it, in whatever form— novels, essays, descriptive sketches,

volumes of autobiography— has the same object : to implant
in the reader's mind a point of view, often about some definite,

limited topic . . . but in any case about an issue over which
he felt it was wrong not to take sides.

Wain goes on to remark, with equal justice, that once we
regard Orwell as a polemicist, we can sidle around what
he calls the "initial paradox of Orwell."

He was a novelist who never wrote a satisfactory novel, a
literary critic who never bothered to learn his trade properly,

a social historian whose history was full of gaps. Yet he mat-

ters. For as polemic his work is never anything less than mag-
nificent; and the virtues which the polemic kind demands—
urgency, incisiveness, clarity and humor— he possessed in

exactly the right combination.

Mr. Wain proceeds to argue that since Orwell's ideas

meant so much to him, and really formed the central core

of his work, we must do him the justice of taking them

seriously; he upbraids those who have been so bemused by

Orwell's extraordinary character and dramatic hfe that

they have tended to judge everything he wrote in terms of

his personal eccentricities.

It is a salutary warning, and later in this book I shall

follow it to the extent of presenting Orwell's ideas as the
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products of a philosophy of hfe which, if not logically con-

sistent, has at least a high degree of balance and cohesion.

Yet it seems to me that even Orwell's philosophy is essen-

tially personal, the rationalization of a series of highly idi-

osyncratic reactions to experience. When we consider his

novels, or even those autobiographical works which, no

matter how many masks they may wear, still seem so in-

tensely characteristic of the man who wrote them, we
cannot escape from the close interconnection between

ideas and personality, and in this context the question

whether it is the original Eric Blair or the new self George

Orwell we are dealing with is not very important. With

no author, in fact, do contemporary critical warnings

against the personal heresy and the intentional fallacy

seem more irrelevant than they do when one is discussing

Orwell. It is always impossible to escape the intentions of

a polemicist, which is why no New Critic has ever tackled

either Svdft or Dickens effectively, while one cannot evade

the personahty of a writer who is always intent, as Orwell

was, on presenting his ideas in terms of his own experi-

ence. At times, indeed, his works obviously go, as all good

literature does, past intention, and he would not be a

successful polemicist if he were not able to see beyond his

personal reactions and generalize from them. Idea—
form— intention— emotional state : none of them can

be ignored if we set out to achieve a balanced view of

Orwell's v^iting, and particularly of any writing he did

after 1936, the year when he acquired a political faith and

at the same time— though not necessarily as a conse-

quence— made a major advance towards literary matu-

rity in Homage to Catalonia.

This digression into the nature of Orwell's writing may
seem to belong more properly to the final part of this book,

where I am concerned with questions of form and kind.
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I make it at this point because nothing less than a recogni-

tion of the importance of the polemical element in Or-

well's later writing will explain adequately the course of

his work and the development of his master theme after

Coming Up for Air appeared, a few months before the war
whose nearness had obsessed both George BowUng and
his creator. It is not that there is any real breach of conti-

nuity. Nineteen Eighty-Four could very well be interpreted

as the ampHfication of a vision of the future already ad-

umbrated in Coming Up for Air. But there is a shifting of

focus and direction in the three later fictional works, Ani-

mal Farm; Such, Such Were the Joys'" and Nineteen

Eighty-Four, which is related to the different nature of

Orwell's experience after the outbreak of the Second

World War and also, I think, to the changes of inner cli-

mate which made the Orwell one knew in the Forties seem

so different from the Blair his earher friends remembered.

For more than six years, from the end of 1938 to early

1945, Orwell published neither fiction nor any important

autobiographical writing, and even in terms of actual work

there was a gap of more than four years between the ter-

mination of Coming Up for Air early in 1939 and the com-

mencement of Animal Farm some time in 1943. Yet these

were not wasted years for him, even as a wnriter. Nearly

half the pieces in his Collected Essays were first published

between 1939 and 1943, and almost all the others in this

rather massive volume appeared between 1944 and 1947.

To these eight busy years, in other words, belongs \drtually

all the critical writing Orwell considered important enough

* Such, Such Were the Joys was written as a fragment of auto-

biography, but I have included it among the fiction partly because
it is highly subjective in approach, and partly because it is even
more an "arranged" work than Down and Out in Paris and Lon-
don. It is much more closely related to the novels than to the criti-

cal or political essays. I shall have more to say later on this.
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to preserve, plus a great many political essays and three

polemical pamphlets (The Lion and the Unicorn in 1941,

James Bumham and the Managerial Revolution in 1946,

and The English People in 1947), plus the scores of uncol-

lected articles and reviews which appeared in the Trib^

une. Partisan Review, Observer, Manchester Evening

News (for which he did a weekly book column for two or

three years) and a dozen small journals and little maga-

zines. All this he did, it must be remembered, while he

was still working either at the BBC or editorially at the

Tribune and while he was allowing at least part of his

spare time to be consumed by a series of "causes" from the

Home Guard to the Freedom Defense Committee. His life

was also expanding in other ways, for it was during this

period that he ceased to be a real solitary, and though he

never became a truly gregarious man, at least he now felt

himself accepted on his own terms and built up that ex-

traordinary variety of friendships which mellowed his

final years. All these forms of action seemed to stimulate

each other, and doubtless they were all stimulated by the

atmosphere of the time, for the war years and the period

immediately after peace, up to about the time when Or-

well left for the Hebrides, were much more lively from a

literary and a political point of view than the period from
1948 or 1949 down to the present.

In the case of Orwell it was not merely that he worked

with immense energy and produced a great quantity of

writings of various kinds. There was an extraordinary

change in quahty, which had been foreshadowed by Hom-
age to Catalonia, also the product of a period of life in a

peculiarly stimulating atmosphere. Orwell's expository

writing became steadily clearer and more flexible, and his

critical powers, first demonstrated impressively in the

long 1939 essay on Charles Dickens, were inspired and
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informed by an awareness which he would call political,

but which— seen in the perspective of the years—
seems rather to have been moral in essence. Orwell was
always a morahst, even at Eton if one is to accept Cyril

Connolly's account of him in Enemies of Promise, and
when he acquired political opinions they merely chan-

neled his morahsm, but by no means tamed it. The test

always came when political expediency or party interests

clashed with his ideas of what might be true or decent;

most often— and always in his later years— it was party

interest that he let go in favor of decency.

The influence of this moral-political awareness can be

seen not merely in an increased sensitivity to the social

and ethical dimensions of a book or a situation he might

be discussing, but also in the directness of writing it began

to foster, even when he turned back again near the end of

the war from essays to fiction. He tried to write, as he put

it, "less picturesquely and more exactly." And he gave a

more definitely political character than before to the

theme of caste and alienation which re-emerges, in vary-

ing forms, in all his late works, beginning with Animal

Farm.

"Animal Farm/' said Orwell in 1947, "was the first book

in which I tried, with full consciousness of what I was
doing, to fuse political purpose and artistic purpose in one

whole." He succeeded admirably, and produced a book so

clear in intent and writing that the critic is usually rather

nonplussed as to what he should say about it; all is so

magnificently there, and the only thing that really needs

to be done is to place this crystalline little book into its

proper setting.

Conciseness of form and simplicity of language are the

quahties which immediately strike one on opening Animal

Farm after having read Orwell's earher works of fiction.
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The fable is about a third the length of Keep the Aspidis-

tra Flying, though the events of which it tells are much
more complicated, and it is written in a bare English, un-

cluttered by metaphor, which contrasts strongly with both

the elaborately literary diction of Burmese Days and the

racy but sometimes over-rich narrative style of Coming
Up for Air.

Mr. Jones, of the Manor Farm, had locked the henhouses
for the night, but was too drunk to remember to shut the pop-

holes. With the ring of light from his lantern dancing from
side to side, he lurched across the yard, kicked off his boots

at the back door, drew himself a last glass of beer from the

barrel in the scullery, and made his way up to bed, where
Mrs. Jones was already snoring.

So it begins, and so it continues to the end, direct, exact

and sharply concrete, letting events make their own im-

pacts and stimulating the creation of mental pictures, so

that one remembers the book as a series of lively visual

images held together by a membrane of almost transpar-

ent prose.

There was no doubt in Orwell's mind about his inten-

tion in writing Animal Farm. He felt that the English in

1943 were allowing their admiration for the military hero-

ism of the Russians to blind them to the faults of the

Communist regime, and he also believed that the Commu-
nists were using their position as unofficial representa-

tives of Russia in England to prevent the truth from being

known, as they had done in Spain. Animal Farm was
meant to set his compatriots thinking again.

At that time Orwell was fascinated by the craft of pam-
phleteering, which had something of a wartime vogue

among British writers, so that not only hkely people, such

as Orwell, Read and Spender, produced pamphlets, but
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even unlikely people such as Forster, Eliot and Henry
Miller. Besides the three unimpressive and not very suc-

cessful pamphlets which he himself wrote in the 1940's,

Orwell edited with Reginald Reynolds an anthology of

classic pamphlets from the past, entitled British Pam-
phleteers; he beheved that a revival of pamphleteering

was possible and desirable. In a pamphlet one could state

a case simply and concisely, and it would stand on its own
feet as no article in a periodical could ever do. But pam-
phleteering in fact never took on that new lease of hfe in

the postwar years which Orwell had anticipated; this was
due partly to lack of interest among the booksellers and

partly to the devitalization of British politics after 1945.

Yet Animal Farm, which was really a pamphlet in fic-

tional form, did succeed, because it created within the di-

mension of a fable a perfect and self-consistent micro-

cosm. There was nothing very original about the basic

idea of a community of animals acting like men, which

had been used about fifteen hundred years before by the

anonymous Indian author of that extraordinary collec-

tion of political fables, the Panchatantra. But, like the

authors of the Panchatantra, Orwell gave his work fresh-

ness by inducing that peculiar blend of humor, incongru-

ity and apparent candor which creates in the reader a

willingness to suspend disbeHef and to transfer himself in

mind into the changed dimensions of a world where the

pursuits of men can be seen dispassionately because it is

animals which are following them.

Orwell liked animals, though he detested the sentimen-

tal British animal cult. In his world picture animals, chil-

dren, oppressed people stood on one side, and the oppres-

sors, whether they were farmers, schoolteachers, sahibs or

party bosses, on the other. In Burmese Days, as I have

shown, the relationship of Asians to animals is quite clear,
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and later on in Nineteen Eighty-Four there were to be sev-

eral identifications of proles with animals. "Proles and

animals are free," runs one of the Party slogans, and

O'Brien, Winston Smith's tormentor, voices the dogma of

the Inner Party when he says that "the proletarians . . .

are helpless, like the animals. Humanity is the Party.

The others are outside— irrelevant." On the other hand,

for Winston in his rebellion, an inestimable power seems

to lie in "the animal instinct . . . that was the force that

would tear the Party to pieces."

In Animal Farm it is the outsiders, the helpless ones,

who rise in rebelHon and destroy the power of the oppres-

sors, personified in the drunken Mr. Jones. The idea of

class division which in earlier books comes very near to

the conception of two nations, rich and poor, is here modi-

fied to suggest two kinds— men and animals. "All men
are enemies. All animals are comrades," says the pro-

phetic old boar Major in his great oration shortly before

the uprising.

The original division between man and animal corre-

sponds to the old social division between hereditary upper

and lower castes or classes which Orwell represented In

his earlier works. But his experiences in Spain had led

him to delve into the history of the development of power

structures during revolutions, and on this subject he was
now as knowledgeable as anyone outside the ranks of spe-

cialist historians. He had learned that social caste could

be replaced by pohtical caste, and Animal Farm is a study

in fable form of this process at work in a minuscule world

which we can observe as closely as a community of ants

under the glass lid of a formicarium.

The history of the revolution betrayed in the animal

world is based, therefore, partly on what Orwell had seen

of the Communist usurpation of power in Spain and
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partly on what he had read of the Russian Revolution and
its abortion by the Bolsheviks. But his anticommunism
does not mean that he is on the side of the traditional rul-

ing class, represented by men. On the contrary, when the

animals originally rise in revolt against the tyrannical

Farmer Jones, he wins our sympathies for them, and we
remain on their side throughout their subsequent strug-

gles with humanity, accepting the fact that no matter

what the pigs may do, no animal wants to be ruled again

by Farmer Jones or his kind.

Yet from the very first day of insurrection it is evident

that a new elite is replacing the vanished human rulers—
the elite of the pigs, who are the equivalent of the Party.

Immediately they arrogate privileges to themselves—
first a monopoly of milk, then of apples. They become

supervisors, while the other animals, with the sole excep-

tion of that arch anticollectivist, the cat, do the work. The

pigs, it should be noted, are united when it is a question of

defending their rights as an elite against the other ani-

mals. Orwell had no intention of making Animal Farm an

apology for Trotskyism, as he made quite clear in a con-

versation which Juhan Symons recorded

:

And just in case I had any illusions about his attitude, he

pointed out that Trotsky-Snowball was potentially as big a

villain as Stalin-Napoleon, although he was Napoleon's vic-

tim. The first note of corruption was struck, he said, when
the pigs secretly had the cows' milk added to their own mash,

and Snowball consented to this first act of inequality.

The struggle between Snowball and Napoleon is in fact

a struggle within the party ehte whose final result, which-

ever had won, would have been the increased consolida-

tion and centralization of power in the hands of the pigs.

This is what happens when Napoleon outmaneuvers
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Snowball and immediately after his expulsion initiates the

career of purges, atrocities and deepening tyranny that re-

produces in minuscule the history of the Russian Revolu-

tion from 1 91 7 to the 1940's.

At no point in Animal Farm does Orwell shift his side.

Though it is a third-person story, as all fables are, the

point of view of the reader is always nearest to that of the

unprivileged animals, and perhaps nearest of all to that of

Benjamin, the sad and cynical old donkey who sides with

no factions and always says that "life would go on as it

had always gone on— that is, badly." Yet despite his ex-

posure of the mounting iniquities committed by the pig

elite, Orwell never falls into the error of suggesting that

the farmers are any better. On the contrary, there is really

nothing to choose, and the book ends in that fantastic

scene in which the pigs entertain the neighboring farmers

in a social gathering, and the other animals, looking in,

see a quarrel break out over cheating at cards.

Twelve voices were shouting in anger, and they were all

alike. No question, now, what had happened to the faces of

the pigs. The creatures outside 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.

In other words, old and new tyrannies belong to the

same family; authoritarian governments, whether they

are based on the codes of old social castes or on the rules

of new political ehtes, are basically similar and present

similar dangers to human welfare and to liberty. For the

interests of oppressors are identical; as Mr. Pilkington

jests at a more peaceful stage in the banquet, "If you have

your lower animals to contend with, we have our lower

classes
!"

By transferring the problems of caste division outside a
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human setting. Orwell was able in Animal Farm to avoid

the psychological complications inevitable in a novel, and
thus to present his theme as a clear and simple political

truth. In the process he left out one element which occurs

in all his other works of fiction, the individual rebel

caught in the machinery of the caste system. Not until he

wrote Nineteen Eighty-Four did he elaborate the rebel's

role in an Animal Farm carried to its monstrously logical

conclusion.

Xll

BETWEEN Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four

hes that painful document Such, Such Were the Joys.

This is the last of Orwell's autobiographical pieces, and

the most difficult for the reader to accept, because the

writer himself was dealing with those memories which in

literary terms he found most intractable.

The exact date when Such, Such Were the Joys was
completed has never, so far as I know, been revealed, but

there is enough evidence to place it rather closely, and this

is important if we wish to relate it to Orwell's other writ-

ings. As late as 1938 Orwell found the memories of his

schooldays so unpleasant that when Cyril Connolly was
writing the chapters on boyhood in Enemies of Promise,

he said to him: "I wonder how you can write about St.

Cyprian's.* It's all Uke an awful nightmare to me, and

sometimes I think I can still taste the porridge." In Such,

Such Were the Joys he refers to the events described as

being more than thirty years in the past, which would

* St. Cyprian's was the actual name of the school which Con-

nolly called St. Wulfric's and Orwell called Crossgates.
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suggest that he was writing at the earliest after 1945, and

probably after 1947.

At this period there was a special reason why he should

try to relive and to understand his own childhood. As his

adopted son Richard developed from a baby into a small

boy full of character, he seemed to be reconsidering his

own past, and to be facing the problems which he had left

unanswered. He told me once that he did not want to send

Richard to a boarding school when he was very young, as

had happened to him. In the other hand, in spite of his

socialism, he was not impressed by the results of state ed-

ucation, and felt that while the present system lasted,

there might be worse places to which a boy could be sent,

when he was old enough, than a good public school. Inter-

preting these remarks in terms of his own past, I took

them to mean that he found Eton more or less endurable,

and what went before it unendurable, though he never

went into detail with me about his experiences at Cross-

gates. Significantly, he does not appear to have made any

attempt to get Such, Such Were the Joys published, and I

think he may have felt that its value was therapeutic

rather than literary. At last, by writing it all down, he had
exorcised the childhood to which in the past he had re-

ferred only obliquely in Burmese Days and Keep the Aspi-

distra Flying, and more directly but very scantily in those

pages of The Road to Wigan Pier in which he discussed

the roots of the class attitudes he acquired from the envi-

ronment of his youth. Perhaps this was the final stage in

the shedding of Eric Blair; perhaps, having made this

confession, if only to himself, he was ready at least to ac-

cept his past and move into a time of greater serenity. The
plans which he discussed on his deathbed for changing

the direction of his writing suggest that this internal
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change had in fact taken place. But, if that were indeed

the case, the completion of his new self did not survive

the final disappearance of his old self long enough for us

to see its effects.

In England the literature of boarding schools is almost

a genre of its own, and, as a document of ingenious tyr-

anny bearing down on helpless misery. Such, Such Were
the Joys is Hkely to remain among the classics of that mel-

ancholy form. How much of it was objectively true is hard

to determine. Some of those who have written on Orwell

found their own preparatory school days relatively pleas-

ant, and they are therefore inclined to doubt that hfe at

Crossgates can really have been so bad as Orwell claimed;

Christopher Hollis and Lawrence Brander both take this

attitude, but their evidence is useless, since they did not

attend St. Cyprian's. A closer witness was his sister Avril,

who also believed that her brother was laying it on rather

too thickly: "It has been said that Eric had an unhappy

childhood. I don't think this was in the least true, al-

though he did give that impression himself when he was
grown-up." But even Avril did not see St. Cyprian's from

the inside.

Cyril Connolly did. Connolly, a more ebulhent and ex-

troverted personahty than OrweU, was ready to admit that

"St. Wulfric's . . . did me a world of good," but in fac-

tual terms his account runs very close to Orwell's, and

suggests that the school was a place of relentless cram-

ming, unashamed snobbery, capricious punishment, and

pedagogic filthy-mindedness posing as moral vigilance. It

was Orwell's peculiar sensitivity to his position as an im-

poverished boy among richer, stronger and more self-

assured companions that made St. Cyprian's the hell he

describes. The picture is subjectively true.

Anthony West in his essay on Orwell (really a long
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New Yorker review of the first American edition of Keep

the Aspidistra Flying) finds in Such, Such Were the Joys

the sickly roots of Nineteen Eighty-Four. What West at-

tempts in his study is, with patent mahce, to cut the criti-

cal ground from under Orwell's achievement by suggesting

that his works can mostly be explained in terms of neuro-

sis. He does not use the actual word, but the persistent

choice of adjectives like "hysterical" and "perverse" to de-

scribe various of Orwell's books, and the references to

"manic violence" and "generalized sadism," to a relish for

"the murky and the horrible" and "a remorseless pessi-

mism," make West's meaning clear enough, particularly

when he remarks that "only the existence of a hidden

wound" can account for all the features of Orwell's writ-

ing which he himself finds distasteful. According to

West's interpretation, the clue to everything that is char-

acteristic in Orwell's work is traceable to the reactions of

an exceptionally morbid little boy to what may have been

a perfectly good school of its kind.

This is carrying biographical criticism to an extreme

which nowadays one rarely encounters. If the imputation

of neurosis could kill a writer, we would have no further

need to trouble ourselves with Swift, Dostoevski, Baude-

laire, Kafka, Proust or Balzac. In any case, in deahng with

Such, Such Were the Joys we have to observe once again

the necessary caution in approaching a work which Or-

well presents to us as autobiographical. For this is obvi-

ously an elaborately planned essay. Episodes are carefully

constructed and highlighted for emphasis; incidents

which took place over a number of years are brought to-

gether in obviously artificial arrangements to emphasize

what seemed to Orwell in the late i940*s the significant

aspects of this period in his life; and all is summarized in

the usual passages of didactic reflection. The child experi-
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ences, but it is the mind of a man thirty years later which
plays over the experiences, selects them and makes them
give their message.

A great deal of what Orwell says is obviously imposed

by hindsight. It is improbable, for example, that as a child

he envisaged the school divided into three castes, with

himself as a member of the lowest; he only began to sche-

matize in this way during the last years of his life in

Burma. And even when he presents his own thoughts on
the subject of guilt at the age of eight, these appear not

only exceptionally mature for a child of such an age, but

also suspiciously near to the speculations about the awak-

ening of feelings of guilt which he was pursuing at the

time in connection with Nineteen Eighty-Four, and which

were much influenced by Koestler's Darkness at Noon.

He tells us, for example, that on the occasion of his first

beating for bed-wetting at Crossgates (he was then eight),

he cried because of a

grief which is peculiar to childhood and not easy to convey : a

sense of desolate loneliness and helplessness, of being locked

up not only in a hostile world but in a world of good and evil

where the rules were such that it was actually not possible for

me to keep them . . . Sin was not necessarily something that

you did: it might be something that happened to you.

And later he remarks that all through his boyhood he felt

that he was

no good . . . because I lived among laws which were abso-

lute, like the laws of gravity, but which it was not possible for

me to keep.

Far from such thoughts being "pecuhar to childhood,"

they had been the stock in trade of sophisticated Conti-

nental writers for many years before Orwell wrote Such,
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Such Were the Joys, and I suggest that they are more im-

portant for what they tell us about Orwell's preoccupa-

tions with sin during the later 1940's than for anything

they may reveal about an early "hidden wound." The
same, I think, applies to the accounts of headmaster Sim's

methods of impressing fragments of knowledge on his pu-

pils' minds by frequent applications of physical punish-

ment; such methods of course, resemble the elaborate

forms of mental conditioning by torture which are used

at the Ministry of Love in Nineteen Eighty-Four. But I

think that here again Orwell recollected them and gave

them prominence in Such, Such Were the Joys precisely

because in waiting Nineteen Eighty-Four he was con-

cerned with the techniques of teaching by painful experi-

ence, and it was natural that he should think back, as all

of us do, to incidents within his own experience. The fact

that we can find other parallels between Winston Smith's

experiences and those of Orwell's childhood does not

mean that the incidents in Nineteen Eighty-Four are, as

Anthony West suggests, "of an infantile character"; it

merely shows that just as Orwell earlier saw the resem-

blance between the condition of animals and that of op-

pressed people, so now he saw the resemblance between

the child facing the arbitrary rules of an adult world and

the bewildered individual locked in the equally arbitrary

system of a totalitarian society.

Xlll

Nineteen Eighty-four is a book that marks the end of a

road; in that direction Orwell could have gone no

farther, for it not merely culminates but also epitomizes

all his earher novels.
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In Nineteen Eighty-Four the disciplined elite, which in

Burmese Days Orwell first showed as a scruffy group of

British colonial officials and traders, reaches its final terri-

fying form as the ruling Inner Party of Oceania, whose
ideologues have stripped away all the moral justifications

which the old imperiahsts and the totahtarians of the

early twentieth century still maintained, all those at once

lofty and despicable arguments that power must in some
way be exercized so that a higher good may ensue. The
Party now rules to enjoy power— and power alone. But
power can only be enjoyed if it is expressed in cruelty and
triumph. Says O'Brien, the Thought Police official:

Always, at every moment, there wiU be the thrill of victory,

the sensation of tramphng on an enemy who is helpless . . .

The heretic, the enemy of society, wdU always be there, so that

he can be defeated and humiliated over again ... It wiH be

a world of terror as much as a world of triumph. The more
the Party is powerful, the less it will be tolerant; the weaker
the opposition, the tighter the despotism. Goldstein and his

heresies will Hve forever. Every day, at every moment, they

v^dll be defeated, discredited, ridiculed, spat upon— and yet

they will always sur\dve. This drama that I have played out

wdth you during seven years wiU be played out over and over

again, generation after generation, always in subder forms.

Always we shall have the heretic here at our mercy, scream-

ing with pain, broken up, contemptible— and in the end
utterly penitent, saved from himself, crawling to our feet of

his own accord. That is the world that we are preparing, Win-
ston. A world of \dctory after \dctory, triumph after triumph:

an endless pressing, pressing, pressing upon the nerve of vic-

tory.

This penitential state, which needs its sinners because

it needs its sacrifices, is the final development of the Or-

wellian caste world. As in Such, Such Were the Joys, and

as in OrweU's earher pictures of the class society in Eng-
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land, the system is three-leveled, with the Inner Party at

the apex of the pyramid, the Outer Party in the middle,

fulfilling the same role as Orwell's own stratum in the

English middle class, and the great mass of the proles, 85
per cent of the population, at the bottom. At last, the gulf

that divides society had become complete and final. Any
meaningful contact between Party member and prole has

become impossible; they are members not merely of two

different nations, but of two different races, for the Party

is self-perpetuating even in a biological sense. The isola-

tion of the elite is at last complete, because it is political

rather than social, ideological rather than traditional. To
destroy even the possibihty of an urge to change this rig-

idly pyramidical society, the Party is rewriting history so

that the past shall be dead forever, and desiccating the

language so that the very words which might describe

such concepts as freedom, or justice, or decency will no

longer exist.

If the structure of class which Nineteen Eighty-Four

portrays is the ultimate development of the societies por-

trayed with acute caste-consciousness in Orwell's earlier

books, the main character, Winston Smith, is a rebel in

whose fate the experiences of the rebels in all the preced-

ing novels are recapitulated. Like them all, he has that

questioning turn of mind which his enemies regard as a

flaw in character, and which makes him a dissident, at

first only in thought, but later in action. Like Dorothy

Hare, he loses faith; like Flory, he is attracted towards

what the Party regards as primitive; like Gordon Com-
stock, he rebels against a world of slogans; like George

Bowling, he believes that the past is better than the pres-

ent; and hke the "I" of the autobiographical books he seeks

in the alien culture of the lower depths a salvation which

he cannot possibly find. Like all of them, he follows the
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ignis fatuus of a lost cause, is defeated and captured by
his past, and endures the ultimate punishment of losing

his inmost vision.

Of all these past anti-heroes, it is Gordon Comstock who
comes most alive again in Nineteen Eighty-Four. Like

Gordon, Winston is a small, sickly man engaged in the

profession of manipulating v^ords and ideas, in the serv-

ice of a political fraud far more colossal than anything

the advertising industry of the 1930's had ever dreamed
of. Like Gordon, also, he rebels, though it is not against

the money god, w^ho has vanished in an age dominated by

stark power, but against Big Brother, the Party personi-

fied. Like Gordon, he seeks salvation in the lower depths

by trying to mingle with the proles, and like him he comes

into fatal contact with a girl who stares at him in office

passages, as Rosemary stared at Gordon. He finally meets

the girl— Julia— in a country setting which remarkably

resembles the copse in which Gordon tried unsuccessfully

to make love to Rosemary, and it is Julia who leads him,

also by means of sex, into the course of folly which plays

into the hands of the Thought Police, and so, unwittingly,

she is the agent of the power god just as Rosemary was the

agent of the money god in drawing Gordon Comstock

back into the ways of conformity.

There are also perceptible echoes of other earlier books.

Katherine, Gordon's first wife, for example, resembles

Elizabeth Lackersteen in Burmese Days in her frigid and

fanatical conformity to the mores of the elite. And the

feeling of being pursued and eventually doomed which

makes Winston more than once declare, "We are the

dead," is already foreshadowed by the anxieties concern-

ing the world after the war experienced by George Bowl-

ing, who at one almost apocalyptic moment, when he is
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setting off on his ill-fated journey to Lower Binfield, has a

vision of being hunted by the great army of conformity.

They were all on my track. ... I could almost hear them
shouting:

"There's a chap who thinks he's going to escape! There's

a chap who says he won't be streamlined! He's going back to

Lower Binfield! After him! Stop him!"

It's queer. The impression was so strong that I actually

took a peep through the httle window at the back of the car

to make sure I wasn't being followed. Guilty conscience, I sup-

pose.

I emphasize these resemblances to demonstrate that

Nineteen Eighty-Four is not, as some critics have sug-

gested, a monumental nightmare explicable by the activi-

ties of tuberculosis bacilh during the last four years of

Orwell's life. It is the culmination of twenty years of writ-

ing, and an authentic product, not of the tortured body

registered at various sanatoria under the name of Eric

Blair, but of the imaginative being who bore the name of

George Orwell. Orwell himself said, writing of Dickens in

1939, that "a writer's literary personality has httle or noth-

ing to do with his private character." Perhaps we must
qualify this so far as to say that the literary personality

and the private character may share the same experi-

ences, but often they make of them very different things.

What does distinguish Nineteen Eighty-Four from the

earlier novels, though not from Animal Farm, is the impo-

sition of a political framework which is merely foreshad-

owed in Coming Up For Air. Indeed, one of the most

disconcerting aspects of Nineteen Eighty-Four— an as-

pect which helps to impress the novel all the more vividly

on one's imagination— is that the physical landscape

outside the great palaces of tyranny like the Ministry of
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Love and the Ministry of Truth has changed so httle from
that of Keep the Aspidistra Flying and Coming Up For

Air, except for having been made somewhat shabbier and
more ramshackle than ever by a rather aimless continu-

ation of the bombings of the 1940's. As in a novel by

Graham Greene, but on a more frightful scale, monstros-

ity flourishes among seedy ordinariness.

The imposition of a pohtical pattern on Nineteen

Eighty-Four involved not only the transformation of the

social class structure of Orwell's previous novels into a po-

litical caste structure, but also the construction of a nega-

tively ideal political state. For Nineteen Eighty-Four is

unique among Orwell's books in being a Utopia— a Uto-

pia in negative. And here the basic experience lies not in

Orwell's pathological condition, however much this may
have darkened tones, but in his adventures in Spain and

in the study of totalitarian politics into which this led him.

One of the most important documents in establishing

the antecedents of Nineteen Eighty-Four, and particularly

in showing the kind of reading which Orwell was doing

while the novel was taking shape in his mind, is the essay

''Second Thoughts on James Burnham" which appeared in

Humphrey Slater's magazine Polemic in 1946.

In this essay Orwell relates Burnham's The Managerial

Revolution to his later book The Machiavellians. While

Orwell has some shrewd and searching criticism to make

of Burnham's general point of view (which I shall return

to in attempting to determine Orwell's own attitude), he

does present in Nineteen Eighty-Four the picture of a soci-

ety which, in form if not in inner character, closely re-

sembles that prophesied, in an approving tone which Or-

well found distasteful, by Burnham in The Managerial

Revolution. It is a society in which a self-perpetuating

ehte has taken the place of the older forms of political and
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social domination and rules over a great slave class, and

in which the world is divided into three great states per-

petually in conflict over the marginal areas of the earth,

but never strong enough to conquer each other com-

pletely.

Orwell draws not merely on Burnham, but on a whole

tradition of literature putting forward, usually from a

different point of view, a vision similar to Burnham's.

Many early writers have foreseen the emergence of a new
kind of society, neither capitalist nor Socialist, and probably

based upon slavery: though most of them have differed from
Burnham in not assuming this development to be inevitable.

A good example is Hilaire Belloc's book The Servile State,

published in 1911. The Servile State is written in a tiresome

style, and the remedy it suggests (a return to small-scale

peasant ownership) is for many reasons impossible: still, it

does foretell with remarkable insight the kind of things that

have been happening from 1930 onwards . . . Jack London
in The Iron Heel (1909) foretold some of the essential fea-

tures of fascism, and such books as Wells's The Sleeper

Awakes (1900), Zamyatin's We (1923), and Aldous Huxley's

Brave New World (1930) all described imaginary worlds in

which the special problems of capitalism had been solved

v^dthout bringing liberty, equality or true happiness any
nearer.

Nineteen Eighty-Four shared in the basic preoccupa-

tions of all these works, but undoubtedly the book that in-

fluenced Orwell most was Zamyatin's We, from which
Huxley had already borrowed copiously in writing Brave

New World. As I have said in my reminiscent introduc-

tion, it was after Orwell had obtained a copy of We, of

which he already knew by hearsay and which he immedi-

ately discussed in the Tribune, that he started work on
Nineteen Eighty-Four.

In We, which appeared first in New York in an English
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translation, because publication in Russia was forbidden,

Zamyatin envisaged an age, almost a millennium ahead,

in which the majority of men are subjects of a United

State which consists of a number of cities scattered over

the earth and isolated by Green Walls and barriers of elec-

trical charges from the rural spaces around and between

them. This isolation from a natural environment is delib-

erate, since the rulers of the United State aim to turn man
into a machine, to replace the organic by the inorganic, to

provide a synthetic happiness by eliminating everything

that can arouse natural passions or personal inclinations.

Theoretically, man and woman have ceased to be persons,

and, losing their names, they have become "numbers" or

''unifs."

All the "numbers" wear similar clothes, and each car-

ries on the metal plate that identifies him a watch to sym-

bolize the rigid time schedule to which daily life is subor-

dinated; significantly, the most distinguished literary

work that has been preserved from the past is the railway

timetable. In the United State all the apartments are

built with walls of glass, so that the actions of the "num-

bers" are public, and really solitary activity is almost im-

possible. Only at times of sexual intercourse can the cur-

tains be lowered for brief periods; such intercourse is

strictly regulated by a Sexual Bureau, which issues tickets

entitling the holders to the use of whatever persons they

may choose, since, as a further denial of individuality, all

"numbers" are held to be available to each other. Physical

norms are established for childbearing, and a woman who
does not qualify and becomes pregnant is executed; chil-

dren are cared for by the state and the family is remem-

bered only as an incomprehensible folly of the distant

past. Mechanization enters into every aspect of life; the

"numbers" are nourished by synthetic petroleum foods,
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and even culture is dehumanized, music being composed

by machines and university classes taught by robot pro-

fessors.

This soulless society is ruled by a dictator called the

Benefactor, whose government is periodically endorsed by

elections held on the Day of Uniformity. He is supported

by a political police, the Guardians, who hover above the

city in planes equipped with observation tubes and whose

task is facilitated by sensitive membranes which stretch

across the streets and pick up conversations. Scientific tor-

tures are used to extract confessions, and criminals are

liquidated literally, by means of an electrical machine

which reduces them to puddles of colorless water. Inform-

ing, even on one's relatives and friends, is considered a

sacred duty. All these means are used to nurture "the in-

stinct of nonfreedom," for, according to the prevailing

philosophy of the United State, "the only means to de-

liver man from crime is to deliver him from freedom."

Furthermore, loss of freedom is the only way to happi-

ness.

In such a society it is logical that the past should be

despised and, as far as possible, eliminated. Making ex-

plicit what is implied in almost all Utopian visions—
even the positive ones— the rulers of the United State try

to erect a perfectly "crystalline" and immutable order. As

D.503, the narrator, remarks, "The ideal is to be found

where nothing happens." Yet the impulses of rebellion re-

main; even though every manifestation of nature has been

eliminated within the Green Walls, the winds still blow

clouds overhead, still bring pollen and gossamer to stir the

atavistic feelings of the "numbers." "Even in our day," says

D.503, "one hears from time to time, coming from the bot-

tom, the primitive depths, the echo of the apes."

D-503, who tells his story in a diary kept at great risk of
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discovery by the Guardians, is one of those who listen to

these uncomfortable echoes; he is perpetually reminded
of them by the physical pecuharity of his hairy hands.

It is very strange [he interjects in a piece of orthodox
preaching for the United State], while I was writing today
of the loftiest summit of human history, all the while I

breathed the purest mountain air of thought, but within me
it was and remains cloudy, cobwebby, and there is a kind
of crosslike, four-pawed X. Or perhaps it is my paws, my
hairy paws. I don't like to talk about them. I dislike them.

They are a trace of a primitive epoch.

It is this lingering resistance to regimentation, shown
also in his tendency towards passionate love, that leads

D.503 into the sin of overt rebellion. Through a woman
who insists on reliving the evil past in secret, who com-

mits such cardinal sins as smoking, wearing skirts and

drinking alcohol, he meets a group of conspirators who
have established contact with the naked and hairy surviv-

ors of free humanity lurking in the forests beyond the

Green Wall. The conspirators meet in an old house, from

the centuries before the United State, which has been pre-

served as a museum; this is appropriate, since in Utopia

revolution reverses its process and turns into a movement
towards the freedom of the past.

The Green Wall is blown up, and for a time it seems as

though the unregenerate instincts of the "numbers'* will

reassert themselves. But as We comes to an end the

Guardians are winning, the leading rebels are tortured

and killed, and those who escape death, including D.503,

are subjected to a new operation which removes from

them the unpredictable faculty of fancy and turns them

into automata in human form, devoid of the last vestiges

of individuahty.
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We is indebted in many ways to the Utopias and the

somewhat rarer anti-Utopias of the past. One catches

echoes of Plato and More, of Cabet and Campanella, of

the Wellsian idea that science misused may atrophy man-

kind and of Dostoevski's idea that radical movements end

paradoxically in slave societies. Yet We gains originality

from the fact that Zamyatin was the earliest novelist to

place all these fragmentary anticipations into the cohe-

rent context of actuality, the context of the very tenden-

cies towards industrial regimentation, towards the closer

regulation of daily living, which he saw emerging in the

world of the 1920's. Thus We is the first novel of literary

importance to present a relatively complete vision of the

negative results of the realization of Utopia.

Between We and Nineteen Eighty-Four the resem-

blances are so close in both detail and structure as to leave

little doubt of Zamyatin's direct influence on Orwell, who
admitted it freely. Both authors see Utopia as a possible

— even a probable— outcome of twentieth-century tech-

nological and political developments. Both assume that if

this Utopian future ever arrives, it will involve the de-

struction of the very idea of freedom, the falsification or

destruction of history and the sense of the past, and the

reduction of culture to a rudimentary and mechanical

function. Both envisage the economic structure of Utopia

as coUectivist and its political structure as a pyramid con-

trolled by an exclusive elite vdth the help of an efficient

police system. Both foresee radical interference in sexual

life, and some form of conditioning to make the individ-

ual docile and obedient; such conditioning involves the

destruction of privacy, the denial of a natural or sponta-

neous way of living, the systematic destruction of passion-

ate relationships and of any association that might exist

outside the state. In both states literature and music are
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produced by machine, life is run on strict time schedules,

men in helicopters look into windows. In Orwell's Oceania

the telescreens in all the rooms enable the citizens to be

observed as closely as the "numbers" are observed through

the glass walls of Zamyatin's buildings, and the place of

the Guardians is taken by the ubiquitous Thought Police,

who also operate by scientific methods of torture. Just as

"fancy" is the great crime in the United State, so "thought-

crime" is the unforgivable felony in Oceania.

Even when we go beyond the societies which Zamyatin

and Orwell portray, there are close similarities between

the plots of their novels. In each case the hero has, by

some accidental circumstance, become conscious of his

difference from the general depersonalized herd. D.503

has his hairy hands to remind him of the animal past, and

Winston Smith stumbles accidentally on a piece of evi-

dence which makes him aware of the deliberate and sys-

tematized falsification of truth in the state of Oceania. For

each hero, rebeUion is accompanied by a desire for posses-

sive and passionate sexual relations and by a longing to

reconstruct the past, symbolized in We by the old house

where the conspirators meet and in Nineteen Eighty-Four

by the antique shop in whose upper room Winston and

JuHa enact their furtive personal rebellion. Finally, each

novel ends in defeat for the rebel, and in his punishment

according to the spirit of the society in which he is

trapped. D.503 is rendered surgically incapable of any

further independent thought; Winston is tortured in the

gleaming white cells of the Ministry of Love, betrays

everything that is precious to him, and emerges a spiritual

vestige of a man who waits for death in the cause of the

state that has crushed him. Utopia carries on unshaken;

there is no hint of its impending collapse as either book

draws to an end.
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Yet in addition to these many points of resemblance,

there are some important differences between We and

Nineteen Eighty-Four. Zamyatin tended to be preoccupied

with the mechanical problems which interested him as an

engineer, and the statistical-mathematical outlook shapes

both the attitude of his Guardians and the character of the

society they construct, a crystalline, higher-mathematical

order where men become merely figures in gigantic equa-

tions. Orwell, on the other hand, did not have a scientific

mind, and the abstractions of mathematics made httle ap-

peal to him; hence his anti-Utopia is dominated less by

technology than by predominantly cultural and psycho-

logical means of tyranny.

Again, there is a sharp difference between Zamyatin's

calendar of the future and Orwell's. Zamyatin saw his

United State a thousand years ahead. Aldous Huxley's

"brave new world," conceived approximately a decade

after We was completed, lay only six hundred years in the

future. Orwell, writing less than thirty years after Zamya-

tin, shifted his sights even more abruptly; finishing Nine-

teen Eighty-Four in 1948, he represented the final sub-

mersion of the human personality in the totalitarian

nightmare as only thirty-six years ahead, and the scene as

the familiar, shabby London of the immediate postwar

years, in which only the vast pyramidal strongholds of the

new governmental agencies tower up in menacing inde-

structibility.

It is this abrupt temporal foreshortening that gives

much of its dramatic effectiveness to Nineteen Eighty-

Four. But what distinguishes it even more strikingly from

previous Utopias and even anti-Utopias is that the pre-

tense of providing happiness as a compensation for the

loss of freedom is not maintained. Even the synthetic

pleasures and comforts promised by Zamyatin and Hux-



21 6 THE CRYSTAL SPIRIT

ley no longer exist; life is shabby and austere; science is

diverted to producing refined instruments of torture; in-

dustry feeds a perpetual war that engenders the hatred on
which power rests.

The horror of the vision is not merely in its extremity,

but also in its immediacy. For the feet that will stamp this

vision on human faces, and the faces on which it will be

stamped, belong, not to men bred— as in Brave New
World— out of bottles or to men lobotomized out of con-

sciousness like Zamyatin's "numbers," but to physiologi-

cally unchanged human beings whose minds have be-

come so dominated by mere cultural conditioning that

they accept this travesty of existence without question; in

a world where language itself has become so changed that

the idea of freedom can no longer be expressed, they nei-

ther know nor imagine anything different. The elements

of this horrific new world Orwell saw already existing in

the world around him. His essays for the four or five years

before he began writing Nineteen Eighty-Four were filled

with discussions of the perversion of history and of lan-

guage as part of a progressive deterioration of political

morality throughout the world.

It is the peculiar immediacy of Orwell's vision, and its

apparently complete negativeness, that lie at the base of

much of the hostility it has aroused among critics who
regard it as a kind of travesty on human nature, a state-

ment of pessimism carried to perversity. Such critics tend

to regard Nineteen Eighty-Four as prophetic in intent and

realistic in approach, and they assume that its conclusion

is not only unambiguously pessimistic, but also represents

the actual opinions of the author. All these assumptions, I

suggest, are incorrect; between them they have resulted in

an interpretation of Nineteen Eighty-Four as crude and
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misleading in its own way as the widespread opinion that

the book is intended merely as a tract against commu-
nism.

The first point to remember is that though the primary

impulse for Nineteen Eighty-Four may have been the ex-

perience of poHtics in action, the urges that carried it for-

ward were literary, and these we can only determine

clearly when we determine Orwell's approach as a writer.

That approach should by now have become obvious. He
was a writer within the morahst tradition, and Hke all

moralists— like Gide and Camus and Swift— he tended

to write fables or parables rather than novels. In other

words, he was not a realist in the ordinary sense, the sense

of Dreiser or even Flaubert, even though his techniques at

times appear reahstic. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, as in his

earher novels, the natural tone of the writing and the

verisimilitude of detail may at first mislead one, but Orwell

has placed enough signs to put the observant reader very

quickly back on the trail. One soon notices, for example,

the part played by dreams. Winston is constantly dream-

ing uncanny dreams which are echoed in events. He has a

recurrent dream of a "golden country"; the spot where he

and JuHa first become lovers reproduces it down to the last

detail of the big fish (descendants of those in Coming
Up For Air) that swim in the stream across the fields.

He dreams of the voice which says : "We shall meet in the

place where there is no darkness"; he realizes later that

the voice was that of O'Brien, and not only discovers that

O'Brien inexplicably recognizes the phrase, but also finds

himself eventually in "the place where there is no dark-

ness"— the Ministry of Love, where the lights burn day

and night in the white cells. The recurrent use of nursery

rhymes helps to enhance the dreamlike quality of Win-
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ston's adventure, an adventure as fragile and vulnerable

as the tiny bit of coral magnified within the glass paper-

weight which he treasures as a fragment of the past.

But Winston is a dreamer within a nightmare, for the

quality of the world of Nineteen Eighty-Four is precisely

that, from the looking-glass absurdity of its slogans—
War Is Peace, Freedom Is Slavery, Ignorance Is Strength

— to the horrors out of recurrent dreams which are per-

petrated in Room loi. The most terrifying nightmares are

exactly of this nature, combining great verisimilitude

wdth some monstrous dislocation of the world we know,

and leaving us trapped and condemned in a setting that is

at once completely familiar and abysmally strange.

Orwell, then, has constructed a nightmare which de-

stroys a dream, and his intent in doing so, as Herbert

Read has recognized, is satirical. Nineteen Eighty-Four is,

first of all, a satire on the world of 1948, with its built-in

Utopian tendencies, and as such it is often extreme to the

point of caricature; the Ministry of Truth is on this level a

caricature representation of the great propaganda agen-

cies of the Second World War; Goldstein's account of Oce-

ania a caricature of Marxist historiography; Newspeak a

caricature of Basic English; and the beetlelike Party mem-
bers caricatures of the Socialists whom Orwell had al-

ready flayed in The Road to Wigan Pier. But the great

difficulty Orwell faced in writing Nineteen Eighty-Four

lay in the fact that his intentions were not purely satirical;

he also wanted to issue a warning about a danger in the

future, and it is hard to be satirical about the future. One

is tempted to be either optimistic or pessimistic; the first

carries the danger of romanticism and the second that of

melodrama, and it is the false light of melodrama that

somewhat distorts the final chapters of Nineteen Eighty-

Four. Yet even the quality of Grand Guignol that hangs
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over the doings in Room loi cannot diminish the revela-

tion Orwell makes at this point. He himself once said of

Swift that he possessed "a terrible intensity of vision,

capable of picking out a single hidden truth and then

magnifying and distorting it." Orwell has picked on the

hidden truth which Bakunin once knew and which the

Marxists have obscured— that the love of power is

stronger and more perverting than any material or eco-

nomic motive. He has magnified and distorted the insight

into a vision more frightening than anything in Swift.

But the acquisition of power is also a deprivation, since

it cuts a man off from normal human joys and isolates

him from his fellows. And so Nineteen Eighty-Four, when
we have acknowledged and hence exorcised its melodra-

matic content, takes on a further satirical dimension. For

O'Brien, telling the gospel of power, is not speaking

merely for some hypothetical future Utopia. He is putting

in an extreme and monstrous form the pretensions of all

men of power; he is stating the logical consequences of

the theory of elites which writers like Burnham and his

Machiavellians have posed. In other words, he is a carica-

ture, a monstrosity. We begin to see, as Winston does in-

termittently during his conditioning by torture, that

O'Brien and the order he represents are insane, and our

recognition of this fact lasts longer than Winston's. O'Bri-

en's boast of an eternity of power reminds one of Hitler's

boasts of the millennial Reich, which to victims in the

concentration camps probably seemed at times tragically

real. But only three years before Orwell wrote Nineteen

Eighty-Four the millennial Reich had fallen away into

ashes.

Furthermore, Orwell's own extrafictional statements by

no means suggest that he consistently believed, v^dth

O'Brien, that the rule of a power elite could in fact be per-
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manent. The moments of unadulterated pessimism, such

as he showed in "Inside the Whale/' are rare. By 1941 he

was asserting that "when it comes to the pinch, human
beings are heroic," and despite the fact that he used

Burnham's vision of the future as a suitable fictional

frame, he denied it in 1946 as a literal portrait of the

future.

The huge, invincible, everlasting slave empire of which
Burnham appears to dream will not be established, or, if

established, will not endure, because slavery is no longer a
stable basis of human society.

Admittedly Orwell tended to be more self-contradictory

on this question than on most others. Three years before,

for example, in "Looking Back on the Spanish Civil War"
he actually referred to a feehng that "a regime founded on

slavery must collapse" as being "mystical," by which he

presumably meant "unreasoning." Yet in the same essay

he made an equally "mystical" statement of faith in hu-

manity ;

No bomb that ever burst

Shatters the crystal spirit.

I am convinced that this represented the true direction

of Orwell's hopes, though he realized how far such hopes

were imperiled, and foresaw that for long periods the

things we have learned to value in the centuries of West-

ern civilization may be submerged.

I suggest therefore that in the general scheme of Or-

well's novels. Nineteen Eighty-Four, though it presents

class in its ugliest poHtical form and the fate of the rebel

against the ehte in its most tragic form, nevertheless poses

a final question which is almost an assertion on the self-
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destructive nature of caste systems. For the Party elite

consists of men who are dead within, who have sacrificed

every human quality for the sake of power; they have de-

stroyed themselves by divorcing their view of life from

truth, from reality, from any natural impulse. The Party

lives within its own doomed circle of fantasy from which

even the rebel cannot escape. Winston and his Julia, meet-

ing each other again at the end of the book like two ghosts,

drained of mind, drained of character, drained of life,

represent their world, whose mixture of ferocity and sub-

mission is a sign of its decadence. Life continues in the

underground other world of the proles, ignored, despised,

but real and indestructible. It continues also in the song of

the thrush which Winston and Julia hear on the edge of

the wood bugged with microphones, and in the great fish

which still swim in the stream across the "golden coun-

try.*'

In Nineteen Eighty-Four Orwell has shown the ultimate

conclusion of his vision of the evils of a class-divided soci-

ety. Clearly he could see little future for his own caste,

even in its changed form as the Party. But we should not

leap too easily to the conclusion that he could see no fu-

ture for himself. Nineteen Eighty-Four was, after all, a

work of fiction, a satirical dream, and Winston Smith was
no more and no less George Orwell than any of his prede-

cessors.





Ill
The Revolutionary Patriot

Conservatism and Rebellion

in Orwell's World View





IN HIS novels and his autobiographical writings Orwell

seems often to be posing his own version of the kind

of dialogue between the hero and the absurd which from

the Thirties to the Fifties dominated the literature of

Western Europe. But his relationship with other writers

who seem to fall into the same category is one of affinity

rather than influence. Before the Spanish Civil War, when
the dialogue was already in progress in his writings, he

appears to have taken relatively little interest in contem-

porary writing in other languages. It was only after this

experience that he began to recognize his ov^m resem-

blance— a resemblance which few other English writers

shared— to such writers as Ignazio Silone and Andre

Malraux, Victor Serge and Arthur Koestler. He had de-

clared himself a political writer, and these were men who
had carried the art of political writing to a high point of

intensity and clear-sightedness, largely because their his-

tory had been different from that of the English; they had
been nurtured from youth in an atmosphere of brooding

violence, and they had known the totahtarian world from
Inside its walls, had broken the law, fought in the streets,

endured prison or concentration camp, and fled across

frontiers. They were men who had, as Orwell said admir-

ingly of Arthur Koestler, a special "Hfe style,*' so that

things did not happen to them by chance; their writing
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was shaped by the experience their life style brought to

them.

Orwell's sympathy for such men was bred of likeness.

From the beginning he had avoided the kind of life lived

by ordinary Enghshmen. Even his decision to go to Burma
had meant a turning away from the university career

which his ability made appropriate for him, and from his

return to England he took the shaping of his life even

more deliberately in hand. By the time of the Spanish

Civil War he was detached enough from his class and his

fellow intellectuals to be able to enter into the situation on
the Aragon front with the same kind of sensitivity as a

Continental revolutionary. As a result, he developed a po-

litical awareness which enabled him, in Homage to Cata-

lonia, to argue with an insight even shrewder than that

which Koestler showed in Spanish Testament. Neverthe-

less, as late as 1944 he still believed that the experience of

Continental writers made them capable of presenting the

totalitarian world vdth an authenticity no EngUsh writer

could rival. "To understand such things one has to be able

to imagine oneself as the victim, and for an Englishman

to write Darkness at Noon would be as unlikely an acci-

dent as for a slave-trader to write Uncle Tom's Cabin.** In

fact, the unlikely accident did happen. By a great feat of

empathy, Orwell the Enghshman imagined himself the

victim of totalitarianism to such effect that Nineteen

Eighty-Four now stands beside Darkness at Noon and

Fontamara among the classic works of the age of concen-

tration camps.

Orwell did not merely emulate the Hterary achieve-

ments of those Continental writers whom he admired. He
also resembled them in recognizing the importance of a

"life style," both for himself and for his heroes. Despite

the special form which his novels took because of his pe-
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culiarly English preoccupation with class (a preoccupa-

tion shared to the same degree only by the Indians), one

finds in them, as in the works of a whole group of Conti-

nental writers from Malraux and Silone to Camus, the

central concern with the dialogue between the individual

and his absurd or arbitrary environment. All his heroes

are failures; indeed, he once said that every life, seen from

the inside, was a failure. In just the same way the hero of

every novel by Malraux and Camus and Silone is a failure,

because the human condition condemns all men in the

long run to defeat, if it is only the ultimate defeat of

death. This does not really matter. The important thing is

to have understood the truth about one's situation, and to

have uttered the cry of rebellion that confirms one's hu-

manity. This is what real heroism consists of. It does not

consist of being perfect or good or pleasant or well-washed

or even lacking in cowardice. None of Orwell's heroes is

admirable in the ordinary sense of the word, and certainly

none of them would have been as pleasant to know as Or-

well himself. But, like him, each of them has a life style

which turns him into a rebel in the name of some kind of

truth. The important thing about Winston Smith is not

that he should have been defeated, but that he should ever

have begun his private war against a regime that symbol-

ized and contained all the antihuman and antivitalist

forces which social man rears up to the detriment of indi-

vidual man.

Temperamentally, Orwell was very different from most

of the Continental writers he admired. He did not have

that cold consistency, capable of instant inversion, which

enabled Koestler, the complete Communist, to evolve with

such extraordinary rapidity into the complete anti-

Communist. The grand romantic arrogance of Malraux,

the bookish aridity that underlies the dramatic gestures of
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Sartre— these I imagine he would have found repellent.

On the other hand, he had a great deal in common with

Silone, who tried to relate socialism to the traditions of the

Itahan countryside and who was not afraid to talk of the

virtues that might have been lost in the process of a cen-

tury of revolutionary politics. There are many passages of

Silone's works, and particularly of Fontamara and Bread

and Wine, which Orwell must have read with intense

sympathy, for here was another man who believed in

brotherhood, decency and justice as the foundations of so-

cialism and who realized that in an age when the belief in

immortality had vanished, much else that was important

in rehgion— its whole ethical side— had begun ta

crumble away at the same time. It was these basic Chris-

tian qualities that Silone sought to preserve. "Is a true and
lasting revolution possible without them?" he asked. Or-

well would have answered, like Silone, in the negative. He
would also have found an echo of his own thoughts on the

decay of language in the discourse which Pietro Spina

makes, disguised as the priest Paolo Spada, to the young

people at the Villa della Stagione in Bread and Wine.

In no century have words been so perverted from their

natural purpose of putting man in touch with man as they

are today. To speak and to deceive (often to deceive oneself)

have become almost synonymous. So far has this process gone

that I, wishing to speak to you sincerely and fraternally, with

no other object in mind than that of understanding you and

making myself understood by you, if I begin to search for

the right word, remain in perplexity, so false, equivocal, hack-

neyed and compromised are they.

But Orwell would not have accepted the final sentence

with which Pietro ends his remarks. "Therefore it is better

to keep silent and to trust the silence." On the contrary,

having decided that the English language was in a bad
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way, largely through its misuse by politicians, he immedi-

ately set about deciding how the situation might be put

right, and in "Politics and the English Language" he pro-

duced not only a most acute diagnosis of our linguistic

maladies, but also a highly practical guide to what could

be done to bring the language back into good health.

And here we see the difference between Orwell and so

many of the Continental writers who in the past half-

century have retreated from political into metaphysical

rebellion. He did not think naturally in abstract terms;

and in the broader philosophical sense he indulged in very

little speculation; he seemed, for example, to have thought

of Malraux as a realistic political novelist rather than as

the latter-day combination of Nietzsche and Colonel

Lawrence which events have since proved him to be. It

was the concrete world, the surface of the earth, the ac-

tual texture of life that attracted Orwell; he might agree

that the universe was meaningless in metaphysical terms,

without attaching much importance to the conclusion, but

he drew an extraordinary strength from enjoying that

same universe's beauty. Similarly, when he looked at the

dogged, seedy heroism of human beings he did not ob-

serve in it some metaphysical struggle against destiny out

of an existentialist textbook; rather, he experienced a

sense of wonder that the shoots of life could come strug-

gling upwards, however pallidly, in the physical barren-

ness of megalopolis and in the moral barrenness of mod-
em political life.

Of all the Continental v^iters, he was for these reasons

perhaps closest to Camus, even more than to Silone. I sus-

pect that Camus was more aware of Orwell than Orwell of

Camus ; his journals show that he had read, not only Ani-

mal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four, but also the books

by Orwell such as Burmese Days which comparatively few
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Frenchmen would be likely to read. Mutual Influence is

unlikely, and in any case it is unnecessary to seek it, for

these two great humanitarians, each of whom died unex-

pectedly in his forty-seventh year in the last January of a
decade, were obviously born with a great deal in common.
They shared the passion for clear, transparent prose; they

both found more than enough beauty under the benign

indiff'erence of the heavens; they dwelt upon the heroism

of unheroic men; they believed in the duty to fight against

plagues, particularly the plagues that attack the human
psyche, and to describe them with a stark fearlessness. In

terms of world literature, Camus's great essay The Rebel

is the work that most nearly complements— by means of

its illuminated historical analysis of the inbred flaws of

revolutionary movements— Orweirs imaginative projec-

tion of the totalitarian mind in Nineteen Eighty-Four.

Camus's way of expressing himself is French and tends to

be abstract, while Orwell's is EngHsh and tends to be con-

crete; but this kind of diff'erence should not blind us to

their essential similarity of outlook, which for me emerges

most strongly when I read that remarkable paragraph

from The Rebel which traces the relationship between

moderation and rebellion

:

Moderation is not the opposite of rebellion. Rebellion in

itself is moderation, and it demands, defends and re-creates

it throughout history and its eternal disturbances. The very

origin of this value guarantees us that it can only be par-

tially destroyed. Moderation, born of rebellion, can only live

by rebellion. It is a perpetual conflict, continually created and

mastered by the intelligence. It does not triumph either in the

impossible or in the abyss. It finds its equilibrium through

them. Whatever we may do, excess will always keep its place

in the heart of man, in the place where solitude is found. We
all carry within us our places of exile, our crimes and our
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ravages. But our task is not to unleash them on the world; it

is to fight them in ourselves and in others.

Orwell was a rebel, not a revolutionary, and, in spite of

verbal excesses into which his anger would sometimes

lead him, he was, like Camus, a man of moderation.

II

IF Orwell found his peers among Continental rather

than British writers, this does not mean that his writ-

ing was any less EngUsh in character. On the contrary, his

almost obsessive awareness of the concentration camp
and the secret poHce as specters looming over the whole

modem world tended, if anything, to intensify his feeling

for his country and its traditions. He was in no way at-

tracted by the rather superficial cosmopoHtanism which

many English writers cultivated between the wars, and in

his work one looks in vain for the French influences that

played upon the poetry of the Twenties or for the Central

European elements— Marx, Freud, Kafka— which so

deeply aflPected members of the "orthodox*' Thirties

school, Uke Auden, Isherwood and Rex Warner. In devel-

oping his prose style he sought an English purged of un-

necessary borrowings from foreign languages. The very

choice of the authors he discussed in his critical essays

showed how thoroughly English were the roots of his liter-

ary art; Tolstoi and Koestler were the only foreign writers

to whom he devoted major essays, and he discussed them
not as novelists but as rival polemicists. Even among mod-
ern American writers he seems to have found little com-

mon ground; those who interested him enough to write
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about them at length were both expatriates— Henry Mil-

ler and T. S. Eliot.

But it was in his unsystematic way of thinking, and in

his generally pragmatic approach, rather than in the limi-

tation of his literary interests, that the national character

of Orwell's work seemed to emerge most emphatically. Al-

most by instinct he shunned the intellectual scaffoldings,

elaborate and consistent, which Continental radical writ-

ers have always been inclined to construct around their

works. One cannot imagine him attempting to compose,

like Sartre, massive philosophical treatises to explain the

themes which appear in another form in his novels. Even
the rich and continuous flow of thought on artistic and

moral and political problems which is revealed in Gide's

Journals does not appear to have been part of his experi-

ence, at least if one can judge from the disappointing pov-

erty of the diaries which he kept during the early war
years and which were published after his death in the

World Review.

Indeed, looking back through his writings one is im-

pressed by the modesty of their origins. They were, in the

best sense, occasional works, arising not out of philo-

sophic deliberation or scholarly ambition, but from an ur-

gent feeling of the need to give expression to certain

thoughts and impressions, combined wdth a love of ma-
nipulating words which, Orwell tells us, he developed

early in a solitary childhood. His nonfictional works were

either autobiographical pieces of varying length, which re-

lated experiences and drew the appropriate conclusions,

or the polemical essays which Orwell would write, often

in white heat, when some idea had struck him forcibly

and he wished to work out its implications. The formal

critical or scholastic essay did not interest him, but he



THE REVOLUTIONARY PATRIOT 233

could write with freshness and interest on what seemed

the most unpromising subjects. One can imagine what the

ordinary political scientist or even the ordinary profes-

sional writer would have made of a subject like "Politics

and the English Language," but when Orwell discussed it

one was not merely convinced by the obvious common
sense of his arguments, but also charmed— perhaps

charmed too much— by the wit and brightness with

which he carried on his examination of the monstrous

perversions of the English language perpetuated mainly

by politicians. "Defoe," said Herbert Read, making the

comparison with great perceptiveness, "was the first

writer to raise journalism to a literary art; Orwell perhaps

the last."

It is out of the mass of essays, out of the random
thoughts of the articles in the Tribune and other maga-

zines, and out of the passages of argument embedded in

the autobiographical works that one has to piece together

the philosophy of life which inspired Orwell's polemical

vnritings and which complements the thematic structure

of his fictional works. Like a great mosaic, it has more

cohesion than its fragmentary nature might at first lead

one to imagine.

What emerges is an attitude at once radical and con-

servative, and here again Orwell is taking a stance that is

peculiarly English. Class divisions on the Continent may
not have the same meticulous tenacity which they assume

in Britain, but political divisions are much more sharply

drawn along doctrinal lines. A writer takes his position

somewhere in the political spectrum, and tends to culti-

vate the opinions appropriate to it, or he remains unpoliti-

cal and idiosyncratic. A politically conscious but eccentric

writer of Orwell's type, who calls himself a Socialist and
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yet displays an extraordinary conservatism towards many
aspects of life, is very hard to find on the Continent.

Though the comparison might have been rather displeas-

ing to Orwell, his nearest parallels probably exist among
French Catholic radicals hke Bemanos and Peguy and

among the more radical of the Slavophiles in nineteenth-

century Russia, such as Constantin Aksakov. The nearest

of all, perhaps, would ironically be Tolstoi.

Conservatism and socialism form the two poles of Or-

well's pohtical thought. What holds them together is the

never wholly abandoned strain of anarchism. In Orwell's

view a respect for the past was not inconsistent with so-

cialism, which for him centered around simple ideas of

hberty and justice and had little relation to Marxism or

any other left-wing orthodoxy. Socialism, he felt, had to be

built on what w^as there already; traditions should be not

rejected, but used, and systems of ethics which had al-

ready served the people well should not be abandoned, at

least until something better had grown up in their place.

Perhaps even the more distant past contained lessons,

now almost lost, which socialism might with profit resur-

rect. Looking back in this way was nothing new in the

English Socialist tradition. Wilham Morris, one of the

most important leaders of the movement in the later nine-

teenth century, looked even farther back than Orwell, and

saw his own particular kind of sociaHsm leading in some

distant future to that re\ival of the Middle Ages, with mod-

ern sanitation installed, which he described in News from

Nowhere.

Orwell's conservatism can perhaps be seen most clearly

if one follows one of his own polemical techniques and

compiles a series of propositions which can be supported

by evidence from his own writings. These propositions, it

will immediately be evident, show Orwell on a number of
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important issues running counter to the accepted Socialist

opinion of his time.

Progress. Progress is not necessarily good, nor is it

even certain; the future will probably be worse than the

past. A facile belief in the inevitability of progress makes

one blind to the power of reaction.

Patriotism. Patriotism is an underrated virtue, and in-

ternationalism an overrated panacea.

Population. The birth-controllers are wrong. The peo-

ple of England should increase and multiply. The child-

less should be subjected to penal taxation.

Imperialism. Imperialism is bad, but almost everybody

opposes it for the wrong reasons. Anti-imperialists are

often more despicable than imperialists.

Education. Education is a dubious blessing; the work-

ers' instincts are often more reliable than all the reasoning

of the intellectuals.

The State. Socialism is necessary, but state control is a

dangerous expedient.

Ill

THE QUESTION of progress brings us immediately to

the heart of Orwell's conservatism, since it is evident

that his reservations are not those of the reactionary. He is

not opposed to change; he merely questions, on the experi-

ence of his own lifetime, whether all change is good. Cer-

tainly he has no desire to see inequahty, tryanny or aristo-

cratic privilege returning, and in his essay on WilHam
Butler Yeats he states clearly his view that the desire to

reconstruct a hierarchial medievalist past is not merely

wrong but also— even in its own terms— doomed to dis-

appointment. Yeats, he says

:
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. . . fails to see that the new authoritarian civilization, if

it arrives, will not be aristocratic, or what he means by aristo-

cratic. It wdll not be ruled by noblemen with Van Dyck faces,

but by anonymous millionaires, shiny-bottomed bureaucrats,

and murdering gangsters.

At the same time, though he believed that aristocratic

reaction could never gain its goals in the modem world,

Orwell— wdth the experience of Spain behind him—
recognized it as a powerful force that must not be ig-

nored, and elsewhere he criticized H. G. Wells for an atti-

tude which was really that of Yeats turned upside down.

Because of his liberal optimism, developed in the nonmili-

tary Enghsh nineteenth century, Wells did not understand

the

tremendous strength of the old world which was symbolized

in his mind by fox-hunting Tories. He was . . . quite incapa-

ble of understanding that nationalism, religious bigotry and
feudal loyalty are far more powerful forces than what he him-

self would describe as sanity. Creatures out of the Dark Ages

have come marching into the present, and if they are ghosts,

they are at any rate ghosts which need a strong magic to lay

them.

The romantic yearning for the aristocratic past is thus

condemned by Orwell as evil in its desire to reimpose in-

justice, sterile because it wdll never reconstruct the old

hierarchical order, and dangerous because it opens the

way for even worse tyrannies than those of the past.

At the same time it is significant that Orwell accuses

Yeats of "throwdng overboard . . . whatever good the

past two thousand years have achieved," and that else-

where he says, 'We live in the v^eck of a civihzation, but

it has been a great civilization in its day." This lament is

echoed in "Inside the Whale," where the mood shifts al-



THE REVOLUTIONARY PATRIOT 237

most to melancholy resignation at the thought of "the

breakup of laissez-faire capitalism and of the liberal-

Christian culture," with the consequent end of literature

as we know it.

Orwell's yearnings towards the past are marked by a

patriotism of time, just as his political loyalties are modi-

fied by a patriotism of space. At least one of the reasons

why he appeared generally so antagonistic to the medi-

evalist reactionaries was that he did not like what he knew
of the Middle Ages. In fact the period which he liked most

of all— unfashionably for a man of the Thirties— was
the nineteenth century, whose light, it seemed to him, was
finally going out in the age between the great world wars.

When he painted his picture of the ideal but vanishing

working-class home in The Road to Wigan Pier, he em-

phasized that such a scene belonged only to the age that

was coming to an end. Dip back into the Middle Ages, and

you would find, not a brightly colored little vignette out of

William Morris's imagination, but

A windowless hut, a wood fire which smokes in your face

because there is no chimney, moldy bread, "Poor John," lice,

scurvy, a yearly childbirth and a yearly child death, and the

priest terrifying you with tales of Hell.

Leap forward a couple of hundred years, and you land

in a future which Orwell appears to find almost as dis-

tasteful as the drafty dirt of the Plantagenet period. No
coal fire; no racing news; dogs suppressed by the health

fanatics and children by the birth-control fanatics; every-

one "educated," so that "it is hardly likely that Father will

still be a rough man who likes to sit in shirtsleeves and

says 'Ah wur coomin' oop street.' " Thinking of the barbar-

ian past and the sterilized future, Orwell concludes that

"our age has not been altogether a bad one to live in.**
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If we seek to establish more closely the limits of this

favorite Orwellian age, we can probably accept the evi-

dence of Coming Up for Air that 191 4 represented the be-

ginning of the end; backward the age stretched through

the manhood of Wells and Dickens to the confines of the

brutal eighteenth century, its pecuhar character shaping

the minds of its typical intellectuals. If Wells could not

understand fascism, and could not comprehend the resur-

gence of dark forces from the past, Dickens would have

shared his bewilderment, since he, like Wells, belonged to

a time when sanity and brotherhood and decency were

unchallenged ideals in the minds of all the intelligent peo-

ple, even if they did not live up to them. The moral char-

acter of the era is personified in the imaginary portrait of

its greatest novelist with which OrweU ended his essay on
Dickens.

He is laughing, with a touch of anger in his laughter, but

no triumph, no mahgnity. It is the face of a man who is

always fighting against something, but who fights in the open
and is not frightened, 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 smeUy
little orthodoxies which are now contending for our souls.

The portrait, of course, might be a portrait of Orwell

himself; he seems to be projecting onto Dickens and his

age the qualities which other people recognized in him.

But this does not mean that either the portrait or the

identification is false; temperamentally Orwell was old-

fashioned, as Richard Rees recognized when he first met

him, and very often, in reading his works or Hstening to

his conversation, one would think that this was precisely

how an intelligent and percipient late Victorian might talk

if he could be transported into our present age.
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Orwell never contended that the nineteenth century

w^as an ideal age;* he differed from most of his fellow So-

cialists— and incidentally agreed with most of the Anar-

chists— in the fact that in no sense was he a perfection-

ist. He realized that the elimination of human or social

faults could only be gained at the price of much that was
good in life, and therefore what he sought was the kind of

society in which the good had the greater preponderance.

He was ready to admit all the defects and injustices of the

late Victorian and Edwardian world.

Society was ruled by narrow-minded, profoundly incurious

people, predatory businessmen, dull squires, bishops, politi-

cians who could quote Horace but had never heard of algebra.

Science was faintly disreputable and religious belief obliga-

tory.

Small boys lived in the kind of hell described in Such,

Such Were the Joys, and class antagonisms took such vio-

lent form that it was physically unsafe for members of the

upper class to enter slum regions.

Yet these faults, it seemed to Orwell, were more than

balanced by their accompanying virtues. The code of de-

cent behavior among the upper and middle classes—
with its careful distinctions about what made a gentle-

man and what was or was not "cricket"— did a great deal

to mitigate the snobbish pretenses and the predatory func-

tions of the ruling caste. And if the truculence of the

workers at times turned them into a "mob," that was at

least more dignified than being a mere "flock," as Orwell

believed the slum-dwellers had become in his ov^i day—
their old independence melted away into servility. Above

* In the essay on Gissing which he wrote near the end of his

life, Orwell even admitted that Gissing's novels, among other
things, might lead to thinking "that the present age is a good deal
better than the past."
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all, there was still a sense of tradition, of continuity, and a

realism about life and death, symbolized in Coming Up for

Air by the churchyard in the center of the town, where the

living walk every day among the dead. It was, above all, a

world where absolute concepts of good and evil still had
meaning, where right and wrong were distinct and
sharply defined.

One is struck immediately by the hmitations of this

world. It is England. It is the age from about 1830 to

1 91 4, vdth a fraying remnant surviving into the 1940's.

And what attracts Orwell to it is a peculiar combination of

Christian and liberal virtues, or, to be a Httle more con-

crete, of a well-established code of fair behavior vdth a

recognition— however inadequately implemented— of

liberty as a natural human right.

I do not suggest that in restricting his vision in this way
Orwell meant to leave the impression that a decent society

was the kind of freak which might emerge only at one

time or place in human history. He was merely accepting

the hmitations of his experience and knowledge. He also

found, as the earher part of Down and Out in Paris and

London shows quite clearly, something very vital in the

working-class world of Paris, and in Burma he obviously

sensed that on the other side of the barrier between ruler

and ruled there existed a society in which, as in Victorian

England, monstrous abuses of power were mitigated by

traditional balances— in this case the ethics of Budd-

hism and "a sort of natural equality, an easy intimacy

between man and man, which is simply unthinkable in

the West." Orwell beheved that this kind of equality

existed among all Asians, which merely shows how far

away, culturally, he was from India while serving in

Burma. But about the Burmese I suspect that he was

right, for, though I have never visited their country, I
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have observed a similar "natural equality" among other

peoples of Mongolian stock— between Tibetan noblemen

and servants, for example, and among Thais of various

classes. Again, when Orwell was in Spain he not only en-

countered the fleeting but exhilarating vision of an egali-

tarian society in Anarchist Barcelona and among the

militiamen in Aragon, but also on a day in Barbastro

after his discharge from the militia, when he at last had

the leisure to walk about like a man at peace, he had a

ghmpse of the traditions which underlay the courage and

generosity he had found among his Spanish comrades

:

Wandering through it I became aware of pleasant tortuous

streets, old bridges, wine shops with great oozy barrels as tall

as a man, and intriguing semisubterranean shops where men
were making cartwheels, daggers, wooden spoons and goatskin

water bottles ... I seemed to catch a momentary glimpse, a

sort of far-off rumor, of the Spain that dwells in everyone's

imagination. White sierras, goatherds, dungeons of the In-

quisition, Moorish palaces, black winding trains of mules,

gray olive trees and groves of lemons, girls in black mantillas,

the wines of Malaga and Alicante, cathedrals, cardinals, bull-

fights, gypsies, serenades— in short, Spain. Of all Europe it

was the country that had had most hold upon my imagination.

Understandably, of course, for Spain was the country of

Don Quixote.

There were times when Orwell felt that societies of this

kind, in which some moral concept like liberty or equality

or even decency still wielded a great influence, were

doomed to disappear from the modern world, but there

were other times, as in 1941, after the Battle of Britain,

when he was astonished by the tenacity with which, under

attack, traditional values might survive as active elements

In the hfe of the community. At this time he wrrote The
Lion and the Unicorn, which caused a great deal of con-



242 THE CRYSTAL SPIRIT

sternation among his left-wing friends because of its ex-

traordinary mingling of conservative and revolutionary

concepts. In this patriotic pamphlet he points out that

w^hile the goose step is spreading over Europe (and here

also, at least five years before starting work on Nineteen

Eighty-Four he brings in that obsessive image of "a boot

crashing down on a face"), in England "the march is

merely a formahzed walk," and that this is indicative of a

basic difference between British democracy, with its very

patent faults, and Continental dictatorships.

In England such concepts as justice, liberty and objective

truth are still believed in. They may be illusions, but they are

very powerful illusions. The belief in them influences conduct,

national life is different because of them. . . . Even hypocrisy

is a powerful safeguard. The hanging judge, that evil old man
in scarlet robe and horsehair wig, whom nothing short of dyna-

mite will ever teach what century he is living in, but who will

at any rate interpret the law according to the books, and wiU
in no circumstances take a money bribe, is one of the symbohc
figures of England. He is a symbol of the strange mixture of

reality and illusion, democracy and privilege, humbug and
decency, the subtle network of compromises, by which the na-

tion keeps itself in its familiar shape.

And as long as the shape is the familiar one of old Eng-

land, as tenacious of life as a badger, one feels that for

Orwell all is not yet by any means lost.

Yet within this old England, with its slums and its hang-

ing judges, its aspidistras and its coal fires, its lush coun-

trysides and its orchards golden with Cox's Orange Pip-

pins, its crude postcard humor and its love of decency and

freedom, Orwell also sees what he calls "the swindle of

'progress' " already taking place, eating away hke a mon-

strous ichneumon grub at the good life he remembered

from childhood. He walks through the streets of England,
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watching the people and looking into the shops, and he

sees how taste has been corrupted by "a century of mech-

anization." There are whole pages in his books of the Thir-

ties, and particularly in The Road to Wigan Pier and Com-
ing Up for Air, zestfully listing the synthetic horrors of our

age and, chracteristically, laying as much stress on the

desiccation of physical experience as on the corruption of

intellectual and moral standards. One of the dramatic rev-

elation points in Coming Up for Air is when George Bowl-

ing goes into a milk bar in the Strand and orders a cup of

coffee and a couple of frankfurters. He bites into one of

the frankfurters.

The thing burst in my mouth like a rotten pear. A sort of

horrible soft stuff was oozing all over my tongue. But the

taste! For a moment I just couldn't believe it. Then I rolled

my tongue round it and had another try. It was fish! A sau-

sage, a thing calling itself a frankfurter, filled with fish! . . .

... It gave me the feeling that I'd bitten into the modern
world and discovered what it was really made of. That's the

way we're going nowadays. Everything slick and streamlined,

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, everythinsj cemented over, mock turtles graz-

ing under the neutral fruit trees. But when you come down to

brass tacks and get your teeth into something solid, a sausage

for instance, that's what you leet. Rotten fish in a rubber skin.

Bombs of filth bursting inside your mouth.

Coming Up for Air stands beside Henry Miller's The Air-

Conditioned Nightmare and Aldous Huxley's Brave New
World as one of the great modern denunciations of the

evils that grow out of an uncritical belief in progress, of

an acceptance without discrimination of all, good or bad,

that the machine age may have to offer. Nevertheless, it is

Well to remember that Coming Up for Air is a work of
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fiction, and that Orwell is using— as he pointed out that

Huxley had done—"the exaggeration of caricature."

George Bowling represents that side of Orwell's mind
which reacted emotionally and with great revulsion

against the modern mechanical world, which found man-
ual work extremely satisfying ("Cease to use your hands,

and you have lopped off a huge chunk of your conscious-

ness," he once said), which inspired his hatred of cities,

and which eventually sent him off to find a fairly unas-

sailable rural refuge in the Hebrides, where, if his health

had not betrayed him, he might well have become more
and more of a recluse from the twentieth-century world as

time went on.

But outside fiction and private emotion, when he had to

work in the rational world of polemical agrument, his op-

position to progress was less uncompromising, principally

because it appeared to his reasoning, down-to-brass-tacks

self that while an attitude hke Bowling's is emotionally

and aesthetically valid, it is nevertheless unrealistic be-

cause the machine has come to stay, and once it is there

men will continue to use it. Yet the state of mind that pro-

duces the latter-day Luddite is one that he does not ignore;

it has at least a cautionary value.

The machine has got to be accepted, but it is probably bet-

ter to accept it rather as one accepts a drug— that is, grudg-

ingly and suspiciously. Like a drug, the machine is useful,

dangerous, and habit-forming. The oftener one surrenders to

it, the tighter its grip becomes.

A great deal, Orwell points out, depends on what one

means by progress, and in 1936 one of his principal criti-

cisms of the Sociahsts was that they had commited them-

selves without proper thought to a concept of progress

from which most sensitive people reacted with distaste. It
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involves the transformation of the world by machines un-

til it has reached the point of dead mechanical order. It

will be a "prig's paradise."

All the work that is now done by hand will then be done by
machinery : everything that is now made of leather, wood, or

stone will be made of rubber, glass, or steel; there will be no
disorder, no loose ends, no wildernesses, no wild animals, no
weeds, no disease, no poverty, no pain— and so on and so

forth. The Socialist world is to be above all things an ordered

world, an efficient world. But it is precisely from that vision of

the future as a sort of glittering Wells-world that sensitive

minds recoil. Please notice that this essentially fat-bellied ver-

sion of "progress" is not an integral part of Socialist doctrine;

but it has come to be thought of as one, with the result that

the tem.peramental conservatism which is latent in all kinds

of people is easily mobihzed against Sociahsm.

Orwell sketches out some of the many dilemmas that

cluster around both the concept and the fact of progress.

He detects the inconsistencies in visions— hke those of

H. G. Wells— which portray Utopians as heroic and

hardy when all the challenges that produce courage have

been taken out of their lives and the elimination of man-
ual work has forced them to invent artificial means of

maintaining their strength. But it is not only courage and

hardihood that mechanical progress threatens. Almost

every meaningful human activity is endangered by the

machine. To remain even mentally healthy, a man needs

work and "Ufe has got to be lived largely in terms of

effort." But it is precisely the opportunity of effort that the

machine steadily diminishes, cutting men off "from the

chance of working— that is, of living." And the artificial

cultivation of handicrafts to take the place of real work is,

Orwell suggests, a pathetic pretense which wdll deceive

no one.
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Orwell's misgivings have been echoed in recent years by
many of tiiose disturbed by the problems likely to follow

the growing pace of automation in most industrial coun-

tries. Already a great deal of American social effort is di-

rected towards providing for leisure activities; leisure, in

fact, is becoming a big business, and some of the manifes-

tations of this development have been futile enough to

give substance to Orwell's arguments. On the other hand,

the revival on a remarkably high level of some handcrafts,

particularly pottery, suggests that he may have been

wrong in one of his main arguments— that "in a world

where everything could be done by machinery, everything

would be done by machinery." The extremities of the hu-

man body are in fact refusing to remain idle, and it seems

possible that one of the most powerful reactions against

the dominance of the machine will be an almost revolu-

tionary upsurge of the dispossessed manual skills. In this

as in other directions, Orwell in his most pessimistic mo-
ments tended to underestimate human resilience.

That mechanical progress is inevitable seems, then, to

be the main argument of the theoretical part of The Road

to Wigan Pier. However, we may make the prospect a little

less unpleasant, Orwell suggests, if we choose to accept

progress-with-sociahsm rather than progress-wdth-fas-

cism. By now he has talked himself into an impasse in

which it is no longer possible to present socialism as any-

thing more attractive than a lesser evil, and his arguments

at this point become unusually feeble and obscure. He ex-

horts the sensitive man to accept the machine world be-

cause there is no alternative; the machine has got us in its

grip. However, there may be a role as a "humanizing"

force, as a "permanent opposition" wdthin the machine

world, for those who refuse to accept the full conse-

quences of mechanization. What this wdll achieve, in view
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of Orwell's previous arguments that the machine will

atrophy every kind of human initiative, it is hard to see;

however, he does at this point appear to believe that one

might be able to modify the concept of progress, and even

the phenomenon itself, so that it would no longer be "de-

finable as making the world safe for little fat men." As for

his own inclinations, Orwell makes it clear that though

his lower self as "a degenerate modern semi-intellectual"

may relish the comforts which progress will bring, in a

different and somewhat deeper way he would prefer to see

life becoming "'simpler and harder instead of softer and

more complex/'

If this discussion reveals anything beyond a rather

opinionated series of generalizations on the nature of

progress, it is that Orwell was emotionally far removed

from the majority of the middle-class Socialists, with their

heritage of Wellsian Utopianism; he brought with him
more than a vestige of the cold-bath Spartanism which in

his day was automatically inculcated into members of the

sahib caste. This Spartanism was unexpectedly gratified

when, in the same year he v\n:ote The Road to Wigan Pier,

he encountered in Spain an austere and libertarian type of

socialism which was not linked indissolubly with the idea

of progress. The Spanish Anarchists and the left-wdng So-

cialists influenced by them had not read Wells, had Httle

trust in Utopian dreams, and had developed an extraordi-

nary secular puritanism which made them look forward

to the revolution as a time when life would become sim-

pler, more austere, and, as a consequence, more free. For

the first time socialism appeared to Orwell not only as

just, but also as congenial.

At the same time, he began to doubt whether "progress"

was really so inevitable as he had at first imagined. In

Coming Up for Air, written after his return from Spain,
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the leading character sees that the horrors imposed on hfe

by the indiscriminate use of industrial developments

may merely be the prelude to a collapse of society into a

new barbarism as the wars sweep over the world and
the civil wars follow in their path. And before the end
of the war Orwell himself had begun to suspect that

"progress" might be a quite different "swindle" from that

which he had envisaged in The Road to Wigan Pier. Per-

haps politics would be powerful enough to interfere with

the direction of technological change— as great manu-
facturers had already done by suppressing inventions that

threatened their interests. Perhaps "progress" would not

lead, after all, to the "glittering Wells-world," but would be

diverted and adapted to satisfy the needs of new power

groups. The possibility is developed in Animal Farm,

where the ordinary animals find that their material condi-

tions are no better— and possibly worse— than they

were before the revolution, and it reaches its logical cli-

max in Nineteen Eighty-Four, where progress has virtu-

ally come to a halt except in one limited direction— the

perfecting of the instruments of tyrannical government.

Orwell's final conclusion would seem to have been that

progress based on modern technological developments is

(a) undesirable and (b) unnecessary for the achievement

of socialism, and that (c) its inevitability is in doubt for

the reason, which gives us no ground for rejoicing, that it

may easily be diverted by politicians to serve the ends of

tyranny. How much hope we do in fact have of "humaniz-

ing" the course of progress he leaves in the end uncertain,

but there is rarely any doubt of his conviction that we
shall probably not in any foreseeable future experience a

life as good as that of late Victorian England. The only

way we can hope to make the future more bearable is to

carry with us as we march towards it, like the holy books
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of the Sikhs carried into battle, the codes of decency and

justice that inspired men in the past. In all but name, this

point of view is of course conservative; more truly con-

servative, indeed, than the policies of most conservative

parties.

IV

FPATRIOTISM," said Orv^ell in 1941, "is usually

stronger than class hatred, and always stronger than

any kind of internationalism." This was not merely an ac-

curate observation about the external world. It also ex-

pressed an important element in Orwell's own attitude.

The words were written in 194 1, after he had tried desper-

ately to join up in the British armed forces and had found

only the Home Guard open to him. By this time he had

reconciled himself to working in other ways for the Brit-

ish war effort, and the pamphlet in which he made this

statement, The Lion and the Unicorn, was at least in part

a piece of high-class war propaganda. Yet there is no
doubt that Orwell spoke with feehng, and meant every-

thing he said in the essay about patriotism and about Eng-

land.

In his later pamphlet The English People, published

after the war, Orwell took up the same theme, and here

he remarked that the foreigner who studies the Enghsh
people and their hterature "might end by deciding that a

profound, almost unconscious patriotism and an inability

to think logically are the abiding features of the English

character." This is probably true of the English, in so far

as one can generalize for fifty milhon people; it was cer-

tainly true of Orwell himself, whose logic was never per-

fect and who, when the war came, found himself articu-
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lating thoughts about his own relationship to his country

which are only hinted in his earlier writings. Occasionally

during the war years his patriotism took on a ranting, ag-

gressive form, as in some of his London Letters to the Par-

tisan Review, but towards the end of the war, and after

peace had been re-established, it seemed to recede into the

half-conscious, like a fish sinking down into the depths of

a pool; I cannot remember any occasion during the period

of our friendship, from 1943 onwards, on which he

brought up the matter in an obtrusive way, though one

always recognized patriotism as part of his outlook and

respected it just as he respected one's own particular

quirks of opinion.

Orwell was highly conscious that his attitude in this re-

spect marked him off from many of his fellow intellec-

tuals, and particularly from the left wing which had es-

tablished a strong position in the literary world during the

1930's. His shadow feud with the intelligentsia on this

subject tended to be carried on in half-truths and immod-

erate generalizations, but a typical passage of Orwellian

anti-intellectual sniping is worth quoting because it re-

veals not only the kind of man of straw which he habitu-

ally constructed to be knocked down with dazzHng fist-

play, but also the image of himself which he saw opposed

to it in the ring. In The Lion and the Unicom he declared

:

In intention, at any rate, the English intelligentsia are Eu-

ropeanized. They take their cookery from Paris and their opin-

ions from Moscow. In the general patriotism of the country

they form a sort of island of dissident thought. England is per-

haps the only great country whose intellectuals are ashamed
of their own nationality. In left-wing circles it is always felt

that there is something slightly disgraceful in being an Eng-

lishman and that it is a duty to snigger at every English insti-

tution, from horse racing to suet puddings.
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After imputing to the intellectuals far more influence than

they actually possessed by laying on them a great deal of

the responsibility for the weakening of British morale

which tempted the Fascist nations to embark on war, he

goes on to blame the Blimps (Mutts to his intellectual

Jeffs) for the degeneration of the English intellectuals

into "purely negative creatures/*

Society could not use them, and they had not got it in them
to see that devotion to one's country implies "for better, for

worse." Both Blimps and highbrows took for granted, as

though it were a law of nature, the divorce between patriotism

and intelligence. If you were a patriot you read Blackwood's

Magazine and publicly thanked God that you were not

"brainy." If you were an intellectual you sniggered at the

Union Jack and regarded physical courage as barbarous.

From the very first sentence the argument is riddled

with absurdities. English intellectuals, in their homes at

least, were much less accustomed to French cooking than

the moneyed class who could employ foreign chefs; when
they ate out they were most inclined to frequent Italian

rather than French restaurants, mainly because these

offered well-cooked food at the cheapest prices. I know
many writers who— at the time when Orwell wrote The
Lion and the Unicorn— regularly followed horse rac-

ing, and I myself among others am addicted to suet pud-

ding, not to mention a dozen other English dishes which

at their best I would put on a level with any Continental

cooking. These are trivial points, important only to illus-

trate the slashing inaccuracy with which Orwell would

sometimes carry on his literary battles. When we come to

the graver accusation— which in the 1950's would have

become a dangerous "smear"— that "the English intelli-

gentsia . . . take . . . their opinions from Moscow," it
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is easy to see why The Lion and the Unicorn was received

among his fellow writers with an anger which rather took

Orwell aback.

The Communist-lining group in the British literary

world had always been a minority, even though it gained

unwarranted prominence because three of the younger

poets, Auden, Spender and Day Lewis, were associated

with it, in addition to the hard core of dogmatic Stalinists

centered around the Left Reviezu. But by the time Orwell

wrote The Lion and the Unicorn he must have known that

visits to Spain had reduced Auden's Communist tenden-

cies to silence and had ended Spender's fellow-traveling.

Furthermore, almost the whole subgeneration of younger

poets who appeared in the later Thirties, whether they fol-

lowed Dylan Thomas or belonged, as I did, to the group

that gathered around Twentieth Century Verse, were anti-

Stalinist in one way or another; they leaned towards per-

sonalism or pacifism, anarchism or Trotskyism, or were

merely nonpolitical. Finally, most of the leading figures in

the English literary world had never even in the Thirties

been touched in any way by communism. How far— to

quote only the names that come to mind as I am typing

out this sentence— did Wyndham Lewis, T. S. Eliot, Her-

bert Read, Aldous Huxley, and Virginia Woolf take their

opinions from Moscow? As for England being "the only

great country whose intellectuals are ashamed of their

own nationality," if we are to consider this statement in

terms of the proportion of writers who were willing to fol-

low foreign gods, history shows that a far greater propor-

tion of French writers succumbed to the attractions of

communism or fascism than was the case in England.

Yet there is a way in which Orwell was not entirely

wrong when he accused the British intellectuals of unpa-

triotism. British writers tended to adopt the critical view of
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patriotism which Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon

took at the end of the First World War, rather than the

heroic one which Rupert Brooke and Julian Grenfell took

at the beginning. They were not prepared to accept the

"death or glory," "theirs not to reason why," "my country

right or wrong" kind of attitude. Many of them— cer-

tainly a majority— supported the war, but they did so

either (a) because they did not relish the possibility of

living under foreign domination, which is at best a nega-

tive form of patriotism, or (b) because they took the par-

ticular type of internationalist view which regarded it as a

duty to resist the spread of nazism and to end the regime

which had sent millions of innocent people to their death.

Some of them— and one particularly remembers Keith

Douglas, Alun Lewis and Sidney Keyes— died for these

"unpatriotic" reasons. As for the pacifist writers, most of

them knew that their names were as high on the Nazi pro-

scription lists as Orweirs, nor were they any more inclined

than he to accept foreign domination. It was merely that

they differed from him on the kind of resistance which

they felt was morally justifiable. Their opinions, whether

right or wrong, certainly did not come from Moscow; if

they came from anywhere oustide Britain, it was from In-

dia, from Gandhi. Perhaps mistakenly, the pacifists con-

sidered that Gandhi had given them a model example of

how a struggle to maintain or regain one's freedom could

be carried on vdthout violence. Orwell talked a great deal

of irrelevant nonsense about pacifists relying on the pro-

tection of the British navy to maintain their views (pre-

sumably he did not hear of the very successful passive re-

sistance campaign carried on behind the curtain of Nazi

occupation by the schoolteachers of Norway in 1942),
and he also amused himself by asserting that pacifism

was really a disguised form of power worship. It was, as
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SO often in Orwell's campaigns, Don Quixote slashing out

at self-created specters. But here, once again, his built-in

sense of fairness came to the surface before the end of the

war, and he wrote in the Tribune on December 7, 1944, a

note deprecating the wholesale condemnation of pacifists.

The important thing is to discover which individuals are

honest and which are not, and the usual blanket accusation

merely makes this more difficult. The atmosphere of hatred

in which controversy is conducted blinds people to considera-

tions of this kind. To admit that an opponent might be both

honest and intelligent is felt to be intolerable. It is more im-

mediately satisfying to shout that he is a fool or a scoundrel,

or both, than to find out what he is really like. It is this habit

of mind, among other things, that has made political predic-

tion in our time so remarkably successful.

This, of course, was written after Orwell had joined the

Freedom Defense Committee and had been in fairly close

contact for some months with the pacifists who were

among its most active members.

To be fair in turn to Orwell, there is no doubt at all that

his patriotism was sincere. Some writers one might have

suspected of currying favor with the general public or with

the government by denouncing their fellow intellectuals

of the Left. But Orwell felt that he had already cut himself

off from the Establishment when he resigned his job in

Burma, and now he was risking ostracism in the intellec-

tual world; that he was not ostracized is perhaps the best

disproof of his argument that the intellectuals had ac-

cepted their opinions from Moscow.

Orwell's patriotism, which he retained to the end of his

hfe, was a complex state of mind which appears to have

had many roots. His childhood in the Thames Valley had

given him a passion for southern England, and he re-

tained the memories of it throughout his fife as his own.
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"golden country," though he had enough wisdom not to at-

tempt to return there to live. His long periods away from

home, in Burma and in Europe, heightened his feeling for

England into a deep nostalgia, of which there are traces in

Burmese Days and even in Homage to Catalonia. But

these feelings did not coalesce into a clearly expressed

sentiment of patriotism until the war actually came. Lib-

erty and justice rather than patriotism form the subject of

The Road to Wigan Pier, and there is even a distinctly

ironic touch in the reference which Orwell makes to patri-

otism in Down and Out in Paris and London when he de-

scribes his return from France to England.

I was so pleased to be getting home, after being hard up for

months in a foreign city, that England seemed to me a sort of

Paradise. There are, indeed, many things in England that

make you glad to get home; bathrooms, armchairs, brown
bread, marmalade, beer made with veritable hops— they are

all splendid, if you can pay for them. England is a very good

country when you are not poor; and, of course, with a tame
imbecile to look after, I was not going to be poor. The thought

of not being poor made me very patriotic.

The implication here is clearly that patriotism is a luxury

for those who can afford it. Coming Up for Air contains, at

best, a kind of inverted patriotism in its angry outburst

against what had been done to England, and "Inside the

Whale," finished after the war actually began, puts up no
very convinced opposition to Miller's philosophic accept-

ance of the historic process which will destroy all that pa-

triotism stands for.

It is obvious that the feelings which emerged a year

later in The Lion and the Unicorn were the product of a

developing internal struggle between conflicting impulses

during the early months of the war, and that in the end

Orwell's past triumphed. He went back to the loyalties of
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the colonial administrator caste, and in the process shed a

great deal of the generalized bitterness against English so-

ciety which had been implanted in him by his Burmese
experiences. The very tone of his references to the civihza-

tion of England in The Lion and the Unicorn show an in-

tensity of feehng quite different from that expressed in his

earher works

:

And above all, it is your civilization, it is you. However
much you hate it or laugh at it, you will never be happy away
from it for any length of time. The suet puddings and the red

pillar boxes have entered into your soul. Good or evil, it is

yours, you belong to it, and this side the grave you will never

get away from the marks it has given you.

In The Lion and the Unicom and The English People Or-

well has some very shrewd and some very odd things to

say about England and its life. But he said even more in-

teresting things in his other books when he was not strain-

ing so self-consciously to advertise his country. In terms

of his general philosophy, the two most significant points

that emerge out of his patriotic preoccupations are his re-

jection of nationalism, and his contention that sociahsm

and patriotism were both dynamic forces which could

serve each other and, if combined, could not only trans-

form England but also make the defeat of Germany more

certain.
^ % Nationalism is actually the subject of a separate essay,

'?^otes on NationaUsm," written at the end of the war, but

supplementing what Orwell had to say in The Lion and

the Unicorn. NationaUsm and patriotism, he argued, are

by no means the same thing, in spite of the fact that they

are often regarded as identical, and here he gives what is

probably his clearest definition of what patriotism means

to him.
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By "patriotism" I mean devotion to a particular place and a

particular way of life, which one believes to be the best in the

world but has no wish to force upon other people. Patriotism

is by its nature defensive, both militarily and culturally.

Nationalism, on the other hand, is aggressive and ex-

clusive in nature. It involves "identifying oneself with a

single nation or other unit, placing it beyond good and evil

and recognizing no other duty than that of advancing its

interests." It is "inseparable from the desire for power,"

not, of course, for oneself, but for the unit to which one

belongs. By implication, if we accept these definitions,

patriotism would allow room for individuaUty while na-

tionalism would always seek to destroy it. The distinction

certainly applied to Orwell's own attitud^>He wished to de-

fend his country at the cost of no other people; he was that

extremely rare being, an English patriot who regarded the

dismantling of the British Empire as one of the first items

on the agenda for future action^ But whether the distinc-

tion applies to patriotism in general is another matter,

around which difficult questions cluster. How much terri-

tory does one need to defend the fatherland? Frontiers,

historic, geographic and ethnic, being as muddled as they

are, it is always hard to keep patriotic defense from turn-

ing into aggression which can develop into nationalism

and end in imperiahsm, as happened to the patriots of

revolutionary France, who began by defending the Rhine

and ended finally in Moscow. Chinese patriots believe the

invasion of Tibet merely reinstated the wholeness of

China; Tibetan patriots have a different opinion. Orwell in

fact never faces up to the question of how local patriotism

may be. Is he, in praising the English for uniting against

German invaders, justifying by imphcation a Welsh patri-

otism which would seek to expel the Enghsh invaders?

And if we talk of a Welsh patriotism, why not a Cornish
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one, and so on, until we come to the kind of situation im-

agined by Chesterton in The Napoleon of Notting Hill,

where every parish is its own patria? Surely, in the long

and distant run, the only solution must be an internation-

alism in which all loyalties, large and small, may find ex-

pression.

There are also peculiarities about OrwelFs definition of

nationalism, quite apart from its relation to patriotism. He
uses it to mean the habit of ideniifylng^^gne^elf with-any

kind of unit to the extent of "recognizing no other duty

than that'oF advancing its interests/' Pacifism, Zionism,

anti-Semitism and Trotskyism are all, by this definition,

forms of nationalism. I So, if we carry on the argument on

the lines of logical absurdity which Orwell has established,

are vegetarianism, theosophy, and those strange excesses

of partisanship which take place at the Boat Race and the

Cup Final. No doubt nationalism does have certain ele-

ments in common with other forms of dedicated partisan-

ship, but in itself it means something very specific, and

one is surprised to find so strong an adherent of clear, un-

equivocal English as Orwell taking such a liberty with the

language.

But when we return to the other point I have raised—
the relation between patriotism and revolutionary social-

ism— we find Orwell trying to pass off another semantic

trick. "Patriotism," he tells us, "has nothing to do with

Conservatism. It is actually the opposite of Conservatism,

since it is devotion to something that is always changing

and yet is felt mystically to be the same." The trick here

is to use a capital letter, which identifies Conservatism

as the creed of a particular party, and leads us adroitly

away from the fact that in the generalized, small-letter

sense the entire intent of English patriotism is to con-

serve that great agglomeration of people, places, tradi-
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tions and customs which is known as England. Patriot-

ism, when it surfaced during the Second World War like

a great barnacled whale from the subaqueous sleep of the

Thirties, was conservative in this very sense, as well as—
despite Orwell's wishes— being Conservative in the par-

tisan sense as well, since it found its symbolic center in

the charismatic personality of Winston Churchill, the

arch-conserver and leading Conservative.

This fact gives only a remotely historic interest to the

unheeded proposals which Orwell made in The Lion and

the Unicorn for the harnessing of patriotism to the social

revolution. Almost certainly the idea arose out of his expe-

riences in the Spanish Civil War, when he became at-

tached to the losing faction in the internal struggle on the

Republican side, the faction which contended that to de-

feat Franco one must carry out the revolution of social jus-

tice behind the government lines and so unleash a great

flow of dynamic enthusiasm on the part of the poverty-

stricken masses of Spain. As Orwell watched England, at

the time when The Lion and the Unicorn was written,

only slowly emerging from the apathy of the days of the

"phony war," he remembered Spain, and it seemed to him
that nothing but a radical change in the social structure,

an immediate establishment of economic justice, would

galvanize the people into action. He deceived himself into

believing that this was just what the majority of English

people would want once they knew their own minds. The
hope emerges when he discusses the effect of public opin-

ion on the political fate of Chamberlain.

Only when the results of his policy became apparent did it

turn against him; which is to say that it turned against its

own lethargy of the past seven years. Thereupon the people

picked a leader nearer to their mood, Churchill, who was at

any rate able to grasp that wars are not won without j&ghting.
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Later, perhaps, they will pick another leader who can grasp

that only Socialist nations can fight effectively.

In this paragraph there is one wild, unsupported state-

ment— "that only Socialist nations can fight effectively"

— which sounds as if it had come out of a Trotskyist

pamphlet, and one unfulfilled half-prophecy, which to-

gether show that Orwell was not very adept at assessing

current political trends. His view remained that of a mi-

nority. Few even among the Socialists agreed with him on

the wisdom of attempting a total social transformation in

the midcareer of a world war, and the majority of the

people were interested mainly in staying ahve and staying

uninvaded. Until the war was obviously won, they re-

mained almost instinctively behind Churchill, who
seemed much more able to guarantee survival than any of

the Labor leaders.

Orwell was correct in realizing the importance of pa-

triotism. Like all the great irrational mass impulses, it had

been ignored by those heirs of the Age of Reason, the Soci-

alists, and in ignoring it they had neglected a powerful

appeal which the Fascists and Nazis— and in Russia

the Communists— had appropriated to their own great

advantage. But there were at least two problems which

Orwell never really faced. The first was how patriotism,

even an enlightened form of it, could be related to the

internationalism which, whether we like it or not, acceler-

ated means of communication are making ever more

necessary. The other was how one could find an effective

substitute for the charismatic leadership which usually

galvanizes patriotism into action. Patriotism and leader-

ship as we have known them are both fraught with perils

to the very aims of liberty and justice which Orwell made
the basis of socialism.
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V

PATRIOTS are usually interested in population. Popu-

lation not merely ensures enough soldiers to fight for

the fatherland, it is also an index of the vitality of the

race, and sometimes, as in the case of the French Cana-

dians, it can be a potent factor in preserving a national

group from submergence by its neighbors. Orwell does not

differ from other patriots in this respect, and the latter

pages of The English People contain a rather long discus-

sion of means to increase the English birthrate. It reads

somewhat depressingly at a time when we are much more
conscious of the dangers of world overpopulation than

people were two decades ago, particularly as Orwell's pro-

posals here are probably the most truly reactionary he

ever made, including such familiar devices as the crush-

ing penal taxation of childless people and a more rigorous

repression of abortion. It shows Orwell at his most author-

itarian, but it also shows an aspect of his thought which

cannot be ignored.

For Orwell's concern vdth procreation went a long way
beyond the merely mathematical calculations of the ordi-

nary political patriot. As we have seen, he was concerned

with life as an experience, with the vitality of nature, and

at least one facet of his mind resembled that of D. H. Law-
rence, v^thout, of course, the gush and garrulity. It is his

vitalism, even more than his patriotism, that explains the

peculiar intensity of his attitudes towards birth and the

family. It explains also the rooted and persistent hostihty

which he shows towards supporters of birth control, and,

indeed, towards any interference with sex as a natural

function leading eventually to procreation. In Keep the
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Aspidistra Flying Gordon Comstock denounced contracep-

tion as "just another way they've found of bullying us,"

and in The Road to Wigan Pier the birth-controllers are

reckoned among the worst of the half-crazed fanatics who
hang on the lunatic fringe of socialism. In the same book

Orwell praises working people who get married and raise

famihes on the dole.

It annoys the old ladies in Brighton, but it is a proof of their

essential good sense; they realize that losing your job does not

mean that you cease to be a human being. So that in one way
things in the distressed areas are not as bad as they might be.

Life is still fairly normal, more normal than one really has the

right to expect. Families are impoverished, but the family sys-

tem has not broken up.

Orwell may have been in many respects a solitary, but

in his eyes the family was important for the health of soci-

ety and the fulfillment of the individual. Although he

wnrote a great deal about the unhappiness of his childhood,

it is significant that even in his melancholy work Such,

Such Were the Joys, he remembered his home as " a place

ruled by love rather than fear." Whatever wounds his

childhood may have given him, they did not deprive him
of the desire to found a family himself, and he took a

great pleasure in his adoptive parenthood. But this was
one of the aspects of his life about which Orwell was reti-

cent, and I will trespass on it no further, since beyond a

certain point one inevitably becomes entangled in conjec-

ture. Turning to his works rather than his life, it is signifi-

cant that two of his novels, Keep the Aspidistra Flying

and Coming Up for Air, end right in the heart of the fam-

ily, with the prodigal heroes returning to take their medi-

cine, and that one of the most unpleasant aspects of the

Utopian society which Orwell stresses in Nineteen Eighty-
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Four is the shattering of family trust by turning children

into spies against their parents.

At a time when apologies for the family were almost

entirely the work of Catholic writers, Orwell's attitude

was, here again, exceptional for a left-wing intellectual,

but there is no doubt of the genuineness of his feeling that

anything which threatened the family or interfered with

the natural process of increase was an almost blasphe-

mous attack on life itself. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, the

Party pries into the sexual lives of its members and even

runs an Anti-Sex League (successor of the birth-control

organizations which Orwell detested in his own day), but

the proles carry on their sexual life without any restraint

except that imposed by their own moral code. The proles

are in this way also the successors of the early twentieth-

century working class whom Orwell admired for their

lack of middle-class puritanism; in "The Art of Donald Mc-

Giir he observed how robustly they jested about sex, but

also how they approved only those sexual relations that

led in the right direction, towards marriage well blessed

with children. At the same time, in their jokes and songs,

they celebrated the sexual act and the fertility deities, the

mother goddesses, who appeared in comic modern dis-

guise on the postcards which formed their most popular

art.

By the curious underground ways of literary creation,

"The Art of Donald McGill" became one of the thread?

that led to Orwell's final novel. There are few really lyri-

cal passages of Nineteen Eighty-Four, but one occurs

when Winston Smith looks out from the room above the

antique shop just before his arrest, and sees, hanging out

her lines of washing, a woman who might have stepped

from a comic postcard. His attention leaves Julia, the mis-

tress doomed to be sterile who stands beside him, and he
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gazes almost worshipfully, as his thoughts grow into an

ecstatic recognition of the indestructibihty of hfe.

The woman down there had no mind, she had only strong

arms, a warm heart, and a fertile belly. He wondered how
many children she had given birth to. It might easily be fif-

teen. She had had her momentary flowering, a year, perhaps,

of wildrose beauty, and then she had suddenly swollen like a

fertilized fruit and grown hard and red and coarse, and then

her life had been laundering, scrubbing, darning, cooking,

sweeping, polishing, mending, scrubbing, laundering, first for

children, then for grandchildren, over thirty unbroken years.

At the end of it she was still singing. The mystical 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 distances. It was curious to think that

the sky was the same for everybody, for 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 igno-

rant 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 over-

turn the world.

It strikes one as curious, on reading such a passage,

that Orwell should ever have gained the name of a pessi-

mistic writer oriented towards death. For the more often

one does read it, the more natural and convincing the

whole scene of Winston looking out at the prole woman in

the yard appears in comparison with the melodramatic

horrors in the Ministry of Love. It is, even, more convinc-

ing than the scenes describing his physical relations with

Juha. For Orwell's reticence became, negatively, a matter

of art when it inhibited his representation of women in

love. The only woman character in all his books who
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emerges convincingly is Dorothy Hare, the never-to-be-

fulfilled and completely undangerous spinster.

The prole woman, of course, is inaccessible to Winston,

and here we are back in the frustrated caste world of Or-

well's fiction. But, abstracted from that content, Winston's

"mystical" contemplation of a blowsy old trollop seems to

set the crown on that wistful love for the fertility of nature

which appears in rather different forms in the earlier nov-

els. Translated into social terms, it involves reverence for

the family as the unit of reproduction and growth, and

also as the primitive collectivity, more fundamental and

more natural than the state. Perhaps, having been sent

from his home to boarding school, like most boys of his

class, at a much too early age, Orwell had an exaggerated

sense of the joys of family existence. But his respect for

the institution, and his desire to see it flourish to the end

of renewing and multiplying the race, were strong and

genuine, and formed yet another essentially conservative

element in his view of life.

VI

I
WAS a stage rebel," said Cyril Connolly, describing

childhood days at St. Cyprian's. "Orwell was a true

one." As Orwell observed more than once, lives look differ-

ent when viewed from the inside, and Connolly's rebel be-

came, in the subjective view of Such, Such Were the Joys,

the everlasting victim, the predestined failure. Certainly,

when Orwell left school and set off for a respectable post

in the service of the Empire, the rebellion he may have

shown at St. Cyprian's and definitely showed at Eton

seemed Hke a normal, passing phase in the life of a young

man of the impoverished upper class. The years immedi-
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ately after the First World War were a time of general fer-

ment, when even public-school boys harbored revolution-

ary thoughts, but the world was simmering down by 1922,

and Orwell with it. So, at least, it appeared when he de-

parted from England.

Yet it was in the service of the Empire that Orwell was
finally set on the course of rebellion that led him through

anarchism to his very personal form of socialism. There is

no need to go further than I have done already into the

nature of his feelings by the time he returned from the

East in 1927. It is sufficient here to say that his rejection

of imperiahsm, emotionally and intellectually, was com-

plete, and that the memory of having lived as a ruler in an

alien country never ceased to trouble him.

At the same time, as the years went by, his attitude to-

wards British imperialism changed considerably. Here

there was no question of a conservative element superven-

ing. Orwell never wished Britain to retain its imperial pos-

sessions or to continue the relationship, intolerable for na-

tions as for individuals, of the conquerors ruling over the

conquered. But he did want to make sure that the British

people realized what might be involved in the abandon-

ment of an empire, and he did develop a desire that jus-

tice be done both to the men who had ended the Empire

and also to those who had made it, at worst, more toler-

able than the totalitarian empires which might later take

its place.

For both these purposes Orwell was in an almost

uniquely advantageous position among the intellectuals of

his time. Though the ranks of the Indian Civil Service and

the Indian Army included some fine amateur scholars

who helped to lay the foundations for modern Indian

studies, they produced few writers who could speak very

eloquently on their behalf or discuss on the basis of day-to-
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day experience the personal problems of empire-builders

or empire-maintainers. In Burma, the service produced

even fewer writers than in the other parts of the Indian

Empire; Orwell and Maurice Collis were the brilliant ex-

ceptions.

It was, Orwell felt, around the Empire that British hy-

pocrisy clustered most thickly. To a foreigner, the English

cant about "standing up for the weak" was negated by the

fact that "Britain herself held down subject populations in

India and elsewhere." The upper classes had developed a

whole series of double arguments, of which they were

barely aware, to justify their retention of the empire; the

working class acted as if it did not exist. Orwell did not

attempt to defend this situation, and when Mulk Raj

Anand published his fervently nationalist Letters from In-

dia, he wrote in reply a "Letter to an Indian" which ap-

peared in the Tribune.

On strictly political grounds, I cannot whack up any serious

disagreement with you . . . For a hundred and fifty years we
have been exploiting you, and for at least thirty years we have
been holding back your development.

Yet— this was 1943— he saw real difficulties in per-

suading the people that India should be freed, and some of

these came, not from the nature of capitahsm or the

power of political conservatism, but from the promises of

a steadily increased standard of hving which were part of

current Socialist propaganda. Orwell held the belief,

which was current until quite late in the 1940's, that the

abandonment of the Empire would diminish automati-

cally the national income of Britain and in consequence

the standard of living of the workers. "And as long as

socialism teaches people to think in terms of material
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benefit, how would the British worker behave if told that

he had to choose between keeping India in bondage and
lowering his own wages?" Fortunately the issue did not

arise in this way. There was never any need for the British

workers to go onto a diet of herrings and potatoes, for the

European economy was transformed after the war in a

way that anyone who had passed through the depression

found it difficult to comprehend, and the abandonment of

the Empire did not seriously interfere with the steady

postwar rise of the British standard of living. When Or-

well wrote, however, the problem still seemed genuine

enough, and he felt that a great conspiracy of the press

and the political parties "of whatever color" (presumably

including the Socialists and the Communists) had con-

spired to prevent the people from seeing the situation

clearly. But he also had enough faith in the innate de-

cency of the British people to believe that with a full

knowledge of the situation they might in any case act in

the right way, even if it seemed to be against their mate-

rial interests. In The English People he said:

We do know . . . that they have sometimes championed
the weak against the strong when it was obviously not to their

own advantage. The best example is the Irish Civil War. The
real weapon of the Irish rebels was British public opinion,

which was substantially on their side and prevented the Brit-

ish Government from crushing the rebellion in the only way
possible.

In the event, so far as India was concerned, OrweU was

right. In general the British people approved of the Labor

government's decision to leave India, regardless of the

possible economic consequences to themselves, for in

1947, the prosperity of the 1950's was not yet foreseen,

and herrings and potatoes could still have been presented
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con\incingly as an ultimate consequence of the loss of In-

dia. In large part, as Orwell admitted in the essay which

he wrote on Gandhi after his death, this was due to the

personal influence the Indian leader had established

through his way of appealing to every man's sense of de-

cency.

Orwell's analysis of situations in England was shrewd

but amateurish in comparison with that of other left-wing

writers, and the fact that he was right more often than

they can be attributed mainly to his basic common sense

and his refusal to be bound by dogma. With regard to the

East, however, he was one of the few British intellectuals

who knew from the inside how colonial rule worked. The
result was that he never developed that priggish black-and-

white kind of judgment which most of the left-wingers

adopted towards the Empire and its servants.

In my view the best pieces that Orwell wrote about In-

dia— which Hes at the core of any discussion of British

imperialism— were his pieces on Gandhi and Kipling. He
was enough of a novelist for even his essays to be best

when they centered around the study of a personality,

either through his life or his work; they were best of all

when he picked an individual with whom he felt some
kind of affinity. Gandhi and Kipling may seem poles

apart, but Orwell had something in common with each of

them. And both of them had for him the virtue that they

belonged in the Indian scene and were not merely laying

down the law from the outside.

If we look at the Indian side of the question first, it is

evident that though Orwell was unreservedly in favor of

Indian independence, he did not find the movement which

aimed at its achievement entirely congenial. "You know as

well as I do," he said in his letter to Mulk Raj Anand, "the

element of mere nationalism, even color-hatred, that en-
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ters into the Indian independence movement." Of these

things he did not accuse Gandhi. In fact, he admired

Gandhi's entire lack of race or status prejudice, his un-

compromising honesty, his willingness to take the trouble

of discovering whatever was decent in an opponent and
making that the basis of his approach. On the other hand
he found him aesthetically rather unpleasing, distrusted

his religious aspirations, and saw a disturbing antivitaHst

element in his teachings of asceticism.

I imagine these personal reactions to Gandhi remained

fairly constant over a number of years. It was in his views

of Gandhi as a pacifist politician that Orwell changed

quite considerably in the years between 1942 and 1948. In

1942, when he, D. S. Savage, Alex Comfort and I were

disputing in the pages of the Partisan Review, the ques-

tion of Gandhi inevitably came up. Orwell reacted nega-

tively, and took up the tough-speaking stance which he

sometimes affected at this period

:

As an ex-Indian civil servant, it always makes me shout

with laughter to hear, for instance, Gandhi named as an ex-

ample of the success of nonviolence. As long as twenty years

ago it was cynically admitted in Anglo-Indian circles that

Gandhi was very useful to the British government. So he will

be to the Japanese if they get there. Despotic governments can
stand "moral force" until the cows come home; what they fear

is physical force.

Two years later, again in the Partisan Review, Orwell

bitterly attacked a book by Lionel Fielden, Beggar My
Neighbor, which defended the Gandhian point of view. In

this essay he makes at least one prophecy about India

which was to be disproved only three years later. "India is

very unlikely ever to become independent" in a full sover-

eign sense, because "she is unable to defend herself," and
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her fate is therefore likely to be bound up with that of

Britain and the United States; it is common decency

rather than political reality which demands that India

should be made "formally independent." Here again Or-

well had somewhat misread the future. After the war the

world did not divide into two or three great power blocs in

exactly the way he anticipated as a result of his reading of

James Burnham; the superpowers did emerge, but instead

of losing by the situation, the lesser powers tended to gain

by playing off one bloc against the other, and in conse-

quence India has acted ever since independence as a sov-

ereign state in every respect, even down to defying the

United Nations whenever it saw fit.

Undoubtedly these unexpected circumstances helped to

alter Orwell's estimate of Gandhi, whom he dismissed in

the Fielden review with the cavalier statement that he "has

alienated the British public by his extremism and aided

the British government by his moderation."

"Reflections on Gandhi," published shortly after the In-

dian leader's death in 1948, took the form of an extended

review of Gandhi's autobiographical volume. The Story of

My Experiment with Truth, which impressed Orwell with

the honest commonplaceness of its approach. In his essay

Orwell radically changes his estimate of Gandhi's influ-

ence and of his achievement. Where before he had stated

flatly that Gandhi had objectively served the interests of

the British, here he suggests that this impression may
have been erroneous.

It was apparent that the British were making use of him, or

thought they were making use of him . . . How reliable such
calculations are in the long run is doubtful; as Gandhi himself

says, "in the end deceivers deceive only themselves"; but at

any rate the gentleness with which he was nearly always han-
dled was due partly to the feeling that he was useful.
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While Orwell brings up in this essay the familiar points

about nonviolence, he puts them as questions— and
questions that need urgent discussion— rather than as

objections. Perhaps even more than the fact of Indian in-

dependence, what stood between the Orwell of 1 942-1 944
and the Orwell of 1948 was the yet harder fact of the

bomb over Hiroshima. "It is doubtful," he says, "whether

civilization can stand another major war, and it is at least

thinkable that the way out lies through nonviolence.*'

Such an admission, which nothing could have drawn
from Orwell before 1945, shows the flexibihty of thought

which he acquired during the last years of his life. Events

contributed to this development— the appearance of the

atom bomb, the disillusioning record of the postwar Labor

government, the unexpected dissolution of the European

empires— but undoubtedly it was also due in part to the

fact that at this period he was undergoing a mellowing

experience of learning at last to live in harmony with the

world and with himself.

Orwell was always more wilUng to make allowances for

the errors of his opponents than for the faults of his

friends, and though he declared himself a Socialist and an

anti-imperialist, he very soon began to appear as a de-

fender of imperialists against the more irresponsible at-

tacks of the Left. As early as Burmese Days he made a

plea for understanding on behalf of government servants

in remote colonies, corrupted by isolation and idleness.

"Shooting an Elephant" is intended not merely as a para-

ble attacking imperialist attitudes, but also as an explana-

tion of some of the difficulties which the government serv-

ant encounters when he is placed in the artificial position

— in relation to the people among whom he lives— of

the agent of an alien power. There are moments in "Shoot-

ing an Elephant" when we find ourselves not merely in Or-
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well's mind, but in that of a quintessential colonial police-

man; we feel his exasperation at the sneering Burmese,

we feel his lethargic resentment at being forced to wander

about the town in a hot and humid climate searching for a

mad elephant, we feel the compulsion to show off before

the natives that makes him in the end, with the greatest

reluctance, kill an animal he has no desire to destroy.

This, Orwell is saying, is a human predicament like any

other, and the fact that the central character is a police-

man or an imperial official does not diminish his need for

our understanding and our compassion.

On this occasion, admittedly, the particular colonial

official who is standing before the crowd demanding our

sympathy is Orwell himself, seen through the telescope of

a ten years' memory. It is not until later, until the war
years in fact, that we find him making a spirited defense

of the imperial official class in general, detested and belit-

tled as they are by the entire left. Orwell's attitude to-

wards the Empire, it has often been observed, became
more ambivalent as the war situation developed, as if he

felt that crisis had brought about a situation in which not

merely national but also class ranks would have to be

closed. As Malcolm Muggeridge once remarked, there was
"a Kiplingesque side to his character which made him ro-

manticize the Raj and its mystique," and Orwell began to

regard as a heroic generation the old sahib class which

had endured incredible risks and hardships in the days

when sanitation was rudimentary and prophylactic injec-

tions were unknown. But, like everything else good, these

great figures belonged in the past.

The middle-class families celebrated by Kipling, the prolific

lowbrow families whose sons officered the Army and Navy and
swarmed over all the waste places of the earth from the Yukon
to the Irrawaddy, were dwindling before 191 4. The thing that
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killed them was the telegraph. In a narrowing world, more and
more governed from Whitehall, there was every year less room
for individual initiative . . . Few able men went east of Suez
If there was any way of avoiding it.

By directing his admiration towards the Empire and the

imperiahsts of the past, Orwell had rather adroitly evaded

assuming responsibility for the Empire of the present,

which he had committed himself to opposing when he left

Burma. Yet there is no doubt that he had a genuine admi-

ration for the courage of the Empire builders, and also for

their sense of responsibility, in which he found his fellow

intellectuals of the left completely lacking. This emerges

particularly in his essay on Kipling which combines dis-

like for the man, appreciation of the "good bad" writer and

esteem for a peculiar integrity which shone through all

the jingoism and the brutality.

In admiring Kipling, Orwell is in part demonstrating

his own conservatism; the qualities he selects for approval

are those which represent a bygone attitude. Men today,

unless they are cowards or fools, believe— he tells us—
in no "sanction greater than military power." By imphca-

tion, he includes himself; the year is 1942, before the

Bomb, before the death of Gandhi, and Orwell is feeling

combative. Kipling, on the other hand, belongs to that en-

viable age when men believed in a "law." "He still believes

that pride comes before a fall, and that the Gods punish

hubris."

Kipling, as Orwell portrays him, is a rather odd figure, a

kind of Flory who took the other fork of the road. Like

Flory, he is a man of the elite standing on the very edge of

his caste, regarded by the Blimps as a bit of a bounder; it

is even said of him, as of Flory, that he must have "a touch

of the tarbrush." But where Flory rebels, Kipling becomes

the poet of the caste, celebrating its group loyalties, and
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idealizing the Empire as a means of spreading civilization

rather than of making money. In this role Orwell finds

him more admirable than many of the people who con-

demn him, and he justifies Kipling in a paragraph which

sums up all his own attacks on his fellow anti-imperialists

and all his scattered defenses of the imperial and military

caste to which he once belonged.

But because he identifies himself with the official class, he
does possess one thing which "enlightened" people seldom or

never possess, and that is a sense of responsibility ... All

left-wing parties in the highly industrialized countries are at

bottom a sham, because they make it their business to fight

ae^ainst something which they do not really wish to destroy.

They have internationalist aims, and at the same time they

struggle to keep up a standard of life with which those aims
are incompatible. We all live by robbing Asiatic coolies, and
those of us who are "enlightened" all maintain that those

coolies ought to be set free; but our standard of living, and
hence our "enlightenment," demands that the robbery shall

continue. A humanitarian is always a hypocrite, and Kipling's

understanding of this is perhaps the central secret of his

power to create telling phrases. It would be difficult to hit off

the one-eyed pacifism of the English in fewer words than in

the phrase "making mock of uniforms that guard you while

you sleep." It is true that Kipling does not understand the eco-

nomic aspect of the relationship between the highbrow and
the Blimp. He does not see that the map is painted red chiefly

in order that the coolie may be exploited. Instead of the coolie

he sees the Indian Civil Servant; but even on that plane his

grasp of function, of who protects whom, is very sound. He
sees clearly that men can only be highly civilized while other

men, inevitably less civilized, are there to guard and feed

them.

One's immediate reaction to a passage of this kind is to

point out that history has shown that the humanitarians

were not insincere, since they have got off the backs of the
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colonial peoples at such a rate that now the only imperial

powers in the old exploitative sense are China, Russia and
Portugal. One could also remark that Orwell too, hving on
his three pounds a week, was taking part in the racket he

denounced. But he was always ready for the "you're an-

other" argument, as he called it. He would have answered

that he was honest enough to admit the fact, while others

were not. And here we get some measure of the role he

saw himself playing— that of the disinfecting voice of

decency in the left. Let us be decent enough not to sneer

at honorable opponents ! Let us be frank enough to admit

our own inconsistencies, to grant that we may not always

be fine enough to live up to our principles! The unique

thing about Orwell was that he managed to say such

things and still to seem, not a prig, but a plain man full of

honest anger.

But there were deeper motives underlying Orwell's for-

ays among the intellectuals than a desire to call them

back to honest ways. Most of his friends were themselves

intellectuals, as he was, and as individuals he liked them,

but as a class the intelligentsia aroused his repulsion and

even— one always felt— his fear. The irrationality of

his attitude is particularly evident when we come to the

question of education, and realize how consistently he ele-

vated the half-educated workingman above the intellec-

tual.

In practice, Orwell had a kind of double standard

where education was concerned. It was probably, he

would tell one, desirable for middle-class people like him-

self to send their children to pubhc schools. Where else,

with their background, could they fit in while society re-

mained the divided structure it was? Besides, schools like

Eton had one great virtue, he said in an article in the Ob-

server during 1948, "and that is a tolerant and civilized
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atmosphere which gives each boy a fair chance of devel-

oping his individuality." At the other end of the scale,

however, he wrote in The Road to Wigan Pier an extraor-

dinary passage of rabid antischolasticism in which he

praises the workers because "where 'education' touches

their own lives they see through it and reject it by a

healthy instinct/' He goes on to paint the picture of the

normal working-class boy, pining for the fourteenth birth-

day when he will leave school and "be doing real work,

not wasting his time on ridiculous rubbish like history

and geography." A working-class youth at eighteen, he

maintains, is a man while a middle-class boy attending a

public school is still a baby.

Education is thus revealed as one of the many swindles

in the OrwelUan racket-world, and the workers appear to

make up for it with a kind of instinct, an innate common
sense, that makes them move forward cautiously and re-

main suspicious of "modern ideas" which the intellectuals

accept eagerly and without question. Thus, because of

their innate conservatism, the workers have shown them-

selves less inclined than the intellectuals to fall for totali-

tarian creeds. Two quotations in which Orwell compares

the intellectuals and the workers will suffice to make the

point.

The common man is still living in the mental world of

Dickens, but nearly every modern intellectual has gone over

to some form of totalitarianism. ["Charles Dickens," 1939]

The intelligentsia are the people who squeal loudest against

Fascism, and yet a respectable proportion of them collapse

into defeatism when the pinch comes . . . 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
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the Struggle again. ["Looking Back on the Spanish Civil War,"
1942]

The picture of the totalitarian intellectual is as unreal

as that of the slow-moving, cautious but instinctively sane

worker, as Orwell must have found almost every time he
actually met a writer he had previously denounced in

print for fascism or some similar sin. I can suggest only

one reason for the obstinacy of Orwell's illusions on this

point. The intellectual par excellence in his view was the

college-trained writer of the type that controlled much of

the London hterary world, and among whom such doc-

trines as communism and a kind of Catholic neo-fascism

were popular during the Thirties. Such writers by no
means represented the whole literary or intellectual

world, which in England until very recent years has re-

mained largely nonacademic, but to Orwell, essentially a

self-taught man and too proud to play the game of cliques,

they did loom particularly large in his early unsuccessful

days of effort. By the end of 1943 it was evident even to

Orwell himself that his period of struggle had passed and

that he was at least on the edge of the literary establish-

ment. It is significant that just at this point his attitude

towards the intellectuals began to change, swinging from

abuse to defense, so that now, in 1943 and 1944, he began

to publish in the Tribune and elsewhere articles berating

the leaders and doctrinaire theoreticians of the left-wing

parties for their total failure to understand the part which

writers might play in the achievement of socialism. Simi-

larly, by the time he wrote The English People in 1947, he

was willing to think in terms of an educational system

based on abiUty rather than on class. But to the very end

he retained, like Tolstoi, the haunting feeUng that among

those whose intelligences had not been shaped by learning
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there might lie ways of understanding life which were

closed forever to the intellectual mind.

VIZ

IN THE LAST few chapters I have presented some of

the aspects of Orwellian polemics which demonstrate

how difficult it is to fit him into any accepted political pat-

tern. From the day he pubhshed The Road to Wigan Pier

in 1936, until his death in 1950, not only the Commu-
nists, who frankly hated him, but also many doctrinaire

Socialists within the Labor Party felt that their movement
would have been better off without an advocate so given to

prickly criticism and so hable to lapse into embarrassing

bouts of conservatism. Even when such men praise him,

they do it in a way that throws doubts either upon his mo-
tives or upon his emotional stabiUty. An example is John

Beavan, one of the Labor Party's tame journalists, who
was given the task of discussing The Road to Wigan Pier

in the Orwell memorial number of the World Review.

Beavan begins by remarking that "Orwell's quest for the

workers was a failure," and that "he never appreciated,

therefore, the virtues of the Labor Party and the trade un-

ion movement which fulfill so successfully the English

wage-earner's needs." Condescendingly, he adds: "It is as

a great critic of socialism that Orwell will be remembered,

not as the Sociahst missionary he would have liked to be."

But the rest of his article is devoted to throwing doubt

upon the great critic's credentials by discussing, vaguely

but portentously, the "acute personal problems" which

prevented Orwell from ever making contact with the kind

of solid, inteUigent trade unionists who, Beavan suggests,
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would immediately have put him right on the plight of the

workers and the virtues of the Labor Party.

I imagine that almost every orthodox Labor Party theo-

retician would share Beavan's attitude towards Orwell,

who found acceptance— and that temporarily— only in

the group of left-wing intellectuals which gathered around

the Tribune and was always regarded as extreme and un-

reliable by the pundits of Transport House. Of course,

from the point of view of an orthodox party organizer,

there is something to be said for Beavan's arguments. Or-

well accused left-wing intellectuals of being "irrespon-

sible," but this was precisely what he himself appeared to

the men who were anxious to build up party discipline.

Already, in 1936, Victor GoUancz had complained about

the "strange indiscretion" of much that Orwell said about

Socialists in The Road to Wigan Pier, and I am sure that

many Labor Party supporters agreed with him. They

probably agreed even more heartily in 1947, when Orwell

remarked in The English People on the extent to which

the distinctions between the Conservative and the Labor

parties were becoming blurred, so that every year their

mutual resemblance grew greater.

Orwell, in fact, wanted to speak as a Sociahst, but at the

same time to be free of any party discipline so that he

could say at any moment exactly what he thought or felt

without regard for the consequences. By 1943, he was be-

ginning to find that the orthodox Socialists did not want

him on these terms, and in that year he wrote in the Trib-

une an article on the subject whose tone suggests that he

was speaking from the bitterness of personal experience.

There is no knowing just how much the Socialist movement

has lost by alienating the Uterary intelligentsia. But it has

alienated them, partly by confusing tracts with literature, and

partly by having no room in it for a humanistic culture. A
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writer can vote Labor as easily as anyone else, but it is very

difficult for him to take part in the Socialist movement as a

writer. Both the book-trained doctrinaire and the practical

politician wiD despise him as a "bourgeois intellectual," and
will lose no opportunity of telling him so. They will have much
the same attitude towards his work as a golfing stockbroker

would have.

Any doctrinaire political group, from the Anarchists on

the left to the Conservatives on the right, distrusts a free

mind, as Orwell and the rest of us discovered at that time,

but it is only by keeping his mind free that the writer can

carry out his function. That this implied a division be-

tween literature and practical politics Orwell found it

hard to admit, but in the end he did admit it, and one of

his last essays, "Writers and Leviathan," was devoted to

exploring the implications. He still insisted that a writer

who believed in socialism should be willing to take part in

pohtical activity, but as a citizen, "not as a writer."

Whatever else he does in the service of his party, he should

never write for it. He should make it clear that his writing is a

thing apart. And he should be able to act cooperatively while,

if he chooses, completely rejecting the official ideology. He
should never turn back from a train of thought because it may
lead to a heresy, and he should not mind very much if his

unorthodoxy is smelt out, as it probably will be. Perhaps it is

even a bad sign ia a writer if he is not suspected of reactionary

tendencies today, just as it was a bad sign if he was not sus-

pected of Communist sympathies twenty years ago.

Orwell was not recruiting residents for the ivory tower;

on the contrary. He believed that the writer should be con-

cerned about his world and his time; he should make it

the subject of his writing; he should allow his political

ideals to influence his literary style. Yet the very fact that

he observes the world independently will make him sus-
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pect to the party bosses and the gramophone doctrinaires.

He must reconcile himself to fighting "as an Individual, an
outsider, at the most an unwelcome guerilla on the flank

of a regular army." This, In effect, is what Orwell had al-

ways done, with no scruples against sending an occa-

sional burst of fire near enough to the ears of his fellow

Socialists to keep them up to scratch.

Obviously, in OrwelFs view, individual integrity and
even, on occasion, individual caprice stand above political

loyalty, and this fact alone makes one hesitate about re-

garding him as a politician at all. It is in the nature of the

political animal to hunt in packs. The lone hunter belongs

to another race— the race of moralists. The differences

between politician and morahst are clear. The first is con-

cerned with acquiring power in order to implement a cer-

tain program (which may be merely the consolidation of

power), and for him the means are always subordinate to

the end. For the moralist the means are all-important; the

quality of the act rather than its results is what he has first

in mind. Yet the moralist does not go as far as the mystic

and declare like Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita that we
should be concerned only with action, never with its fruits.

He would say rather that the action and its fruits cannot

be divided, that one acts always to an end, but the end will

be distorted and the fruit be evil if the action is v^ong.

Here precisely, on this moral position, is where Orwell

stood. Despite his frequent boasts of being more reahstic

and down to the bleak earth than any other Sociahst intel-

lectual, he was ideaUstic enough to beheve that the politi-

cal deeds of men could be governed by an austere rule

which would preclude the deceptions and dishonesties

usually associated with such activity. Politics, he admit-

ted, was a dirty game. But his whole point was that it
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need not be dirty. And that was a moralist's point, not a

politician's.

Spender once said that Orwell was "really" the Socialist

that "hundreds of others only pretend to be." If he meant

this in ordinary political terms he was obviously wrong. If

he meant it in the sense that Orwell saw socialism— un-

like the politicians and the doctrinaires— as the social

aspect of an all-embracing moral attitude, then he was
right. Here, though differing from them in many details,

Orwell stood much nearer to the Anarchists, like Godwin
and Proudhon, who contended that the organization of so-

ciety must be inspired by moral vision, than to the Social-

ists. He was doubtless encouraged in this viewpoint by his

contact with the Spanish Anarchists and libertarian So-

cialists, for it is significant how much space he devoted in

Homage to Catalonia to recording the moral rather than

the political atmosphere of Catalonia in the winter of

1 936-1 937 and to showing the heightened temper of indi-

vidual morality in a society rejuvenated by a revolutionary

spirit. Certainly there was little in his attitude that resem-

bled either the calculating reformism to which the British

Labor Party at its worst descended, or the materialist real-

politik of the Marxists.

Orwell's vision of sociahsm could be stated as simply as

Tolstoi's vision of Christianity. He did not often demand
specific material improvements for the workers; he de-

manded instead the establishment of liberty and justice as

the guiding principles of society, on the assumption that

the rest would then automatically be added. But to achieve

liberty and justice, and to keep them, we must not only be

prepared to struggle— "to deliver lectures in drafty halls,

to chalk pavements, to canvass voters, to distribute

leaflets, even to fight in civil wars/' We must also be pre-
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pared to do these things cleanly; to be honest with our-

selves and others about the kind of acts we intend to carry

out and their consequences; to behave decently and fairly.

Except that Orwell allows for violent action if necessary,

his whole conception of the fight for justice reminds one

of Gandhi and his largely successful attempt to organize a

political struggle that would be waged without hatred.

The resemblance hes in the fact that both men were mor-
alists, and would consider the battle lost if it were won in

the wrong way.

All the elements of Orwell's view of life that must seem
aberrant to the average orthodox Sociahst (though few are

honest enough to say so now fame has made him such an

ornament to the cause) can be traced to the fact that al-

ways he based his stand on a personal morahty rather

than on a party program. He feared material progress be-

cause it was morally softening, and he rejected excessive

education for the same reason. The family he saw as a

morally regenerating institution; and birth control and

abortion as manifestations of moral degeneration. A great

deal of sheer sentimentality entered into his attitudes to-

wards England, the imperial tradition and the working

class, but his upbringing and his family traditions made
him perceive something virtuous in public service, even in

a shabby cause Hke that of a dying empire, while his vi-

sion of working-class life was essentially that of the Spar-

tan moralist, dwelling happily on the thought of the ideal

workingman who enjoys the comforts of sufficiency and is

uncorrupted either by the evils of abundance which afflict

the rich or by the naggings of ambition which disturb the

peace of the genteel poor. Even Orwell's anxiety over the

decay of history, and his passion for clean, exact prose,

had moral roots in the desire to sustain truth.

It would indeed be hard to weld Orwell's attitudes into a
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clear-cut ethical system, and he certainly never attempted

it. As I have already said, he was not philosophically in-

chned, at least in an academic sense. Like many writers

who rely on the impressionist style and the free flow of

argument, he never constructed an elaborate theoretical

frame for his thought. Rather he enlarged the simple code

of decency of a middle-class liberal into a rough-and-ready

morahty, extending it politically to include the basic ele-

ments of democratic socialism. It was a morality of aus-

tere virtues and wholesome life, bound up with a deep love

of nature, and in large part reducible to the famihar

phrases of proverbial wisdom. But it was sincerely, almost

fiercely held, and it sustained him through twenty years of

battling against hypocrisy, obscurantism and tyranny.

So much of Orwell's energy was spent on attacking the

totalitarian tendencies which seemed to imperil the future

of any kind of moral life for humanity that he did not

devote very much time to elaborating Socialist plans or

programs. He never produced any work setting out clearly

and concisely what he meant by socialism, and one has to

search through his writings for the fragments that enable

one to build up the picture for oneself. Partly, this was be-

cause of his anti-Utopian frame of mind; he shared the

feeling of most libertarian Socialists that we have no right

to plot the future which others may live, and he felt that

excessive planning in any case carried the danger of creat-

ing a rigid society in which the evils of power would be

inescapable.

He never returned in later life to his early rejection of

the state as a basic framework of society. Indeed, he held

that some system of law and compulsion was probably in

the long run more conducive to freedom than none at all.

For example, in his essay on Swift, "Politics vs. Literature"

(1946), he discussed the kinds of pressure exerted in the
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theoretically libertarian Utopia of the Houyhnhnms. This

was the conclusion he drew.

In a society where there is no law, and in theory no compul-
sion, the only arbiter of behavior is public opinion. But pubHc
opinion, because of the tremendous urge to conformity in

gregarious animals, is less tolerant than any system of law.

When human beings are governed by "thou shalt not," the in-

dividual can practice a certain amount of eccentricity : when
they are supposedly governed by "love" or "reason," he is under
continuous pressure to make him behave and think in exactly

the same way as everyone else.

A year later, in "Lear, Tolstoi and the Fool," he returned to

the same question, and gave more or less the same an-

swer. Whether or not this is a valid criticism of the Anar-

chist position, the fact that the question troubled Orwell

shows that at this period he was thinking very deeply on

the nature of power in all its aspects; Nineteen Eighty-

Four, of course, demonstrates that he did not minimize

the corresponding danger that could come from a state too

highly organized.

But we can only determine the kind of state or the form

of government he would favor by a series of rather vague

surmises, since what he did say on this subject was
marred by inconclusiveness and even inconsistency. For

example, he rejected the totalitarian state based on a sin-

gle party, whether it existed in Russia, in Germany, or in

the future of England. Yet he also contended in The Road

to Wigan Pier that sociahsm should broaden its appeal to

induce the millions of the lower middle class to join the

workers in overthrowing the "plutocracy"; it is hard to see

how such a development could result in anything less

than the estabhshment of a single-party state. Again, he

dishked the police, but he favored heavy taxation of the

rich and the childless, which would necessitate the estab-
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lishment of an elaborate civil service of the kind that

already— fifteen years after his death— governs the

inhabitants of most modern countries as effectively as a

secret police force, but even more insidiously, thanks to

its network of forms, registrations and computers. He de-

manded, on occasion, the nationalization of all industry

and of all land holdings over fifteen acres, but he never

stated clearly what kind of machinery should be created

to administer the nationalized holdings; at times, as I

have said, he talked as though he favored a wide degree of

w^orkers' control of industry, but if this were the case he

used the word "nationalization'' misleadingly, since what

he actually meant was "sociaHzation." That he may have

Intended something different from state control of indus-

try is suggested by the fact that in The English People he

adopted the libertarian idea of decentralization, arguing

that the system of administration based on London should

be broken down, that Wales, Scotland and the English

regions should be given greater autonomy, that local uni-

versities, the provincial press and local cultures should

be encouraged. He combined the call for decentralization

with a suggestion that the trend towards urbanization

should be halted, and that rural life should be renewed

and civilized to keep people from leaving the land and to

revive agriculture.

On the whole, there was nothing very revolutionary

about any of Orwell's proposals for a Socialist society;

many of the things he suggested were no more than lib-

eral reforms which have since been carried out in coun-

tries that in no way consider themselves Socialist. But the

details always struck him as unimportant. It was impor-

tant, on the other hand, to make the people recognize the

injustices that existed among them, and to make them

aware of the dangers to liberty that might lie in the future.
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Then they might realize their own ability to bring about

changes, and develop within them the genius to create a

good society. This was a vision of moral regeneration lead-

ing to political reform. But it was essential to Orwell's

view of hfe that the change should begin with the inward

recognition of the truth, about one's world, about oneself.

Unless that took place, socialism could only be a mechani-

cal process leading to the totahtarian nightmare.



IV
Prose Like a Windowpane

Orwell as Critic and Stylist





JUDGED by the criteria of literary mandarins, George

Orwell is a writer of monumental imperfections, who
never produced a well-balanced novel or a critical essay

devoid of some marring propagandist intent. Judged, on
the other hand, by the standards of the avant-garde, his

work seems conservative, obvious, at times even naive.

His interests and his tastes were limited: compared with

Herbert Read he knew nothing of the visual arts; com-

pared with Arthur Koestler he was a novice in the physical

sciences; compared with almost any of the leading French

novelists of his time he was a positive ignoramus in phi-

losophy; and he had learned less psychology than many
an intelligent undergraduate. Even his reading was lim-

ited, and few of the authors he read in later years en-

grossed his attention so much or left such a lasting mark
on his mind as those great Victorians and Edwardians

who had impressed him in his youth, Dickens and Thack-

eray, Gissing and Wells.

Yet the impression he has left is that of an open rather

than a circumscribed nature. His pose was that of the

plain, uncomplicated man, but he was far more protean

than he chose to appear, and in the varied facets of

achievement and personaUty he presented, we can find

the clues to the appeal he made to so many people of

different types. It is a variety which the very arrangement
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of this book reflects— the man, the myth-maker, the po-

lemicist, the styhst. Many people, and particularly those

who knew him personally, were attracted by the man they

watched changing and developing in relation to his world.

"I have always believed," said Julian Symons, a close

friend, "that what Orwell wrote is less important than

what he was." Others, who knew him less directly, have

been attracted by the myth which he constructs in his

novels, the myth of the rebel caught in the pressures of a

society dominated and fatally divided by class. Yet others

have taken the view that Orwell's ideas— his world per-

spective— were far more important than anything else

about him. John Wain, who does not appear to have been

attracted by the Orwellian persona, was typical of these.

"A man has a right to have his opinions criticized at the

level of opinion," he remarked dryly, "no matter how
many embarrassing anecdotes we can remember about

him." And finally there are those, relatively uninterested

in Orwell the man, and unimpressed by his themes or his

ideas, who are still dehghted by the quahty of his literary

style, its firmness, its colloquial vigor, its unpretentious

vividness, and, above all, its limpid clarity.

Orwell would have regarded such distinctions as irrele-

vant. He was not indifferent to the impression he made as

a man, since he valued friendships and was veiling to

make concessions in order to retain them; but he did not

consider that this had anything to do with his vocation as

a writer, except for the fact that his choice of a profession

provided him with friends whose interests were literary

and political Hke his own. As for the rest— the writer's

literary personality and its projection in myth, the ideas

the writer expresses, the language in which he expresses

them— all these were, in his view, closely interlinked.
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Purpose could determine the character of prose, as he

suggested in his late essay "Why I Write."

And looking back through my work, I see that it is invari-

ably where I lacked a political purpose that I wrote lifeless

books and was betrayed into purple passages, sentences with-

out meaning, decorative adjectives, and humbug generally.

But the purpose was not everything; otherwise many
sincere men with sound ideas would be better writers than

they are. In consequence, Orwell found himself forced,

though somewhat uneasily, to include "aesthetic enthusi-

asm" among the four "great motives" for writing prose

which he listed in the same essay; the other three were

"sheer egoism," "historical impulse" and "political pur-

pose." But the unsureness of his grip on aesthetic theory,

one of those realms of abstract thought in which he felt

least happy, is shown by the imprecision of his definition

of the aesthetic motive.

Perception of beauty in the external world, or, on the other

hand, in words and their right arrangement. Pleasure in the

impact of one sound on another, in the firmness of good prose

or the rhythm of a good story. Desire to share an experience

which one feels is valuable and ought not to be missed.

While the first two items in this list are valid enough, the

third is not, since all experiences are not aesthetic, and

mere communication is not art. Yet the definition as a

whole is valuable, since it does show what, apart from its

didactic element, writing actually meant to Orwell.

The impulse to render his own experiences into some
meaningful form was in fact much stronger in him than

the impulse to invent original situations and sequences of

events. This was largely because he felt the poHtical issues
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that pressed upon a writer in his day were too urgent to

allow him to stray into other worlds than the famihar. He
made this clear in his comments on Koestler's novel of

classical antiquity The Gladiators, which he compared

with Flaubert's much more successful historical novel

Salammbo.

Flaubert could think himself into the stony cruelty of antiq-

uity, because in the mid-nineteenth century one still had peace

of mind. One had time to travel in the past. Nowadays the

present and the future are too terrifying to be escaped from,

and if one bothers with history it is in order to find modem
meanings there . . . Whereas Flaubert had been able, by a

prolonged effort of the imagination, to make his mercenaries

truly pre-Christian, Spartacus is a modem man dressed up.

Significantly, Orwell's only dip into the past— the past

of Lower Binfield— describes a period, if not an actual

place, which he remembered from his own childhood and

which therefore forms a facet of his own experience.

Nineteen Eighty-Four is, admittedly, a novel about the fu-

ture, but the future conceived as a degenerated present,

extending along the lines of absurd logic the experiences

of a contemporary Everyman. Only in Animal Farm,

leaping into the world of fable, does Orwell let invention

come into full play.

Orwell's other and more exact definitions of the aes-

thetic apply with equal force to his own writings. Beauty

in the external world, the beauty of natural surroundings,

of animals and birds, is an element in almost all his

books; the descriptions of the jungle in the hunting se-

quences of Burmese Days, of the Kentish hopfields and

orchards in A Clergyman's Daughter, the haunting evoca-

tion of the stark Spanish mountains in Homage to Cata-

lonia, are unusually fine pieces of landscape vmting.
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But this is the outer aesthetic— what prompts the

writer by its external beauty. The inner aesthetic comes

with the "perception of beauty ... in words and their

right arrangement," in the "pleasure in the impact of one

sound on another, in the firmness of good prose or the

rhythm of a good story." Farther on in "Why I Write"

(which, characteristically, Orwell wrote for his friend

John Atkins to publish in a little magazine called Gangrel

that made at best a token payment), he remarks that his

aim since he returned from Spain has been to turn poHti-

cal writing into an art. The first impulse for whatever he

has written in that period has been to expose a He or to

draw attention to a fact.

But I could not do the work of writing a book, or even a long

magazine article, if it were not also an aesthetic experience.

Anyone who cares to examine my work will see that even
when it is downright propaganda it contains much that a full-

time politician would consider irrelevant. I am not able, and I

do not want, completely to abandon the world view that I ac-

quired in childhood. So long as I remain aUve and well I shall

continue to feel strongly about prose style, to love the surface

of the earth, and to take a pleasure in solid objects and scraps

of useless information. It is no use trying to suppress that side

of myself. The job is to reconcile my ingrained likes and dis-

likes with the essentially pubUc, nonindividual activities that

this age forces on all of us.

Here Orwell fully exposes the particular duahty that

makes him almost unique among the writers of his time,

the combination of a deep social indignation with the kind

of autonomous and eccentrically curious mind that is

proper to the artist, interpenetrating in such a way that it

is really impossible to conceive one without the other. For
one of Orwell's most significant characteristics, as a man
and as a writer, was his almost complete lack of aesthetic
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affectation; though he was in fact one of the best prose

writers of our time, he never sought to make any distinc-

tion between his imaginative work and the social criticism

towards which he always felt impelled; such a distinction

would have seemed unnatural to him. In this he differed

profoundly from a writer Hke Andre Gide, who during his

period of involvement in left-wing politics virtually ceased

to write imaginatively, by implication conceding that

there was something contaminating about the activity of

social protest. The difference between the two writers lay,

I suspect, in the fact that Gide came so late to the point of

protesting against the nature of contemporary society that

his indignation could not become the main core of his

work, as it had been from the beginning for Orwell, who
served his apprenticeship to vnriting with the guilt of an

accomplice of imperialism burning in his heart.

Yet, unlike those writers whose minds have been en*

slaved by party creeds, Orwell was not a mere propagan-

dist whose work was dominated and warped by an out-

wardly imposed discipline. "All art is propaganda . .

.**

he said. "On the other hand, all propaganda is not art." He
was, indeed, an engaged v^rriter— though never in the

narrow sense a partisan— but his engagement was no

mere intellectual attitude; it was a passion born of experi-

ence and absorbed so completely into his personal philos-

ophy that it became the inner subject of his books, around

which the action played like a continuous allegory in vari-

ous forms, and even of his briefest and most occasional

essays.

It is for this reason that Orwell's critical v^itings have a

pecuHar importance in considering his work in general,

since they show him developing his own attitude towards

the relationship between the writer and the world, and an

examination of them is the almost necessary prelude to a
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consideration of the more formal qualities of his writing.

There are very clear and self-imposed limitations to

Orwell's critical scope. He denied the possibility of any

genuine evaluative criticism, and it was in this denial

— reiterated on several occasions— that his deliberate

identification with the plain unintellectual man was most

strongly expressed. Two passages in his essay "Lear, Tol-

stoi and the Fool" express the point very clearly. In the

first he states his view of the only true criterion of literary

merit.

In reality there is no kind of evidence or argument by which
one can show that Shakespeare, or any other writer, is "good."

Nor is there any way of definitely proving that— for instance

— Warwick Deeping is "bad." Ultimately there is no test of

literary merit except survival, which is itself an index to ma-
jority opinion.

At this point Orwell demonstrates that populist conserv-

atism enters into even his attitudes towards literature.

What is established in the minds of a sufficient number of

people over a sufficient period of time is good. This, by

implication, denies the value of mere experimentalism for

its own sake, since it is only a generation ahead that we
shall begin to know whether the avant-garde writing of to-

day has stood the basic test of goodness; every writer

works in the vacuum of his own esteem, condemned never

to have a real idea— unless he outlives his main work as

long as Hardy did— whether what he has done is "good**

or otherwise. It also, as Orwell suggests, demonstrates the

ultimate futility of any kind of evaluative criticism.

Tolstoi was perhaps the most admired literary man of his

age, and he was certainly not its least able pamphleteer. He
turned all his powers of denunciation against Shakespeare,

like all the guns of a battleship roaring simultaneously. And
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with what result? Forty years later Shakespeare is still there

completely unaffected, and of the attempt to demoHsh him
nothing remains except the yellowing pages of a pamphlet
which hardly anyone has read, and which would be forgotten

altogether if Tolstoi had not also been the author of War and
Peace and Anna Karenina.

It is easy to note the flaws in Orwell's contention that

''survival," considered as "an index to majority opinion/'

is the sole genuine criterion of literary merit. Even as a

general proposition one regards it with distrust because of

the vagaries of literary reputations over the centuries.

How, for example, is one to account for the fluctuations in

the stock of writers like Donne, Milton and Tennyson?

Does the present decline of Scott's popularity mean that

he is a "bad" writer? And if fashion catches up with him,

will he be "good" again? Very often a completely extrane-

ous circumstance can change the nature of a writer's rep-

utation. A hundred years ago Virgil and Horace were still

much quoted writers in England, but since then a change

in the British educational system has reduced their pres-

ent readership to a tiny minority of even the literary-

minded public; does this mean they have ceased to be

"good writers?" In dealing with contemporary writers Or-

well in practice often ignored his rule, talking of "the best

writers of our generation" (most of whom he found to be

fascistically inclined), and discussing writers like Yeats

and Ehot in tones which left no doubt at all that he con-

sidered them superior to, say, Kipling or Noyes. And when

he was discussing the chances of fashion he took upon

himself the role of posterity to such an extent as to proph-

esy, accurately as it turned out, that a number of Hous-

man's poems were not 'likely to remain long out of favor."

Furthermore, he certainly made comparative judgments

among his own books, rating Animal Farm high and A
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Clergyman's Daughter low. Finally, it is doubtful if he

would have continued to write with such dedication for

the second half of his life, or would have resented the im-

perceptiveness of publishers so much, if he had not been

convinced that he was, at least part of the time, a "good"

writer.

As for Orwell's point about "majority" opinion, here he

is surely on the shakiest ground of all. It is doubtful if

Shakespeare, even at the height of the Elizabethan period,

was really the taste of the majority. And when we look at

books which have survived over the centuries, and which

seem very much alive to those who still read them today,

we find that their appeal has often been to a relatively

small number of people in each generation. Was the Sa-

tyricon, or The Way of the World, or The Charterhouse of

Parma at any time the reading of the majority? Yet all of

them have survived, and deservedly so.

At the same time one has to remember that many works

have survived for long periods in the popular esteem de-

spite the fact that by any kind of acceptable literary crite-

ria they were inferior to other works which have almost

vanished from memory; they make their appeal to the

more spurious emotions— to sentimentaHty or that pale

cousin of sadism which goes by the name of ghoulishness.

Orwell realized the existence of this problem, and found a

ready solution to it by inventing a class of "good bad" writ-

ing. He makes the point particularly strongly in his dis-

cussion of Kipling, pointing out that at his worst "Kipling

is almost a shameful pleasure, like the taste for cheap

sweets that some people secretly carry into middle life,"

and that even in his best passages, "one has the sense of

being seduced by something spurious, and yet unquestion-

ably seduced." The answer to the problem, Orwell tells us,

lies in admitting Kipling's badness.
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One can, perhaps, place Kipling more satisfactorily than by
juggling with the words "verse" and "poetry," if one describes
him simply as a good bad poet. He is as a poet what Harriet
Beecher Stowe was as a novelist. And the mere existence of
work of this kind, which is perceived by generation after gen-
eration to be vulgar and yet goes on being read, tells one some-
thing about the age we live in.

There is a great deal of Orwellian whimsicality in this

talk about survival being the only real criterion of good
literature, about the majority being right, and about "good

bad w^riting." It w^as one of Orwell's customary tricks in

his long game with the intellectuals to try to startle them
by suddenly assuming the mask of the philistine. Never-

theless, even allowing for shock tactics, these arguments

have to be taken with a great deal more than a pinch of

salt. Orweirs literary populism was sincere enough; he

felt that there was a vitality in the life of the common peo-

ple that could not be dismissed, and much of his time was
devoted to examining the strange arts of this working-

class culture, alien to his own, so that we cannot dismiss

his "ordinary man*s view'' as entirely unserious. He was
concerned deeply with the social roots of art, and particu-

larly of literature, and when he came to a layer of society

that nurtured types different from those cultivated in the

greenhouses of the intelligentsia, he had to make the

effort to judge them in their own terms. His literary criti-

cism therefore covered a field a great deal wider than that

of any other well-knownn contemporary critic, since it

stretched from Henry Miller and T. S. Ehot at the top of

the ladder to those venerable boys' magazines the Gem
and the Magnet at the bottom.

This tendency to take notice of anything which ap-

peared in print and which might affect the minds of other

people was combined with a distrust of the methods of
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academic criticism in general. Not merely did Orwell re-

ject evaluative criticism; he also doubted if there was any

point in the formal analysis of writing. In his essay on

Dickens he noted, rather sternly, that there are "no rules

in novel-writing," and nearly ten years afterwards, in one

of his last essays, "Writers and Leviathan,'' he remarked:

I often have the feeling that even at the best of times lit-

erary criticism is fraudulent, since in the absence of any ac-

cepted standards whatever . . . every literary judgment con-

sists in trumping up a set of rules to justify an instinctive

preference.

One wonders how, vdth such a view, he could have de-

voted most of his writing time between 1939 and 1946 to

a series of critical articles often monumental in scale and

always serious in intent. The answer, I think, is that Or-

well was attempting to create a type of criticism which he

could regard as valid in terms of the nature of literature as

he saw it, and valid also in terms of the historical period

in which he lived. Against evaluative and formal criticism

he practiced descriptive and discriminative criticism. The
important thing about any book and any author is what
makes him individual, and so criticism has to be prag-

matic; it cannot proceed according to set rules. And be-

tween v^iter and writer it is the differences in character

and outlook rather than the differences in quality, which

can never be determined exactly, that are important. Or-

well brings this out in an admirable comparison between

Dickens and Tolstoi which has often— and justly—
been quoted, but which deserves repetition for its appo-

siteness to the point I am at present making.

Why is it that Tolstoi's grasp seems to be so much larger

than Dickens's— why is it that he seems able to tell you so
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much more about yourself? It is not that he is more gifted or

even, in the last analysis, more intelligent. It is because he is

writing about people who are growing. His characters are

struggling to make their souls, whereas Dickens's are already

finished and perfect. In my own mind Dickens's people are

present far more often and far more vividly than Tolstoi's,

but always in a single unchangable attitude, like pictures or

pieces of furniture. You cannot hold an imaginary conversa-

tion with a Dickens character as you can with, say, Peter

Bezoukhov. And this is not merely because of Tolstoi's greater

seriousness, for there are also comic characters that you
can imagine yourself talking to— Bloom, for instance, or

Pecuchet, or even Wells's Mr. Polly. It is because Dickens's

characters have no mental life. They say perfectly the thing

that they have to say, but they cannot be conceived as talking

about anything else. They never learn, never speculate. Per-

haps the most meditative of his characters is Paul Dombey,
and his thoughts are mush. Does this mean that Tolstoi's

novels are "better" than Dickens's? The truth is that it is ab-

surd to make such comparisons in terms of "better" or "worse."

If I were forced to compare Tolstoi with Dickens, I should say

that Tolstoi's appeal will probably be wider in the long run,

because Dickens is scarcely intelligible outside the English-

speaking culture; on the other hand, Dickens is able to reach

simple people, which Tolstoi is not. Tolstoi's characters can

cross a frontier, Dickens's can be portrayed on a cigarette card.

But one is no more obliged to choose between them than be-

tween a sausage and a rose. Their purposes barely intersect.

Which is about as pungent a statement of the autonomy

of works of literature as I have heard anywhere expressed.

In further defining Orwell's criticism, we can say that it

is eminently sociological, since he believes that not only

the works of literature themselves, but also our under-

standing of them, are affected profoundly by the changing

nature of society. Even the class into which we are bom
can make a novel or a poem seem entirely different to us

than to a man bred "above" or "below" us. Orwell's criti-
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cism is also historical in character, relating literature to

political events and social changes. And it is personal, in

almost every sense of the w^ord. When Orwell writes on

Yeats he is interested in the relationship between the

poet's work and his semi-Fascist social theories. When he

writes on Tolstoi, he is profoundly interested in the novel-

ist's attempt to renounce his social and financial advan-

tages. When he writes of Dickens he disclaims interest in

vulgar scandals about marital troubles, yet he searches

deeply into the writer's mind and his world to find the

clues to the behavior of his characters. And when he talks

of Gissing, he shows his realization that this tragic man's

life cannot be dissociated from either the peculiar dingy

tone or the gloomy subject matter of his novels.

All this, of course, places Orwell in opposition to the

fashionable tendencies of modern criticism. He sustained

"the personal fallacy" they condemn, since he believed

that knowledge of certain aspects of a writer's hfe and

mind could help us to understand his intentions, and he

subscribed to the "intentional heresy," since he believed

that a writer's intentions, conscious and unconscious,

political and aesthetic, had a bearing on his work which

the critic could not neglect. He would have thought ab-

surd and fraudulent the neocritical method by which a

piece of writing is subjected in isolation to a close analysis

of its content without relation to its context in any shape

or form.

Finally— and I place this quality in isolation because

it embraces all the others— Orwell was a moralistic

critic. Just as his political doctrines were really moral doc-

trines in disguise, so, ultimately, literature also interested

him for its moral implications, which is one of the reasons

why he could become so deeply involved in subliterature.

Some of his critical essays, hke "Raffles and Miss Blan-
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dish" and "Benefit of Clergy" (an analysis of Salvador

Dali's autobiography), are written in overtly morahstic

terms; in the other essays the moral purpose is more or

less disguised, but search only a little and you find it in-

forming and molding the whole approach. It is a cardinal

principle of OrwelFs criticism that, as he remarked at the

end of his essay on Yeats, "a writer's political and religious

behefs are not excrescences to be laughed away, but some-

thing that will leave their mark even on the smallest detail

of his work." Literature influences the moral life and is

inescapably influenced by it.

Within the moralistic framework Orwell's critical atti-

tudes did change, and there are signs that at the end of his

life, when he considered his phase of deep poUtical in-

volvement might be drawing towards an end, he laid more

stress on formal criticism, on questions of structure and

genre, than he had done before. This may well have been

the result of a study of Conrad, on whom he was project-

ing an essay, but it appeared most noticeably in the late

essay on Gissing which was completed not long before his

death and which lay in the files of a defunct httle maga-

zine until it was discovered and published by John Leh-

mann in i960 in the London Magazine. In the middle of

this essay Orwell breaks out into what seems hke a typi-

cally provocative statement, but the explanation with

which he follows it up is extremely interesting

:

I am ready to maintain that England has produced very few

better novelists. This perhaps sounds like a rash statement,

until one stops to consider what is meant by a novel. The word

"novel" is commonly used to cover almost any kind of story—
The Golden Asse, Anna Karenina, Don Quixote, The Improvisa-

tore, Madame Bovary, King Solomon's Mines or anything else

you Uke— but it also has a narrower sense in which it means

something hardly existing before the nineteenth century and



PROSE LIKE A WINDOWPANE 305

flourishing chiefly in Russia and France. A novel, in this sense,

is a story which attempts to describe credible human beings

and— without necessarily using the technique of naturalism

— to show them acting on everyday motives and not merely

undergoing strings of improbable adventures. A true novel,

sticking to this definition, will also contain at least two char-

acters, probably more, who are described from the inside and
on the same level of probability— which, in effect, rules out

the novels written in the first person. If one accepts this defini-

tion, it becomes apparent that the novel is not an art form in

which England has excelled. The writers commonly paraded

as "great English novelists" have a way of turning out either to

be not true novelists or not to be Englishmen. Gissing was not

a writer of picaresque tales, or burlesques, or comedies, or po-

htical tracts; he was interested in individual human beings,

and the fact that he can deal sympathetically with several dif-

ferent sets of motives, and make a credible story out of the

collision between them, makes him exceptional among English

writers.

As usual, Orv^ell is exaggerating. Far more English

v^riters, even by 1948, w^hen I believe he w^rote the article,

had wrritten novels according to his definition than he

claimed. But the passage is interesting not for its exacti-

tude or the reverse, but because it shows a veering of Or-

welYs critical interest tov\^ards problems of form. And this

veering of interest, I suggest, is connected with the change

in attitude towards his own work which he was undergo-

ing at the time. Even before he finished it. Nineteen

Eighty-Four seemed to him the end of a progression. He
was thinking a great deal at this time about his past

books, particularly Coming Up for Air, which had been

reprinted for the first time since the war, and he was
ready to admit, to his friends, in moments of candor, that

he had never written a true novel. But his interest in Con-

rad had fired him with the ambition to succeed in pre-

cisely this literary form, and if he had recovered from his
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final illness it would have been his next task. So we can
take the exceptional paragraph of formal criticism from
the essay on Gissing as not merely an indication of a shift

in critical interest, but also as an earnest of change in cre-

ative form.

II

POETS or fiction writers or dramatists who at some
hiatus in their careers take to writing about the works

of other men or about literature in general are usually the

most interesting critics. Academic critics can tell us a

great deal about the structure of hterature, about its for-

mal qualities, can dazzle us with symbolic pyrotechnics

and astonish us with the follies of analytical methods car-

ried to logical absurdity, but they are often left dancing

like frustrated wasps around the work of art while the

practicing writer, with his knowledge of the real problems

of creation, proceeds almost instinctively to its core. But

such writer-critics have usually one limitation; they are

interested only in writers towards whom they feel some

affinity or some sharp antagonism or in aspects of litera-

ture which relate to their own present problems. It is a

limitation that can, of course, be revealing to the critic

who in turn writes on their work, since it provides one of

the most fruitful fields of evidence on their general ap-

proach to writing, on their methods, and on their prob-

lems. And so, before proceeding to my final study of Or-

well's works in more formal terms than I have adopted up

to the present, it will be enlightening to survey in at least

some detail the field which his criticism covered.

Orwell's critical essays can be divided between the ma-

jor pieces which, with the unaccountable exception of
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'Tludyard Kipling" and "George Gissing," were gathered

Into his Collected Essays pubHshed in 1961, and the mi-

nor pieces— short essays or review articles— which are

still incomprehensibly uncollected and have to be sought

in the back files of periodicals as varied as the Adelphi,

Poetry, Poetry Quarterly, the Observer, and, above all, the

Tribune.

The major literary essays and the important minor ones

fall into five groups, each of which indicates a particular

field of Orwell's interests and also illuminates a corre-

sponding facet of his attitude to literature and life.

The first group includes the essays on Swift ("Politics

vs. Literature"), Tolstoi ("Lear, Tolstoi and the Fool") and

Charles Dickens; the last is the longest of all Orwell's es-

says (about twenty thousand words). All three of these

essays are written with a passionate involvement, which

in the case of Dickens is blithe in tone, and in the case of

Swift and Tolstoi rather angrily contentious. There are

two reasons for the intensely personal quality which sets

this group of essays off from the other literary pieces.

They all concern writers whom Orwell admired greatly

and whom he had read since his youth; Swift and Dickens

indeed, he had read since early childhood. In a literary

sense he felt close to these men because each, in his own
way, had devoted himself to translating a moral vision

into fictional terms, which was the task Orwell had set

himself by the time he wrote his major critical essays, so

that his admiration for them had a more intimate quality

than his admiration for, say, Shakespeare, whom he de-

fended against Tolstoi.

There is, however, a further aspect of this group of

writers which becomes particularly evident when we
study "Lear, Tolstoi and the Fool." For the essay, we soon

realize, is not really about Shakespeare, who is being de-



308 THE CRYSTAL SPIRIT

fended; less than fourteen lines of his verse are quoted in

twenty prose pages, and by the end of the essay he has
become as shadowy as a casus belli at the end of a war.

Nor it is about the Fool, who is allowed to speak only one
hne, nor even about Lear. It is, overtly, about Tolstoi and
his motives for selecting King Lear for special assault.

Tolstoi attacks the play on critical grounds, for its mani-

fest absurdities; Orwell suggests that underlying this at-

tack is a deep resentment, perhaps not entirely conscious,

of the multiple resemblances between what happens in

the play and what in real life happened to him.

There is a general resemblance which one can hardly avoid

seeing, because the most impressive event in Tolstoi's life, as

in Lear's, was a huge and gratuitous act of renunciation. In

his old age he renounced his estate, his title and his copy-

rights, and made an attempt— a sincere attempt, though it

was not successful— to escape from his privileged position

and live the Hfe of a peasant. But the deeper resemblance lies

in the fact that Tolstoi, like Lear, acted on mistaken motives,

and failed to get the results he had hoped for.

This tells us why Tolstoi chose King Lear as the special

object of his anti-Shakespearean campaign. But it leaves

open the question why Orwell himself, when he wrote an

article on a noveUst whom he admired and whose master-

pieces he found extremely sympathetic, should have

chosen to focus it upon a pamphlet which he regarded as

one of Tolstoi's failures and which he found antipathetic.

As in the case of Tolstoi and King Lear, we are led to spec-

ulate on the hidden reason for the antipathy; it seems

certain that Orwell, in his turn, was fighting against a

half-recognized similarity. For he too— in his youth if

not in his old age— followed the example of Lear and

Tolstoi in attempting a major act of renunciation. He

I
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gave up his career in the Indian service, which was prob-

ably no great sacrifice, but he followed it up by his delib-

erate descent into the lower depths of destitution; for a

period at least, as we have seen, he contemplated a per-

manent renunciation of his past and of all his claims to

social advantage. Afterwards, like Tolstoi, he realized

that he had acted on mistaken motives, and that the im-

pression he had first gained of having crossed the great

gulf of caste was an illusion. The history of Orwell was as

"curiously similar" to the history of Tolstoi as Tolstoi's

history to Lear's, and what appears to be violent disagree-

ment is really an unwilling and unadmitted recognition of

moral affinity.

Apart from attacking Tolstoi's views on King Lear, Or-

well attacks his Christian anarchism; in the same way, in

"Politics vs. Literature," he attacks Swift's Tory anarch-

ism. But the attack on Swift is sustained on a number
of other levels as well. It is directed at such things as his

disbelief in progress, his impatience with opponents, and
his distaste for humanity, which culminated in a strong

conviction that man stinks. Once again, one detects the

unadmitted similarities between the critic and his subject;

Orwell devoted a large part of The Road to Wigan Pier to

an extensive criticism of the concept of progress as neces-

sarily beneficial and bitterly attacked those who accepted

it complacently; he was impatient with opponents, at least

when he encountered them typewriter in hand, as I and

many others discovered; he lived, as he confessed, a large

part of his life with the conviction that he himself smelt

and that the working class smelt even worse.

Orwell's relationship to Swift was even more complex

than his relationship to Tolstoi, largely because he and

Swift belonged to the same literary tradition, that of Eng-

lish Tory dissent. Not only did Swift embarrassingly ex-
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press opinions which he himself had once expressed but

had since to some degree abandoned, but he also dis-

played qualities of which Orwell could only approve. Curi-

ously enough, those which he most admired, to the extent

of emulation and even imitation, he hardly mentions in

his essay: Swift's clean, vigorous, unadorned prose, and
his extraordinary satirical power. What he does concen-

trate on is the inexhaustible fascination which Gulliver's

Travels holds for him and many others despite the fact

that it presents what seems to him a diseased and negative

view of humanity and of life in general.

Swift falsifies his picture of the world by refusing to see

anything in human life except dirt, folly and wickedness, but

the part which he abstracts from the whole does exist, and it

is something which we all know about while shrinking from
mentioning it. Part of our minds— in any normal person is

is the dominant part— believes that man is a noble animal

and life is worth living; but there is also a sort of inner self

which at least intermittently stands aghast at the horror of

existence.

The inner self in Orwell not only allowed him to under-

estimate the satirical intent in Swift's more violent pas-

sages, so that he seems to take for an actual physical

stink what Swift means to be understood as a moral

stink, but also to ignore the strong humanitarian element

that hes behind even such apparently ghoulish essays as A
Modest Proposal. The fury and obscenity to which all sat-

irists are prone usually mask an idealistic view of human-

ity and an agonized disappointment that this view has not

been lived up to. The bitterness of the satire in Nineteen

Eighty-Four suggests that in this respect Orwell himself

was in the same mental situation as Swift, and explains

his failure to look with a more balanced eye upon the in-



PROSE LIKE A WINDOWPANE 3II

tention of Gulliver's Travels. He attacked Swift's tendency

to go to extremes precisely because he shared it and feared

it in himself. It was ironic justice that Orwell's detractors

should have accused him of the same antihumanitarian

bias as he exaggeratedly imputed to Swift.

This brings us to the common feature of "Politics vs.

Literature" and "Lear, Tolstoi and the Fool": the attack on

anarchism— a doctrine which both Tolstoi and Swift

maintained in varying forms and which in each case Or-

well criticized on the grounds that it would substitute for

the tyranny of the law the more dangerous because less

definable tyranny of public opinion. As far as it goes, Or-

well's point is a good one; he has put his finger on the very

difficulty which the Anarchist theoreticians have never

explained away because it represents a danger that will

always exist as long as men think that they know better

how life should be lived than other men. But when we crit-

icize Orwell the critic rather than expounding Orwell the

man of political ideas, it is necessary to ask why, in both

essays, he should have left out the positive aspects of an-

archism and painted a one-sided picture of it as a rather

barren doctrine dominated by the urge to moral censor-

ship. He had enough experience, gathered in his Spanish

days, to know better. And when we come to the roots of

his attitude we realize once again that he was criticizing a

tendency within himself. On questions of authority and
government Orwell showed two sharply divided attitudes.

One side of him belonged to the imperial tradition, de-

fended the sahibs, talked toughly about the realities of

force, and tried to get into the International Brigade be-

cause he felt that the Communists were more efficient in

their organization than any other Spanish party. The
other side of him, represented by the rebel at school and in

Burma, reacted against imperialism, rejected all partisan
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disciplines, and saw that those who believed in the reali-

ties of force became the addicts of power; it was this rebel-

lious, intensely libertarian Orwell who proclaimed himself

an Anarchist in 1927 on returning from Burma, who
fought beside the Spanish Anarchists in 1937 after trying

to join the Communists, and who, after a long wartime

feud with them on paper, entered into a series of personal

friendships with Anarchists during the very years—
1946 and 1947— when he wrote the essays on Swift and

Tolstoi. Clearly in making a special point of criticizing

Swift and Tolstoi for their anarchistic attitudes, he was
trying to discipline his own strong emotional feeling for a

doctrine which his realistic and rational self recognized to

be, at least in its pure form, impractical in any foreseeable

future. Anarchism remained a restless presence in his

mind right to the end; it was one of the themes he hoped

to develop in the novels after the manner of Joseph Con-

rad which, when he died, he was planning as his program

for work in the 1950's.

It will be seen that a great deal of the passion that in-

spires the essays on Swift and Tolstoi is really a disguised

cry of agonized recognition as the critic sees himself in

the mirrors of his subjects. I am not, of course, suggesting

that Orwell is carrying out deliberate distortion; very little

that he actually says about either Swift or Tolstoi is factu-

ally untrue or, in detail at least, unjust; it is the selection

of statements and the tone of presentation that creates the

bias. The detection of such biases in almost every critical

essay that Orwell wrote provides an invaluable series of

clues for the student of his work and his mind. And once

the bias is recognized the essays all have their value as

criticism, in spite of their defiantly amateur quality; every

one of them contains a whole series of original and
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pointed statements about its subject, delivered in vivid

and arresting language.

The essays on Swift and Tolstoi are in fact exceptional

in the degree of bias they reveal. The longer piece on Dick-

ens is not nearly so confined to narrow moral issues,

largely because Orwell did not feel the same agonized in-

volvement with Dickens as he did with the other two writ-

ers. Dickens was not a man with extreme views, at least of

the kind that touched in Orwell the raw nerves of passion-

ate discussion. Moreover, he represented, perhaps more
intimately than any other writer, the radical, unmilitaris-

tic English nineteenth century, Orwell's ideal period; he

gave expression to all those virtues of decency and fair-

ness and peacefulness in which Orwell delighted; the mir-

ror he held up reflected a consoling and pleasing image,

for in Dickens Orwell recognized those qualities of him-

self, the honorable qualities of a nineteenth-century lib-

eral at his best, which he could accept without any desire

to perform the rites of exorcism.

Consequently the study of Dickens is far broader and

more comprehensive than those of Swift and Tolstoi, far

less marred by anger, and only biased enough to give a

pleasant touch of idiosyncrasy to the interpretation. It is

probably Orwell's best piece of criticism. It examines

Dickensian morality, centered around its simple message

;

"If men would behave decently, the world would be de-

cent." It places Dickens in his time and his class, dis-

cusses the Umitations of his world view, puts into perspec-

tive his horror of revolutions and his proposals for social

reforms, and praises his "lack of vulgar nationalism." Oc-

casionally the sharp brilliant definitions of aspects of

Dickens send quick facets of Orwell flashing into one's vi-

sion— for example : "It is hopeless to try and pin him
down to any definite remedy, still more to any poHtical
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program. His approach is always along the moral plane/*

Almost certainly one of the reasons why Orwell could

regard Dickens more affectionately yet more dispassion-

ately than either Swift or Tolstoi was the fact that in a

literary as well as in an emotional sense he was more dis-

tant from him. The clear, undecorated prose and the

sharp satiric vision of Swift, the extraordinary Tolstoian

power of representing the surface of the earth with im-

pressionistic authenticity and of rendering characters so

naturally that one's mind seems to fit into theirs— these

were achievements which Orwell not merely admired, but

sought also to emulate.

On the other hand, though he enjoyed reading Dickens,

he never really wished to imitate him, and so he could

settle down to describe Dickens's way of writing, as well

as what he wrote about, with a detail which he never at-

tempted with any other writer. He discusses the limita-

tions of Dickens's characterization, the monstrosity of his

caricatures, the variety of his types, the shapelessness of

his construction, the wild abundance and irrelevance of

his imagery.

The outstanding, unmistakable mark of Dickens's writing is

the unnecessary detail . . . His imagination overwhelms ev-

erything, like a kind of weed . . . Everything is piled up and
up, detail on detail, embroidery on embroidery. It is futile to

object that this kind of thing is rococo— one might as well

make the same objection to a wedding cake. Either you Hke it

or you do not like it.

Orwell did hke it. It is true that his essay was written

when he had just finished his own single experiment in a

heavily detailed and rather exuberantly colloquial man-

ner. Coming Up for Air, but I doubt if, even when he de-

veloped the spare and simple style of Animal Farm, he
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thought any less of Dickens. For he tended to see such

matters historically; a sprawling manner was appropriate

to the nineteenth century, a spare and functional manner
to the twentieth. Besides, Dickens had the virtue of being

an undeniably "good" writer who was also popular, though

Orwell certainly overestimated the extent to which Dick-

ens was actually read among the working class.

On the whole the essay on Dickens is, though the ear-

liest, one of the best of Orwell's major critical pieces,

humane, informed, pleasantly discursive and unusually

balanced between the sociological, the historical, the per-

sonal and the aesthetic. If anything jars, it is the recurrent

discussion of class, though at times this is admirably

done, taking the form of that kind of brilliant close analy-

sis of caste gradations and their implications in all kinds

of social and political directions which only an English

critic or a Hindu pandit can carry out satisfactorily.

Ill

BESIDE the core of major essays on authors with whom
Orwell felt special affinities stands a somewhat larger

group of essays relating to writers who in one way or an-

other played an enlightening part in his mental develop-

ment. These include "Rudyard Kiphng," "Wells, Hitler and
the World State," "In Defense of P. G. Wodehouse," "W. B.

Yeats," and "George Gissing" among the major essays, as

well as lesser pieces on Thomas Hardy, Mark Twain,

Thackeray, Oscar Wilde, Havelock Ellis, D. H. Lawrence
and Osbert Sitwell. Curiously enough, Orwell never seems

to have written anything of even trivial importance on
Bernard Shaw, Galsworthy or Arnold Bennett, all of

whom were formative influences; he had every intention
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of writing an elaborate study of Conrad, but death pre-

vented him.

All the major essays in this second group were first

written as occasional pieces. "Wells, Hitler and the World
State" emerged out of Orwell's rather shocked response to

a series of newspaper articles which Wells had written

early in 1941, fantastically underestimating the power of

the mihtary forces which Hitler had at his disposal after

the collapse of France; it seemed to Orwell a tragic exam-
ple of how a man who had been a leader of the intellectual

vanguard a generation ago could lose touch with the

changing world. The excuse for writing on Kipling was
the publication in 1942 of a selection of his verse edited by

T. S. Eliot. "W. B. Yeats" was a long review article on Na-
rayana Menon's excellent but now forgotten little book

The Development of William Butler Yeats, which ap-

peared in 1943. "In Defense of P. G. Wodehouse" was a

characteristic example of Orwellian chivalry, written in

1945 to protest against the attempt to victimize Wode-
house for foolishly allowing himself to become the tool of

Nazi propagandists while he was an internee in occupied

Europe. "George Gissing" celebrated the reprinting after

the war of two of that neglected novelist's out-of-print

works. From 1941 onwards an increasing number of Or-

well's critical essays and articles were of this occasional

kind, a fact which marked his emergence during these

years as a busy journalist who in times of health had little

leisure to plan the long critical set pieces like "Charles

Dickens," "Inside the Whale," and "Boys' Weekhes" which

he wrote at the beginning of the War in 1939 and 1940.

I have already discussed the impUcations, in terms of

both Orwell's social ideas and his views on writing, of the

pieces on Kipling, Wells and Gissing. "In Defense of P. G.
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Wodehouse" has a double interest, since it shows admi-

rably how well Orwell could combine the discussion of a

current political issue with literary criticism of a sociolog-

ical type. Even during the war, Orwell had been con-

cerned over the occasional injustices which had crept into

the treatment of people rightly or wrongly suspected of

being Fascists, and when he went to the Continent late in

1944 as correspondent for the Observer, he was disgusted

by the treatment which he saw being meted out to petty

collaborators and to prisoners of war; he expressed his

views very strongly, particularly in an article in the Trib-

une entitled "Revenge Is Sour." It was his disapproval of

this kind of persecution that at least partly motivated his

decision to become as active as he was in the Freedom

Defense Committee. And when a British writer who had

blundered into a situation that made him look like a col-

laborator was in danger of being sacrificed to the postwar

lust for revenge, he immediately stood out in his defense.

The fact that he was a popular writer whom the intellec-

tuals were inclined to despise was undoubtedly a further

count in Wodehouse's favor so far as Orwell was con-

cerned. Certainly he never went to the same amount of

trouble over Ezra Pound.

"In Defense of P. G. Wodehouse" is an excellent piece of

pleading, in which Orwell begins by stating the back-

ground of the case— how Wodehouse was overtaken at

Le Touquet by the German advance in early 1940, and

was immediately recognized by astute German propagan-

dists as the kind of naive man who might be put to use.

He made some five broadcasts from Berlin, one of which

was an interview with an American (CBS) correspond-

ent. The talks described his experiences in internment

camps, truthfully said that he had been well treated, and
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made a few rather inanely Wodehousian comments which
showed the kind of decent feehngs it is sometimes tactless

to express during a war. According to Orwell, who was
connected with the BBC at the time of the broadcasts and
therefore probably had some inside knowledge of reac-

tions, the passage which caused most offense was one that

in peacetime would doubtless be regarded as conveying

vacuously laudable sentiments : "I never was interested in

pohtics. I'm quite unable to work up any kind of belhger-

ent feehng. Just as I'm about to feel belligerent about

some country I meet a decent sort of chap. We go out to-

gether and lose any fighting thoughts or feelings."

Orwell had to disinter and repeat these elementary

facts because as the war went on the content of the origi-

nal broadcasts had been forgotten, and the legend had de-

veloped that Wodehouse had acted as a kind of lowbrow

Pound, and had expressed ideological sympathy for the

Nazi cause. It was even suggested that his books contained

"Fascist tendencies," and they were banned by many Eng-

lish libraries.

Having shown that "the events of 1941 do not convict

Wodehouse of anything worse than stupidity," Orwell

went on— in order to show how innocent of any Fascist

taint Wodehouse's books actually were— to present a

study of the man as writer. In doing so he inset within the

essay of defense a brilliant essay of criticism, almost three

thousand words in length, analyzing the content and the

mentality of one of the leading popular novelists of the

traditionally educated English middle class.

Orwell confesses to having first read Wodehouse— as

well as Swift— when he was eight. Since that time he

had followed his work closely, and he claimed to have

read more than two-thirds of the fifty novels which P. G.

Wodehouse wrote. The reasons why Orwell should have
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kept on reading such a writer are even more interesting

than the comments from which we can deduce them.

For Orwell the most significant fact about Wodehouse,

which explains his total failure to understand the situ-

ation in which he was placed when the Nazis laid their

hands on him, is that he lived still in the past of which he

wrote. And, contrary to general assumption, Orwell con-

tends, this past is not the silly age of the Twenties and

Thirties, but the decade between the first appearance of

Psmith in 1909 and the first appearance of Jeeves and

Wooster in 191 9. Wodehouse, in other words, is really

vnriting, mainly between the wars, of a pre-1914 world of

public schools and country houses, so that his characters

appear out of date even in relation to the early 1920's; Ber-

tie Wooster "is the 'knut' of the pre-1914 period, celebrated

in such songs as 'Gilbert the Filbert' or 'Reckless Reggie of

the Regent's Palace.' " Orwell further remarks on the "pub-

he school morahty" that infuses all Wodehouse's works,

on the classical allusions which show that Wodehouse
wrote, snobbishly, for a readership "educated along tradi-

tional hnes." Wodehouse went to an unfashionable school,

Dulwdch, and, after he left, worked in a bank. But the mi-

nor schools of England are even more intense in their

snobberies and Wodehouse, as Orwell tells us, "remained

'fixated' on his old school and loathed the unromantic job

and the lower middle-class surroundings in which he

found himself."

All these points about Wodehouse are true enough, but

Orwell missed what is really Wodehouse's great virtue;

that he abstracted out of time the world of snobs and
bounders and knuts, so that even today, in the 1960's, his

books are still read, rather in the way that people read

Congreve and Sheridan, not because they are period

pieces, but because, in his own trivial but quite authentic
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way, Wodehouse has presented certain social attitudes

which, for the Enghsh at least, belong outside the accident

of history.

Orwell is significantly anxious to date Wodehouse's

world, to place it, very clearly, before 191 4: in other

words, within that idyllic period when everything was, to

his mind, if not better, at least more ordered and decent

than it had since become. In the same way, he makes a

particular point of Wodehouse having been "fixated" on
his old school. Orwell too, as Such, Such Were the Joys

showed quite clearly, was "fixated" in a similar way, and
the fact that he remembered the worst of St. Cyprian's

while Wodehouse remembered the best of Dulwich should

not make us lose sight of the sense of affinity which the

common obsession about boyhood experience encouraged.

It would probably not be unfair to suggest that Orwell de-

fended Wodehouse rather than Pound because Wode-
house evoked his ov^n past in all its pleasant and unpleas-

ant aspects, and Pound, that alien, raucous Midwesterner,

did not.

By Orwellian definition Wodehouse was a "good bad

v^iter" whose interest is sociological rather than literary.

His work— particularly his public school stories—
forms a bridge in subject matter leading to a third group

of Orwelhan essays, those which have formed the founda-

tion for a whole branch of contemporary British criticism

— represented particularly by Raymond Williams and

Richard Hoggart— devoted to the study of popular cul-

tures at various social levels. There are three major essays

in this group: "Boys' Weeklies," 'The Art of Donald Mc-

Gill" and "Raffles and Miss Blandish," and they are among

the best Orwell ever wrote, mainly for the very reason that

they are about subliterature. No question of evaluation

comes in here, because the works Orwell is discussing are
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below the value level, and no dominant authorial person-

ahties are involved to arouse uncomfortable feelings of

antipathy or resemblance; in such works the almost anon-

ymous craftsman takes the place of the conscious artist.

On the other hand the works of popular literature and

art are full of interest as soon as one takes them out of

their familiar contexts and examines them in the same

way as a natural historian might examine a new species

of bird or animal. But, by 1939, when Orwell wrote on

boys' weeklies, this had not been done. Everyone, indeed,

was familiar with the little backstreet newsagents' shops

which he described in the first paragraph of his essay.

The general appearance of these shops is always very much
the same; a few posters from the Daily Mail and the News of

the World outside, a poky little window with sweet-bottles and
packets of Players, and a dark interior smelling of licorice all-

sorts and festooned from floor to ceiling with vilely printed

twopenny papers, most of them with lurid cover illustrations

in three colors.

But few educated people, since boyhood at least, had read

many of the papers sold in such shops or had looked, ex-

cept with furtive and embarrassed interest, at the gross

and sometimes obscene picture postcards displayed prom-
inently in their windows. Orwell did both. Some of his lore

of little shops went into Coming Up for Air, but he re-

served his most serious consideration of the subject for his

essays.

All of these essays share with each other and with the

defense of P. G. Wodehouse a nostalgia for things out-

dated. The world of the Gem and the Magnet is a static

world where "nothing ever changes, and foreigners are

funny." It has never caught up wdth the horrors that haunt

the minds of intelligent men in the 1930's.
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The clock has stopped at 1910. Britannia rules the waves,
and no one has heard of slumps, booms, unemployment, dicta-

torships, purges, or concentration camps.

Similarly, in considering the subject of comic postcards,

Orwell finds that though contemporary events or activities

which have comic possibihties are quickly made use of,

the "general atmosphere" of the postcard fantasy world is

"extremely old-fashioned." "The implied political outlook

is a radicalism appropriate to about the year 1900." Simi-

larly in "Raffles and Miss Blandish," the comparison is be-

tween "the 1900 version" of glamorized crime and the

1939 Americanized version, much to the latter's detri-

ment.

In the case of the papers which he mainly discusses in

"Boys' Magazines," the Gem and the Magnet, it is true that

Orwell detects a sinister influence behind their unmoving

conservatism; he attributes it to the fact that they are op-

erated by a large newspaper combine which has a vested

interest in fostering the poUtics of the Conservative Party,

and ends his essay wdth the rather whimsically presented

suggestion that left-wing intellectuals should turn their at-

tention to "popular imaginative Uterature" and that Social-

ists should enter the field of boys' magazines. Yet even in

making this pohtical criticism, he is still impressed by the

fact that

the moral code of the English boys* papers is a decent one.

Crime and dishonesty are never held up to admiration, there

is none of the cynicism and corruption of the American gang-

ster story.

A similar comparison is the whole point of 'Haffles and

Miss Blandish," which is concerned wdth fashions in

crime fiction. Raffles is a hanger-on of the upper class in
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pre-Boer War England, and the values E. W. Hornung

gives him are those of the world in which he moves. He
has nothing so un-Englishly systematic as "an ethical

code," and lives by a few socially acceptable rules of be-

havior, at best a code of manners.

But it is just here that the deep moral difference between

Raffles and No Orchids becomes apparent. . . . Certain things

are "not done," and the idea of doing them hardly arises.

Raffles will not, for example, abuse hospitality. He will commit
a burglary in a house where he is staying as a guest, but the

victim must be a fellow guest and not the host. He will not

commit murder, and he avoids violence wherever possible and
prefers to carry out his robberies unarmed. He regards friend-

ship as sacred, and is chivalrous though not moral in his rela-

tions with women.

With the appropriate remark— "Now for a header into

the cesspool"— Orwell compares this pattern of behavior

with the total nihilism that inspires the action of No Or-

chids for Miss Blandish and other books by James Hadley

Chase, a British author who in the 1940's pioneered the

imitation of American sadistic fiction.

Their whole theme is the struggle for power and the triumph
of the strong over the weak. The big gangsters wipe out the

httle ones as mercilessly as a pike gobbling up the little fish in

a pond; the police kill off the criminals as cruelly as the angler

kills the pike. If ultimately one sides with the police against

the gangsters, it is merely because they are better organized

and more powerful, because, in fact, the law is a bigger racket

than crime. Might is right; vae victis.

This, of course, is moral criticism in its purest form. It

is the type of criticism which is uppermost in this whole
group of essays, for, as I have already shown, the real

theme of "The Art of Donald McGill" is not the formal
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qualities of popular art, but the moral attitude of the

working class and the half-conscious myth on which it is

based. Only in "Boys' Weeklies" does Orwell direct any
even half-serious literary criticism towards his subject,

describing the repetitious plot structure of the stories,

commenting rather superficially on the recurring charac-

ters (Billy Bunter is a "really first-rate character"), and
analyzing the outdated language and the "extraordinary,

artificial, repetitive style, quite different from anything

else now existing in Enghsh Hterature," in which they are

written. Clearly, apart from a certain boyish enjoyment,

the main interest which Orwell took in subliterature of

this kind was sociological; he regarded it as symptomatic

of the moral health of society.

IV

THE COMPARISON which forms the central theme

of "Raffles and Miss Blandish" is not merely a com-

parison between two types of crime fiction. It is a compar-

ison between two different moral landscapes— that of

England before 191 4, that of the world as a whole after

1933. It opens the way for the last two groups of Orwell's

major critical essays, those dealing with contemporary

writers and those dealing with the relationship between

hterature and politics in the 1940's. And if in all his

essays about writers of a past generation— with the sole

exception of the very late piece on Gissing— Orwell por-

trays the English nineteenth century as an island of rela-

tive goodness in the evil ocean of history, when he comes

to consider contemporary writers he never ceases to be

conscious that the bad old ghosts from before the nine-

teenth century have begun to march again, and that they
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have been joined by a tribe of evil spirits peculiar to the

twentieth century. The sense of being always in the pres-

ence of this great company of Furies dominates all the

essays we now approach.

To the group dealing with contemporary writers belong

"Inside the Whale," the study of Henry Miller which con-

tains embedded within it a survey of typical literature of

the 1920's and 1930's; "Arthur Koestler," published in

1944; and "Benefit of Clergy," the review article on Salva-

dor DaU's autobiography that was written in 1944 and lit-

erally cut out of every copy of the Saturday Book (though

it still appeared on the contents page) because the pub-

hshers feared legal action. The progress shows— in

terms of Orwell's critical writings— the same intensify-

ing alarm at the political-moral state of the world as

mounts in his fiction when we go from Coming Up for

Air through Animal Farm to Nineteen Eighty-Four. The
essays in the second group— those deahng with the rela-

tionship between Hterature and politics— were written

and published after those I have just listed, in the period

immediately before the writing of Orwell's last novel; they

are "The Prevention of Literature," written in 1946 as a

protest against the lukewarmness about freedom of the

press demonstrated at the PEN International Congress on
Areopagitica in that year; "Politics and the English Lan-

guage," also pubhshed in 1946; and 'Writers and Levia-

than," pubUshed in 1948. Deahng explicitly and generally

with the problems of writers in a world becoming yearly

more totahtarian, they sketch out the main ideas on which
Orwell based his vision in Nineteen Eighty-Four of a total-

itarian language and literature as part of a completely to-

tahtarian world.

In 1939, when he started writing "Inside the Whale,"

which is his second largest essay, Orwell still felt free to
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produce a rambling and rather discursive piece, discuss-

ing many aspects of the literature of his time from the

viewpoint of a writer resolutely independent of schools

and movements. Miller's passivism in the face of disasters

which he knows to be inevitable is of course the overriding

moral-critical theme of the essay, and this I have already

discussed in relation to Coming Up for Air, but "Inside the

Whale" also contains many insights of a more purely lit-

erary nature. On Joyce, for instance, Orwell has these illu-

minating remarks to make

:

The truly remarkable thing about Ulysses ... is the com-
monplaceness of the material. Of course there is much more
in Ulysses than this, because Joyce is a kind of poet and also

an elephantine pedant, but his real achievement has been to

get the familiar onto paper. He dared— for it is a matter of

daring just as much as of technique— to expose the imbecili-

ties of the inner mind, and in doing so he discovered an Amer-
ica which was under everybody's nose.

Here is a whole world of stuff which you supposed to be of

its nature incommunicable, and somebody has managed to

communicate it. The effect is to break down, at any rate mo-
mentarily, the solitude in which the human being lives. When
you read certain passages in Ulysses you feel that Joyce's mind
and your mind are one, that he knows aU about you though he

has never heard your name, that there exists some world out-

side time and space where you and he are together.

Of Miller himself Orwell probably writes a more intelli-

gent appreciation than anyone has done since "Inside the

Whale" appeared. Miller, he decides, has something in

common with Joyce— the abiUty to give life and mean-

ing and interest to the commonplace, but he is not an

artist in the same at once monumental and meticulous

manner as Joyce. Rather he is an ordinary, somewhat

hard-boiled man, an American businessman, talking
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about life with a gift for words. Orwell admires Miller

greatly as a natural prose writer.

[In his books] English is treated as a spoken language, but

spoken without fear, i.e. without fear of rhetoric or of the un-

usual or poetical word. The adjective has come back, after its

ten years' exile. It is a flowing, swelling prose, a prose with

rhythms in it, something quite different from the flat, cau-

tious statements and snack-bar dialects which are now in fash-

ion.

It is even possible that reading Miller had an influence

on the style of Coming Up for Air, which contains OrwelFs

most exuberant writing, as well as on the philosophy of its

hero.

What in the end attracts Orwell most to Miller is the

sheer happiness that emerges from his books, books that

describe hardship, failure and frustration, but in the end

leave an almost unique expression of the uninhibited en-

joyment of life. "So far from protesting, he is accept-

ing." Once again Orwell is asserting, for his part, the

faith in the forces of life which is the dominant element in

his own moral attitude.

Miller's vitality, the basic optimism that runs through

all his works, Orwell contrasts with the "pessimism of out-

look" which seemed the keynote of the Enghsh Twenties,

that physically comfortable age whose leading novelists

and poets, moved by cosmic despairs, produced the best

writing of the century. Purpose, political purpose, re-

turned— without joy in hfe— in the 1930's, but, Orwell

points out, the Marxization of literature was a failure in so

far as it sought to bring literature to the masses, while for

the writers themselves it produced only disillusionment for

the better men and an enslavement to party hackwork for

many of their inferiors. "On the whole," Orwell concludes,
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"the literary history of the Thirties seems to justify the

opinion that a writer does well to keep out of politics."

Even at this time in 1940, politics still provided Orwell

with most of the subject matter of his writing, and it is

clear from the context that what he means by "keeping out

of politics" is an avoidance of party orthodoxies. During
the decade that followed he tried to find some means by
which he, a writer interested in poHtics, might work with

politicans; but by 1948, when he wrote "Writers and Levi-

athan," he had returned, with the force of added experi-

ence, to the same position as he sustained in "Inside the

Whale." The direction of thought in the last years of his

life suggests that, had he survived, his withdrawal from

political interests would have been almost complete.

The intensive reading of Henry Miller which Orwell un-

dertook to write "Inside the Whale" inevitably brought

him up against the question of literary obscenity. In the

case of Miller, Orwell was willing to accept "a seeming

preoccupation with indecency and with the dirty-handker-

chief side of life" as a necessary part of a philosophy that

took all life joyously, without discrimination. "To accept

civilization as it is," he remarks, "practically means accept-

ing decay."

But to accept what is obscene and evil in the world one

finds is one thing. To nurture it within oneself is another.

And this explains the contrast between Orwell's tolerant

treatment of Miller and his ferocious condemnation of

Salvador Dali in "Benefit of Clergy." This essay looks at

high art as "Raffles and Miss Blandish" looked at popular

literature. Its subject is Dali's autobiography, and the crit-

icism, despite the introduction of a httle amateur psychol-

ogy, is almost entirely moral. It is clear that what raises

Orwell's anger is not the sexual but the sadistic element

in Dali's writing and painting. Dah's autobiography is "a
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book that stinks," Dali himself is "a symptom of the

world's illness" and his paintings are "diseased and dis-

gusting." Orwell knows what he thinks of Dali; the prob-

lem he faces is what can be done about an artist who is

obviously "as antisocial as a flea." And here he proposes a

division between the artist and the citizen. Crime for art's

sake cannot be tolerated. But as an artist, Dali must be

defended. He is not a fraud, and his works, which techni-

cally have the kind of merits Orwell appreciates, should

be diagnosed rather than being suppressed. Why an artist

of undoubted ability should act in this way is the question

we must solve. For "wickedness'* (and the italics are Or-

well's) is in an artist only an escape from some hidden

frustration.

The Dali essay is important, not merely because it

shows the extremity of a moralistic fervor that in Orwell

overrode all other criteria, but also because it demon-
strates, probably more clearly than any other of his writ-

ings, the essential contradiction within him between the

artist and moralist. As a critic Orwell was dominated by

his moralistic conscience; as an artist he was pursuing an

activity in which— as he knew— the finest achieve-

ments lie beyond good and evil. Just as in politics there

was a point beyond which he could not step without violat-

ing his integrity as a writer, so even in morals there was a

point beyond which he could not sanction interference

with the freedom of the artist— even the freedom of the

artist to produce monstrosities disgusting to everyone but

himself.

The essay on Koestler shares with that on Dali a preoc-

cupation with violence, but this time it is not the violence

of the individual sadist that concerns him, but the much
more terrifying— because much more impersonal— vio-

lence of the totalitarian state. Koestler, one of Orwell's
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personal friends, aroused his interest for several reasons:

he had developed, Hke Orwell himself, a "style of life"; for

a long period he had worked in the secret heart of the

Third International and was therefore one of the most in-

formed of anti-Communists ; and, in Franco's prisons and

in the refugee camps of France, he had lived out the

drama of the political fugitive in the Europe of the Thir-

ties.

The real heart of Orwell's essay is his interest in Koest-

ler's novel of Stalinist Russia at the time of the Moscow
trials, Darkness at Noon. Superficially, there is a consider-

able resemblance between the central situations in Dark-

ness at Noon and Nineteen Eighty-Four, between the

sufferings of Rubashov in the Ogpu prisons and those of

Winston Smith in the Ministry of Love, but Orwell's criti-

cisms of Koestler's book illuminate the differences rather

than the similarities. As he points out, Darkness at Noon
centers round one question: 'Why did Rubashov con-

fess?" Much mystery still hangs over the Moscow trials.

Were the accused men guilty? That they were not guilty

of the crimes actually attributed to them seems evident.

Were they tortured and blackmailed with threats to their

relatives and friends? Orwell considers this the common-

sense explanation. Koestler, however, incorporates a strong

element of willingness in Rubashov's final confession; it

arises out of "mental bankruptcy and the habit of loyalty

to the Party." Underlying Koestler's choice of this least

Hkely of three possible alternatives, Orwell suggests, is a

judgment on the whole revolutionary tradition, a sugges-

tion that the very process of revolution is corrupting.

Given such a conclusion, which seems to be a fair reading

of Koestler, Orwell assumes that one can only become ei-

ther a complete pessimist or, as Koestler had described

himself, a "short-term pessimist," who feels that the
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present is doomed to be unpleasant and that all one can do

is to withdraw from action and try to remain sane in the

hope that in a century the storms will have blown over

and the world will be a better place.*

Orwell did not accept pessimism. He felt, like Camus,

that we must build our dikes against the storm and try to

mitigate its effects. This is why the tone of Nineteen

Eighty-Four is admonitory whereas that of Darkness at

Noon is fatalistic. To begin, Winston Smith does not rep-

resent, as Rubashov does, the last flickers of bourgeois

decency dying out in the twilight of revolutionary tyranny.

On the contrary, he represents the flame of human de-

cency, of the love for liberty and truth, springing up in the

depths of an established darkness. He does not carry

Rubashov's share of guilt for founding the regime that de-

stroys him; on the contrary, by our standards he is as to-

tally innocent as by the standards of his society he is to-

tally guilty, merely for having had the thought of opposi-

tion. And when Winston confesses and submits it is not

through any rot that springs from within himself, but en-

tirely because he has been submitted to physical tortures

and relentless psychological conditioning. That Winston

resists in his own way until the moment when all his possi-

ble defenses have been destroyed provides the core of hope

in Nineteen Eighty-Four— a core which is entirely absent

from Darkness at Noon. Once again, the essay on Koestler

brings its own evidence that Nineteen Eighty-Four, dark

though its tones and lurid though its Gothic lighting may
appear, was not the product of an ultimately pessimistic

attitude. Revolutions indeed go wrong if we do not take

care, Orwell is saying, but perhaps one of the reasons why
* I consider this a false assumption, since it ignores the alterna-

tives to violent action. In Orwell's essay on Gandhi, written fouif

years after that on Koestler, he first gives consideration to the pos-

sibility of nonviolent action.
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they do so is that men always tend to link the revolu-

tionary process with the dream of Utopia. It is the deadly

illusion of perfectionism that Orwell attacks, here as in

Nineteen Eighty-Four. In its place he sets up a humane
stoicism.

Perhaps some degree of suffering is ineradicable from hu-

man life, perhaps the choice before man is always a choice of

evils, perhaps even the aim of socialism is not to make the

world perfect, but to make it better. All revolutions are fail-

ures, but they are not all the same failure.

V

WHAT MAKES almost all of Orwell's essays still so

fresh and fascinating, long after the occasion for

their writing has lost its original interest, is the informal-

ity, the sense of linear development, which gives one the

feehng of being inside the author's mind as he is develop-

ing his thoughts. In the essays on individual writers the

sense of participation is deepened by the fact that Orwell

can never resist thinking of another writer as a person

and trying to see him in his mind's eye, and as it is the

literary rather than the everyday personality that he re-

constructs, we get from his criticism a kind of imaginative

satisfaction analagous to that induced by certain elusive

types of fiction. And if, as usually happens, Orwell uncon-

sciously reveals as much about himself as he does about

his subject, the interest is further deepened.

The essays that deal with general literary questions

have not quite the same personal intimacy, and in this

they rather resemble his purely pohtical essays. We no

longer feel that we are inside the author's mind. Instead,
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we can imagine ourselves sitting in a London lecture hall

of the 1940's, one of those decrepit, gray, drafty places

dating from the days of Marx and Morris and frequented

by small political parties and vegetarian groups. But for

once the speaker is better than we had ever hoped for,

combining, in the great radical tradition, strong opinions,

pungent heresies, brilliant reasoning, great scholarship,

contempt for scholars, and a colloquial delivery that does

not despise the advantages of rhetoric. Occasionaly the

speaker passes off on us a bit of logical legerdemain, occa-

sionally he shows prejudice or paranoia, and sometimes

his jokes are rather threadbare, but it is all in the spirit of

the performance, and we go away with the general im-

pression of sensible things well and sincerely said.

In these essays, Orwell is dealing with topical questions

— What has happened to the old traditions of free

speech? Where is the English language going? What can

writers expect if they get involved with the Labor Party?

— but he uses these issues to state some permanent

truths about literature. In "The Prevention of Literature,"

for example, he is concerned about the growing tendency

in the postwar world to depart from the old equation of

rebellion with intellectual integrity. In the West, he points

out, it is the majority group of rebels against the existing

order, the Communists and their supporters, who are

most inclined to claim that "freedom is undesirable and

that intellectual honesty is a form of antisocial selfish-

ness." He sums up the immediate problem in this state-

ment:

What is really at issue is the right to report contemporary
events truthfully, or as truthfully as is consistent with the

ignorance, bias and self-deception from which every observer

necessarily suffers.
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At this point Orwell might merely be defending the

freedom of journalists, but he rapidly expands the field to

include all prose writing, and it is here that the essay

takes on its real interest, since it tells us what Orwell con-

siders the necessary prerequisites for the flourishing of his

art, and so, indirectly, the conditions he himself needs in

order to write effectively.

He denies, for example, that in this matter there is any

real distinction between the needs of "imaginative" and
"polemical" literature. The polemical writer deals in fact;

the imaginative writer deals in "subjective feelings, which
from his point of view are facts." But when the novehst is

expected to adapt what he says to the requirements of po-

litical orthodoxy, he is falsifying his subjective feelings,

and when he has done that he has "destroyed his dy-

namo." Literary inventiveness— even more than inven-

tiveness in the other arts— is dependent on free ranging

over the fields of thought, and when liberty of thought per-

ishes, literature is doomed. So, by imphcation, the defense

of literature must begin as soon as the freedom of the

journalist is threatened. Freedom of the press, like other

freedoms, is indivisible. "Writers and Leviathan," written

two years after "The Prevention of Literature," carries the

same idea into the narrower field of political action, warn-

ing the author to beware of offering his talents even to

those parties which evoke his sympathies, for the good

reason reiterated that orthodoxy and imaginative activity

are incompatible.

"Pontics and the Enghsh Language" deals with another

aspect of the danger which politics, and particularly total-

itarian politics, poses to literature. Orwell points to the

generally accepted opinion that "the English language is

in a bad way," but, unhke most of those who lament this

fact, he believes that if we act resolutely, the decay can be
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Stopped. The essay was written in 1946, at the end of a

period during which Orwell had been consciously working

on his own style to achieve the spare and direct form of

Animal Farm; he was speaking from experience and a

sense of involvement. In his view, politics had been one of

the principal causes of the decay of the language, because

"political speech and writing are largely the defense of the

indefensible." Politics— on the left as on the right—
has become steadily more insincere, and "the great

enemy of clear language is insincerity." But the position

might easily be inverted, for a return to clear language

could, by exposing insincerity, help to bring about a "po-

litical regeneration." Orwell advocates a return to sim-

phcity, freshness and economy of wrriting, to a general

abandonment of stale images and meaningless jargon.

When we consider how well Orwell handles the ques-

tion of language and verbal form on this occasion, and

how able he shows himself in the analysis of bad writing,

we are inclined to regret that he did not devote himself

more seriously to stylistic criticism. As it is we are left

with a single brilliant statement on some of the most im-

portant causes of bad writing, and an indication of Or-

well's own attitude as a practicing writer, summed up ad-

mirably in the sentence: "If you simplify your English,

you are freed from the worst follies of orthodoxy." Setting

out to express through literature his vision of the truth,

Orwell was led to a progressive simplification and clarifi-

cation of his own language. But simplification does not

mean impoverishment, as we realize when we listen to the

voice of Orwell's prose.
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VI

W'^HAT is above all needed is to let the meaning
choose the word." This phrase, which provides the

keynote to Orwell's recommendations for the regeneration

of the English language, might also be taken to summa-
rize the attitude towards Hterary form which he developed

during the part of his writing life that is known to us. The
thought he had to express always came first into his mind,

and the form was selected, in so far as an artist ever does

select deliberately, to present with the greatest effective-

ness the message he wished to convey. In "Why I Write"

he explains

:

My starting point is always a feeling of partisanship, a sense

of injustice. When I sit down to write a book, I do not say to

myself, "I am going to produce a work of art." I write because

there is some lie that I want to expose, some fact to which I

want to draw attention, and my initial concern is to get a
hearing.

At the same time form and style were, for him, no mere

mechanisms for the achievement of clear expression. One
need only compare The Road to Wigan Pier with reports

on slum conditions prepared by trained sociologists to

realize that what Orwell has produced is something very

different from ordinary competent expository wrriting. In

the selection of words, in the shape of sentences, in the

arrangement of incident and argument, there is an indi-

vidual sensibility at work, a mind that operates by other

rules than those of mere utihty. As Orwell himself re-

marked, he could not write even in an expository sense if

he did not find it also an aesthetic experience.
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Nevertheless, Orwell's "partisanship" significantly af-

fected the nature of his approach to the art of writing.

Always he wrote to a purpose outside mere writing, so that

the form of the work of literature was never, for him, an

end in itself, and he never indulged in stylistic experimen-

tation for its own sake. Even in discussing other writers,

he soon tired of the formal aspects of their work, no matter

how deliberately and effectively these may have been cul-

tivated. His essay on Yeats, for example, begins with a

singularly feeble attempt at verbal analysis, noting an

affected use of the word "that" ("Or that WiUiam Blake"),

remarking that certain phrases "suddenly overwhelm one

like a girl's face across a room," commenting that Yeats

"does not flinch from a squashy vulgar word like loveli-

ness,' " and showing the lack of seriousness with which he

approaches such analysis by lazily confessing that he is

merely quoting from memory. But as soon as he begins to

chew on what for him is the meat of the subject, the ideas

and the moral impulses that underlie Yeats's poems, his

essay suddenly takes on pace and authority, and the

schoolboyish ineptitude of the opening styHstic discussion

completely vanishes.

If we can accept what Orwell tells us in "Why I Write'*

about his literary development it seems evident that the

extra-artistic impulse was always the starting point of his

writing. As a child, he tells us, he began to make up stories

and to write poems because he recognized within him "a

facility with words and a power of facing unpleasant

facts" that enabled him to compensate for a feeling of "be-

ing isolated and undervalued." As we have seen elsewhere,

Orwell is inclined to impute to himself at a very early age

(he is now talking of the time when he was less than five)

the kind of self-analyzing propensity which seems im-

probably adult for even the most precocious child. We



338 THE CRYSTAL SPIRIT

must reserve judgment on this information, and pass to

the period of Orwell's later schooldays and early man-
hood, on which his statements are likely to be more objec-

tively reliable.

This is what he describes as his "nonliterary" period,

extending— he tells us— up to about the age of twenty-

five, but clearly it was the time when the characteristic

features of his attitude as a writer were first established.

He did in fact carry on a certain amount of subliterary

activity on a rather trivial level; he edited school maga-
zines ("the most pitiful burlesque stuff"), and produced

"made-to-order" poetry and semicomic vers d'occasion

"quickly, easily and without much pleasure to myself."

When we remember the atrocious quality of most of the

poetry which Orwell wrote and even published during the

early 1930's, we can accept the implication that this early

work was intrinsically valueless. More interesting is the

pattern it seems to prefigure, since Orwell remained always

an occasional writer. With the exception of his two worst

novels, A Clergyman's Daughter and Keep the Aspidistra

Flying, he appears to have produced hardly anything out

of the mere decision to write a book. In almost every other

case there was an "occasion," a particularly interesting ex-

perience, or an argument or fear nagging in his mind, that

gave him the first impulse to write.

But the fact that writing was Orwell's special way of

reacting to experience, and that he felt impelled to give

his arguments— no matter how much preliminary con-

versation there had been— a final shape in prose, is

something that still has to be explained. And here he tells

us that from early childhood down to his days of inner

solitude in Burma he had carried on a habit of creating

unspoken and unwritten literature, first by inventing
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crude adventure stories of which he was the hero, and

afterwards by keeping running a mental narrative of

"what I was doing and the things I saw."

Although I had to search, and did search, for the right

words, I seemed to be making this descriptive effort almost

against my will, under a kind of compulsion from outside.

The "story" must, I suppose, have reflected the styles of the

various writers I admired at different ages, and so far as I re-

member it always had the same meticulous descriptive quality.

The feehng of being compelled, of writing against one's

will, is a common one among writers; indeed, it seems to

be an essential aspect of any creative activity that much is

given and motivated by some source outside reason, and
the activity of the artist consists largely in shaping and

controlling this element consciously and rationally. This

"outside" or unconscious element remained strong in Or-

well's work. Even his essays often give the appearance of

having developed through a kind of free flow of thought,

while the frequent emphasis in his novels on such phe-

nomena as involuntary memory (Coming Up for Air),

amnesia and slow recovery of memory (A Clergyman's

Daughter), and dreams and nightmare (Nineteen Eighty-

Four) suggests that Orwell was very much aware of the

importance of extrarational elements in human life and
— equally— in literary creation.

His other important emphases are on the search for the

right word, and on description. Orwell remembers himself

as first selecting words for special purposes, but he tells us

that later, in reading Paradise Lost, he all at once "discov-

ered the joy of mere words, i.e., the sounds and associ-

ations of words. ... As for the need to describe things,"

he adds in the same paragraph, "I knew all about it al-
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ready/' And he goes on to show how the double preoccupa-

tion with description and words determined the kind of

books he wished to write in his youth.

I wanted to write enormous naturahstic novels with un-
happy 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.

Description— the urge to recount experiences, to pic-

ture scenes, to weave the odd observed facts of existence

into the tapestry of prose— this is the original external

purpose, to which is added very soon ( at least as early as

"A Hanging" and doubtless before) the desire to discuss

what has been described, so that argument follows experi-

ence. The eventual narrowing of discussion into moral-

political polemics is merely a further development along

the same lines. But all the time there is the concern for

words, in their dual role as evocative sounds and as the

means to exact description and argument.

This double movement of Orwellian prose can be seen

most effectively in the kind of autobiographical-polemical

reportage which he developed as his most characteristic

form of writing. The structure of such works is deter-

mined by the peculiar OrwelUan dialectic of presenting

experience and then arguing from it. It is, essentially, a

logical rather than an organic structure, determined by a

rather simple system of balancing members.

In each case Orwell catches our attention by a fine de-

scriptive set piece which serves as a kind of overture. We
enter Down And Out in Paris and London to the sound of

the morning squabbles in the Rue du Coq d'Or, we slide

into the world of slums and unemployment in The Road to

I
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Wigan Pier through the sensationally seedy anteroom of

the Bookers' lodging house, and the whole heroic tone of

Homage to Catalonia is set by the high-keyed moment of

Orwell's meeting with the Italian militiaman in Barcelona

on the eve of his own joining up to fight for the Republi-

can cause.

The alternation of narration and argument that follows

can be observed in Down and Out in Paris and London.

The first nine chapters (I apologize for the introduction of

statistical criticism, which is useful at this point and vdll

not happen again) tell how Orwell came to be destitute In

Paris, and recount his attempts to fight off starvation up to

the moment when he and his friend Boris get work in the

Hotel X. This section has the progressive episodic flavor of

a picaresque, but once the heroes have found work the

pace slows, the atmosphere changes, and we settle down
to another nine chapters which describe, with illustrative

incidents embedded in the narration, the life of a great

hotel as seen from below the stairs. A further three chap-

ters supplement this description vdth a scuUion's-eye view

of a fashionable Paris restaurant, and then the whole tale

of Orwell's experience of Galhc destitution is rounded off

with a chapter discussing the reasons for the survival of

the occupation of dishwasher. Now, in the briefest of in-

terludes, Orwell crosses the Channel, and the balancing

second part of the book begins; it is about half the length

of the first part and so avoids excessive symmetry. Some
ten chapters, in which narratives of wandering from

spike to spike are interspersed with descriptions of tramp

habits, tramp ways of earning a living, tramp jargon and

so on, are devoted to the world of London dov\rn-and-outs.

The final three chapters offer Orwell's general reflections

on tramps and what should be done to mitigate the social

problem which they represent.
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Basically the same form is followed in both The Road to

Wigan Pier and Homage to Catalonia. The Road to Wigan
Pier begins with the Bookers* house, goes on to tell of Or-

well's impressions in the mines and his experiences col-

lecting information about life on the dole and slum hous-

ing, and ends with his arguments on what might be done

to make their lot better. The second part (in this case the

book is formally divided into two) begins with an autobio-

graphical passage telling of Orwell's class-ridden child-

hood, his years in Burma and his first plunges into the

underworld, as a prelude to a discussion on socialism

from his own peculiar class point of view. In Homage to

Catalonia there is again a sharp division about the middle

of the book between the first part narrating Orwell's expe-

riences on the Aragon Front (with a central chapter of

argument on the political nature of the war embedded in

the narration) and the second part, which describes his

return to Barcelona, the May fighting, and the proscrip-

tion of POUM. As in the first section there is a central

chapter on the political implications of the situation and

on the dishonesty of Communist propagandists and left-

wing newspaper reporters, with remoter implications in

terms of the falsification of history.

It is, in each case, a simple and unsophisticated form of

construction. If it is not exactly linear, one might describe

it as no more than undulant. It is true that a kind of devel-

opment, through experience to understanding, takes place

in each book, but it is interesting to observe that while

Orwell is always anxious, like the good journalist he was,

to provide an opening that will immediately involve the

reader, he is so little concerned about his endings that

more often than not he goes out with an anticlimax. The

last chapter of Down and Out, with its vapid good inten-

tions, is pointlessly bathetic, while The Road to Wigan
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Pier ends in a stale joke about the middle class— "For,

after all, we have nothing to lose but our aitches." Only in

Homage to Catalonia is there a lift in tension towards the

end, when Orwell and his wife flee across the frontier

from Barcelona to France, and then, with considerable ar-

tistry, there is the quiet release as the travelers cross to the

dreaming land of England.

Such relaxed, undeliberate forms are appropriate to

books of this nature, where the material of real life needs

only the minimum of arrangement— a matter of what to

leave out more than anything else— and where the sheer

quality of the prose can be relied on to carry the subject

matter and the argument. This is why Orwell, with his

zest for description and his passion for words that give the

right feeling to a scene or a thought, is probably the best

writer of reportage in a whole generation.

But fiction is quite another matter, and here Orwell has

tended to succeed— where he has done so— in spite of

great weaknesses in characterization and structure. Sev-

eral of his critics, Tom Hopkinson and Edward M.
Thomas among them, have argued that Orwell only took

to novels because that happened to be the genre in which

everyone was writing in the 1930's. His own accounts,

however, suggest that he had been ambitious to succeed in

fiction since childhood, and that his failure to meet his

ovm expectations of what a novelist should be was a mat-

ter of great disappointment to him.

His difficulties began with characterization, for, though

he could admirably sketch a person he had met in real life

and observed from the outside (for example, Bozo the

screever in Down and Out in Paris and London ) , he found

It hard to create a fictional character, observed from
vdthin, who was not filled with Orwellian attitudes, even

to the point of breaking at times into his creator's Ian-
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guage and expressing his most characteristic thoughts.

One hero alone, George Bowling in Coming Up for Air,

develops enough vital autonomy to live in our minds as a

credible character, though even he has his improbabilities

— can one really imagine so genially vulgar a man being

as well-read, articulate and sensitive to natural beauty as

Orwell suggests? In their own agonized way, Orwell's ma-
jor characters do learn about existence, and so there is

always some kind of development centered around them,

though usually their education consists of little more than

becoming sadder and wiser as they reahze that for all

their efforts they are merely back where they started, with

their comforting illusions removed by the surgery of expe-

rience.

Orwell's characters are, in fact, singularly passive for

the creations of so active a man; all the important things

in their lives happen to them, and whenever they them-

selves try to take action, which is usually in the form of

rebellion against their passive role, it ends always in futil-

ity, so that if one were to judge Orwell only by his novels,

one might imagine that he held some Buddhistic doctrine

of the futility of action. That, of course, is not quite his

point. What he is really saying is that in life most actions

and most rebellions end in rather unheroic failure, but

that, at the same time, it is better to act and to rebel than

to do nothing at all; the little flame of dissent, hke the

little bit of coral in Winston's paperweight, is what really

counts.

As with Dickens it is usually Orwell's minor characters,

in whom there is no pretense of either growth or inner

tension, who are the most eff'ective in their obsessive in-

tensities— characters like Mrs. Creevy, proprietress of

the evil Ringwood Academy; Ellis in Burmese Days, the

fanatical hater of anyone with a colored skin; and even,
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in a way, George Bowling, who is really a comic minor

character magnified, seen from the inside, and provided

with a history like the tail of a comet.

If Orwell finds it hard to create thoroughly convincing

major characters, it is not merely because of their passiv-

ity, or because of the flavor of ineffectuality which lingers

in one's mind when the book is read and they recede in

one's mental vision. It is also because they are never really

defined in their relationships with other people. Gordon

Comstock in Keep the Aspidistra Flying has three major

personal relationships, wdth his sister, with his friend

Ravelston, and with his girl Rosemary. But in no case does

the relationship come alive, and this is not merely because

of Gordon's phenomenal self-centeredness. It is rather be-

cause there is no real individuality about the other charac-

ters, and consequently nothing that can strike out against

his egotism. The sister is a whining masochistic spinster,

on whom Gordon preys constantly. We are told that he

"adores" Ravelston, but in fact he makes that insipid high-

brow the butt of his most vicious attacks on the intellectual

establishment and on the rich, whom he hates because of

his own voluntary assumption of poverty. Neither the sis-

ter nor Ravelston reacts in any meaningful way; all they

show is their ineffectual willingness to be exploited and
insulted indefinitely. As for Rosemary, it is true that she

plays the part of the seductive and eventually rapacious

siren, but it is difficult, when one reads the juvenile dia-

logue that goes on between her and Gordon and when one

sniffs the smell of hockey-field heartiness that hangs over

her, to imagine how she succeeds. Keep the Aspidistra Fly-

ing is, admittedly, the worst example of Orwell's failure to

involve his characters in credible relationships, and this is

possibly because, in creating Comstock, he concentrated

so immoderately on the isolating emotion of self-pity.
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In his other novels, it is where a touch of comedy or

incongruity strikes a spark that his characters really come
to life. Dorothy Hare's friendship with Mr. Warburton,
with its ever-to-be-repelled attempts at seduction and its

shght flavor of vestry daring, is the best thing in A Clergy-

man's Daughter, and infinitely more credible than the lu-

gubrious travesties of love affairs that go on between Gor-

don and Rosemary, and Winston and Julia. The only mar-
riage in Orwell's novels that really arouses one's interest is

that of George and Hilda Bowhng, which, by the time we
come upon it, has taken on the conventions of wedded Hfe

in one of Donald McGill's postcards, with the husband
perpetually suffering for the suspicions aroused by his

past adventures. In Burmese Days there is one very con-

vincing and moving relationship— that between Flory

and Dr. Veraswami, with aU its laughable misunder-

standings and with the pathetic loyalty, all on one side,

that rounds it off.

But Burmese Days contains another relationship— or

perhaps rather a confrontation— which has an impor-

tant bearing upon the partial nature of Orwell's success as

a fiction writer. Burmese Days is the most conventional of

Orwell's novels, and as a novel the most successful. In

his other novels Orwell funnels the intensity of feeling

through a single character because only one character is

seen from within. But the true novel, as he in the end ar-

gues in his essay on Gissing, always contains "at least two

characters, probably more, who are described from the

inside and on the same level of probability," and Burmese

Days is the only one among his books that meets this re-

quirement. Both Flory and EUzabeth Lackersteen are seen

from the inside. It is true that no kind of intimacy is ever

estabUshed between them, but that is part of the author's

intent. What does take place is a confrontation in which
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they act upon and help to define each other, even though,

by reason of Flory's inveterate romanticism and EHza-

beth's abysmal selfishness, they are always at cross pur-

poses and never even begin to understand each other. It is

a relationship in the realistic tradition, and falls into the

same class as that between Pierre Bezoukhov and Helene,

or Charles and Emma Bovary.

Orwell's failures in characterization are closely con-

nected with the failures of general structure in his books.

His concentration on the word as the vital unit of litera-

ture made him neglect the larger elements of literary

planning, so that— except in Burmese Days— he never

worked out an even approximately satisfactory form for a

larger work of fiction. It is true that he was always search-

ing, for the six works of fiction which he did write repre-

sented almost as many different types. Burmese Days can

be accepted as a true novel in the tradition deriving from

Flaubert. But it was followed by a regression, in A Clergy-

man's Daughter, to a loose picaresque with the elementary

structure of a number of episodes strung on the thread of

a journey, including at least one deliberately unrealistic

passage (the Joyceian scene among the derelicts in Trafal-

gar Square); several of the episodes owed their presence

to the author's desire to describe his own experiences as a

hop-picker, a down-and-out in London and a teacher in a

small private school rather than to any evident needs of

the plot. Keep the Aspidistra Flying is certainly not a novel

in the traditional sense, and can probably be most kindly

described as a burlesque. Coming Up for Air is a kind of

prose dramatic monologue, held together mainly by the

fascination of George Bowling's memories; it is a book al-

most without construction, with a vast middle section de-

voted to the past as Bowling's mind portrays it, and a

disproportionately small final section describing episodi-
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cally the trip back to Lower Binfield which is the main
action of the book. Animal Farm, which Orwell described

as a fairy tale, is really a fable, and it is also the only one

of his books which is engineered with perfect tightness

and economy, largely because it was built around an ac-

tual historical incident, the Russian Revolution and its

betrayal. The problems of character are magnificently

evaded by the stylization which becomes possible through

the substitution of animals for human beings, and the

simplified personalities that result are nearer to Jonsonian

humors than to characters in the modern sense of the

word.

Finally, Nineteen Eighty-Four is a Utopia, even if it is

seen in negative; and, like other works of its kind, it has to

find room for a great deal of detail of a kind that would be

unnecessary in an ordinary novel. Here again, though per-

haps not so successfully as in Animal Farm, Orwell takes

a great deal more care over construction than he did in

any of his prewar books except Burmese Days. He solves

one of the recurrent problems of Utopian writing, that of

having to deal with the mass of unfamiliar inventions, ap-

pliances and arrangements in a society of the future, by

assuming that the physical setting of London will not

have changed except to the extent of having become a

great deal more decrepit; in other words, that Utopia may
be something quite different from a steel-and-concrete

paradise— may in fact be more than anything else a

state of mind. He brings in a few inventions that are of

use merely to the police so as to show the direction society

has taken, and the space saved in this way he uses for

long passages of theoretical material relating to the new
society— particularly discussions on Newspeak, extracts

from the spurious Goldstein book describing the history of

Oceania and the Party, and dialogues between Winston
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Smith and O'Brien in the torture chambers. Here, of

course, Orwell is adapting to fiction the pattern of his

books of reportage; but while the arrangement helps the

reader to understand the didactic message of the book, it

tends to overwhelm the human drama that is— at least

in fictional terms— the heart of the book. The main flaw

of Nineteen Eighty-Four is in fact that it has two centers,

a political and theoretical one and a human one; these

centers come together when Winston is confronted by

O'Brien in the Ministry of Love. For this is not only the

point where Winston meets the power of the Party in all

its inhumane force; it is also the point where the essen-

tially human contact he thought he had established with

O'Brien is betrayed. But instead of allowing the situation

to speak in these terms, Orwell entirely spoils the effect by

allowing O'Brien to argue and discourse at length, like an

inverted image of himself, on the dialectics of power.

Thus he fails at the crucial point to fuse the dual purposes

of the book.

Orwell established his own manner of life, his own
moral-political stance, his own way of using words, even

his own form of reportage, but he never established, at

least in the larger structural sense, a characteristic form
for his fiction. Nor can it really be said that he spent the

time in experimentation, since every one of the six differ-

ent forms he used for his novels (to use the word novel in

its broadest sense) was a ready-made picked from the gen-

eral rack of serviceable forms developed over the centu-

ries. It seems that just as Orwell was not interested in cre-

ating a system for his thought, so he was not interested in

creating an overall structure within which to v^nrite. He
was content to accept the structures other men had al-

ready developed, and even these he did not always use

with great care. Sometimes one has the impression— it
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happens with a good book like Coming Up for Air as well

as an indifferent book like A Clergyman's Daughter—
that he got an idea and a vague shape in his mind and let

the writing follow its course. Without very much exagger-

ation one might apply to him one of his own remarks

about Dickens— "a writer whose parts are greater than

his wholes. ... all fragments, all details— rotten ar-

chitecture, but wonderful gargoyles."

But though Orwell had little sense of fictional architec-

ture and was a poor hand at characterization, the question

as to whether he is a v^iter worth reading half a genera-

tion after his death hardly arises. He so obviously is, be-

cause what he liked doing he did superlatively well. His

descriptions are magnificent; his polemical arguments,

even when they occur in the wrong places, are always in-

tensely readable; every one of his books contains episodes

which most writers would give years of their lives to have

written; his style in the narrower sense, his way vdth

words, is inimitable.

Not since Swift, his great master, has there been a

prose more lucid, flexible, exact and eloquent than Or-

well's. But Orwell goes beyond Swift, for he can speak in

the tone of humor as well as that of satire; he can sound

the lyrical and the elegiac as well as the urbane and aus-

tere notes, and his style is capable of many variations. The

tone in which he writes of Wigan, for example, is quite

different from the tone in which he writes of Aragon, less

heroic and rhetorical, as is appropriate to the different

worlds he is presenting, and the style in which he argues

is different from that in which he describes. In his fiction,

even, there are several perceptibly different forms of the

Orwellian style. Here are three samples drawn from books

spaced out in terms of publication over the twelve years
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from 1933 to 1945. They show variation, and also devel-

opment.

In a moment the girl began to dance. But at first it was not

a dance, it was a rhythmic nodding, posturing and twisting

of the elbows, like the movements of one of those jointed

wooden figures on an old-fashioned roundabout. The way her

neck and elbows rotated was precisely like a jointed doll, and
yet incredibly sinuous. Her hands, twisting like snakeheads

with the fingers close together, could lie back until they were
almost along her forearms. By degrees her movements quick-

ened. She began to leap from side to side, flinging herself

down in a kind of curtsy and springing up again with extraor-

dinary agihty, in spite of the long longyi that imprisoned her

feet. Then she danced in a grotesque posture as though sitting

down, knees bent, body leaned forward, with her arms ex-

tended and writhing, her head also moving to the beat of the

drums. The music quickened to a chmax. The girl rose upright

and whirled round as swiftly as a top, the panniers of her

ingyi flying out about her like the petals of a snowdrop. Then
the music stopped as abruptly as it had begun, and the girl

sank again into a curtsy, amid raucous shouting from the

audience. [Burmese Days]

The float dived straight down, I could still see it under the

water, kind of dim red, and I felt the rod tighten in my hand.
Christ, that feeling! The Hne jerking and straining and a fish

on the other end of it! The others saw my rod bending, and the

next moment they'd all flung their rods down and rushed
round to me. I gave a terrific haul and the fish— a great huge
silvery fish— came flying up through the air. The same mo-
ment all of us gave a yell of agony. The fish had slipped ofE

the hook and fallen into shallow water where he couldn't turn
over, and for perhaps a second he lay there on his side help-

less. Joe flung himself down into the water, splashing us all

over, and grabbed him in both hands. "I got 'im!" he yelled.

The next moment he'd flung the fish onto the grass and we
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were all kneeling round it. How we gloated! The poor dying
brute flapped up and down and his scales glistened all the

colors of the rainbow. It was a huge carp, seven inches long
at least, and must have weighed a quarter of a pound. How
we shouted to see him ! But the next moment it was as though
a shadow had fallen across us. We looked up, and there was
old Brewer standing over us, v^th his tall billycock hat— one
of those hats they used to wear that were a cross between a top

hat and a bowler— and his cowhide gaiters and a thick hazel

stick in his hand.

We suddenly cowered like partridges when there's a hawk
overhead. He looked from one to other of us. He had a wdcked
old mouth with no teeth in it, and since he'd shaved his beard
off his chin looked hke a nutcracker. [Coming Up for Air]

The wdndmill presented unexpected difficulties. There was
a good quarry of limestone on the farm, and plenty of sand
and cement had been found in one of the outhouses, so that

all the materials for building were at hand. But the problem
the animals could not at first solve was how to break up the

stone into pieces of suitable size. There seemed no way of do-

ing this except with picks and crowbars, which no animal
could use, because no animal could stand on his hind legs.

Only after weeks of vain effort did the right idea occur to

somebody— namely, to utihze the force of gravity. Huge
boulders, far too big to be used as they were, were lying all

over the bed of the quarry. The animals lashed ropes round
these, and then all together, cows, horses, sheep, any animal

that could lay hold of the rope— even the pigs sometimes

joined in at critical moments— they dragged them with des-

perate slowness up the slope to the top of the quarry, where

they were toppled over the edge, to shatter in pieces below.

Transporting the stone when it was once broken was compara-

tively simple. The horses carried it off in cartloads, the sheep

dragged single blocks, even Muriel and Benjamin yoked them-

selves into an old governess-cart and did their share. By late

summer a sufficient store of stone had accumulated, and then

the building began, under the superintendence of the pigs.

[Animal Farm]
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The first is Orweirs earliest style, somewhat ornate, but

by no means inappropriate to its rather exotic subject, a

dance so stylized that it requires a stylized description.

The sentence builds up in a series of phrases which sug-

gest the dance's continuous movement. There are no less

than four similes in this relatively short passage, none of

them really redundant. The first, with its image of jointed

figures on an old roundabout, sets the outlandish quahty

of the scene. The last gains its effect from the mild shock

of thinking of snowdrops in the steamy heat of Burma.

The choice in words is rather more pretentious and con-

ventional in a literary way than Orwell would later have

made, and there are a number of overused phrases of the

type he later condemned: "Incredibly sinuous," "extraor-

dinary agihty," "the music stopped as abruptly as it had
begun."

The second passage shows an immense gain in vigor

and immediacy. The language and the rhythms are, of

course, far more colloquial, and the number of Latinized

words is reduced to a minimum. The sentences are short,

often exclamatory, so that the excitement builds up in a

staccato rhythm quite different from the slow, fluent

rhythm of the description of the Burmese dancer. The use

of metaphor is not abandoned, but it is adapted to the

manner of speech, so that all the similes are those which

an ordinary man like Bowling with a country upbringing

might have used, and which, in their proper context, re-

tain a considerable freshness. There is a touch of exag-

geration about the phraseology, but this reflects the per-

sonahty and the humor of the speaker. It is the language

of speech, using its rhythms, while the earher language is

the language of literature. One can imagine Bowling say-

ing these words in one's ear; they project an image of the

speaker as well as of the scene. One cannot imagine any-
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one making an oral description of the Burmese dance in

language resembling that which Orwell used when he
wrote Burmese Days.

The final extract shows the ultimate honing down of

the language to a serviceable simpHcity resembhng that of

Defoe. There is a quite deliberate formality, rather like

that of an old-fashioned travel book, conveyed in the use

of phrases like "namely, to utilize the force of gravity," "a

sufficient store of stone," "under the superintendence of

the pigs"; this is designed to establish the distance of the

world of animals from that of humanity, and so paradoxi-

cally to enable us to look at humanity from the outside.

But the functional quality is developed in the simplicity of

the sentence construction, in the economy of description,

which tells one everything that is needed, but includes not

a single unnecessary detail, and above all in the complete

absence of metaphor (unless of course one might contend

that the whole fable is a kind of extended metaphor). It is

a model of direct, clear description, so transparent that

even without the help of figures of speech we are able ac-

tually to visualize the animals at work on their human
tasks.

This is the ultimate point of OrwelHan simplification.

But the language of Animal Farm is Orwell's highest Hter-

ary achievement precisely because it is appropriate to that

particular story. It would not be appropriate to any other,

and Orwell, even at the period when he wrote it, used vari-

ant styles for other purposes. More than any other writer

of his time, perhaps more than any other writer of Eng-

lish, he learned to "let the meaning choose the word,"

which meant to let every meaning choose its word and

the tone of its word. The ultimate point in such a search

comes when language and meaning are so close that

one cannot drive the blade of a metaphorical knife be-
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tween them. The style grows so near to the subject that

one no longer thinks of it as a style. This Orwell suc-

ceeded in achieving more often than most other writers.

But the style, it is said rightly, is the man. And in that

crystalline prose which Orwell developed so that reality

could always show through its transparency, lies perhaps

the greatest and certainly the most durable achievement

of a good and angry man who sought for the truth because

he knew that only in its air would freedom and justice

survive.
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