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Editor’s Note

This volume collects a representative selection of what I judge to be the
most useful criticism of George Orwell’s most widely read fiction, 1984.
am grateful to Peter Childers for his devotion and skill in helping me to edit
this book.

The essays included here are arranged in the chronological order of
their original publication. My introduction severely doubts whether 1984
can survive as more than a virtuous period piece, curiously akin to Stowe’s
Uncle Tom’s Cabin and other “good bad books.”

Raymond Williams begins the chronological sequence by questioning
the general validity of Orwell’s political conclusions while valuing his honest
and compassionate observation of the intellectual as an exile or victim
within society. A rather surprising reading of 1984 as a Freudian work, by
Paul Roazen, emphasizes how both Orwell and Freud heighten our per-
ceptual awareness of reality by subjecting reality to a disproportionate mode
of representation.

The novelist Anthony Burgess, writing with his customary gusto,
analyzes the metaphysics of Orwell’s Oceania as subtly solipsistic, and so
judges 1984 to be not only “a Swiftian toy” but also “an extended metaphor
of apprehension.” In a feminist critique, Daphne Patai both condemns Orwell
for his conventional misogyny and praises him for his despair, since sup-
posedly that ensued from his awareness of the deadly potential of his dan-
gerous notion of masculinity.

In a strong attack upon Orwell’s acute limitations as a theorist of lan-
guage, Roy Harris condemns Newspeak as a misleading figment of a false
linguistics. Irving Howe, very much at variance with the editor’s introduc-
tion, returns to 1984 and finds it to be one of the authentic literary classics
of our time. Whether Howe is not confusing the aesthetic and the moral
realms may not be altogether clear, but he is eloquent in support of his
judgment. Finally, Vita Fortunati examines 1984 against the literary tradition
of utopias and provides us with a dialectical reading of the narrative.
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Introduction

I

There is an equivocal irony to reading, and writing about, George Orwell
| in 1986. I have just reread 1984, Animal Farm, and many of the essays for the
‘ first time in some years, and I find myself lost in an interplay of many
contending reactions, moral and aesthetic. Orwell, aesthetically considered,
\ is a far better essayist than novelist. Lionel Trilling, reviewing 1984 in 1984,
praised the book, with a singular moral authority:

The whole effort of the culture of the last hundred years has
been directed toward teaching us to understand the economic
i! motive as the irrational road to death, and to seek salvation in the

rational and the planned. Orwell marks a turn in thought; he asks

us to consider whether the triumph of certain forces of the mind,
| in their naked pride and excess, may not produce a state of things
| far worse than any we have ever known. He is not the first to
raise the question, but he is the first to raise it on truly liberal or
radical grounds, with no intention of abating the demand for a
just society, and with an overwhelming intensity and passion.
“ This priority makes his book a momentous one.

The book remains momentous; perhaps it always will be so. But there
' is nothing intrinsic to the book that will determine its future importance. Its
very genre will be established by political, social, economic events. Is it
satire or science fiction or dystopia or counter-manifesto? Last week I read
newspaper accounts of two recent speeches, perorations delivered by Presi-
dent Reagan and by Norman Podhoretz, each favorably citing Orwell. The
President, awarding medals to Senator Barry Goldwater and Helen Hayes,
among others, saw them as exemplars of Orwell’s belief in freedom and
individual dignity, while the sage Podhoretz allowed himself to observe that
Orwell would have become a neoconservative had he but survived until this
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moment. Perhaps irony, however equivocal, is inadequate to represent so
curious a posthumous fate as has come to the author of Homage to Catalonia,
a man who went to Barcelona to fight for the Party of Marxist Unity and
the Anarcho-Syndicalists.

V. S. Prichett and others were correct in describing Orwell as the best
of modern pamphleteers. A pamphlet certainly can achieve aesthetic emi-
nence; “tracts and pamphlets” is a major genre, particularly in Great Britain,
where its masters include Milton, Defoe, Swift, Dr. Johnson, Burke, Blake,
Shelley, Carlyle, Ruskin, and Newman. Despite his celebrated mastery of
the plain style, it is rather uncertain that Orwell has joined himself to that
company. I suspect that he is closer to the category that he once described as
“good bad books,” giving Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin as a
supreme instance. Aesthetically considered, 1984 is very much the Uncle
Tom’s Cabin of our time, with poor Winston Smith as Uncle Tom, the
unhappy Julia as little Eva, and the more-than-sadistic O’Brien as Simon
Legree. [ do not find O’Brien to be as memorable as Simon Legree, but then
that is part of Orwell’s point. We have moved into a world in which our
torturers also have suffered a significant loss of personality.

II

Orwell’s success as a prophet is necessarily a mixed one, since his
relative crudity as a creator of character obliges us to read 1984 rather
literally. What works best in the novel is its contextualization of all the
phrases it has bequeathed to our contemporary language, though whether to
the language is not yet certain. Newspeak and doublethink, “War [s Peace,”
“Freedom Is Slavery,” “Ignorance Is Strength,” “Big Brother Is Watching
You,” the Thought Police, the Two Minutes Hate, the Ministry of Truth,
and all the other Orwellian inventions that are now wearisome clichés, are
restored to some force, though little freshness, when we encounter them
where they first arose.

Unfortunately, in itself that does not suffice. Even a prophetic pamphlet
requires eloquence, if we are to return to it and find ourselves affected
at least as much as we were before. 1984 can hurt you a single time, and
most likely when you are young. After that, defensive laughter becomes
the aesthetic problem. Rereading 1984 can be too much like watching a
really persuasive horror movie; humor acquires the validity of health. Con-
temporary reviewers, even Trilling, were too overwhelmed by the book’s
relevance to apprehend its plain badness as narrative or Orwell’s total in-
ability to represent even a curtailed human personality or moral character.

EEE———S
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Mark Schorer’s response in the New York Times Book Review may have
seemed appropriate on June 12, 1949, but its hyperboles now provoke polite
puzzlement:

No real reader can neglect this experience with impunity. He
will be moved by Smith’s wistful attempts to remember a dif-
ferent kind of life from his. He will make a whole new discovery
of the beauty of love between man and woman, and of the
strange beauty of landscape in a totally mechanized world. He
will be asked to read through pages of sustained physical and
psychological pain that have seldom been equaled and never in
such quiet, sober prose. And he will return to his own life from
Smith’s escape into living death with a resolution to resist power
wherever it means to deny him his individuality, and to resist for
himself the poisonous lures of power.

Would it make a difference now if Orwell had given his book the title
19942 Our edge of forboding has vanished when we contemplate the book,
if indeed we ought to regard it as a failed apocalypse. Yet all apocalypses, in
the literary sense, are failed apocalypses, so that if they fade, the phenome-
non of literary survival or demise clearly takes precedence over whatever
status social prophecy affords. The limits of Orwell’s achievement are clari-
fied if we juxtapose it directly to the authentic American apocalypses of our
time: Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, Nathanael West’s Miss Lonelyhearts, Thomas -
Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow. Why do they go on wounding us, reading after
reading, while 1984 threatens to become a period piece, however night-
marish? It would be absurdly unfair to look at 1984 side by side with Kafka
and Beckett; Orwell was in no way an aspirant after the sublime, however
demonic or diminished. But he was a satirist, and in 1984 a kind of phantas-
magoric realist. If his O’Brien is not of the stature of the unamiable Simon
Legree, he is altogether nonexistent as a satanic rhetorician if we attempt to
bring him into the company of West's Shrike.

Can a novel survive praise that endlessly centers upon its author’s hu-
mane disposition, his indubitable idealism, his personal honesty, his political
courage, his moral nature? Orwell may well have been the exemplary and
representative socialist intellectual of our time (though Raymond Williams,
the crucial Marxist literary critic in Great Britain, definitely does not think
s0). But very bad men and women have written superb novels, and great
moralists have written unreadable ones. 1984 is neither superb nor unread-
able. If it resembles the work of a precursor figure, that figure is surely
H. G. Wells, as Wyndham Lewis shrewdly realized. Wells surpasses Orwell
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in storytelling vigor, in pungency of characterization, and in imaginative
invention, yet Wells now seems remote and Orwell remains very close. We
are driven back to what makes 1984 a good bad book: relevance. The book
substitutes for a real and universal fear: that in the political and economic
area, the dreadful is still about to happen. Yet the book again lacks a defense
against its own blunderings into the ridiculous. As social prophecy, it is closer
to Sinclair Lewis’s now forgotten It Can’t Happen Here than to Nathanael
West’s still hilarious A Cool Million, where Big Brother, under the name
of Shagpoke Whipple, speaks uncannily in the accents shared by Calvin
Coolidge and Ronald Reagan. Why could not Orwell have rescued his book
by some last touch of irony or by a valid invocation of the satiric Muse?

11

What Max Horkheimer and T. W. Adorno grimly called the Culture
Industry has absorbed Orwell, and his 1984 in particular. Is this because
Orwell retains such sentimentalities or soft idealisms as the poignance of
true love? After all, Winston and Julia are terrorized out of love by brute
pain and unendurable fear; no one could regard them as having been culpa-
ble in their forced abandonment of one another. This is akin to Orwell’s
fantastic and wholly unconvincing hope that the proles might yet offer salva-
tion, a hope presumably founded upon the odd notion that Oceania lets
eighty-five percent of its population go back to nature in the slums of Lon-
don and other cities. Love and the working class are therefore pretty much
undamaged in Orwell’s vision. Contrast Pynchon’s imaginative “paranoia”
in Gravity’s Rainbow, where all of us, of whatever social class, live in the
Zone which is dominated by the truly paranoid System, and where authentic
love can be represented only as sadomasochism. There is a Counterforce in
Gravity’s Rainbow that fights the System, but it is ineffectual, farcical, and
can be animated only by the peculiar ideology that Pynchon calls sado-
anarchism, an ideology that the Culture Industry cannot absorb, and that I
suspect Adorno gladly would have embraced.

I don't intend this introduction as a drubbing or trashing of Orwell and
1984, and Gravity’s Rainbow, being an encyclopedic prose epic, is hardly a fair
agonist against which 7984 should be matched. But the aesthetic badness of
1984 is palpable enough, and I am a good enough disciple of the divine
Oscar Wilde to wonder if an aesthetic inadequacy really can be a moral
splendor. Simon Legree beats poor old Uncle Tom to death, and O’Brien
pretty well wrecks Winston Smith’s body and then reduces him to supposed
ruin by threatening him with some particularly nasty and hungry rats. Is
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Uncle Tom’s Cabin actually a moral achievement, even if Harriet Beecher
Stowe hastened both the Civil War and the Emancipation Proclamation? Is
1984 a moral triumph, even if it hastens a multiplication of neoconservatives?

The defense of a literary period piece cannot differ much from a de-
| fense of period pieces in clothes, household objects, popular music, movies,
and the lower reaches of the visual arts. A period piece that is a political and
social polemic, like Uncle Tom’s Cabin and 1984, acquires a curious charm of
its own. What partly saves 1984 from Orwell’s overliteralness and failures in
irony is the strange archaism of its psychology and rhetoric:

He paused for a few moments, as though to allow what he had
been saying to sink in.

“Do you remember,” he went on, “writing in your diary,
‘Freedom is the freedom to say that two plus two make four’?”

“Yes,” said Winston.

O’Brien held up his left hand, its back toward Winston, with
the thumb hidden and the four fingers extended.

“How many fingers am | holding up, Winston?”

“Four.”

‘ “And if the Party says that it is not four but five —then how
many?”
' “Four.”

The word ended in a gasp of pain. The needle of the dial had
shot up to fifty-five. The sweat had sprung out all over Winston’s
body. The air tore into his lungs and issued again in deep groans
which even by clenching his teeth he could not stop. C'Brien
watched him, the four fingers still extended. He drew back the
lever. This time the pain was only slightly eased.

“How many fingers, Winston?”

“Four.”

The needle went up to sixty.

“How many fingers, Winston?”

“Four! Four! What else can I say? Four!”

The needle must have risen again, but he did not look at it.
The heavy, stern face and the four fingers filled his vision. The
fingers stood up before his eyes like pillars, enormous, blurry,
and seeming to vibrate, but unmistakably four.

“How many fingers, Winston?”

“Four! Stop it, stop it! How can you go on? Four! Four!”

“How many fingers, Winston?”
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“Five! Five! Five!”

“No, Winston, that is no use. You are lying. You still think
there are four. How many fingers, please?”

“Four! Five! Four! Anything you like. Only stop it, stop the
pain!”

Abruptly he was sitting up with O'Brien’s arm round his
shoulders. He had perhaps lost consciousness for a few seconds.
The bonds that had held his body down were loosened. He felt
very cold, he was shaking uncontrollably, his teeth were chatter-
ing, the tears were rolling down his cheeks. For a moment he
clung to O’Brien like a baby, curiously comforted by the heavy
arm round his shoulders. He had the feeling that O'Brien was his
protector, that the pain was something that came from outside,
from some other source, and that it was O’Brien who would save
him from it.

“You are a slow learner, Winston,” said O’Brien gently.

“How can I help it?” he blubbered. “How can I help seeing
what is in front of my eyes? Two and two are four.”

“Sometimes, Winston. Sometimes they are five. Sometimes
they are three. Sometimes they are all of them at once. You must
try harder. It is not easy to become sane.”

He laid Winston down on the bed. The grip on his limbs
tightened again, but the pain had ebbed away and the trembling
had stopped, leaving him merely weak and cold. O’Brien mo-
tioned with his head to the man in the white coat, who had stood
immobile throughout the proceedings. The man in the white
coat bent down and looked closely into Winston’s eyes, felt his
pulse, laid an ear against his chest, tapped here and there; then he
nodded to O’Brien.

“Again,” said O’Brien.

The pain flowed into Winston’s body. The needle must be at
seventy, seventy-five. He had shut his eyes this time. He knew
that the fingers were still there, and still four. All that mattered
was somehow to stay alive until the spasm was over. He had
ceased to notice whether he was crying out or not. The pain
lessened again. He opened his eyes. O’Brien had drawn back the
lever.

“How many fingers, Winston?”

“Four. I suppose there are four. I would see five if I could. I
am trying to see five.”
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“Which do you wish: to persuade me that you see five, or
really to see them?”

“Really to see them.”

“Again,” said O’Brien.

If we took this with high seriousness, then its offense against any per-
suasive mode of representation would make us uneasy. But it is a grand
period piece, parodying not only Stalin’s famous trials, but many theologi-
cally inspired ordeals before the advent of the belated Christian heresy that
Russian Marxism actually constitutes. Orwell was a passionate moralist, and
an accomplished essayist. The age drove him to the composition of political
romance, though he lacked nearly all of the gifts necessary for the writer of
narrative fiction. 1984 is an honorable aesthetic failure, and perhaps time
will render its crudities into so many odd period graces, remnants of a
vanished era. Yet the imagination, as Wallace Stevens once wrote, is always
at the end of an era. Lionel Trilling thought that O'Brien’s torture of Win-
ston Smith was “a hideous parody on psychotherapy and the Platonic dia-
logues.” Thirty-seven years after Trilling’s review, the scene I have quoted
above seems more like self-parody, as though Orwell’s narrative desperately
sought its own reduction, its own outrageous descent into the fallacy of
believing that only the worst truth about us can be the truth.

Orwell was a dying man as he wrote the book, suffering the wasting
away of his body in consumption. D. H. Lawrence, dying the same way,
remained a heroic vitalist, as his last poems and stories demonstrate. But
Lawrence belonged to literary culture, to the old, high line of transcendental
seers. What wanes and dies in 1984 is not the best of George Orwell, not the
pamphleteer of The Lion and the Unicorn nor the autobiographer of Homage to
Catalonia nor the essayist of ““Shooting an Elephant.” That Orwell lived and
died an independent socialist, hardly Marxist but really a Spanish anarchist
or an English dissenter and rebel, of the line of Cromwell and of Cromwell’s
celebrators, Milton and Carlyle. 1984 has the singular power, not aesthetic
but social, of being the product of an age, and not just of the man who set it
down.







(5eorge Orwell

Raymond Williams

“It is not so much a series of books, it is more like a world.” This is Orwell,
on Dickens. “It is not so much a series of books, it is more like a case.” This,
today, is Orwell himself. We have been using him, since his death, as the
ground for a general argument, but this is not mainly an argument about
ideas, it is an argument about mood. It is not that he was a great artist,
whose experience we have slowly to receive and value. It is not that he was
an important thinker, whose ideas we have to interpret and examine. His
interest lies almost wholly in his frankness. With us, he inherited a great and
humane tradition; with us, he sought to apply it to the contemporary world.
He went to books, and found in them the detail of virtue and truth. He went
to experience, and found in it the practice of loyalty, tolerance and sympathy.
But, in the end,

it was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking
thirteen. Winston Smith, his chin nuzzled into his breast in an
effort to escape the vile wind, slipped quickly through the glass
doors of Victory Mansions, though not quickly enough to pre-
vent a swirl of gritty dust from entering along with him.

The dust is part of the case: the caustic dust carried by the vile wind.
Democracy, truth, art, equality, culture: all these we carry in our heads, but,
in the street, the wind is everywhere. The great and humane tradition is a

From Culture and Society 1780-1950. ©1958 by Raymond Williams. Columbia University
Press, 1958.
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kind of wry joke; in the books it served, but put them down and look around
you. [t 1s not so much a disillusion, it is more like our actual world.

The situation is paradox: this kind of tradition, this kind of dust. We
have made Orwell the figure of this paradox: in reacting to him we are
reacting to a common situation. England took the first shock of industrialism
and its consequences, and from this it followed, on the one hand, that the
humane response was early, fine and deep —the making of a real tradition;
on the other hand that the material constitution of what was criticized was
built widely into all our lives—a powerful and committed reality. The inter-
action has been long, slow and at times desperate. A man who lives it on his
own senses is subject to extraordinary pressures. Orwell lived it, and frankly
recorded it: this is why we attend to him. At the same time, although the
situation is common, Orwell’s response was his own, and has to be distin-
guished. Neither his athliations, his difficulties nor his disillusion need to be
taken as prescriptive. In the end, for any proper understanding, it is not so
much a case, 1t is a series of books.

The total effect of Orwell’s work is an-effect of paradox. He was a
humane man who communicated an extreme of inhuman terror; a man
committed to decency who actualized a distinctive squalor. These, perhaps,
are elements of the general paradox. But there are other, more particular,
paradoxes. He was a socialist, who popularized a severe and damaging criti-
cism of the idea of socialism and of its adherents. He was a believer in
equality, and a critic of class, who founded his later work on a deep assump-
tion of inherent inequality, inescapable class difference. These points have
been obscured, or are the subject of merely partisan debate. They can only
be approached, adequately, through observation of a further paradox. He
was a notable critic of abuse of language, who himself practised certain of its
major and typical abuses. He was a fine observer of detail, and appealed as
an empiricist, while at the same time committing himself to an unusual
amount of plausible yet specious generalization. It is on these points, inherent
in the very material of his work, that we must first concentrate.

That he was a fine observer of detail [ take for granted; it is the great
merit of that group of essays of which The Art of Donald McGill is typical,
and of parts of The Road to Wigan Pier. The contrary observation, on his
general judgements, is an effect of the total reading of his work, but some
examples may here stand as reminders:

In each variant of socialism that appeared from about 1900 on-
wards the aim of establishing liberty and equality was more and
more openly abandoned.
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The British Labour Party? Guild Socialism?

By the fourth decade of the twentieth century all the main cur-
rents of political thought were authoritarian. The earthly para-
dise had been discredited at exactly the moment when it became
realisable.

England in 1945?

The first thing that must strike any outside observer is that So-
cialism in its developed form is a theory confined entirely to the
middle class.

A Labour Party conference? Any local party in an industrial constituency?
Trade unions?

All left-wing parties in the highly industrialized countries are at
bottom a sham, because they make it their business to fight
against something which they do not really wish to destroy.

On what total evidence?

The energy that actually shapes the world springs from emotions
—racial pride, leader worship, religious belief, love of war—
which liberal intellectuals mechanically write off as anachro-
nisms, and which they have usually destroyed so completely in
themselves as to have lost all power of action.

But does the shaping energy spring from these emotions alone? Is there no
other “power of action”?

A humanitarian is always a hypocrite.
An irritation masquerading as a judgement?

Take, for instance, the fact that all sensitive people are revolted
by industrialism and its products.

All? By all its products?

I isolate these examples, not only to draw attention to this aspect of
Orwell’s method, but also to indicate (as all but one of them do) the quality
of the disillusion which has, in bulk, been so persuasive. In many of the
judgements there is an element of truth, or at least ground for argument, but
Orwell’s manner is normally to assert, and then to argue within the asser-
tion. As a literary method, the influence of Shaw and Chesterton is clear.

The method has become that of journalism, and is sometimes praised
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as clear forthright statement. Orwell, in his discussions of language, made
many very useful points about the language of propaganda. But just as he
used plausible assertion, very often, as a means of generalization, so, when
he was expressing a prejudice, often of the same basic kind, he moved very
easily into the propagandist’s kind of emotive abuse:

One sometimes gets the impression that the mere words “So-
cialism” and “Communism” draw towards them with magnetic
force every fruit-juice drinker, nudist, sandal-wearer, sex-
maniac, Quaker, “Nature Cure” quack, pacifist and feminist in
England. . ..

.. vegetarians with wilting beards . . . shock-headed Marxists
chewing polysyllables . . . birth control fanatics and Labour Party
backstairs-crawlers.

Or consider his common emotive use of the adjective “little”:

The typical socialist . . . a prim little'man with a white-collar
job, usually a secret teetotaller and often with vegetarian lean-
ings. . ..

A rather mean little man, with a white face and a bald head,
standing on a platform, shooting out slogans.

The typical little bowler-hatted sneak—Strube’s “little man”—
the little docile cit who slips home by the six-fifteen to a supper
of cottage-pie and stewed tinned pears.

In the highbrow world you “get on”, if you “get on” at all not so
much by your literary ability as by. being the life and soul of
cocktail parties and kissing the bums of verminous little lions.

Of course, this can be laughed at, and one will only be annoyed if one is a
socialist, nudist, feminist, commuter, or so on. But [ agree with Orwell that
good prose is closely connected with liberty, and with the social possibility
of truth. I agree with him also (and so assemble this evidence) that

modern writing at its worst . . . consists in gumming together long
strips of words which have already been set in order by someone
else, and making the results presentable by sheer humbug.

To overlook this practice in Orwell himself would be ridiculous and harmful.
Now, in normal circumstances, any writer who at all frequently wrote
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in the manner of the examples quoted might be simply disregarded. Yet I see
this paradox, this permission of such writing by a man who accepted the
standards which condemn it, as part of the whole paradox of Orwell, which
I wish to describe. He is genuinely baffling until one finds the key to the
paradox, which I will call the paradox of the exile. For Orwell was one of a
significant number of men who, deprived of a settled way of living, or of a
faith, or having rejected those which were inherited, find virtue in a kind of
improvised living, and in an assertion of independence. The tradition, in
England, is distinguished. It attracts to itself many of the liberal virtues:
empiricism, a certain integrity, frankness. It has also, as the normally contin-
gent virtue of exile, certain qualities of perception: in particular, the ability
to distinguish inadequacies in the groups which have been rejected. It gives,
also, an appearance of strength, although this is largely illusory. The quali-
ties, though salutary, are largely negative; there is an appearance of hardness
(the austere criticism of hypocrisy, complacency, self-deceit), but this is
usually brittle, and at times hysterical: the substance of community is lack-
ing, and the tension, in men of high quality, is very great. Alongside the
tough rejection of compromise, which gives the tradition its virtue, is the
felt social impotence, the inability to form extending relationships. D. H.
Lawrence, still the most intelligent of these men in our time, knew this
condition and described it. Orwell may also have known it; at least he lived
the rejections with a thoroughness that holds the attention.

The virtues of Orwell’s writing are those we expect, and value, from
this tradition as a whole. Yet we need to make a distinction between exile
and vagrancy: there is usually a principle in exile, there is always only
relaxation in vagrancy. Orwell, in different parts of his career, is both exile
and vagrant. The vagrant, in literary terms, is the “reporter,” and, where the
reporter is good, his work has the merits of novelty and a certain specialized
kind of immediacy. The reporter is an observer, an intermediary: it is un-
likely that he will understand, in any depth, the life about which he is
writing (the vagrant from his own society, or his own class, looking at
another, and still inevitably from the outside). But a restless society very
easily accepts this kind of achievement: at one level the report on the curious
or the exotic; at another level, when the class or society is nearer the re-
porter’s own, the perceptive critique. Most of Orwell’s early work is of one
of these two kinds (Down and Out in Paris and London; The Road to Wigan
Pier). The early novels, similarly, are a kind of fictionalized report: even the
best of them, Coming Up for Air, has more of the qualities of the virtuoso
reporter (putting himself in the place of the abstract, representative figure)
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than of the intensity of full imaginative realization. We listen to, and go
about with, Orwell’'s Mr Bowling; Orwell, for the most part, is evidently
present, offering his report.

Now, it would be absurd to blame Orwell for this “vagrant” expe-
rience; he had good reasons for rejecting the ways of life normally open to
him. But he saw that the rejection had in the end to be ratified by some
principle: this was the condition of vagrancy becoming exile, which, because
of his quality, he recognized as finer. The principle he chose was socialism,
and Homage to Catalonia is still a moving book (quite apart from the political
controversy it involves) because it is a record of the most deliberate attempt
he ever made to become part of a believing community. Nor can such praise
be modified because the attempt, in continuing terms, failed. While we are
right to question the assertion of self-sufficiency, by vagrant and exile alike,
we have also to recognize the complexity of what is being rejected and of
what can be found. Orwell, in exploring this complexity, did work of real
value. _

But the principle, though afirmed, could not now (Orwell concluded)
carry him directly through to actual community. It could, in fact, only be
lived in controversy. Orwell’s socialism became the exile’s principle, which
he would at any cost keep inviolate. The cost, in practice, was a partial
abandonment of his own standards: he had often to curse, wildly, to keep
others away, to avoid being confused with them. He did not so much attack
socialism, which was safe in his mind, as socialists, who were there and
might involve him. What he did attack, in socialism, was its disciplines, and,
on this basis, he came to concentrate his attack on communism. His attacks
on the denial of liberty are admirable: we have all, through every loyalty, to
defend the basic liberties of association and expression, or we deny man.
Yet, when the exile speaks of liberty, he is in a curiously ambiguous position,
for while the rights in question may be called individual, the condition of
their guarantee is inevitably social. The exile, because of his own personal
position, cannot finally believe in any social guarantee: to him, because this
1s the pattern of his own living, almost all association is suspect. He fears it
because he does not want to be compromised (this is often his virtue, because
he 1s so quick to see the perfidy which certain compromises involve). Yet he
fears it also because he can see no way of confirming, socially, his own
individuality; this, after all, is the psychological condition of the self-exile.
Thus in attacking the denial of liberty he is on sure ground; he is whole-
hearted in rejecting the attempts of society to involve him. When, however,
in any positive way, he has to affirm liberty, he is forced to deny its inevitable
social basis: all he can fall back on is the notion of an atomistic society,
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which will leave individuals alone. “Totalitarian” describes a certain kind of
repressive social control, but, also, any real society, any adequate commu-
nity, is necessarily a totality. To belong to a community is to be a part of a
whole, and, necessarily, to accept, while helping to define, its disciplines. To
the exile, however, society as such is totalitarian; he cannot commit himself,
he is bound to stay out.

Yet Orwell was at the same time deeply moved by what he saw of
avoidable or remediable suffering and poverty, and he was convinced that
the means of remedy are social, involving commitment, involving associa-
tion, and, to the degree that he was serious, involving himself. In his essay
Whiters and Leviathan, which he wrote for a series in Politics and Letters, Or-
well recognized this kind of deadlock, and his solution was that in such
circumstances the writer must divide: one part of himself uncommitted, the
other part involved. This indeed is the bankruptcy of exile, yet it was,
perhaps, inevitable. He could not believe (it is not a matter of intellectual
persuasion; it is a question of one’s deepest experience and response) that any
settled way of living exists in which a man’s individuality can be socially
confirmed. The writer’s problem, we must now realize, is only one aspect of
this general problem, which has certainly, in our own time, been acute. But
because we have accepted the condition of exile, for a gifted individual, as
normal, we have too easily accepted the Orwell kind of analysis as masterly.
It is indeed a frank and honest report, and our kind of society has tied this
knot again and again; yet what is being recorded, in Orwell, is the expe-
rience of a victim: of a man who, while rejecting the consequences of an
atomistic society, yet retains deeply, in himself, its characteristic mode of
consciousness. At the easy levels this tension is mediated in the depiction of
society as a racket; a man may even join in the racket, but he tells himself
that he has no illusions about what he is doing—he keeps a secret part of
himself inviolate. At the more difficult levels, with men of Orwell’s serious-
ness, this course is impossible, and the tension cannot be discharged. The
consequent strain is indeed desperate; this, more than any objective threat, is
the nightmare of 1984.

A Marxist dismisses Orwell as “petty bourgeois,” but this, while one
sees what it means, is too shallow. A man cannot be interpreted in terms of
some original sin of class; he is where he is, and with the feelings he has; his
life has to be lived with his own experience, not with someone else’s. The
only point about class, where Orwell is concerned, is that he wrote exten-
sively about the English working class, and that this, because it has been
influential, has to be revalued. On such matters, Orwell is the reporter again:
he is often sharply observant, often again given to plausible generalization.
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In thinking, from his position, of the working class primarily as a class, he
assumed too readily that observation of particular working-class people was
an observation of all working-class behaviour. Because, however, he looked
at people at all, he is often nearer the truth than more abstract left-wing
writers. His principal failure was inevitable: he observed what was evident,
the external factors, and only guessed at what was not evident, the inherent
patterns of feeling. This failure is most obvious in its consequences: that he
did come to think, half against his will, that the working people were really
helpless, that they could never finally help themselves.

In Animal Farm, the geniality of mood, and the existence of a long
tradition of human analogies in animal terms, allow us to overlook the point
that the revolution that is described is one of animals against men. The
men (the old owners) were bad, but the animals, left to themselves, divide
into the pigs (the hypocritical, hating politicians whom Orwell had always
attacked) and the others. These others have many virtues—strength, dumb
loyalty, kindliness, but there they are: the simple horse, the cynical donkey,
the cackling hens, the bleating sheep, the silly cows. It is fairly evident
where Orwell’s political estimate lies: his sympathies are with the exploited
sheep and the other stupid animals, but the issue of government lies between
drunkards and pigs, and that is as far as things can go. In 1984, the same
point is clear, and the terms are now direct. The hated politicians are in
charge, while the dumb mass of “proles” goes on in very much its own
ways, protected by its very stupidity. The only dissent comes from a rebel
intellectual: the exile against the whole system. Orwell puts the case in
these terms because this is how he really saw present society, and 1984 is
desperate because Orwell recognized that on such a construction the exile
could not win, and then there was no hope at all. Or rather:

If there was hope, it must lie in the proles. . . . Everywhere stood
the same solid unconquerable figure, made monstrous by work
and child-bearing, toiling from birth to death and still singing.
Out of those mighty loins a race of conscious beings must one
day come. You were the dead; theirs was the future. But you
could share in that future if you kept alive the mind.

This is the conclusion of any Marxist intellectual, in specifically Marxist
terms, but with this difference from at any rate some Marxists: that the
proles now, like the animals, are “monstrous” and not yet “conscious”—one
day they will be so, and meanwhile the exile keeps the truth alive. The only
point I would make is that this way of seeing the working people is not from
fact and observation, but from the pressures of feeling exiled: other people
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are seen as an undifferentiated mass beyond one, the “monstrous” figure.
Here, again, is the paradox: that the only class in which you can put any
hope is written off, in present terms, as hopeless.

I maintain, against others who have criticized Orwell, that as a man
he was brave, generous, frank and good, and that the paradox which is the
total effect of his work is not to be understood in solely personal terms, but
in terms of the pressures of a whole situation. I would certainly insist that
his conclusions have no general validity, but the fact is, in contemporary
society, that good men are driven again and again into his kind of paradox,
and that denunciation of them— “he . . . runs shrieking into the arms of the
capitalist publishers with a couple of horror comics which bring him fame
and fortune” —is arrogant and crass. We have, rather, to try to understand,
in the detail of experience, how the instincts of humanity can break down
under pressure into an inhuman paradox; how a great and humane tradition
can seem at times, to all of us, to disintegrate into a caustic dust.







Orwell, Freud, and 1984

Paul Roazen

George Orwell and Sigmund Freud seem mutually uncongenial figures in
intellectual history. In print Orwell rarely referred to the founder of psy-
choanalysis. According to his friend Geoffrey Gorer, Orwell regarded psy-
choanalysis with mild hostility, putting it somewhat on a par with Christian
Science. Another friend, Sir Richard Rees, had no recollection of Orwell’s
ever once mentioning Freud’s name, and considered this an aspect of Or-
| well’s “psychological incuriosity.” Orwell’s first wife Eileen had a little
| training in the academic psychology of the late 1920s and early 1930s.
Even though some eminent English intellectuals were psychoanalysts in that
period, Orwell evidently had no contact with them nor any interest in their
| subject. On the other side of the kinship that I should like to explore, Freud
‘l in all likelihood never heard of Orwell. Freud’s taste did not include many of
the most illustrious twentieth-century writers and artists. In his last years
Freud liked to relax with a good mystery story and relished in particular
Agatha Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express. Orwell also enjoyed detective
stories, and he wrote about some of their implications and source of appeal.
His novels that appeared in Freud’s lifetime were narrowly read and artisti-
cally not unconventional; it is Orwell’s masterpiece 1984, published in 1949,
ten years after Freud’s death, that retains its uncanny, horrifying—and one
\ might say its Freudian—air.

The Freud of history was a bourgeois gentleman. The commercial
imagery of his writings reflects the declassed poverty of his youth and the
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middle-class character of his strivings: Freud wrote in terms of psychological
“compensations,” mental “balances,” “investments,” “expenditures,” “depre-
ciation,” “speculators” and “speculations,” “amortization,” “transfer,” “loss,”
and even spoke of “leasing” an analytic hour. Freud also was a bit of a snob,
excessively admiring the wealth and position of someone like his disciple the
Princess George, Marie Bonaparte, who was a direct descendant of Napo-
leon’s brother Lucien. Orwell on his part made the most strenuous effort to
break away from the class system of his society. He even sought to find out
what it was like at the utmost bottom of the social pyramid. Going down
and out in Paris and London hardly corresponded to either Freud’s ambitions
or his conception of himself.

Freud conceived his role as a scientist, and he rarely lost sight of the
need to systematize his ideas into a comprehensive framework. Although he
might seek newspaper reviews of his books, he disdained writing for the
popular press. Once in 1920, as his royalties in the United States began to
mount, Freud volunteered through an American nephew, a public relations
specialist, to write four articles for a New York magazine. Cosmopolitan then
offered $1,000 for the first piece, but rejected Freud’s suggested title, substi-
tuting its own topic. Freud was horrified at what he saw as the dictatorship
of a crass and uncultivated society and drew back with shock at the venture.
As his authorized biographer Ernest Jones commented about Freud’s “sting-
ing” letter of refusal to his relative, some of Freud’s “indignation emanated
from feeling a little ashamed of himself at having descended from his usual
standards by proposing to earn money through writing popular articles.”

Unlike Freud, Orwell had no medical practice to rely on; he was an
immensely hardworking journalist who sometimes had to do hack work.
Orwell came to think that it was relatively easy to live by means of jour-
nalism although his book royalties, until the end of his life, remained meager.
Orwell once defined a regular book reviewer as anyone who reviews at least
one hundred books a year. Orwell’s vision was a sustained one, yet he was
not a systematic thinker. Freud and Orwell had their respective missions in
life, but Orwell’s had a specifically political aim. As a socialist, he was
committed to class struggle. Even in his most time-bound tracts, Orwell
stands out as one of the best representatives of the humane English social
tradition.

Freud was reluctant to develop the political and social implications of
psychoanalysis and thought that his techniques were scientific and therefore
ideologically neutral. Wherever Freud “applied” psychoanalysis to society,
he emphasized that his application represented merely his personal views
and that others might use psychoanalytic ideas to reach different ethical con-
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| clusions. Orwell, however, became convinced that everyone is necessarily a
part of social conflict. He thought that political bias is inevitable. Even in
| aesthetics, Orwell insisted that there can be no such thing as neutrality.

In their practical political judgments Freud and Orwell also differed.
' From Orwell’s point of view as an opponent of all nationalisms, Freud would
at best seem politically naive; at the outset of World War I, he joined the
frenzies of enthusiasm toward the Central Powers. Like other Europeans of
- his day, Freud thought it well that the outbreak of warfare had swept away
. the artificialities of the old regime. His allegiances as a cosmopolitan soon
reasserted themselves, but in his old age Freud supported a clerical and
| authoritarian government in Austria that put down the Socialists in a civil
| war. Freud not only could flatter Mussolini by inscribing a copy of Why
| War? to him but entertained as a hope the mistaken idea that one of his own
disciples had direct access to the Italian dictator. Nevertheless, Freud, who
rarely even voted, thought of himself as apolitical. As an enemy of Franco,
Orwell would at least have been pleased that in the 1930s when Freud was
| asked for copies of signed manuscripts to be auctioned off in behalf of the
| cause of the Spanish Republic, he willingly complicd.

Although Freud started out as a heretic in terms of established psy-
chology and medical practice, he gained an almost hypnotic effect on his
| followers and succeeded in establishing an orthodoxy which exerts its power
| even today, almost forty years after his death. Freud knew the power of
legend, and got his own version of the history of psychoanalysis into books
long before anyone else realized that his “movement” was one which would
have lasting interest. When potential renegades threatened the purity of
Freud’s purposes, he did not hesitate to expel deviators as “heretics.” Orwell
was sensitive to the ways in which would-be emancipators ended up by
enslaving mankind’s thought. To Orwell, unorthodoxy was a necessary part
of intelligent thinking. He admired heretics as those who refused to allow
their consciences to be stifled by quietly accepting received wisdom. One
| of Orwell’s most fundamental convictions was that there were too many
|  twentieth-century religions claiming to possess “the truth.”

11

Though at first glance Orwell and Freud are quite different, in many
ways they are surprisingly similar. As writers, for instance, they both fasci-
nate by being masters of an unpretentious way of expressing themselves.
Freud’s visual talents fulfill Orwell’s dictum that “good prose is like a win-
dow pane.” (Neither of them was of Lytton Strachey’s persuasion: possessing
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a superb command of language himself, Strachey nonetheless thought that
“literature was . . . a window closed tight against the racket.”) At the out-
set of their writing careers, both Orwell and Freud lacked sales, but by the
end of their lives collected editions of their works had appeared. Orwell’s
triumph was a personal one, while Freud depended on the support of dis-
ciples. In Freud’s case his lively style can be discerned as early as adolescence;
on the other hand Orwell became a conscious artist. To round out the bare
bones of a comparison, both of them are known to the world by changed
names: Freud gave up Sigismund for Sigmund and, more radically, Orwell
had been born Eric Blair.

In their convictions Orwell and Freud had far more in common than
one might suppose. Both were superlative rationalists who felt their intelli-
gence oppressed by the weight of human stupidity. Religious belief seemed
to them a particularly noxious species of nonsense. Politically, Orwell and
Freud shared a suspicion of American power. Although Orwell made much
more of his concern at the dangers inherent in machines, in his daily life
Freud rarely relied on the use of the telephone; for both of them letter
writing was an art as well as a necessity. Although Freud was far older, born
in 1856 instead of 1903, each came to feel that World War I marked a
watershed after which the universe was barer and more dilapidated. Freud
spent the last sixteen years of his life afHlicted with sickness and the approach
of painful death; 1923, the year he first got cancer, is the single most impor-
tant demarcation point in his mature writings. The pessimism of 1984, Or-
well’s last book, has also often been traced to his intense personal suffering.
Both saw themselves as outsiders in their respective societies. Both had a
sense of privacy and requested that no official biography be commissioned,
though in the end each family decided that the appearance of unauthorized,
and supposedly misleading, biographical studies necessitated violating that
request. In his lifetime Freud became the leader of a sect, and in death both
men have been the centers of cults. Their archives have been jealously
guarded, if not sealed, from the public’s inspection.

Orwell and Freud were committed to enlightenment and the destruc-
tion of myths. They remained puritanical believers in the power and morality
of honesty. Yet both—Orwell politically and Freud scientifically—were
capable of deceiving themselves. While defending the cause of enlighten-
ment, they were unable to believe fully in the reality of progress. Both
cherished European civilization as a whole, retaining a special affection for
England’s heritage of liberties. The world before World War I was the great
age of liberal bourgeois culture; but the twentieth century undermined the
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empires in which Orwell and Freud had been born. The Austro-Hungarian

Empire broke apart earlier than the British one, yet a mood of helplessness
- pervades the work of both writers. In 1984 Britain has been absorbed into

the United States to help make up Oceania. Therapeutically, Freud respected
| and worked with “breakdowns”; Orwell became convinced that while it
. was impossible for anyone to win, some kinds of failure were superior to
others. Both men accepted the inevitability of suffering.

Orwell’s socialist commitments were not collectivist but of a liberal
kind; Freud had a similar moral disposition. Both Orwell and Freud were
acutely sensitive to the threat to privacy posed by the conformist pressures
of society. Eccentricity and individualism can be hard to sustain. Orwell’s
alternative title for 1984 had been The Last Man in Europe. In the novel
“ownlife” is a specially designated crime. Winston Smith’s first seditious act
is diary-keeping; he buys a blank book in a junk shop and then a penholder
and a bottle of ink. Reading is also solitary and therefore becomes as subver-
sive as writing. Orwell refused to abbreviate the difficult portion of the
novel where Winston Smith reads from Emmanuel Goldstein’s book; Orwell
had been under pressure to make cuts there from the Book-of-the-Month
Club, but he stood his ground and they adopted 1984 anyway.

As prophets, Orwell and Freud shared similar aims. Both demanded
| the preservation of integrity within one’s soul. Their basic value was the
love of liberty. Freud sought to free his patients through unearthing their
| childhood pasts. By reinterpreting what already exists in our mental lives
' and through recalling past experiences, the psychoanalyst aims to release the
| most vivid and genuine responsiveness. But Orwell fears in 1984 that the
| future holds an opposite promise. As O’Brien, Winston Smith’s inquisitor,
. predicts: “Never again will you be capable of ordinary human feeling.
Everything will be dead inside you. . . . You will be hollow. We will
| squeeze you empty, and then we shall fill you with ourselves.”

Above all, the psychologies of Orwell’s 1984 and that of Freud's system
| are remarkably similar. Both thinkers have been accused of misanthropy;
neither defends hedonism. Both are one-sidedly morbid and characteristi-
cally negative. But their pessimistic extremism rests on the skepticism of
disappointed idealism; both Orwell and Freud retain a fragmentary hope
that psychology can improve mankind’s lot. In a painful autobiographical
essay, “Such, Such Were the Joys,” written in the year he began 1984, Or-
well observed that thanks to the spread of psychological knowledge it was
now “harder for parents and schoolteachers to indulge their aberrations in
the name of discipline.” The problem tor Orwell, as for Freud, was how one
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could ever know what someone else, in this instance a child, might be
thinking. Orwell like Freud thought that the key issue was not behavior but
inner feelings.

Freud held that an understanding of unconscious motivation was the
central contribution of his psychology:

He that has eyes to see and ears to hear may convince himself
that no mortal can keep a secret. If his lips are silent, he chatters
with his fingertips; betrayal oozes out of him at every pore. And
thus the task of making conscious the most hidden recesses of the
mind is one which it is quite possible to accomplish.

In 1984 Freud’s knowledge of unconscious means of expression is precisely
what is to be feared; one might betray oneself through a mere expression in
the eyes. “The smallest thing could give you away. A nervous tic, an uncon-
scious look of anxiety, a habit of muttering to yourself—anything that car-
ried with it the suggestion of abnormality, of having something to hide.”
Orwell called it the danger of facecrime. Winston reflected: “Your worst
enemy was your own nervous system. At any moment the tension inside
you was liable to translate itself into some visible symptom . . . what was
frightening was that the action was quite possibly unconscious.” Wishfully
irrational thinking, for Orwell as for Freud, became a menace.

II1

In 1984 the ubiquitous telescreen threatens to invade the mind’s inner
self. But despite its constant spying, Winston believes that with planning it is
still possible to outwit the authorities. For “with all their cleverness they had
never mastered the secret of finding out what another human being was
thinking.” Once imprisoned, Winston concedes, the issue would grow more
acute. Even then, however, he optimistically hopes that only “facts” would
be extracted:

But if the object was not to stay alive but to stay human, what
difference did it ultimately make? They could not alter your
feelings; for that matter you could not alter them yourself, even
if you wanted to. They could lay bare in the utmost detail
everything you had done or said or thought; but the inner heart,
whose workings were mysterious even to yourself, remained

impregnable.

—
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Liberalism historically has defended the distinction between a person’s
mind and his actions; a division between inner and outer states was also a
part of the rise of the theory of religious toleration. Winston is even confi-
dent that confession under coercion need be no ultimate threat to human
autonomy. “Confession is not betrayal. What you say or do doesn’t matter;
only feelings matter.” But one purpose in Orwell’s writing 1984 was to
expose the weakness in traditional liberal psychology. Does the existence of
subjective feelings over which we have no control, and the play of mystery,
reassure or undermine the liberal ideal of self-control? Freud thought that
through free associations he could succeed in finding out what another
human being is thinking. He too aimed to promote self-mastery. And he
saw, as did Orwell, the outdatedness of any image of old-fashioned confes-
sion: “In confession the sinner tells what he knows; in analysis the neurotic
has to tell more.”

Once Winston gets arrested his previous assumptions undergo almost
clinical testing. Freud had thought of psychoanalysis as an educative process;
his treatment procedure was designed to combat resistances based on self-
deception. “Psychoanalytic treatment,” he once wrote, “may in general be
conceived as . . . a re-education in overcoming internal resistances.” Under arrest,
however, Winston faces a formidable ordeal which turns out to be brutal:
“the task of re-educating himself.”

The demands on Winston are heavier than he, or pre-Freudian psy-
chology, could have expected. “From now onwards he must not only think
right; he must feel right, dream right.” It would seem that under extreme
stress the ideal distinction between deeds and desires becomes meaning]ess.
O’Brien tells Winston that “the Party is not interested in the overt act: the
thought is all we care about.” Freud had believed that in our unconscious
minds there is no difference between wishful ideas and acts; but in 1984 this
hypothesis has become a working accusatory political principle. One of the
terrors of captivity turns out to be that “in the eyes of the Party there was
no distinction between the thought and the deed.”

Thought-crime could come about in sleep-talking or by any other
involuntary expression. The Thought Police of 1984 are agents whose task is
inner snooping. The telescreen is sensitive enough to pick up heartbeats.
Once Winston is imprisoned, his dreams, which Freud considered the royal
road to the unconscious, are also open to inspection. Unlike an analytic
patient, Winston is not cooperating voluntarily. But Orwell described Win-
ston’s earlier diary-keeping as a “therapy”” which has not worked. According
to the logic of 1984, Winston must now undergo a more drastic treatment.
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