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Abstract

Ann Fletcher

ART AND POLEMIC PURPOSE IN GEORGE ORWELL'S

FICTION AND DOCUMENTARIES

The thesis is an attempt to determine the relative
success of the task that Orwell set himself: to
transform political writing into art. By looking
at his fiction and documentaries we shall see how
Orwell never quite succeeded in fusing his polemic
with fictional or documentary forms. Ultimately,
Orwell's fame rests upon his social commentary and

not upon his art. If Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-

Four succeed, they do so only as polemic; it is the
force of Orwell's vision of the world which touches

the fears of contemporary society.



Preface

Orwell lived a varied life: from a police-officer in
Burma to a plongeur in Paris and a tramp in London; from
an anti-fascist soldier in the Spanish Civil War to a
storekeeper in Hertfordshire; from a BBC broadcaster to
a recluse on the island of Jura in the Hebrides. His
diverse experiences are reflected in the varied output of
his writings - he wrote book reviews, journalism, political
pamphlets, polemic essays, documentaries, novels, and a
political allegory. Throughout his life he was preoccupied
with many aspects of propaganda. He maintained that all
art was propaganda and every artist was a propagandist.

He believed that every artist should be politically
committed but  that art should not follow a political
orthodoxy. Orwell himself wanted to transform political
writing into art. The intention of this thesis is to
follow the developments in his writing,paying particular
attention to the relétionship between Orwell's polemic

intent and the style and form of his longer works.
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From 1931 until 1939, orwell explored the Possibilities
of both fiction ang non-fiction as forms for articulating
those issues he Was most concerned to bring to the attention
of the reading publijc. His early fiction will be discusseqd
first because Orwell was Primarily interested in his Potential

as an artist rather than as a journalist, ang the literary

was the novel, Orwell's burpose as a writer was always
'primarily moral and didactic, pPointing out the iniquities

of the world with which he came into contact, This chapter

corresponds directly to changes in his Polemic subject.

The first three novels, Burmese Days (1934);'1

A Clergyman's Daughter (1935),2 and Keep the Aspidistra

Flying (1936)3 Were written before he consciously committed

himself to Socialism ang these works cannot be considered

as politically bartisan novels, Rather, they are the result
George Orwell, Burmese Days (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1967).
. To be referred to Subsequently as BD

George Orwell, a Clergyman's Daughter (Harmondsworth;

Penguin, 1967). To be referred to subsequently as CD

George Orwell, Keep the Aspidistra Flying (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1968). 710 b2 referred to subsequently as Kar




of Orwell's commitment to the task of giving information

to the reader about the injustices existing in the con-
temporary Qorld SO as to provoke a moral response and a
heightened consciousness of the reader's own position within
such structures as imperialism, capitalism, class, religion
and education. Although the form of these novels is
controlled to a considerable extent by his polemic and
didactic intent, Orwell is here mainly interested in using
the novel form and the polemic as an artistic venture.

Orwell wrote his first novel, Burmese Days partly as

a result of his own experiences as a headquarters: -
assistant in the Indian Imperial Police. This led him to
‘question imperialism and what it means to live within a
5ystem which depends upon the continued existence of
oppression in colonial countries. But, clearly he also
wrote the book because of his interest in the aesthetic
possibilities of the novel form. In 1946 he looks back and
describes his literary ambition during the early thirties:
I wanted to write enormous naturalistic novels
- with unhappy endings, full of detailed descriptions
and arresting similes, and also full of purple
passages in which words were used partly for the
sake of their sound. And in fact my first

completed novel, Burmese Days, which I wrote when

I was thirty but pﬁojected much earlier, is rather
that kind of book.

4 George Orwell,. The Collected Essays, Journalism and

Letters ( London: Secker and Warburg, 1968), Vol.l, p.3
referred to subsequently as CEJL '
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Orwell's moral, social and political concerns in

Burmese Days reveal themselves through the development of
characters and action within the novel. He attempts to
demonstrate exactly how both the oppressed and the agents

of oppression can be seen as victims of an inherently
oppressi&e'system - imperialism. Through the opposition of
two groups, the Burmese and the English, the real nature

of the public and official process of colonial rule becomes
apparent, Each group is given a clearly defined corporate
identity: the white men are the masters and the native
Burmese are their servants. In order to show the complexity
and contradictions contained within this apparently straight-
forward imperialist structure, Orwell demonstrates, through
an exploration of individual relationships within each
group, that there exists no real unity among either the
Bﬁrmese or the British. -

U Po Kyin is created as an embodiment of the contra-
dictions of imperialism for the Burmese: as magistrate of
Kyauktada he cheats, blackmails, robs and incites to
rebellion his fellow Burmese in order ﬁo further his great-

est ambition - a prestigious position among the colonisers.

In a much less detailed way the ambivalent positions of the
ordinary Burmese are at once hostile to the English, yet
also envious and admiring, and willing to be corrupted in
order to defend white men. Orwell shows, moreover, how the

dislocating effect of imperialism is not only evident among

Y
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the Burmese but also among the British in Burma.

The Europeans unite together only in order to defend
themselves against the Burmese, and there are no successful
bersonal relationships within this group. Mr, Lackersteen
sleeps.with Burmese women, attempts to seduce his neice and
drinks excessively in order to avoid his pPossessive complain-
ing wife, whose constant whining irritates
everyone else at the European Club. Ellis the 'nigger-hater'
is an embarassment to the other Europeans with his excessively
racist behaviour. Westfield bores everyone. Captain Verrall
has contempt for £hem all but condescends to play around
with Elizabeth.Lackersteen before discarding her.

Created in opposition to these archetypal Anglo-Indians,
is the main character, Flory, an English timber-merchant. His
function within the novel is to demonstrate the corrupting
and destructive power of the processes of imperialism through
his actions in relation both to the English and to the
Burmese, and through his introspective revelations. Flory
is automatically included in the group of white people whose
stronghold is the European Club, but as the individualist
hero he remains isolated. His only friend is Dr. Veraswami,
an Indian doctor. His relatiohship with this 'nmative' is
disapproved of by the Europeans and confirms their suspicions

of Flory as a 'Bolshy'.



It is through Flory that Orwell shows us the alienating
Process of imperialism most clearly and in most detail. He
is bored and angered by the pukka sahib code by which all
the other members.of the English community live; a typical
drunken scene in the Club leaves Flory disgusted, and shows
his isolation from the rest of the white community :

Flory pushed back his chair and stood up. It must
not, it could not - no, it simply should not go on
any longer! He must get out of this room quickly
before something happened inside his head and he
began to smash the furniture and throw bottles at
the pictures. Dull boozing witless porkers! Was
it possible that they could go on week after week,
year after year, repeating word for word the same
evil-minded drivel, like a parody of a fifth-rate
story in Blackwood's? Would none of them ever think
of anything new to say? Oh, what a place, what
people! What a civilization is this of ours - this

godless civilization founded on whisky, Blackwood's

and the 'Bonzo' pictures! God have mercy on us,
for all of us are part of it. (BD, pp.31-32)

‘OrQell's empathy with Flory'‘s frustration is suggested by
the way in which Flory's speech and thought, and the author's
comment are interwoven in the above bPassage so closely as to
be almost indistinguishable. Orwell is standing back in
exasperation at the scene he has created, until finally he
demands the reader's moral response: "for all of us are part
'of it." The polemic and the fiction are successfully
combined here because Orwell has not allowed the reader
to escape a moral involvement with Flory's plight.

When he sets Flory in dramatic juxtaposition with non-
whites, Orwell is continuing his attempt~to combine his

moral, social and political érguments with fiction. The



following is a typical dialogue between Flory and his friend

Doctor Veraswami:

'My dear doctor, said Flory, 'how can you make
out that we are in this country for any purpose
except to steal? 1It's so simple. The official
holds the Burman down while the businessman goes
through his pockets...'

- 'My friend, it iss pathetic to me to hear you talk
so. It iss truly pathetic. You say you are here
to trade? Of course you are. Could the Burmese
trade for themselves? They are helpless without
you...'

‘Bosh, my dear doctor... Look at our schools -
factories for cheap clerks. We've never taught

a single useful manual trade to the Indians. We
daren't; frightened of the competition in industry
... the only Eastern races that have developed at

‘all quickly are the independent ones. I won't
instance Japan, but take the case of Siam...'

The doctor waved his hand excitedly. He always
interrupted the argument at this point (for as a
rule it followed the same course, almost word for
word), finding that the case of Siam hampered him.
'My friend, my friend, you are forgetting the
Oriental character., How iss it possible to have
developed us with our apathy and superstition? At
least you have brought us law and order. The
unswerving British Justice and the Pax Britannica. '
'Pox Britannica, doctor, Pox Britannica 4s its
proper name...' (BD, pp.38-39)

Flory and Dr. Veraswami appear together in order to provide
the reader with informaﬁion about how the Empire works
(according to Orwell), and to allow Flory, or rather Orwell,
an opportunity to indulge in | blasphemous feelings about
the Empire. But Orwell also wants us to see how Dr.
Veraswami's attitudes towards the Empire are evidence of the
success of vicious British propaganda which turns colonial
subjects against themselves and each other. The dialogue

is not convincing as everyday conversation but is structured



as a formal debate. The vigour of Flory's arguments
opposed to the humble, almost subservient, arguments of
Dr, Veraswami, makes the technique of debate an invaluable
tool in showing how imperialism forces insurmountable
divisions between people, not only on a political level,
but also on a personal level, and the ultimate impossibility
of relationships between the two opposed groups, the white
rulers and the blacks in Burma. One can see in this scene
how Orwell's political and moral purpose dominates his art.
Relationships with native women are defined by the
code of imperialism as well, and are therefore equally
impossible far Flory. Flory needs a woman because his
life in Burma is necessarily lonely; there are no singlé
European women in Kyauktada (unt;l Elizabeth Lackersteen
arrives) so he has a Burmese mistress. His relationship
with her can énly_be temporary, yet the liason is-neverthe-
less frowned upon by the rest of the Europeans. Flory has
to buy Ma Hla May and pay for her services; as a result he
treats her with contempt. Ma Hla May on the other hand,
uses Flofy to enhance her status and gain prestige among
the villagers as the 'wife' of a white man, but because
she knows he will not stay forewer in Kyauktada, and would
not take a Burmese woman back with him to England, she is
forced to extort money from him to provide for her

future security. Their brutalisation of



each other is shown as a natural result of the repressive
social and economic system of imperialism.

And yet, when Flory tries to establish a relationship
with a European weman he is no more successful. A
relatiénship between Flory and Elizabeth Lackersteen may be
more plausible, but it is still impossible. Elizabeth is
the victim of a similarly vicious class-system back home,
and she has come to Burma in a last desperate attempt to
find a husband who can save her from impoverishment. In this
way the Burmese situation is seen as an extension of the
class situation iﬁ England. Orwell's attack on such systems
appears as a recurring theme in all his novels.
It is a subject which is particularly suitable for the
symbolist novel because the characters function as represent-
atives of the theme, rather than as fully

developed personalities. In Burmese Days these characters

exist as demonstrations of Orwell's argument that imperialism
reduces people to the level of mere servants of a huge
colonial machine. In such circumstances Orwell shows
how it is practically impossible to achieve relationships
which do not conform to the values of imperialism itself;
that is, relationships which are not basically exploitative
are impossible here.

Orwell comments further on such relationships in the
scene between‘Flory and Elizabeth when they are together in

the jungle. When Flory is alone, the jungle is a symbol of



life and regeneration for him, and the green pigeons
represent beauty and freedom:

The roots of the tree made a natural cavern,

under which the clear greenish water bubbled.

Above and all around dense foliage shut out the
light, turning the place into a green grotto walled
with leaves.

Flory threw off his clothes and stepped into the
water. It was a shade cooler than the air, and it
came up to his neck when he sat down. Shoals of
silvery mahseer, no bigger than sardines, came
nosing and nibbling at his body...

There was a stirring high up in the peepul tree,
and a bubbling noise like pots boiling. A flock
of green pigeons were up there, eating the berries.
Flory gazed up into the great green dome of the
tree, trying to distinguish the birds; they were
invisible, they matched the leaves so perfectly,
and yet the whole tree was alive with them,
shimmering, as though the ghosts of birds were
shaking it. (BD, pp. 54-55)

But when Flory goes into the jungle with Elizabeth he kills

the pigeons, and in killing them he encourages Elizabeth's

destructive will:

Flory took one of the little green corpses to
show Elizabeth. 'Look at it. Aren't they lovely
things? The most beautiful bird in Asia.
Elizabeth touched its smooth feathers with her
fingertip. It filled her with bitter envy, because
she had not shot it. And yet it was curious, but
she felt almost an adoration for Flory now that
- she had seen how he could shoot.

'Just look at its breast-feathers; like a jewel.

Its murder to shoot them. The Burmese say that

when you kill one of these birds they vomit, meaning
to say, "Look, here is all I possess, and I've taken
nothing of yours. Why do you kill me?" 1I've never
seen one do it, I must admit,'

'Are they good to eat'?

'Very. Even so, I always feel it's a shame to kill
them.' (BD, pp. 156-157) »

The incident is not only symbolic of the destructive nature

of the relationship between Flory and Elizabeth, it also



functions as polemic for it symbolises and dramatises what
the English are doing to the Burmese. When Orwell writes that
the green pigeons seem  to say "Look, here is all I possess,
and I've taken nothing of yours. Why do you kill me?" it is
an apt condemnation of the British in Burma. Orwell has
Placed Flory in an ambivalent position in relation to his own
argument, Flory is saying one thing - that one shouldn't
kill the pigeons - and yet doing the opposite, éo help his
affair with Elizabeth., This conflict between Orwell's anti-
imperialist attitude and the hero's action results from two
conflicting visions which jostle each other throughout the

book. On the one hand Burmese Days is about the evils of

colonial rule and on the other it is about a malignant
"naturalistic" world,

From the very beginning of the novel, we are aware
‘of Flory's inevitable doom: the symbol of his birthmark
gives it away:

The first thing that one noticed in Flory was a
hideous birthmark stretching in a ragged crescent
down his left cheek, from the eye to the corner
of the mouth. Seen from the left side, his face

- had a battered, woebegone look, as though the
birthmark had been a bruise - for it was dark blue
in colour. He was quite aware of its hideousness.
And at all times, when he was not alone, there
was a sidelongness about his movements, as he
manoeuvred constantly to keep the birthmark out
of sight. (BD, p.l6)

The "mark of Cain" indicates Orwell's sympathetic, if
fanciful, concept of his 'hero'. But more importantly it
anticipates a basic conflict betweern the naturalist-

determinist theme of a malevolent universe and Orwell's
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specific anti-imperialist statements,
The naturalist-determinist theme continues to
dominate the argument and the art until finally it seems to
be Flory's birthmark, and not imperialism, which is
responsible for his destruction. When Elizabeth
... thought of his face as it had looked in
church, yellow and glistening with the hideous
birthmark upon it, she could have wished him
dead... It was, finally, the birthmark that had
damned him. BD, pp.263-264) :
The damning birthmark is a distraction - from the"real"
reason why Flory is destroyed, and indicates once again the
conflict between'fhe content and the form of the novel.
The birthmark is only the outward symbol of Flory's
essential individualism. What finally damns Flory is thathe
continues to believe that individual action can be
effective against a highly organised system of repression.
The naturalist-determinist theme of the novel has succeeded

in suppressing the anti-imperialist argument. The competition

of both these themes weakens Burmese Days both as art and

as polemic.

* % % %k % % % %

A Clergyman's Daughter, published in 1935, is Orwell's

most sustaihed conscious experiment to combine his social,
moral and political propaganda with fiction during this early
period. It is an attempt to transform his own direct
observations and experiences of life among the tramps, the

down~and-outs, and the penny-pinching shabby genteel middle-



class of England, into the form of a novel. In order to
Present a detailed and factual commentary Orwell creates a
heroine, Dorothy Hare, who acts as a surrogate for Orwell in
moving the action: from one event to another. As a

fictional character Dorothy is not successful. She remains
a passive creature not at all defined by her experience.
Accidents and coincidences are the only way that Orwell

can get her from one place to another; her picaresque
wanderings are clumsy and episodic.

The virgin daughter of a Rector, Dorothy is manoeuvred
by Orwell into potentially dramatic confrontations with
tramps and prostitutes; but the confrontations do not reveal
her personality at all. Dorothy's presehce among the hop-
pickers for example, is not essential. This is made quite
clear by the way in which Orwell moves quickly and almost
unconsciously from Dorothy's experience to his own, indicating
éhat Orwell is recording his own experience all the
time. It is Orwell who is giving us the documentary
account of the techniques and economics of hop-picking; how
much couid be earned, the social structure among the pickers,
the fact that there was no union and why. Nothing in
Dorothy's personality has indicated that she would be
capable of seeing situations in this analytical, statistical
way :

Altogether, the farmers had the pickers in a cleft-
stick; but it was not the farmérs who were to blame

- the low price of hops was tne root of the trouble.
Also as Dorothy observed later, very few of the



pickers had more than a dim idea of the amount

they earned. The system of piecework disguised

the rate of payment. (CD, p. 109)
The reference to Dorothy here is clearly a token one;
what Orwell wants. the reader to know is that-the hop-pickers
are systematically exploited as a result of the way in which
capitaliém~works, and it is part of his role as omniscient
narrator to let the reader know this. The fact that
Orwell is clearly on the side of the pickers is suggested
by the vitality of the writing; he pays particular attention
to their cockney dialect, and the songs which reveal their
kindness and their resilience to suffering. These straight-
forward‘documentary episodes of hop-picking, tramping and
school-teaching, work well as ‘'pieces'but do not succeed in
combining with the story of Dorothy - her search for herv

identity and her loss of religious faith.

‘Another experiment within the novel to combire social

concerns with fiction is Orwell's presentation of documentary

as dramatic dialogue. Complete with stage directions he
reconstructs dramatically a typical night spent by hoboes and
homeless men and women on the benches in Trafalgar Square.
The interest of the scene and its - literary and polemic effect
again owes much to Orwell's close observation of and interest

in cockney dialect, rhyming slang and popular songs.



The dialogue is coarse and vulgar and dramatises the
Peculiar toughness and brutalisation of a 1ife which is a
continuous succession of humiliations and deprivations. Six
or seven Separate dialogues are occuring simﬁltaneously in
this ritualistic and symbolic scene. The scene remains a
static tébleau, however; each character has a very con-
stricted role - the defrocked priest, mad Deafie, the "Kike",
the petty thieves, the eX-prostitute - reveal only fragments
of their personality and history: nothing ‘'happens' in the

way of action, but the reader is presented with information

about the life of a bum. Daddy ruminates on the life of a

tramp:
When I was a boy we didn't live on this ‘'ere
bread and marg and such like trash. Good solid
tommy we 'ad in them days. Beef stoo. Black
pudden. Bacon dumpling. Pigs ‘'ead. Fed like a
fighting-cock on a tanner a day. And now fifty
Year I've had of it on the toby. Spud-grabbing,
Pea-picking, lambing, turnip-topping - everythink.
And sleeping in wet straw, and not once in a year
you don't fill your gquts right full,. (CD, p. 148)
Orwell himself is in no position to comment as dramatist on
this, as he has not created any ‘'commentator' character,
Instead, the reader is left to ponder his own moral respons-
ibility for a system which allows the existence of such lives,
If such a scene works Successfully as a dramatic 'Piece’, its
function within an already fragmented and episodic novel is
certainly not to contribute to the movement of the narrative
concerning Dorothy, but to bresent factual, documentary

information.



Orwell, in creating Dorothy as the central character,
is interested in what happens when she loses her past -
her class, her religious faith and her own identity. Like
Flory, Dorothy is-not only alienated and isolated from those
whom she is thrown against by accident, but she is
estranged from her own self in that she consistently
denies her womanhood, her family and her class of origin.
Dorothy is trapped by her past; she can only begin to exist
when she loses her identity as Dorothy, the Rector's daughter;
aS soon as she regains her memory she starts inevitably back
along the route from which she came, until finally "though
her faith had left her, she had not changed, could not
change, did not want to change...". (CD, p.252)

Orwell organises the novel in such a way that there is
no possibility of a movement occuring through the conflicts
and appositions between Dorothy and the kinds of experiences
she has because of course they are not her experiences but
Orwell's. The documentary and the social, moral and political
exhortations in the novel are for the most part divorced from
the fictional narrative. But at the end of the novel Dorothy
accepts "that faith and no faith are very much the same
provided that one is doing what is customary, useful and
acceptable." (CD, p.261) The political implications of her
decision indicate that she has replaced religious conservatism
with social cbnservatism. Dorothy's attempt to escape the

represéion of her class heritage is only temporary; in this

) l



way Orwell demonstrates the ineffectualness of individual
action against the entrenched systems of middle-class

English society. Orwell is suggesting that for most people
in Dorothy's situation this is a more viable alternative to
loss of faith than, for example, Marxism. The realism and the

documentary quality of A Clergyman's Daughter enable

Orwell to make his political statement clear; whereas in

Burmese Days the heavy symbolism of the naturalist-

determinist theme obstructs the political statements.

* % % % % % % %

In his next novel, Keep the Aspidistra Flying, Orwell

moves away from the experimental combination of documentary

and fiction found in A Clergyman's Daughter and returns to a

more tfaditional realist novel form. His main character,
Gordon Comstock, attempts a traditional single-handed fight
against overwhelming odds - in this instance - capitalism.
Symbolism, however, remains an important technique for
conveying Orwell's political message, which is clear enough
at the beginning of the novel: "There will be no revolution
in England while there are aspidistras in the windows."
(KAF, p.49) The symbol of the aspidistra as the world of
capitalism and all that it demands, haunts Gordon through-
out the novel.

Gordon considers himself to 5e a poet and he refuses
to prostitute his talents in the world of monopoly capitalism.

He decides that the only way he can carry out his war against
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the 'money-gods' is to try and live outside the class-
structure and to join the classless world of social outcasts:
No more blackmail to the gods of decency !
Down, down, into the mud - down to the streets,
the workhouse and the jail. It was only there
that he could be at peace. (KAF, p.209)
This becomes his ideal. But he cannot act to change the
system of capitalism from this position; in fact, he
discovers that it is difficult to act here in any capacity. He
cannot, like the "factory lad",have a passionate éexual
life with Rosemary because he feels that even that demands
money. He has not, like his friend Ravelston with his private
income,the leisure - to think in an organized way about
large political issues such as Socialism; Gordon can only
extend his horizon to the next meal, the next few Pennies,
Finally, his ideal of living in an area of society un-
touched by capitalism proves to be an illusion. Aas
Ravelston points out to him:
The mistake you make, don't you see, is in
thinking one can live in a corrupt society without
being corrupt oneself. After all, what do you
achieve by refusing to make money? You're trying
to behave as though one could stand right outside
our economic system. But one can't. One's got
to change the system, or one changes nothing.
One can't put things right in a hole-and-corner
way, if you take my meaning. (KAF, P.225)
Gordon' only recognises the truth of this when he dis-
covers that he has made Rosemary pregnant. He decides to
return to the world he has struggled to reject - the world

of the aspidistra in the front window. The symbol of the

aspidistra still represents capitalism, but Gordon's



attitude towards the capitalist world has undergone a
change. For Gordon, the aspidistra, like the new baby,
becomes a symbol of a possible new existence for him. He
decides that even if life with Rosemary requires him to take a
job in advertisiﬁé, he is willing to accept that.

Gordop's anti-capitalism has apparently been the
political message of the book. But the squalor, discomfort
and loneliness of his iife outside the capitalist system is
depicted with a realism that is calculated to dissuade the
reader from sharing Gordon's point of view. In this way
Orwell uses realism as a polemic tool. It is no longer
the.determinist nature of an evil world which can destroy
Gordon, as it had destroyed Fléry. Gordon is much more
in control of his own fate - he could have destroyed himself
if he had remained in his squalid room in his fetid bed, but
he chose to accept an alternateé,-if capitalist, way of life.
As a politicai statement Gordon's decision is conservative.
This is probably influenced by the form of the novel as much
as by Orwell's own political attitudes at that timé. The
possibilities for Gordon are limited by the symbolist
structure of the work; the thematically crucial symbolic
aspidistra has to be either destro yed or .accepted by Gordon.
His attempt to destroy it fails; the only alternative possible
within the terms of the novel is that he must accept it.

One thread that runs all the way through these early

novels is the consistent reference to Orwell's own



life. Burmese Days is written out of his Burmese experience;

A Clergyman's Daughter out of his experience as a tramp and

a schoolteacher and Keep the Aspidistra Flying uses his

experiences of the world of social outcasts and of intellect-
ual middle-class Socialists. All three books are also based
closely on people that Orwell knew; all three Provoked a
Scare over libel. These early novels are primarily aesthetic
experiments which nevertheless reveal Orwell's concerns about
organized systems of oppression. His main characters fight
against imperialism, capitalism, class, boverty and

education but their struggle fails because they believe in
the possibility of individual action. The theme of indiv-

- iduals fighting against odds is traditional within the
naturalist novel, but the three early novels are noﬁ entirely
successful either as novels or as polemic. The social,
vpolitical and moral messages disrupt the continuity of the
naturalist-determinist and symbolic novel form: while the
‘art' of the novels distracts from, and sometimes comes into

conflict with, the polemic. Keep the Aspidistra Flying

marks the end of Orwell's experiments with Purely aesthetic
nqvels and he now turns his attention to Presenting his
moral, social and political arguments in a form which is
part documentary, part polemic and moral essay, and part

fiction.



II

Orwell makes use of his own bPersonal experiences not
only in his early novels but also in the other longer works

written during the period 1933-1939 - Down and Out in Paris

and London, The Road to Wigan Pier, Homage to Catalonia and

Coming up for Air. 1In the "documentaries" and the "document-

ary novel" Orwell has turned his attention away from the
individual hero whose characteristics are brooding intro-
spection and doomed isolation from society. Instead, Orwell
‘writes about his own personal commitment to several differént
groups of people with whom he decides to identify., 1In the'
works under discussion in this chapter we shall see how
"Orwell continues to use some elements of novel technigue but
combines it with other forms, such as the polemic essay and

documentary, for his Propaganda purposes.1

In his essay "The Frontiers of Art and Propaganda" Orwell
explains what he means by the artist as propagandist:
.+« I don't mean a political propagandist. If he
.has any honesty.or talent at all he caniot be that.
Most political propaganda is a matter of telling
lies, not only about facts but about your own
feelings. But every artist is a Propagandist in
the sense that he is trying, directly or indirectly,
to impose a vision of life that seems to him
desirable. (CEJL, vol. 2, p.126)

2Q



The longer non-fictional works Orwell wrote until 1939
are about class, poverty, Socialism, communism and fascism ,
and war. These develop directly from the varied, arbitrary
experiences of Orwell's own life. But an autobiographical
element is not gﬁe only common aspect of these books; there
are various formal ways in which the books relate to one
another. One of the strongest links is the use of novel

techniques. In the early novels an isolated hero is

created as the narrative focus; in Down and Out in Paris

and London, The Road to Wigan Pier and Homage to Catalonia

the focus changes to a narrative bersona who is committed
to a group. The narrative persona always describes Orwell's
experiences, and sometimes Orwell himself describes those

experiences. When Orwell writes Coming up for Air, however,

the narrative mask is a completely fictional character who
gives us his own autobiography, not related to Orwell's
own life,

The narrative voice of Down and Out in Paris and London,

The Road to Wigan Pier, Homage to Catalonia and Coming up

for Air provides the narrative continuity; he establishes
relationships with the other ‘characters' who share his
experiences. The narrator also establishes a close relafion—
ship with the reader so that he can attempt to convince the
reader to accept his moral, social and political attitudes.

Emotional incitement is often a strong feature of the

i



narrative persona's function. These are techniques commonly
used in Orwell's polemic essays. All four works display
aspects in commom in that they contain a trémendous

amount of detailed documentary information, related to

the experiences which the narrative voice describes. We

can see how Orwell writes these four works without conform-
ing to academic notions of form, but bases them instead

on his personal experiences. This is reflected in the
variety of forms which co-exist within each work: novel,
essay and documentary techniques.

In Down and Out in Paris.and London the narrative

Persona is that of the struggling, educated writer who
disguises himself as a poverty;stricken plongeur while
describing his experiences in Paris, and who disguises
himself as a. tramp while in England.v The persona in
this work is particularly careful to let the reader
know that he is not actually a dishwasher or a tramp -
he was not born into that life, nor is he Part of it at
Present - but he digd experience it temporarily for a
period of time and for a specific experimental burposa,
He makes this burpose quite clear at the beginning of

Down and Out in Paris and London;

..
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Poverty is what I am writing about, and I

had my first contact with poverty in this

slum., The slum with its dirt and its queer

lives, was first an object-lesson in poverty,

and then the background of my own experience.
He underlines the fact that he himself is separate from
the group he exposes and suggests that both polemic and
documentary are the primary intentions of the work. Orwell
is the outsider observing from the inside, and as such is
in a privileged position; he is objectively trusted by
the reader because he is not a permanent part of the
group he describes. His narrative position in Road to
Wigan Pier is based upon the same understanding - the

narrator is only temporarily living among the unemployed

and the miners; similarly in Homage to Catalonia he is

part of a worker's militia in Spain for a specific purpose
and for a limited period of time in 1937. On the other
_hand the reader can assume that Orwell is a faithful
reporter of the plongeur's, the tramps', the miners'or

the anti-fascist soldiers' opinions and attitudes. 1In

Down and Out in Paris and London when the narrator describes

what it is like to be hungry in Paris he assumes that he

can speak for the thousands of other people who are near

starvation:

George Orwell, Down and Out in Paris and London
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 196%), p.9. To be referred
to subsequently as DO




When you have three francs you are quite differ-
ent; for three francs will feed you till tomorrow,
and you cannot think further than that. You are
bored, but you are not afraid. You think vaguely,
'T shall be starving in a day or two - shocking,
isn't it?' And then the mind wanders to other
topics. A bread and margarine diet does, to
some extent, provide its own anodyne. (DO, P.19)
This function of temporarily adopting the ‘'ordinary' man's
role is a technique used by Orwell not only in all four
"documentary" books, but also in his essays. Because the
character of the narrative persona is built up to create
an impression of an objective observer, honest, ordinary
and truthful, the reader is persuaded to accept his point
of view on the general moral and social implications of
poverty.

As a reporter, the narrator creates confidence in his
reliability by presenting a mass of documentary detail. He
includes notes on London slang, a guide to sleeping accomo-
dation in London, some suggestions on how to improve conditions
of the tramps, a comparison between the Salvation Army Hostels
and the 'spikes', together with wvivid character sketches of
people like Bozo, Boris and Paddy, anec dotes, apocryphal
stories and so on. He meticulously records details which
would escape most people. He is a man who could say "I
counted the number of times I was called maguereau during
the day, and it was thirty-nine." (DO, p.52) Such a reporter
is clearly going to be believed when he makes general

statements about hotels and restaurants in Paris. The

plongeur (he tells us):



... 1s the slave of a hotel or a restaurant, and
his slavery is more or less useless. For,after
all, where is the real need of big hotels and
smart restaurants? They are supposed to provide
luxury, but in reality they provide only a cheap,
shoddy imitation of it. Nearly everyone hates
hotels. Some restaurants are better than others,
but it is impossible to get as good a meal in a
restaurant as one can get, for the same expense,
in a private house. No doubt hotels and restaur-
ants must exist, but there is no need that they
should enslave hundreds of people ... Essentially,
a 'smart' hotel is a place where a hundred people
toil like devils in order that two hundred may
pay through the nose for things they do not really
want. (DO, p.106)
The above passage illustrates Orwell's rhetorical skills
im presenting a one-sided, biased account of what hotels
and restaurants in Paris are like, in order to convince the
reader that such places are morally objectionable. His
assumption that "nearly everyone hates hotels" and that in
restaurants people have to pay "for things they do not really
want" is used to coerce the reader emotionally through
arguments which appeal to "common-sense". 1In this way
Orwell can encourage the reader to share his attitude that
the hotel and restaurant business is a repressive and
exploitatative system.
The narrator involves the reader further by persuading
him to respond emotionally to what he is describing, which
is the way poverty affécts people's lives. Bozo is a

pavement artist whom we meet several times during the book

as a friend of the narrative persona:



When I knew him he owned nothing but the clothes
he stood up in, and his drawing materials, and a
few books. The clothes were the usual beggar's
rags, but he wore a collar and tie, of which he
was rather proud. The collar, a year or more old,
was constantly 'going' round the neck, and Bozo
used to patch it with bits cut from the tail of his
shirt so that the shirt had scarcely any tail left.
His damaged leg was getting worse and would
probably have to be amputated, and his knees, from
kneeling on the stones, had pads of skin on them
as thick as boot-~soles. There was, clearly, no
future for him but beggary and a death in the
workhouse. (DO, p.148)

The quiet dignity and pride of Bozo is something for which
the reader (especially if he is middle-class) can feel
sympathy. Other similar descriptions of social outcasts
convince the reader that the narrative persona is on the
side of the oppressed. At thé same time he persuades the

- reader to share his point of view by denying him an alter-

nate standpoint. When he says:

The trouble is that intelligent, cultivated people,'

the very people who might be expected to have
liberal opinions, never do mix with the poor. For
what do the majority of educated people know about
poverty? (DO, p.1l07)

he encourages the reader to recognise him§e1f as one of

those"intelligent cultivated people” who have never
experienced poverty. He goes further to embarrass him’
into agreeing with his opinions:

And educated people, who should e on his side,
acquiesce in the process, because they know nothing
about him and consequently are afraid of him...
These ars my own ideas about the basic facts of a
plongeur's life, made without reference to immed-
iate economic questions, and no doubt largely
platitudes. I present them as a sample of the
thoughts that are put into ona's head by working

in an hotel. (DO, p.108)
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This passage shows one of Orwell's characteristic rhetorical
technidues which he also uses extensively in his polenic
essays for encouraging the reader not only to identify
with the attitu@es expressed, but also to respond to the
argunent in a moral way. The didacticism of the first
statement is made acceptable by Orwell's typical method
of mock self-effacement in the second. But the final
sentence is calculated to assure him the acquiescence of
the reader because after all he has worked as a plongeur
and they have not. In this way Orwell creates a pPersona
who can bear his moral and social message.

It becomes clear that Down and Out in Paris and London,

despite Orwell's declared documentary intention, is made
up of a variety of literary forms. The character sketches
of Bozo, Boris and Paddy serve as more than simple -
documentary, for the sketches reveal the author's attitudes
towards these people. The narrative proceeds according to
a 'plot' structured around the personal experiences of the
narrator. The moral exhortation, as in the polemic essays,
is to demand tﬁat the reader sharé the Qarrative persona's

own individual attitudes and opinions. But in Down and Out

in Paris and London Orwell uses these literary and rhetorical

techniques to persuade the reader of the truthfulness of his
reports of poverty. Once the reader is convinced of that,
there is a chance that he will be morally outraged at the
social systems which have been descri®»zd and will be prompt-

ed to act against them. But, because Orwell is not at this



stage of his life committed to any clearly defined political
policy, the polemic import of the book does not demand any

specific political response from the reader. Down and Out

in Paris and London remains only as a moral condemnation

of capitalism and poverty.

* * %k * % % k *

The Road to Wigan Pier moves further than Down and

Out in Paris and London towards becoming a handbook for
action, because Orwell's own political commitment is

defined - for by 1936 he believes in Socialism. The themes

of his early novels, Down and Out in Paris and London, and -
his polemic essays, developed from his moral rejection of

systems of oppression. The theme of Road to Wigan Pier

develops out of his political and moral attitudes towards
the oppressiveness of unemployment and class prejudice. The
narrative persona is correspondingly more complex than he

appears in Down and Out in Paris and London, for he declares

that he represents in the first part of the book the un-

employed, and in the second part, a middle-class educated
Socialist. The narrator explains why he went to Wigan:

+++vartly to see what mass unemployment is

like at its worst, partly in order to see the
most typical section of the working-class at
close quarters. This was necessary to me as

part of my approach to Socialism ... you have got
to take up a definite att%tude on the terribly
difficult issue of class.

George Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier (Harmondsworth:

Penguin, 1969), p.l06. To be referred to subsequently
as RWP :




It is both a documentary intention and a means of working
out a personal position. The issue of class is "difficult"
‘for the middle-class, This attitude is crucial to the
argument of the-ﬁork; for the persona suggests that the
Problem to be resolved is of a broad social‘nature rather
than being confined to personal life: class-prejudice
rather than individual Prejudice.

Through the persona Orwell Trecounts his experiences
as a way of expressing prejudices which are typical of
the middle-class. The ambiguous attltude of the middle-
class towards the working-class is a result of class myths
and prejudices. But no middle-class Socialist would want
to admit this prejudice openly and "Orwell's" confession
is a technique which forces the reader to confront his own
Prejudices,

The Road to Wigan Pier is divided into two bParts to

) correspond to the shift from the viewpoint of the narrator's
experiences among the unemployed to Orwell's Personal
experiences of Socialists and Socialism. Part One is a
series of documentary observations of the unemployed,
together w1th Orwell's personal rYesponses to his surroundings
and the people he meets, There is a narrative continuity
which is based on the reporter's own journey through the
depressed north. It includes detailed character sketches

of people like his landlords the Brookers:



In the end Mrs. Brooker's self-pitying talk -
always the same complaints, over and over, and
always ending with the tremulous whine of 'It
does seems 'ard, don't it now?' - revolted me
even more than her habit of wiping her mouth
with bits of newspapers. (RWP, p.l5)

But he doesn’t stop with graphic detail; he attempts to
create an historical political perspective of why people

have to live in this way:

But it is no use saying that people like the
Brookers are just disgusting and trying to
put them out of mind. For they exist in tens
and hundreds of thousands; they are one of the
characteristic by-products of the modern
world. You cannot disregard them if you
accept the civilization that produced them.
For this is part at least of what industrial-
ism has done for us. (RWP, pp.l1l5-16)
He ends by asserting a moral responsibility towards
poor- people like the Brookers in a direct address to
the reader so as to involve the latter in his own predica-
ment of compromise and disgust:
It is a kind of duty to see and smell such
places now and aq in, especially smell them,
lest you should forget that they exist; though
perhaps it is better not to stay there too
long. (RWP, p.l16)
Here, a personal element of autobiography -- Orwell's temp-
orary contact with the working-class, undertaken as part
of his duty as a middle-class intellectual socialist -- is
projected with the force of a combined moral and political
injunction. This combination is new to Orwell's work and his

message to his readers is to acquaint themselves with the

unpleasant taste of working-class life, but not to linger.



Interspersed with personal, subjective reaction
Orwell includes straightforward documentary. He gives us
detailed information on the diet, income and expenditure,
housing conditiéns and day—ﬁo-day life of the poor. But
the figures and statistics do not remain as abstractions of
unemployment and poverty; they capture the reader's
sympathy for the plight of the working-class when set side
by side with the detailed descriptions of the reality of
their lives.

The vivid descriptions of the hardships of unemploy-
ment avoid transforming squalor into something picturesjue,
which is always the temptatiop in documentary, particularly
in the cinema and photography. Orwell's persona tells us
‘that "the beauty or ugliness of industrialism hardly
matters. Its real evil lies far deeper and is quite
uneradicable." (RWR, p.98) It is aftfer all the people who
are affected by industrialism that he is concerned‘about.
His experiences of these unemployed people lead him to
assert: "I have just seen enough of the working-class to
avoid idealiz ing them." (RWP, pp.102-103) On the other
hand, he is careful to let his readers know that "there
is much in middle-class life that looks sickly and debil-
itating when you see it from a working-class angle." To.
balance the presentation of hoth working-class and middle-
class prejudices he argues that the middle-class could

perhaps learn something from the working-class. In an



attempt to present an acceptable vision of working-class
life to the reader, the persona gives a consciously ideal-
ized version of the working-class:

In a working-class home - I am not thinking at
the moment of the unemployed, but of comparative-
ly prosperous homes - you breathe a warm, decent,
deeply human atmosphere which it is not so easy
to find elsewhere ... Especially on winter
evenings after tea, when the fire glows in the
open range and dances mirrored in the steel
fender, when Father, in shirt-sleeves, 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 lolls roasting himself on the rag mat ...
(RWP, p.104)

The musings are vague and "romantic" and contradict
Orwell's earlier statement tﬁat he avoids idealizing the
working-class. This contradiction is not resolved,
suggesting that Orwell has not yet achieved a balanced
control of the polemic developed by the persona. The
linear narrative is abruptly dropped, and the narrator
moves immediately from part one to part two of the book,
where he discusses the more theoretical and abstract
pProblems of Socialism.

Part two of Road to Wigan Pier begins with Orwell

taking the reader into his confidence by telling him
details of his life which account for his own‘paradoxical
position as a middle-~class Socialist. He traces his life
in an almost intimate and confessional way, and describes
his own particular difficulties in dealing with the working-

class. Orwell came from the upper-middle-class and

v
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colonial service background. He admits prejudices that
no Socialist would willingly reveal to another. Before
entering a common-lodging house in London he recalls:
eee how I had to Screw up my courage before I
went in! It seems ridiculous now. But you see
I was still halrf afraid of the working cl ass..
I wanted to get inp touch with them, I even :
wanted to become one of them, but I still thought
of them as alijen and dangerous; going into the
dark doorway of that common-lodging house
seemed to me like going down into some dread-
ful subterranean Place - a sewer full. of rats
for instance, (RWP, p.132)
He explains his own fears and Prejudices which he assumes
are common among the middle-class and by doing so forces
the reader to recognize his (the reader's) own attitudes,
Orwell develops his point by showing how middle-class
Prejudices against the working-class really are Prejudices
because they contradict each other. He admits that he
felt sick at the smell of 3 group of common soldiers (RyP,
P.125) and that he felt Physically humiliated beside the
strength and the splendid bodies of coal-miners, (RWP, p.21
and p.29) The feeling of physical revulsion at the mythical
"smells" of the working-class is contradicted by the myth
of their superior Physical strength.
Orwell goes on to State his solution for resolving
the delicate matter of class problems., He adopts the

rather simple technique of flattering the reader into

becoming a Socialist;



And all the while everyone who uses his brain
knows that Socialism, as a world system and
wholeheartedly applied, is a way out. It would
at least ensure our getting enough to eat even
if it deprived us of everything else. 1Indeed,
from one point of view, Socialism is such
elementary common sense that I am sometimes
amazed that it has not established itself
already. (RWP, pp.149-150)
His identification of Socialism with common sense, and
his assumption that the reader will agree with him is a
familiar polemic technique by which he can guide the
reader into endorsing the polemic thesis of the Road to
Wigan Pier: BAs Orwell states it "rather paradoxically,
in order to defend Socialism it is necessary to start by
attacking it." (RWP, p.151)

The second part of Road to Wigan Pier reveals the

development from the ;objective' documentary reporter
persona to the political propagandist. The tone has
changed, the prose has become more assertive and didactic,
and the unprejudiced attitude of part one (and Down and

Out in Paris and London) disappears. Middle-class left-

wing intellectuals, whom Orwell holds responsible for

the failure of British Socialism, are seen as "little
worms®, "verminous little lions" and "mingy little beasts".
Orwell reverses the narrative persona's position. After
presenting typical middle-class prejudice against the
working-class in the first part of the book, he now
presents working-class prejudice against middle-class

Socialists. He discusses the weakness of British Socialism



from the "popular"‘point of view of the ordinary man,
rather than from any orthodox Socialist position. This
fictional narrative persona, as a bridge between the
two classes, is a polemic device whereby Orwell can
péréuade the reader to accept his own unorthodox Socialist
pPosition, which is to criticize English Socialists and
their definitions of Socialism. Because Orwell does
recognise that there are class differences he proceeds
~ to propose a 'popular front" as the only viable way of
ensuring the efficacy of Socialism against the evils of
fascism:
Economically I am in the same boat with the
miner, the navvy, and the farm-hand; lay the
emphasis on that and I will fight on their side.
But culturally I am different from the miner,
the navvy and the farm-hand; lay the emphasis
on that and you may arm me against them,
(RWP, p.202)

This is Orwell's hope for "democratic™ Socialism, The

second part of the Road to Wigan Pier is, after the

autobiographical introduction, almost exclusively a

series of essays on the condition of modern life, combined
with pfeaching against Socialists and their definition

of Socialism and urging his own particular brand of

democratic Socialism as a Popﬁlar Front in ordef to

conserve all that is good in the English way of life -~

decency, respect for the individual and so on,
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Oorwell went to Spain partly to fight against fascism

and partly
Civil War.
once again
he records

soldier in

to find out exactly what was happening in the

In Homage to Catalonia the narrative persona

(as.in Road to Wigan Pier) has a dual rdle:

his personal experiences as an anti-fascist

the POUM militia in Spain; he is also a recorder

of the historical "truth" of the Spanish Civil War which

truth, paradoxically, has the effect of condemning communism

as well as

fascism. As in the-two previous "documentaries”

the personal experiences of the narrative persona provide

the focus for the narrative: in Homage to Catalonia these

are Orwell'®

s experiences in the POUM militia, fighting

from Alcubierre to Barcelona in 1937. The objective

persona presents an understated picture of the war; the

perspective is narrowed down to emphasise the observation

that the war was mostly periods of hunger, cold and bore-

dom rather

than dramatic fighting:

When we went on leave I had been a hundred and

fifteen days in the line, and at the time this
period seemed to me to have been one of the most
futile of my whole life. I had joined the
militia in order to fight against fascism, and

as yet I had scarcely fought at all, had merely
existed as a sort of passive object, doing nothing
in return for my rations eﬁcept to suffer from
cold and lack of sleep ... .

But looking back at these months a year later he feels

that they:

George Oxwell, Homage to Catalonia.(Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1968), p.10l. To be referred to subsequently

as HC
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... formed a kind of interregnum in my life,
quite different from anything that had gone
before and perhaps from anything that is to
come, and they taught me things that I could
not have learned in any other way. (HC, p.1l0l)

The objective way in which the persona is able to present
his own personal perspective of his experiences of the
war encourages the reader to accept his documentary report-
ing as the truth:
It will never be possible to get a éompletely
accurate and unniased account of the Barcelona
fighting, because the necessary records do not
exist. Future historians will have nothing to
go on except a mass of accusations and party
propaganda. I myself have little data beyond
what I saw with my own eves and what I have
learnt from other eye-witnesses whom I believe
to be reliable. I can,however, contradict
some of the more flagrant lies and help to get

the affair into some kind of perspective.
(HC, p.144)

The narrative assertion that a record of the "truth" of
the Spanish Civil War is not likely to exist at all
disarms the reader into accepting the criteria that
Orwell sets us for his own version.
The persona attempts a careful balance between
personal experiences of the war and political analysis.
At the beginning of chapter five he advises us:
If you are not interested in the horror of party
. politics, please skip; I am trying to keep the
political parts of this narrative in separate
chapters for precisely that purpose. (HC, p.46)
Giving the reader this option is a device through which

Orwell can win his trust by appearing not to push any party-

line down his throat. By chapter eleven he does not



apologise for devoting a chapter to political analysis,
but assumes that his audience will have been persuaded
that it forms a bProper part of the documentary and will
want to know what the POUM is, what Trotskyists are, and
how the Communist Party is "counter-revolutionary". He
launches into explanatory notes complete with extensive
quotations from the press which provide information through
careful documentation, and persuade the reader of his
truthfulness, his objectivity, his serious Yesearch, and
thus the historical accuracy of his report,

Propaganda is an important element of Homage to
Catalonia because Orwell is concerned’ to make public
his discoveries of the “truth" about Russian communism
in Spain. Nevertheless, in a letter to Stephen épender
explaining why he includes what appears to be Trotskyist

Propaganda he declares:

living in one's own experiences are being
mixed up in controversies, intrigues, eto.
(CEJL, vol.1, P.311)
Orwell finds ways of avoiding devoting the work entirely
to political pPropaganda by including Pieces of purely

aesthetit writing., In Down and Out and Paris and London

and the Road to Wigan Pier there is very little conscious

‘literary! writing, but it appears quite frequently in

Homage to Catalonias



Spring was really here at last. The blue in
the sky was softer, the air grew suddenly balmy,
the frogs were mating noisily in the ditches.
Round the drinking-pool that served for the
village mules I found exquisite green frogs

the size of a penny, so brilliant that the
young grass looked dull beside them. (HC, p.77)

As in Burmese Days Orwell is here "betrayed into purple
.passages“.(CEJL, vol.l, p.7) He uses the same rhetorical
technique to elevate his own personal war experiences into

arts

When you are creeping at that pace you are
aware as an ant might be of the enormous
variations in the ground; the splendid patch
of -smooth grass here, the evil patch of sticky
mud there, the tall rustling reeds that have
got to be avoided, the heap of stones that
almost makes you give up hope because it seems
impossible to get over them without noise.

HC, p.87)

Such a description of war-strategy does not contribute

to Orwell's declared anti-fascist documentary intention,
but is in effect a literary intrusion. These literary em-
bellishments demonstrate Orwell's declared attempt to
make political propaganda more personal and at the same

5

time closer to 'art'.

Homage to Catalonia is more than the purple prose

of Burmese Days. In an attempt to make his polemic effective

Orwell combines a variety of literary forms, which makes
the book more than simply documentary and political

propaganda. The descriptions -~ and there are many --

> He discusses his literary aims in the essay "Why I

Write", CEJL, vol.l, pp.l-7)

v



of personal experience are effective as autobiography;
the documentary reporting is effective for providing

a description of the procedure of the war; the essays
.on political analysis are effective as "Trotskyist"
propaganda and the literary pieces are effective as
observations and descriptions of the Spanish countryside
and of various people that are befriended by .the narrator.
But these forms do not successfully combine to produce
either an effective work of art, or an effective piece of
propaganda,for each form competes for attention, distracting
the reader's attention away from the declared intention
of recording the objective, historical truth. Orwell
probably realises this and for his next work, Coming Up '
For Air he uses what could be described as fictional
polemic or a documentary novel form to give him

scope for the possible realisation of both his polemic
and his literary ambitions.

k% k k % %k % %

In 1938, at a time when Orwell felt that the

English way of life was threatened by inevitable war with

Germany, he began - Coming Up For Air. To write a novel at

this time was Orwell's stand against the impending forces
of the new European totalitarian states. He told his
friend Jack Common about his projected book, Coming Up

For Air:



I am keen to get started with my next novel,
though when I came here I had been thinking that"
what with Hitler, Stalin and the rest of them
the day of novel-writing was- over. As it is if
I start it in August I daresay I'll have to
finish it in the concentration camp.

(CEFL, vol.l, p.330)

It should be noted that Orwell made no distinction
between Hitler and Stalin after the Sino-Soviet non-
agression pact.

Orwell describes Coming up for Air as a novel; it

is a polemic fiction. He uses the techniques that he
has learned through writing his early novels, his
"documentaries" and polemic essays, and tries to combine
these techniques for his polemic purpose. As in the
books discussed earlier in this chapter, the narrator
provides the focus for the continuity of events, and the
thoughts and moral exhortations expressed in the work.
This is because once again it is the narrator's personal
life upon which everything is based. The difference

in Coming up for Air is that the narrator is a completely

fictionalised character. 1In this way Orwell distances
his oﬁn personal feelings of despair about the coming war.,
This is Orwell's first attehpt in his novels at a first-
berson narrator who is also the hero.

George Bowling, the narrative voice in Coming up for

Air is a fat, middle-aged, cheerful, insurance agent. He
establishes an easy, conversational, even intimate

relationship with the reader. As a rhetorical device



the informal and colloquial style is calculated to draw
the reader into accepting Bowling's point of view, for
"ordinary chaps" everywhere feel as Geérge does. Although
he is a repreéentative of the ordinary man, he reveals
himself in a very personal way, much as Orwell had confess-
ed things about his own life in his earlier "documentaries":
"Here, I'll make a confession, or father two";6
and again, talking about his wife: "Why did you marry her?
you say. But why did you marry yours?", (CUFA, . p.1l35)
Whereas the narrative masks of the "documentaries"
are sélf-declared representatives of minority groups -
social outcasts, the unemployed, the middle-class educated
leftist and the English intellectual fighting in Spain -
George Bowling claims to represent the ‘ordinary' man.
He is physically ordinary: fat, false teeth, but no
determinist birthmark isolating him. He has an average
job as an insurance representative. He has been married
for fifteen years, has two children, but is fed up with
being a "good" husband and father. He lives in an
ordinary poky little suburban house, and like all the
other people in the suburbs is generally unhappy and
afraid. Suburban life is

6 George Orwell, Coming up for Air (Harmondsworth:

Penguin, 1963), p.80. To be referred to subsequently
~as CUFA




Just a prison with the cells all in a row. A
line of semi-detached torture chambers where
the poor little five-to-ten-pounds-a-week quake
and shiver, everyone of them with tne boss
twisting his tail and the wife riding him like
the nightmare and the kids sucking his blond
like leeches. (CUFA, p.14)

Bowling reminds us of the inferior quality of contemporary

life witn scepticism and wryness. He selects only those

parts of life with which all his readers are familiar -

the taste of food, the noise and artificiality, and most

of all the loneliness and isolation. George himself,

for all his good humour and cheerfulness, is a lonely

and isolated modern man.

Bowling's disappointment with life, and the knowledge
that England will soon be at war again, prompts him to
think more and more about his childhood. The action of
the book develops from Bowling's tendency to compare
the past with the present. It leads to his attempt to
rediscover the peace and stability of his past by
visiting Lower Binfield, the Place of his birth and his
youth. His nostalgia for the past leads him to search
for the fishing pool that has haunted his mind since
childhood; his memory of it remains clear and vivid:

The pool was ringed completely round by the
enormous beech trees, which in one place came
down to the edge and were reflected in the
water. On the other side there was a patch of
grass where there was a hollow with beds of
wild peppermint, and up at one end of the pool
an old wooden boathouse was rotting away among
the bulrushes.

The pool was swarming with bream, small ones,
about four to six inches long. Every now and
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again you'd see one of them turn half over
and gleam reddy-brown under the water. There
were pike there too, and they must have been
big ones. You never saw them, but sometimes
one that was basking among the weeds would
turn over and plunge with a splash that was
like a brick being bunged into the water.
(CUFA, pp.76~77)

This passage is reminiscent of the style of Burmese Days;:

Orwell has returned to a fictional symbolic ideal as
part of his political purpose. In trying to make
political writing into art Orwell declares thét "eee
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 wané to completely abandon the
world-view that I acquired in childhood." (CEJL, vol.l,
P.6) The description of the pool is not irrelevant to
Orwell's political purpose because this world-view of
his own childhood is transformed into George Bowling's
idealised past. The idealised vision of the past is

a bulwark against Bowling's (Orwell's) terrifying vision
of the future:

The world we're going down into, the kind of

hate-world, slogan-world. The coloured shirts,:

the barbed wire, the rubber truncheons. The
secret cells where the electric light burns
night and day, and the detectives watching you
while you sleep. And the processions and the
posters with enormous faces, and the crowds of
a million people all cheering for the Leader

. till they deafen themselves into thinking that
they really worship him, and all the time,
underneath, they hate him so that they want to
puke. (CUFA, p.149)



The anticipation of the world of 1984 is clear; Bowling
articulates Orwell's own fears of a totalitarian future.
But despite his feeling of the inevitability of the
"stream—lineé men from Eéstern Europe" taking over the
familiar life, Bowling has the resiliance of a man wﬁo
would "even in war, revolution, plague, and famine cee
back myself to stay alive longer than most people ... I'm
that type ...". (CUFA, p.23) And so, Orwell is persuading
us, are most people. The survival of the 'ordinary man'
is assured. |

In all three of Orwell's literary novels, naturalism
and'determinism control the main character and the action,

In Coming up for Air Orwell leaves the isolated hero

persona behind and turns more towards sccial realism. George
Bowling is a much more fully explored and developed

and a more sympathetic character than the herpes of

Orwell's early novels. Bowling establishes a close

identity with the reader in an attempt to persuade the

reader to‘combine an anti-fascist and pacifist position,

which Orwell believes at this time to be the only tenable
attitude.7 Oncé again Orwell finds himself in the L\_/
position of attacking the Left.whiie'ClaiMing‘td believe

in democratic socialism "as I understand it." ("Why I Write"

CEJL, vol.l, p.6)

In a letter to Herbert Read (CEJL, vol.l, p.387)
Orwell states that in his opinion the offical Left
had already sold out to the war-party.



As a novel Coming up for Air incorporates non-
fictional techniques; it tends to alternate between a
sympathetic portrayal of Bowling, and Orwell's obvious
propagandist .intrusions, which appear as straightforward
preaching. This propaganda undercuts the 'ordinariness'
of the character of George Bowling. The problem with

Coming up for Air is that George Bowling as the first-

person narrator has control over the narrative, 'In his
autobiographical documentaries, Orwell himself is able

to slip in with his polemic message, but in Coming up for

Air his polemic has to be presented through>George
Bowling. Bowling, as a representative of the 'ordinary
man' cannot proceed to make complex political analyges.
without the reader being forced to suspend his williﬁg
disbelief in his character. Furthermore, the polemicA
appears as intrusive preaching and stops the continuity
of Bowling's story, which makes the book artistically
and polemically unsuccessful. Perhaps this is why
Orwell turns to another form for his next work - the
animal allegory -~ a form which is based on documentary
'facts! Wrapped up in a fictional allegory: a form in which
he could distance himself, and the narrative persona,

to avoid undermining the propaganda and the art.
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Until he wrote Animal Farm Orwell's work was not
entirely successful in terms of reconciling art and politics.
His non-fictional works, essays, paﬁphlets, reviews and
documentary were didactic pieces discussing moral, social
and political issues, but these Orwell felt had reduced
him to a sort of "pampleteer", It was-the novel form
which always attracted him the most as a literary genre
because it was

«e+ the most anarchical of all forms of

literature ... The novel is pPractically a

Protestant form of art; it is a product of the

free mind, of the autonomous individual.

("Inside the Whale", CEJL, vol.l, p.518)
Before 1936, however, the social Polemic of Orwell's fiction
‘was not always carried successfully by the naturalist-deter-
minist novel form. The fiction, which was consistently based
on the theme of individualism, is therefore interspersed
with non-fictional lectures which point out the viciousness
of various social and political structures such as imperialism,
class, religion and capitalism.

During the early war years Orwell turned away from
fiction and became involved with journalism and broadcasting

for the Overseas Service of the BBC. He felt that the times

were not conducive to novel writing. His vision of the 1930's
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was of a time when every writer was in some way mixed up

in
»+« Propaganda campaigns and squalid controver~
sies .s. It is almost inconceivable that good
novels should be written by orthodoxy-sniffers,
nor by people who are conscience-stricken about
their own unorthodoxy. (CEJL, vol. 1, p.519)

By 1943 however, he decided to return to fiction—writing

for a specifically political as well as an artistic purpose.

In "Why I write" he stated that:

Animal Farm was the first book in which I tried,
with full consciousness of what I was doing, to

fuse political purpose and artistic purpose into
one whole. (CEJL, vol. 1, p.7) '

Orwell's attack on communism, war and fascism in Homage to

Catalonia and Coming Up For Air now becomes in Animal Farm
more specifically an attack on Communist Party government

” s .
in post-revolutionary Russia. Orwell wrote Animal Farm

between November 1943 and February 1944, a time when England
“and Russia were war-time allies against Germany. By the
time the book was published in 1945 the war had ended and
the British government returned to their pre—wér relation-
ship with Russia, intensifying hostility to communism

in the "cold'war." The climate of hatred or suspicion

of communism and Russia in particular, created 'a

market within which Animal Farm and its critique of

Stalinist Russia would become very popular; and shortly
after publication 10,000 more copies were printed. The

book was a success and Orwell quickly became famous on
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both sides of the Atlantic.

Since its publication Animal Farm has presented

problems for the critics. 1In his revaluation of the
book Tom Hopkinson says that this novel is "one of the
two modern works of fiction before which the critics must

. 2 .
abdicate". (The other is Koestler's Darkness at Noon).

George Woodcock records a similar feeling when he suggests

that Animal Farm is an almost perfect fusion of political

and artistic purpose which makes critical comment difficult.

Woodcock finally concludes that Orwell
«..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 th%s crystalline little book into its proper
setting.

If all is so clear one wonders why Woodcock's response is

S0 vague and confused. The purpose of this chapter is to

try and discover what is the relationship between Orwell's

polemic and his art and how much this contributes to the

problems in interpretation of Animal Farm.

The "proper setting" of Animal Farm is defined by
Orwell himself in the Preface to the Ukrainian edition

(1947). The problems facing British Socialism which he

Tom Hopkinson, "George Orwell: A Revaluation", World
Review, June, 1950.

George Woodcock, The Crystal Spirit (Jonathan Cape,
1967). p.156
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outlines in The Road to Wigan Pier are topics for dis-

cussion in his non-fiction from 1936 on. In Animal Farm,

as in Homage to Catalonia, he continues his attempt to

strengthen British Socialism, but by the paradoxical method
of attacking Stalinist Russia, the only country to have a
successful Socialist revolution, and the ideal of some

leftist intellectuals in England. As Orwell explains in

the Ukrainian Preface:

eee in my opinion, nothing has contributed so
much to the corruption of the original ideal of
Socialism as the belief that Russia is a

Socialist country and that every act of its rulers
must be excused, if not imitated. And so for

the past ten years I have been convinced that

the destruction of the Soviet myth was essential
if we wanted a revival of the Socialist movement.
(CEJL, vol. 3, p.405)

His most urgent political message in Animal Farm is that

to counteract Russia's widespread political influence,
Socialists in Britain should take care to "dissodiate
Socialism from Utopianism" (CEJL, vol.3,p.64) and should
not ignore the facts of the purges and other totalitarian
methods used by Stalin and the Communist Party in the
name of Socialism.

Orwell's polemic is not exclusively concerned
with the politics of government, for it deals also with
the politics of personal life, that is with human morality

in general. Consequently Animal Farm is constructed upon

a dual basis - it is a moral tale and a political satire.
The moral is that'nothing in this world ever changes,

while the satire attacks Russian communism. One of the



reasons for the difficulty experienced by critics in

looking at this book is that there is a basic coﬁflict

between Orwell's statement of the moral purpose and that of the
political purpose. Orwell's declared political purpose is

to exhort to action, but the moral vision is pessimistic

about humanity, for it denies human nature the possibility

of ever changing.

In writing Animal Farm Orwell looks towards a form

which would reach as many 'ordinary’' people as bossible.

He declares that he wants to explode the "...Soviet myth

in a story that could easily be understood by almost any-

one and which could be easily translated into other languages. "
(CEJL, vol.3, p.405) He aims his political and moral

message at a large, even international audience. Because

Animal Farm is an animal fable, a traditicnal and easily
assimilable polemic form, it serves Orwell's purpose very
well,

As a vehicle for Orwell's political, moral and artistic
purposes the animal fable is a form which can simplify and
objectify the ways in which humans relate to each other.

It is a form in which the weaknesses of human nature can be
revealed in a way that points a moral direction for the
reader and demands his moral involvement. However, Orwell's
fable is clearly not simply a reference to the general

state of thé world or humanity: the satire is directed

primarily against the Communist Party which Orwell believed



had transformed a Socialist revolution into a totalitarian

régime. Animal Farm is in the tradition of Swiftian
satire in that the reductive strategies are dependent upon
allusions to particular contemporary personalities and
political situations.

Orwell's primary method of presenting his pqlitical
satire is through the parody of specific individual person-
alities of the Russian revolution, as we might expect from a
writer who so often declared his faith in the importance of
individualism. Napoleon is a parody of Stalin; Snowball is
Trotsky; Major is a combination of pre—revolutionary'Lenin
and the teachings of Marx; and Squealer represents Krylenko.
Boxer burlesques the Stakhanovites4; Napoleon's dogs stand
for the secret police - the dog—OGPU.5 The pigs are based

on the upper ranks of the Communist Party - the Commissars -
as Orwell often called them. They use a Marxian language to
’present a class-struggle between animals as a parody of the
way that Marxists describe the conflict between capital and
labour. The western capitalist countries are represented in
the fable by the humans - Mr. Frederick (Germany) and Mr.
Pilkington (England) - who are first pretend to support the

pig's régime only in order to doublecross and exploit them.

4
The Stakhanovites were workers in revolutionarv Russia
who modelled themselves after Stakhanov, whose tremend-
ous capacity for work initiated the idea of creating the
worker-hero. ’

5

John Atkins, George Orwell (Ungar, 1965) p.224
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At the beginning of Animal Farm, before the animals'

rebellion, the humans and the animals are allegorical
reflections of the difference hetween the ruling class and
the working-class. Mr. Jones and his wife are the oppressors
and exploiters of the animals who are their slaves. After
the pigs lead a successful animal rebellion against their
human owners, they gradually adopt the position of the
humans and the existing division between themselves and the
rest of the animals develops. The pigs take on Jones'

role as the exploiter arnd oppressor; but they play their
role much more intensely. Whereas Jones had been idle and
incompefent, the pigs channel most of their energy and work
into consciously strengthening their position of power over
fhe other animals. The allegory suggjests that traditional
systems of society such as capitalism may be bad and even
oppressive, but the new "totalitarian" system of Communist
Russia dedicates itself to a much more efficient and ruth-
less exploitation and destruction of individualism.

That the pigs are in a position of control within the
animal hierarchy is a result of a crucial difference between
the pigs and the other animals. The ideology behind the
animals' rebellion was .entirely of the pig's making and
initially arose from the dream of 0ld Major, the prize
white boar. Major pointed out to the animals that it was
the humans who were responsible for their suffering. He

advised the animals to work towards a rebellion against the



humans: "Only get rid of Man, and the produce of our labour
would be our own. Almost overnight we could become rich
and free." 6 The pigs quickly transform Major's message to
the animals intola creed of ﬂAnimalism" which states all
animals are equal. They immediately see ways of establishing
a system of control and privileges for themselves where
they "could become rich and free," by encouraging the other
animals to work for the ideals of Animalism. Right from
the earliest days of the rebellion, the pigs' intention is
to exploit the other animals and create class divisions.

As in Orwell's earlier novels, a rigid social and
political hierarchy is the basis for the relationships

between the groups of characters in Animal Farm.7 Orwell

groups the animals so as to emphasise the social and political
differences between them. The categories are composed of

the ruling pigs; those singled out for individual_attention
such as Clovér, Boxer, Benjamin and Muriel; the groups of
*stupider"” animals - the sheep, ducks and hens. The rigid
hierarchy of Animal Farm demonstrates Orwell's belief that

the failure of revolution leads inevitably to exploitation
and repression of the majority.

6 George Orwell, Animal Farm (Penguin, 1960), p.10
Subsequently to be referred to as AF

In Burmese Days it is the imperialist structure of the
white sahibs which oppresses the native Burmese and the
white colonialist; in A Clergyman's Daughter it is the
rigid code of Christianitv and the shaboy genteel petty
bourgeoisie which ultimatately forces Dorothy to abandon
the search for her identity and to accept the ambivalent




The detailed attention paid to Clover and Boxer
indicates that Orwell is encouraging the reader's sympathy
for individual persons as opposed to groups of animals
who are presented in only a very general way. This reflects
Orwell's fear of "mass" action, but at the same time he
realises that individual action is no more successful, as
he suggests in his earlier novels. What happens in Animal
Farm demonstrates how fragile individualism is in the face
of a totalitarian régime. From the first scene Boxer and
Clover appear as comfortable and sympathetic creatures:

Clover.was a stout motherly mare approaching
middle-life, who had never quite got her figure
back after her fourth foal. Boxer was an enormous
beast, nearly eighteen hands high, and as strong as
any two ordinary horses put together... The two
horses had just lain down when a brood of ducklings,
which had lost their mother, filed into the barn,
cheeping feebly and wandering from side to side to
find some place where they would not be trodden on.
Clover made a sort of wall round them with her
great foreleg, and the ducklings nestled down
inside it, and promptly fell asleep. (AF, pp.6-7)
Orwell presents this couple with a warmth that is lacking in
most of the characters of his earlier novels. Although not
clever, they represent the stablility and compasion of the
decent ordinary people that Orwell has written about in his

documentaries and essays, and theyv anticipate the ignorant

but solid and compassionate proles of Nineteen Eighty-Four.

-nature of her existence; once again, in Keep the
Aspidistra Flying it is the world of the penny-pinching
lower-middle class which controls Gordon's life - his
individual anti-capitalist attitude 'is not viable in a
capitalist society and he is finally forced to succumd
to its pressures.




But although Orwell encourages our sympathy for these
creatures we must be wary. The idealised version of familial
domesticity they display obscures the fact that both Boxer and
Clover allow themselves to be ruthlessly exploited by the
pigs. Orwell specifically reminds us that the pigs'
“most faithful disciples were the two cart-horses, Boxer and
Clover. These two had great difficulty in thinking anything
out for themselves, but having once accepted the pigs as
their teachers, they absorbed everything they were told,
and passed it on to the other animals Dy simple arguments. "
(AE, p.17) When Boxer mindlessly repeats "I will work
harder" while dying from overwork, Orwell is using reverse
psychology on the reader to warn us of the dangers of such
naivete and blind allegiance to an ideal.
Orwell presents the idealised characters of Boxer and
Clover in a deliberately sentimental way. Similarly, the
idyllic pastoral visions of the animals are obviously
illusions and can easily be undercut or reversed. In their
naivete they see their own farm as a most desirable place:
+.. the lone pasture stretching down to the main
road, the hayfield, the spinney, the drinking pool,
the ploughed fields where the young wheat was
thick and green, and the red roofs of the farm
vuilding with the smoke curling from the chimneys.
It was a clear spring evening, the grass and
bursting hedges were gilded 3y the level rays of
the sun... (AF, p.75)

This "romantic" pastoral scene of England is deceptive.

Clover's vision of peace and plenty is brought into question

by her inner turmoil and discontent:



...she did not know why - thev had come to a time
when no one dared speak his mind, when fierce,
growling dogs roamed evervwhere, and when you had
to watch your comrades torn to pieces after
confessing to shocking crimes... Whatever happened
she would remain faithful, work hard, carry out
the orders that were given to her, and accept the’
leadership of Napoleon. But ... it was not for
this that they had built the windmill and faced

the bullets of Jones' guns. Such were her thoughts,

though she lacked the words to express them.
At last, feeling this to be in some way a

substitute for the words she was unable to find, she

began to sing 'Beasts of England', (AF, pp.75-76
- my emphases)

Clover recognises that Major's vision of an ideal future
has been reversed but she does not understand how or why.
In. her ignorance Clover can respond to what is going on
-around her only with a vague feeling. She imagined, in her
vision of the future, that the strong would protect the

weak; in Animal Farm the reverse is true: the strong exploit

the weak. The reason they are exploited ,suggests Orwell,
is because like Clover they can observe and feel,-but they
cannot understand what is going on around them. The under-
lined sentences reveal the key to Orwell's manipulation of
the reader in the interest of his polemic. He expresses
his judgﬁent of these inarticulate animals by speaking for
them. The reader accepts his picture as if Clover had said
it herself.

Because Orwell has created Clover, and the majority
of the animals, without the ability to present their own
point of view, Orwell has to articulate their thoughts for

us. This is a polemic device to illustrate that although
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Clover responds with sensitivity she is powerless unless
she can under