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But I tell you I don't care. I don't want the women, I don't even want to be young 
again. I only want to be alive. And I was alive that moment when I stood looking 

at the primroses and the red embers under the hedge. It's a feeling inside you, a 
kind of peaceful feeling, and yet it's like aflame. 

---George Orwell, Coming Up for Air (1939) 

O rwell's intellectual strength was in his "belly-to-earth attitude "1 both to 
language and to life itself. Like the English poet  John  Donne, he too 

could feel a thought "as immediately as the odor  of a rose, "2 although in his 
case it would be more appropriate to say that he could feel a thought as imme- 
diately as the sound of  a machine gun or propaganda barrage; for he came 8f 
age in 1921, and the effects of  the Great War on his generation marked him 
for life. In Coming Up for  Air, his narrator looks back "to the time before the 
war, before the radio, before aeroplanes, before Hitler" and can almost hear 
their sounds drowning out the language of the English pastoral world: 

There's a kind of peacefulness even in the names of English coarse fish. Roach, 
rudd, dace, bleak, barbel, bream, gudgeon, pike, chub, carp, tench. They're solid 
kind of names. The people who made them up hadn't heard of machine-guns, 
they didn't live in terror of the sack or spend their time eating aspirins, going to 
the pictures and wondering how to keep out of the concentration camp. s 

By the 1940s, Orwell was convinced that modern  prose itself was largely 
bereft of  "solid" words and that the practice of "slovenly" writing predisposed 
one to accept totalitarian ideas, observations that are as valid for our  time as 
they were in 1946 when he wrote "Politics and the English Language." Given 
the influence of modern  literary theory on English studies and the teaching of 
writing, it is particularly appropriate on this anniversary date to review the 
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lessons o f  his life and work, for  the cur ren t  condi t ion in the academy has all 
the features o f  what he describes in the essay as a " reduced  state o f  conscious- 
ness" that is "favorable to political conformity.  "4 

From the outset, Orwell  viewed exper ience through the prism o f  language, 
and,  like the "Sub-Sub" librarian at the beginning  of Moby-Dick, who has gone  
th rough  "the long Vaticans and street-stalls o f  the earth, "5 he seems to have 
read everything. His discussions range f rom Shakespeare  to Ar thur  Koestler 
and f rom political pamphlets  to n ine teenth-century  personal  ads, and  there  is 
even a re ference  to "the instructions on  a packet  o f  Cres tona  cake-flour," which 
he uses as a me tapho r  for "synthetic, "~ or  made-to-order,  prose in contrast  to 
writing that is vivid and  direct. 

Orwell reflected on  both and  was as drawn to mass communica t ion  and  
popular  cul ture as he was to great  literature, including advertising and  the 
whole range o f  adventure  stories f rom "Yank mags" to science fiction, which 
one  could f ind in "any poor  quar ter  in any big town" at "a small newsagent 's  
shop." The  shops themselves absorbed his at tention,  with their  

posters for the Daily Mail and the News of the World outside, a pokey little window 
with sweet bottles and packets of  Players, and a dark interior smelling of  liquorice 
and festooned from floor to ceiling with vilely printed twopenny papers, most of  
them with lurid cover-illustrations in three colours. 7 

As the open ing  to "Boys' Weeklies" (1939) suggests, Orwell 's abiding conce rn  
was the h u m a n  context  o f  writing and speech, and  it came to the surface early 
in his career  in his review o f  Jack Hilton's Caliban Shrieks (1935), which he  
praises for  

a quality which the objective, descriptive kind of book almost invariably misses. It 
deals with its subject from the inside, and consequently it gives one, instead of  a 
catalogue of facts relating to poverty, a vivid notion of what it feels like to be poor. 
All the time that one reads one seems to hear Mr Hilton's voice, and what is 
more, one seems to hear the voices of the unnumerable industrial workers whom 
he typifies. (1:173) [Orwell's emphasis] 

The  inter ior  side o f  h u m a n  exper ience  is as impor tan t  to Orwell as the exter- 
nal world, the side that requires depth  and  authentici ty o f  expression. Hence  
his high regard for  the emot ional  accuracy o f  Hen ry  Miller's prose  and  the  
"maniacal logic "s o f  Poe, whose lessons he incorporates in the "Fantasmagoric "~ 
effects o f  Newspeak in Nineteen Eighty-Four. 

To a great  extent,  Orwell 's unders tand ing  of  the power  o f  words  lies in his 
appreciat ion o f  their  effect on  our  inner  lives, especially the part  that  is "out- 
side the world o f  words" (where everything is no t  a "text," as m o d e r n  l i terary 
theory  claims): the "d isordered ,  un-verbal world" o f  d reams  and  "dream-  
thoughts ,"  which are  "never  qui te  absent  f rom our . . .wak ing- though t s .  "1~ 
Orwell was a keen s tudent  of  p ropaganda  and its effect on  atavistic emotions;  
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and  he  was also fascinated by the persis tence o f  memory ,  as in Coming Up for 
Air, in which George  Bowling has a Proust ian m o m e n t  on  a busy street  in 
L o n d o n  when  he sees a news headl ine  and  is p lunged  into visions o f  his rural  
Edwardian chi ldhood.  Winston Smith has a similar m o m e n t  in a junk-shop in 
Nineteen Eighty-Four, where  a shabby r o o m  awakens in h im "a sort o f  ancestral  
m e m o r y  "n o f  a f o r m e r  L o n d o n  without  Newspeak or  thought  police, be fo re  
all p e r s o n a l  a n d  aes the t ic  values were  f o r b i d d e n ,  a n d  b e f o r e  Chauce r ,  
Shakespeare,  and  Milton began to be tu rned  "into someth ing  cont radic tory  o f  
what  they used to be" (47). TM 

These psychological and artistic concerns,  as absent in m o d e r n  literary theory 
as they were  in the "proletarian criticism" o f  his time, attest to Orwell 's goal 

to make political writing into an art. My starting point is always a feeling of parti- 
sanship, a sense of injustice. But I could not do the work of writing a book, or 
even a long magazine article, if it were not also an aesthetic experience .... I am 
not able, and I do not want, completely to abandon the world-view that I acquired 
in childhood. So long as I remain alive and well I shall continue to feel strongly 
about prose style, to love the surface of the earth, and to take pleasure in solid 
objects and scraps of useless information) s 

P o s t m o d e r n  critics fault h im for  his d read  o f  systems and  abstractions, bu t  
this core  feeling is l inked to his g round ing  in l i terature and  places h im in an 
intellectual tradit ion that runs f rom Blake and  Goe the  to his French counter-  
par t  S imone  Weil. It also points to someth ing  s tubbornly elusive in his charac- 
ter, which is b o u n d  up with the singular na ture  of  his accomplishments .  

His life-journey is unusual  in itself and begins like a scene out  o f  Kipling's 
tales "in one  o f  the m o r e  remote  stations in Bengal, "14 where  his fa ther  was 
posted.  W h e n  he was four, his parents  moved  to England,  where  he  later re- 
ceived an educat ion  in the classics, history, and  French and  English li terature,  
first at St. Cyprian's  and  af terward at Eton, by way o f  a scholarship. Still living 
as Eric Blair, Orwell  then  made  the first o f  several radical moves, reminiscent  
o f  an earlier t ime when  "Young m e n  were not  always t e the red  to safe jobs,  "15 
as he writes in his review of  Lewis Mumford ' s  Herman Melville. This per iod  
begins with five years' police work in British Burma  and  his first years o f  writ- 
ing while living "down and  out" in Paris and  London ,  followed by the publica- 
tion o f  three  novels u n d e r  fairly difficult conditions,  an investigative trip to 
coal mining  districts in the nor th  o f  England for  the Left  Book Club, and  close 
to six mon ths  in the Spanish Civil War, where  he survived a bullet w o u n d  on  
the Aragon  Front  and  then near-capture,  toge ther  with his first wife, dur ing  
the communi s t  purges in Barcelona. He r e sumed  journa l i sm and  fiction on  
his r e tu rn  to England, did wart ime work for  the Indian Service o f  the BBC 
f rom 1941 to 1943,16 and  con t inued  writing fiction dur ing  his final br ief  pe- 
riod, for  which he is best  known.  After  Eton, he  was periodically hospitalized 
for p n e u m o n i a  and  increasing attacks o f  tuberculosis, f rom which he  died at 
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the age o f  forty-six. H a d  he lived in the n ine teen th  century,  his life would  have 
resembled  a chapter  out  o f  Chateaubr iand 's  Memoirs or  even several pages out  
o f  Melville and  Rimbaud.  Dur ing a six-month convalescence in Morocco,  he  
even has the Rimbaud-like thought  that "if I were here,  say, on  a gun- runn ing  
expedit ion,  I should immediate ly  have the entr6e to all kinds o f  interest ing 
society," which he follows with reflections on his life "with the tramps." 17 A m o n g  
his contemporar ies ,  his intensity suggests the passions o f  a low-profile T.E. 
Lawrence,  with a similar fascination for obscure and  dangerous  byways o f  the 
world and the same Renaissance configurat ion o f  the scholar, soldier, and  
author ,  a type that was all but  des t royed in the First Wor ld  War, w h e n  Orwell  
was still at school. A writer o f  exquisitely balanced prose,  he  could neverthe-  
less walk through L o n d o n  in the early 1940s with ano the r  veteran o f  the war 
in Spain, look up at the windows, and  note  which would make  good  machine-  
gun nests should the Germans  invade. 

As his b iography suggests, there  is little about  Orwell 's artistic na ture  that is 
l i terary in the convent ional  sense. He  is no t  dedica ted  to art  in the m a n n e r  o f  
Flaubert,  has no desire to articulate a theory  o f  l i terature like Eliot and  Pound,  
and in his last years is primarily conce rned  with the relat ionship be tween  poli- 
tics and c o m m o n  prose.  

And  yet, like Franz Kafka, whose name  has become synonymous with the idea 
o f  a cosmic bureaucrat ic  nightmare,  as his has with an "Orwellian" tyranny, he  
creates unforget table  works out  o f  the most  unpromis ing  material--in his case 
m o d e r n  political controversy, which is essentially inimical to art. O n  reading 
through his essays, one  is surprised to discover that he is, in fact, roo ted  in 
l i terature down to his pores. V.S. Pritchett  remarks  that, f rom the beginning,  
people were struck by "his integrity, his unremit t ing sense o f  literary vocation, "18 
an observation that recalls Kafka's s ta tement  to Felice Bauer  that he was "made  
o f  literature. ''19 Moreover,  among  twentieth-century authors,  Orwell is one  o f  
the few to have tu rned  such forms o f  mass writing as documen ta ry  journa l i sm 
and children's stories into literature, while the telescreens, the prying, insect-like 
helicopters, and the towering Ministry of  Truth  in Nineteen Eighty-Four take much  
of  their inspiration f rom science fiction, in which he had a long and  serious 
interest. If  we consider  that Nineteen Eighty-Four, AnimalFarm, and  "Politics and  
the English Language" were written in the last years o f  his life, ~~ that he  pub- 
lished a book  a year f rom Down and Out in Paris and London in 1933 to The Lion 
and the Unicorn (1941), and that "Shooting an Elephant," "Marrakech" and "A 
Hanging" remain  three o f  the finest personal  essays in the English language,  we 
begin to sense that there is something more  p ro found  at work in h im than is 
generally associated with Orwell as the model  of  "simplicity and straightfor- 
wardness "21 in prose, an intellectual and emotional  range that I can only de- 
scribe as a kind o f  balanced intensity. 

The  most  diverse subjects attract  his at tention.  Where  m o d e r n  criticism 
attacks the literary "canon" in favor o f " t h e  rich and complex  fabric "~ o f  social 
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experience,  ~1 in the same dead  voice and with the same rancorous  at t i tude to 
Western  literature, Orwell  shows us what it means  to have a m i n d  that is truly 
open  to the world. His collected works include lyrical poems  and  savage politi- 
cal satires, intimately writ ten essays on everything f rom trie English classics 
and  antisemitism in England to children's  l i terature and  Salvador Dali, news- 
paper  columns on language and the price o f  cigarettes, and  a body  o f  corre- 
spondence  with people  as di f ferent  as T.S. Eliot, Hen ry  Miller, and  veterans o f  
the war in Spain, all o f  which pours  out  o f  h im as f rom an u n e n d i n g  inner  
stream, an image o f  some impor tance  for  him, as in an unt i t led p o e m  he  
wrote  in 1933, in which he speaks o f  "the s t ream / O f  precious life that flows 
within us" (1:142). 

Life and  language are in ter twined for Orwell, and his critical ear  is appar- 
ent  in everything he commen t s  upon,  of ten in a rich Dickensian style when  his 
subject is popular  culture,  as in the following observations on an Amer ican  
fashion magazine: 

A thin-boned, ancient-Egyptian type of face seems to predominate: narrow hips 
are general, and slender non-prehensile hands like those of a lizard are every- 
where. Evidently it is a real physical type, for it occurs as much in the photographs 
as in the drawings. Another striking thing is the prose style of the advertisements, 
an extraordinary mixture of sheer lushness with clipped and sometimes very ex- 
pressive technical jargon. Words like suave-mannered, custom-finished, contour- 
conforming, mitt-back, innersole, backdip, midriff, swoosh, swash, curvaceous, 
slenderize and pet-smooth are flung about with evident full expectation that the 
reader will understand them at a glance2 ~ 

Given the significance that life exper ience  holds for him, it is interest ing to 
note  his subsequent  passage on the inorganic character  o f  the magazine, in 
which he  observes that there  are hardly any suggestions o f  age, chi ldhood,  
men,  or  animals, no th ing  that would in terfere  with its commercia l ly  erotic 
glossiness. 

F rom his attacks against the "Money-God" o f  advertising in Keep the Aspidis- 
tra Flying (1936) to his critiques o f  political propaganda ,  the whole  ben t  o f  
Orwell 's critical j u d g m e n t  is against s tandardized thought  and  expression. His 
career  itself is a tes tament  to intellectual change  and  growth,  as ref lected in his 
thoughts  on  the occasion o f  Kipling's death in 1936: 

In the average middle-class family before the war, especially in Anglo-Indian fami- 
lies, he had a prestige that is not even approached by any writer of  today. He was 
a sort of  household god with whom one grew up and whom one took for granted 
whether one liked him or whether one did not. For my own part I worshipped 
Kipling at thirteen, loathed him at seventeen, enjoyed him at twenty, despised 
him at twenty-five, and now again rather admire him. (1:183) 

In a subsequent  essay, Orwell explores the qualities in Kipling that led to these 
changing v i ews-on  the one  hand,  his acceptance o f  colonialism and  identifi- 
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cation with "the British ruling class," which "led him into abysses o f  folly and 
snobbery," on  the other  hand,  the honesty with which he "at least tried to 
imagine what action and responsibility are like. "24 As a "gutter patriot" (2:229), 
Kipling is indefensible, but  he does not  fit "the shallow and familiar" picture 
of  Kipling the "Fascist"; 25 and Orwell particularly respects his insight into hu- 
manitarian hypocrisy, which attacks the existing social o rder  while enjoying its 
benefits. Indeed,  he sees it as 

perhaps the central secret of his power to create telling phrases. It would be 
difficult to hit offthe one-eyed pacifism of the English in fewer words than in the 
phrase, 'making mock of the uniforms that guard you while you sleep'. (2:218) 

It is Orwell's capacity to weigh all sides of  an issue that finally allows him to 
value authors such as Kipling, Poe, and Eliot, even when he rejects their views 
of  the world. This capacity is his touchstone of  intellectual and artistic free- 
dom,  which he finds largely absent as he looks back at the 1930s, a decade 
filled with "labels, slogans, and evasions.'~6 It is an equally apt summary  of  the 
condit ion of  m o d e r n  literary studies, as we shall shortly see. 

Orwell's rule for freshness in critical writing appears as early as 1930 in his 
review of  Mumford ' s  study, in which he cautions against the urge "to be at the 
deepest  meaning  and cause o f  every act" in a literary work, 

For one can only "interpret" a poem by reducing it to an allegory--which is like 
eating an apple for the pips. As in the old legend of Cupid and Psyche, there are 
times when it is wise to accept without seeking knowledge (1:141), 

a fine Goethean principle on the need  to balance the claims of  intellect and 
the aesthetic regard for the immediacy of  things, for the apple, not  the pips. 
Orwell hones  his "belly-to-earth attitude" even more  sharply in "Politics" and 
in a critique one m o n t h  later o f  the "pompous  and slovenly" prose o f  a Marx- 
ist essay in Modern Quarterly, whose "long, vague words express the in tended  
meaning  and at the same time blur the moral squalor of  what is being said. "27 

In light o f  Orwell's biography, one  of  the interesting things about  the pas- 
sage is his choice o f  "moral squalor" as his term of  j udgmen t ,  for it carries the 
weight o f  authority o f  his actual life on the margins. For Orwell, there is in fact 
a parallel between verbal and social decay, between "stale phrases" that clog a 
writer's thought,  "like tea leaves blocking a sink, "2s and the kitchen he records 
in "Hop-Picking" (1931), whose "sinks were blocked with rott ing fish guts which 
stank horribly" (1:95). 

Viewed in chronological sequence, the two passages aptly illustrate Eliot's 
remark that "When a poet 's  mind  is perfectly equipped for its work, it is con- 
stantly amalgamating disparate experience," such as "the noise o f  a typewriter 
or the smell of  cooking. "~ Orwell's career reflects this ongoing  process o f  
absorpt ion and recalls my earlier point  that he almost instinctively organizes 
his intellectual and felt responses in view of  one another.  
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The " reduced  state of  consciousness" in m o d e r n  literary studies becomes  
all the more  apparen t  when one  begins to examine the complex  o rde r  o f  a 
mind  such as Orwell 's.  O n e  can see the results in recent  readings o f  Orwell  
himself, in which he  is uni formly  labelled a "Common-sense  "3~ or  "conserva- 
tive empiricist  ''3~ who opposes  "the dialectical t radit ion "32 and favors a genre  
that cannot  br ing its "vivid part iculars . . ,  into a coheren t  whole,  "a3 meaning  a 
Marxist o r thodoxy  o f  some kind. The  pre-ordained nature  o f  this line o f  argu- 
m e n t  is ref lected in the fact that, whereas  Orwell  comes  u n d e r  at tack for  his 
"ext reme pre fe rence  for  the particular, ''~a Eliot is of ten  de r ided  in politicized 
criticism because  he has a phi losophy (the p rob l em being that it is the wrong  
one, i.e., "neoclassical" and "formalist"). 35 The empt iness  o f  all these abstrac- 
tions is unde r sco red  by Orwell 's  sense o f  kinship with Eliot, no t  only because  
he valued his generat ion for  having expanded  the scope  o f  English l i terature 
bu t  also because  he admired  Eliot's "Prufrock" and o ther  early poems,  which 
he praised for  their "glowing despair.'36 Put  the following stanza f rom Preludes 
into prose  and you very nearly have a passage f rom Down and Out, The Road to 
Wigan Pier, and Nineteen Eighty-Four. 

The morning comes to consciousness 
Of  faint stale smells of beer 
From the sawdust-trampled street 
With all its muddy feet that press 
To early coffee-stands .... 
One thinks of all the hands 
That are raising dingy shades 
In a thousand furnished rooms, s7 

The criticism that can stigmatize Orwell as a "conservative empiricist" and  
Eliot as an unmit igated  react ionary s8 amounts  to a species o f  academic propa-  
ganda,  whose  every catch-word "anaesthet izes a po r t i on  o f  one ' s  brain.  "39 
Orwell 's  relat ionship to Eliot shows even in this key line f rom "Politics," which 
recalls Prufrock 's  invitation to the reader  to accompany  him through jus t  such 
a paralyzing void, "When the evening is spread ou t  against the s k y / L i k e  a 
pat ient  e ther ised u p o n  a table. "4~ The  parallel to the current  condi t ion  in the 
h u m a n i t i e s  is exact ,  fo r  u n d e r n e a t h  the  o f t e n  c o n v o l u t e d  exe rc i ses  in 
p o s t m o d e r n  studies to "deconstruct"  Western  literature, there  is a persis tent  
drive to demonize  the West, like the twisting streets at the beginning  o f  Eliot's 
poem,  "Streets that follow like a tedious a r g u m e n t / O f  insidious intent" (3). 

If  Orwell 's  essay is noth ing  bu t  a "how-to" manual  on  writing, 41 it is there- 
fore  an unusual  one  indeed,  for  its central theme is the use o f  ready-made 
phrases as ins t ruments  o f  mind  control.  The  idea that  p refabr ica ted  language 
can t ransform a person  into an au toma ton  "is no t  a l together  fanciful," writes 
Orwell, for  anyone  "who uses that kind of  phraseology has gone  some  way 
into turning himself  into a machine" (4:165). C o m m e n t i n g  on what  he else- 
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where  calls the " g r a m o p h o n e  "42 effect, Orwell observes that  the main  fea ture  
o f  this style is the rep lacement  o f  fresh turns o f  speech with vague, impos ing  
words  and mons t rous  abstractions,  as in his hypothet ical  example  o f  a state- 
m e n t  wri t ten  "by some  comfor t ab l e  English p ro fe s so r  d e f e n d i n g  Russian 
totalitarianism": 

While freely conceding that the Soviet regime exhibits certain features which the 
humanitarian may be inclined to deplore, we must, I think, agree that a certain 
curtailment of  the right to political opposition is an unavoidable concomitant of  
transitional periods, and that the rigors which the Russian people have been called 
upon to undergo have been amply justified in the sphere of  concrete achieve- 
ment. (4:166) 

Orwell  sums up the stark reality beh ind  Stalinist rhetoric  in the fol lowing crisp 
translation: "I believe in killing of f  your  o p p o n e n t s  when  you  can get  good  
results by do ing  so." 

His directness hit the mark. As Dmitri  Volkogonov  recent ly d e m o n s t r a t e d  
in material  drawn f rom Soviet archives, this was in fact the way that Bolshevik 
leaders of ten  communica t ed  with each o ther  in commi t t ee  speeches,  letters, 
and directives, with none  of  the rhetorical disguises that they reserved for  
p ropaganda:  

I'm sure the crushing of  the Kazan Czechs and White Guards, as well as the kulak- 
bloodsuckers who support them, will be carried out with an exemplary lack of  
mercy. 43 

We have to run a hot iron down the spine of  the Ukrainian kulaks--that will create 
a good working environment. 44 

... the plan for a mass collection of  grain using machine-guns is a brilliant one...45 

...lock up the doubtful ones in a concentration camp. 46 

Or-well's ear for  the truth told him that something was radically wrong,  yet 
forty-five years after the purges  and after a significant b o d y  o f  Russian litera- 
ture had already appea red  on the nightmare o f  Soviet rule, a comfor tab le  
English teacher  at Yale University had no difficulty in divorcing language f rom 
reality and concluding  that the passage by Orwell 's  " imagined Stalinist" was 
intellectually more  sound  and "in impor tan t  ways better English "47 than Orwell 's 
terse translation. By the same argument ,  the nationalist rhetor ic  o f  Serbian 
intellectuals dur ing the 1980s offers a be t te r  model  o f  writing than Svetlana 
Slapsak's observat ion that "We should have taken ou t  the garbage when  we 
first not iced  the stench. "4s 

As Carl Freedman ' s  reading o f  the essay demonstra tes ,  noth ing  could  be  
fu r the r  f rom Orwel l ' s  "belly-to-earth" clarity than the habi ts  o f  m i n d  in 
p o s t m o d e r n  theory and criticism, whose  arguments  recall his own list o f  intel- 
lectual "swindles and perversions "49 and are frequently derived f rom the leftwing 
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doctr ines  o f  his time. W h e n  a euphemist ic  defense  o f  Soviet te r ror  is read  as 
"a genuine  political a rgument"  that is "more  precise "5~ than the just if ication 
o f  mass m u r d e r  that it disguises, when  Orwell 's methodica l  essay is criticized 
for  its poor writing, 51 and  when  he is accused o f  a t tempt ing  to "el iminate lan- 
guage al together,  "~ one  can see the inadver tent  t ruth o f  Fredric  Jameson ' s  
Marxist theories,  whose "basic story" is "dialectical reversal, that  paradoxical  
tu rn ing  a r o u n d  o f  a p h e n o m e n o n  into its opposite.  "53 In this pu rpor t ed ly  
enl ightening m o m e n t  o f  shock, in which we lose our  "older,  m o r e  naive" reli- 
ance on  objective a rgumen t  and  c o m m o n  sense, " there  is a breathlessness 
about  this shift f rom the normal  object o r ien ted  activity o f  the mind"  that 
resembles "something  o f  the sickening shudder  we feel in an elevator 's fall o r  
in the sudden  dip in an airliner."54jameson's analogies are t ruer  than he knows; 
for  the kind o f  mind  that can champion  a phi losophy that resembles  modes  o f  
t ranspor ta t ion which are off  their  normal  course is a m i n d  that is itself in free- 
fall, a fall that leads into a void. 

In one  fo rm or  another ,  the schools o f  pos tmodern i sm all lead to a similar 
abyss o f  thought ,  whe the r  they quest ion "The representa t ion  o f  w o m e n  in a 
novel where  there  are none,  "55 proclaim that "Shakespeare is a l i terary black 
hole" that "no longer  transmits visible light, "~ or  attack Orwell  for  be ing  bl ind 
"to the power . . ,  o f  words. ''57 It is not  simply Melville, Shakespeare,  and  Orwell  
who are lost to view. It is the world itself that disappears. 

Like Orwell 's Newspeak, whose purpose  is to erase "objective truth,  ''Ss mod-  
ern  literary studies seem bent  on  obliterating the obvious: Shakespeare 's  artis- 
tic growth is a hal lmark o f  his career,  yet the new view is that he " func t ioned  in 
much  the same way as others  we call hack dramatists"; 5g Billy Budd is laced with 
references  to naval warfare, religion, law, and history, yet Michael Rogin says 
that it retreats  f rom "a realistic world outside"; 6~ and  David Wykes claims that 
Orwel rs  s tandards for  compe ten t  prose are tyrannical. ~ In the language o f  
Newspeak: G O O D  WRITING IS BAD WRITING. 

This marked  tendency  to erase reality is nowhere  m o r e  apparen t  in contem- 
porary Orwell criticism than in Terry  Eagleton's remark  that "the rich precision 
o f  physical description" in Burmese Days (1934) is lost in Coming Up for Air as 
Orwell "shifts his at tention to England, which cannot,  as a physical place, be 
loved at all. ''62 One  could call up a dozen passages in the novel on  the remem-  
bered  loveliness of  rural England, a thousand paintings f rom Gainsborough to 
Whistler, and  the rich tradition o f  English topographical  writing, but  the exer- 
cise would be pointless, for  Eagleton has a rmored  himself  against what J ameson  
and others  in his wake have labeled "Anglo-American empirical realism, "~ and  
one  is left with A.C. Bradley's remark  on certain dense readers  o f  Shakespeare  
that "anyone who can believe this seems to me  beyond  argument .  TM 

It is one  thing to deal with the normal  run  o f  obtuse readers,  however,  and  
ano the r  to encoun te r  an entire  genera t ion  o f  critics and  scholars whose  criti- 
cal faculties seem to have been snatched away and  replaced by imitations, like 
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the substi tution o f  real people  by their  semblances in the 1950s science fiction 
classic Invasion of the Body Snatchers. Bradley's con temporar ies  were  at least 
making an at tempt,  however  limited, to unde r s t and  a complex  l i terary work. 
P o s t m o d e r n  academics,  on the o ther  hand,  invade l i terature with their  own 
prejudices to such an extent  that one  critic even faults Orwell  for  acknowledg- 
ing his errors  and  asks us "to consider  that he may be wrong  even where  he  
says he may be wrong. "65 At such moments ,  as Goe the  says in Conversations 
with Eckermann, "our  under s t and ing  comes to a standstill, and  we no  longer  
know what we are reading.  "66 

Indeed,  one  is not  mean t  to know. Jameson ' s  Marxism and Form is telling in 
this respect: echoing the concept  o f  " indeterminacy" in m o d e r n  literary theory, 
he  warns the reader  that his d iagram o f  "Marxist class analysis" is 

worse than misleading unless it is clearly understood that under the right circum- 
stances, the same cultural fact may be seen as occupying any of  these positions, 
or, indeed, as accomplishing a rotation through all o f  the available positions in 
succession. (389) 

"Unde r  the right c ircumstances" takes on  f r ightening over tones  when  one  
considers the m u r d e r o u s  results o f  the ever-shifting doctr ines  o f  the Soviet 
C o m m u n i s t  Party. In fact, Jameson ' s  thinking exemplifies what Orwell  refers 
to as the "fantasmagoria" o f  p ropaganda  in all m o d e r n  totalitarian states, by 
which abstractions remain  simultaneously rigid and  in perpetual  flux. 67 As the 
French religious phi losopher  S imone Weil states in "The Power  o f  Words"  
(1934), "our  political universe" is made  up o f  words that seem "to represen t  
for  us an absolute reality," yet at the same t ime we make  them m e a n  "succes- 
sively or  simultaneously,  anything whatsoever,  "ss so that all a rguments  in their  
n a m e  only contr ibute  to the deepen ing  o f  an intellectual void. It is no t  simply 
that the language is lifeless but  that it leaves a wasteland in its wake, whe the r  
the object o f  criticism be individuals and public figures, whole classes o f  people,  
or  social institutions, such as democra t ic  gove rnmen t  and  educat ion.  

O n e  o f  the totalitarian abuses o f  language that particularly d is turbed Orwell 
was the reversal o f  meanings themselves, a tactic that is widespread in m o d e r n  
literary theory and pedagogy, whose declared purpose  is to deconst ruct  positive 
terms o f  j u d g m e n t  and  turn them into negatives. Offhand,  I can think o f  half  a 
dozen standards that have been  "subverted" into symbols o f  oppression,  such as 
merit, fairness, objectivity, coherence, and  even context and precision, as in Roland 
Barthes's "Writers, Intellectuals, Teachers"  (1971), in which he  proclaims that 
u* *S It I the very status o f  context  to be reductive o f  meaning"  and  that " the precise 
phrase  is truly a sentence,  a sententia, an act o f  penal  speech. "6~ Barthes 's  posi- 
t ion has filtered through the field. According to Sheree Meyer, for  example,  
"many recent  theorists have warned"  us that objective analysis is "an act o f  ag- 
gression" in o rde r  to make works seem "whole" and  "coherent .  "~~ The  resulting 
guilt over what amounts  to having h u m a n  capabilities can be seen in Barthes's 
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ominous  distress in being unable to make his own writing "fully liquidate 
speech. "71 Hence his destructive goal of  t ransforming traditional classrooms 
into sites of  disorientation, which he envisions as an academic utopia, compa- 
rable to "the experience of  certain drugs. "7~ Everything continues as before, 
"but floating" (215). Take away his theoretical opt imism and you have the situa- 
t ion that obtains today in the a tmosphere  of  unreality that pervades literary 
theory and in countless dysfunctional classrooms th roughout  America. 

The  spectral people  of  The Body Snatchers not  only typify a disturbing aspect 
o f  Barthes's "floating" university but  also recall the figure of  the party "hack" 
in "Politics and the English Language," whose steady d rumbea t  o f  lies and 
distortions is in tended  to reduce and thereby control  h u m a n  consciousness, 
like the power  of  alien forces that one frequently finds in the literature o f  
science fiction. Orwell, in fact, speaks of  H.G. Wells as one of  the formative 
influences in his early life, and one  has only to think of  Wells's invisible man,  
with his vacant "blue spectacles, "7a or the machinelike Martians in The War of 
the Worlds (1898) to appreciate how deeply Orwell felt the ult imate conse- 
quences of  "Dying metaphors,"  "Operators or verbal false limbs," "Preten- 
tious diction," and "Meaningless words": 

When one watches some tired hack on the platform mechanically repeating the 
familiar phrases-best/a/atrocities, iron heel, bloodstained tyranny, free peoples of the 
world, stand shoulder to shoulder--one often has the curious feeling that one is not 
watching a live human being but some kind of dummy: a feeling which suddenly 
becomes stronger at moments when the light catches the speaker's spectacles and 
turns them into blank discs which seem to have no eyes behind them. ~4 

It is the droning,  above all, that is frightening, the sheer emptiness of  language 
that has been dra ined of  human  expression, like the " indeterminate  hum"  of  
the "inquisitorial voices "75 in Poe's "The Pit and the Pendulum."  It is the inde- 
terminacy of  a void, marked  by sensations of  "nothingness" (155) and  the 
prisoner 's  fear of  open ing  his eyes "lest there should be nothing to see" (158). 

Poe's story, a favorite o f  Orwell's, 76 has particular relevance to my discus- 
sion, for the pos tmodern  sensibility, like all nihilist thought ,  is attracted to 
sterility. Its resen tment  of  great writers is symptomatic  o f  this tendency, for it 
is precisely their capacity to revitalize a heritage that is the unspoken  target o f  
m o d e r n  literary studies. Barthes's "The Death o f  the Author"  (1968) is a pr ime 
symbol of  this impulse, both  in itself and in its recept ion in higher  education,  
where critics and theorists cont inue to replay his idea that literature is a social 
construct ion inscribed on a writer's consciousness. 77 The  idea is no t  only false 
but  exactly counter  to the truth; for, as Borges observes in his essay on  Kafka, 
great writers are not  made  by their precursors. They create them. "The Pit and 
the Pendulum" grows in stature in light o f  Orwell's concerns. 

Poe's images are "Orwellian" indeed: the unbeliever in the presence of  a face- 
less authority, a mechanical ins t rument  whose main purpose  is to destroy the 



24 Academic Questions / Winter 1996-97 

victim's sanity, the prisoner 's  sensations o f  a void, and the pit i t se l f - the  tale has 
all the e lements  of  a miniature Nineteen Eighty-Four. O n e  o f  the m o r e  p r o f o u n d  
aspects o f  the story is Poe 's  suggestive t rea tment  of  the potential  for  nihilism in 
dogmat ic  thinking, whose  significance for  Orwell is unde r sco red  in an epigram 
f rom Nietzsche's Beyond Good and Evil to which he was particularly drawn: "He  
who fights monsters  should beware  lest he turn into a mons te r  himself. And  
when you look long into the abyss, the abyss also looks into you. "Ts 

This is the very condi t ion  that Orwell  examines bo th  in "Politics" and in 
Nineteen Eighty-Four, whose  "eyeless" speakers have unconsciously  tu rned  them- 
selves into the kinds o f  monoli thic  d e m o n s  that they project  on to  their en- 
emies. Their  language is not  only expressionless but  also mindless, in the precise 
sense o f  the word,  having erased what  Weil calls "the e lementary  principles o f  
rational thought,"  such as "limit, measure,  degree,"  and "propor t ion ,"  and 
replaced them with "myths and mons te r s . . . abso lu tes  and abstract  entities" 
(222). In their relentless attacks against "hegemonic"  practices, "canonical" 
authors,  and "patriarchal" standards,  m o d e r n  literary studies and composi-  
tion pedagogy  have been  similarly saturated with political d e m o n s  and with 
the same appeal  to the irrational that p ropaganda  exercises in the sphere  o f  
politics. If  the lies and distort ions o f  literary studies over  the past  thirty-five 
years had been  exposed  as quickly as they were published,  ou r  library shelves 
would  be  groaning unde r  the weight o f  documen ta ry  evidence by now. 

The t ransformat ion of  Orwell into a "conservative empiricist" is j u s t  such a 
f raud  and nowhere  bet ter  re fu ted  than in the portra i t  by his long-time f r iend 
Richard Rees: 

I think that all Orwell's life, all his adult life anyway, he was really driven and 
obsessed by a kind of  mania of  the same sort that you find in a Tolstoy or 
Dostoevsky or in a Kierkegaard. But of course in Orwell it didn't take a religious 
form. It couldn't; his beliefs were not such that it could have taken a religious 
form. But nevertheless-it obviously was an obsession about some kind of  value. 
And I wouldn't hesitate to say that this value was conceived by him as relating to 
the human soul. He does in fact use the word 'soul' a good deal more often than 
might be thought, though to use that word might suggest that Orwell believed in 
immortality and a whole lot of other things that he didn't believe in. And it seems 
to me he came nearer to describing the things that drove him all his life in one of  
his poems when he refers to it in an almost impersonal way as the crystal spirit. 79 

The p o e m  to which Rees refers comes  at the end o f  Orwell 's  essay "Looking 
Back on  the Spanish War" (1943) and is a eulogy for  an Italian soldier  w h o m  
he met  briefly "in the Lenin Barracks" on "the day I j o i n e d  the militia" (2:303). s~ 
It should  give pause  not  only to his leftwing critics bu t  also to those who claim, 
on  the oppos i te  side, that "he would  be  taking his s tand with the neocon-  
servatives if he were alive today"; sl for  Orwell  took a "stand" with no  political 
party, except  for  the t ime he served with anarchist forces in Spain, where  he 
saw "the crystal spirit" in the face o f  the Italian volunteer .  Orwell 's  complexi- 
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ties show even in the intensity of  his praise, "For the flyblown words that make  
me  s p e w / S t i l l  in his ears were holy" (2:305). As his f r iend the English poe t  
Ruth Pitter observed, Orwell 's politics were "conscience socialism, "s~ with the 
emphasis  on  conscience,  and were  i n fo rmed  by a "scientific hones ty  which is 
very rarely found  in l i terature" (75). 

The  cant  o f  p o s t m o d e r n  academics is nowhere  be t ter  illustrated than in the 
accusation that Orwell was an apologist for  the "establishment"; for  he under-  
s tood the roots  o f  "conscience socialism" all too well when  he  wrote  in "Writ- 
ers and  Leviathan" (1948) that 

the invasion of literature by politics was bound to happen. It must have hap- 
pened, even if the special problem of totalitarianism had never arisen, because 
we have developed a sort of compunction which our grandfathers did not have, 
an awareness of the enormous injustice and misery of the world, and a guilt- 
stricken feeling that one ought to do something about it, which makes a purely 
aesthetic attitude to life impossible. (4:464) 

It is precisely on the h o m e  g r o u n d  o f  radical l i terary studies that Orwell  poses 
a special challenge, for  his career  demons t ra tes  that it is possible to be com- 
mi t ted  to social just ice without  sacrificing one 's  intellect to the "unadmi t t ed  
contradict ions  "83 that or thodoxies  generate .  In Nineteen Eighty-Four, he puts it 
even m o r e  sharply when  Syme tells Winston Smith that "Or thodoxy  means  
not  t h i n k i n g - n o t  need ing  to think. Or thodoxy  is unconsciousness"  (47). 

Everything about  Orwell speaks to the issue o f  awareness and  to the fact 
that consciousness is a hard-won condit ion o f  mind.  The  success o f  pos tmode rn  
theory  may well be due  to the fact that it holds out  the promise  o f  f r e e d o m  
f rom intellectual constraints,  whose perfect  expression is Barthes's "floating" 
university, with its deliberately disorient ing premises about  language and  rea- 
son, "comparable  to the exper ience  o f  certain drugs." The  widespread  a t t empt  
to subvert  bo th  great  l i terature and  commonp lace  s tandards o f  writ ing has 
had  jus t  such a narcot ic  effect on Amer ican  educat ion,  to the point  where  
reality disappears into "floating signifiers" and  "ult imate unintelligibility, "a4 
while radical theorists p roudly  announce  their  discovery that "individual con- 
sciousness is necessarily he te rogeneous ,  contradictory,  and  in process, "aS as 
though  they had  never  heard  o f  Shakespeare 's  soliloquies, Montaigne 's  essays, 
or  the European  novel f rom Cervantes to Joyce.  M o d e r n  English studies are 
indeed  a r ecord  o f  intellectual "swindles and  perversions," and  they bear  ou t  
the t ruth o f  Orwell 's essay "In Front  o f  Your  Nose," which appeared  one  m o n t h  
before  "Politics" and  sums up a major  lesson o f  his career:  "To see what  is in 
f ront  o f  one 's  nose needs  a constant  struggle. "a6 
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