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			George Orwell (real name Eric Arthur Blair) was an English writer born in Motihari (British India) in 1903. After studying in England, he returned to India and joined the Imperial Police in Burma. He resigned in 1928 and decided to become a writer. He then spent several years drifting from Paris to London, where he lived alongside some of the poorest members of society (Down and Out in Paris and London, 1933). After this, he had several different jobs (bookseller, teacher, columnist) before signing up for the Spanish Civil War against fascism (Homage to Catalonia, 1938).

			During the Second World War, he dedicated himself to journalism and wrote some of his most famous novels, including Animal Farm (1945) and 1984 (1949). Orwell died from tuberculosis in London in 1950.

		


		
			Animal Farm

			A critique of political power

			
					Genre: allegorical novel

					Reference edition: Orwell, G. (1993) Animal Farm. London: Everyman. 

					1st edition: 1945

					Themes: utopia, communism, totalitarianism, equality, power

			

			Animal Farm, published in 1945, is an allegorical novel which tells the story of a group of farm animals who overthrow their masters and ban all humans from their new land.

			The text is actually a criticism of Stalinism and, more broadly, of totalitarianism, through the characters of the pigs who flout the egalitarian principles put in place during the revolt against the humans, and gradually install a system of oppression and exploitation which the other animals suffer from.

			The novel is now extremely famous and is regarded as one of the classics of English literature.

		


		
			Summary

			Revolution

			Once Mr Jones, the owner of Manor Farm, has gone to bed, the farm animals gather in the barn to listen to old Major, the pigs’ elder, as it is the pigs who claim to be the most intelligent of all the animals. He invites his brethren to revolt against the only animal who consumes without producing and exploits all the others: man. The pig-prophet has even made a doctrine out of his ideas: Animalism. He had a dream which reminded him of an old song which heralds the golden age of animals: Beasts of England. He begins to sing it, and all the other animals join in enthusiastically, until Mr Jones, woken up by the din, fires a gunshot to scare off a potential fox. After old Major dies , Napoleon, Snowball and Squealer, three pigs who have taught themselves to read, set about teaching the other animals the alphabet and Animalism in order to lay the groundwork for the revolution.

			This initiative does not take long to bear fruit: when Mr Jones neglects to feed the animals, they chase him off the farm along with his wife and workers. Now masters of the farm, they rush to get rid of all the instruments of oppression which have caused them so much suffering over the years and decide to run the place, now renamed “Animal Farm”, themselves. The next day, before going to collect hay in the fields, the pigs write the Seven Commandments of Animalism on one of the walls:

			
					Whatever goes upon two legs is an enemy.

					Whatever goes upon four legs, or has wings, is a friend.

					No animal shall wear clothes.

					No animal shall sleep in a bed.

					No animal shall drink alcohol.

					No animal shall kill any other animal.

					All animals are equal.

			

			On Sundays, the pigs preside over the Meeting and organise the life of the others. As most of the other animals cannot read, Snowball shortens the Seven Commandments to one: “Four legs good, two legs bad”, which the sheep begin to chant non-stop. As for Napoleon, he stays in the background, but quietly rounds up and imprisons nine puppies who will be of great use to him during the coup he has been preparing in secret. Time passes and the pigs begin giving themselves more and more rights, claiming that, without them, it would be impossible to run the farm.

			The other farmers in the vicinity quickly learn of the uprising from Mr Jones and begin to slander the animals, because the revolutionary song Beasts of England is making its way through the countryside. Mr Jones tries to take back his farm on 12 October with the help of a few henchmen. However, under Snowball’s leadership, the animals manage to rout them and, from this day onwards, 12 October becomes a day of remembrance: The Day of the Battle of the Cowshed. Meanwhile, a lazy, pretty mare called Mollie leaves the farm for good after being accused of letting a human pet her. 

			Taking power

			January arrives and, during such a difficult season for all the animals, the rivalry between Snowball and Napoleon continues to grow. Snowball wants to build a mill and put greater emphasis on propaganda, while Napoleon sees this as a waste of time and insists on the importance of organising the defence of the farm. During one Meeting, Napoleon stages a coup thanks to the nine hounds that he brought up in secret, forcing Snowball into exile and causing the dissolution of the Meeting. From now on there is only a committee of pigs led by Napoleon who run the farm. Squealer, who is now Napoleon’s spokesman, begins to rewrite history: according to him, Napoleon had always wanted to build a mill. Moving into Mr Jones’ old house, the pigs revise and then begin to ignore the Seven Commandments, giving themselves new benefits while Squealer continues to wipe the animals’ memories. 

			One year later, the animals are still working hard in the fields and on the construction of the mill. When they begin to run out of certain things from the outside world, Napoleon announces that he wants to do business with the neighbouring farms. In the outside world, the other farmers are amazed by the stability of Animal Farm, which they had at first made fun of. 

			One night in November, the mill is destroyed by a violent storm. Claiming that this is Snowball’s doing, Napoleon sentences him to death. A rumour begins to spread that the exiled pig is back on the farm. When he finds out, Napoleon blames Snowball for all the farm’s problems and Squealer makes him public enemy number one. The animals set about building a more solid mill, but when food begins to become scarce their enthusiasm wanes with it. In order to crush any potential revolt, Napoleon turns to his hounds to help him publicly execute several animals accused of being traitors. Moreover, Beasts of England is now banned because, according to Squealer, the revolution has succeeded. Realising that they have strayed too far from their initial goal, Clover, the mare, Benjamin, the sceptical donkey, and several others all give up on the revolution.

			Work therefore goes on, but only Napoleon, the pigs and the dogs benefit from it. In autumn, the mill is completed. However, contrary to general belief, it will not be used to improve life on the farm. Napoleon has made a deal to sell wood to a neighbouring farmer called Frederick. But Frederick betrays him and, the next day, attacks the farm with even more men and guns than Mr Jones had brought. And so begins the Battle of the Windmill. The animals emerge victorious, but suffer heavy losses: in addition to the deaths and casualties, the mill is also destroyed. Over the next few days, the pigs celebrate their victory with parties and get drunk on whisky. Squealer continues to alter the Seven Commandments: “No animal shall drink alcohol” is now amended with the words “to excess.”

			Animals? Or men?

			That year’s winter is harsher than the previous one and rations continue to decrease. Napoleon develops his cult of personality and organises ceremonies. He proclaims a Republic and makes himself President. Meanwhile, certain animals begin to think about their retirement. One of the horses, the well-meaning but rather dim Boxer, was injured during the battle and has to be taken to a vet. However, it is not a vet who comes to collect him, but a butcher. Benjamin tries to stop the truck, in vain. In order to put the animals’ consciences at rest, Squealer once again alters the story, and Napoleon organises a banquet in honour of their fallen brother.

			The years go by, and there are now few animals remaining who still remember the days before the uprising. Many are dead; none have retired. The mill has finally been finished, and the farm is now more prosperous. However, the profits are enjoyed only by the dogs and the pigs. One day, while the sheep are chanting another slogan, “Four legs good, two legs better”, Napoleon and the other pigs come out from the house on two legs. Benjamin then reads Clover the only Commandment left on the wall of the cowshed: “All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others”. Bit by bit, the pigs begin to use the clothes and tools left behind by the men, including whips. One night, during a banquet with the neighbouring farmers, Napoleon declares that he has modified the symbol and the name of the farm. It is now once again called Manor Farm. Watching the scene from the window, Clover and some of the others realise that they can no longer tell the pigs from the men. 

		


		
			Character study

			Animal Farm can be read as a roman à clef: it is an allegorical representation of the history of the Soviet Union in the first half of the 20th century. Here, we will highlight certain parallels between fictional characters of the novel and important figures from history (although this is by no means an exhaustive list).

			
				
					The Soviet Union

					In 1917, tired of poverty under the rule of Tsar Nicholas II (due to World War I, backwardness, poverty and famine), the Russian people rebelled and set up the world’s first Communist regime. Communism is a political doctrine created by the revolutionary socialist Karl Marx (1818-1883).

					It is a model of society founded on the abolition’of social classes and private property, where wealth and status are shared equally among everyone. On the economic side of things, instead of responding to supply and demand, production (agriculture, industrial, and so on) is planned and controlled by the State, which has a stranglehold on practically everything that goes on in the country. 

					Although it began with noble intentions, Russian Communism quickly turned into a totalitarian regime. After around ten years of more or less successful reforms (mainly in agriculture and industry), Stalin took power for himself and reigned over the country as its only leader. He ousted all opponents (real and imagined) through show trials, and established revolutionary propaganda, the manipulation of information and history, the cult of personality, gulags (work camps), and so on.

					After World War II, the USSR took advantage of the German defeat to set up Communist (and dictatorial) regimes across Eastern Europe. Despite Stalin’s death in 1953, these regimes stayed in place until 1989, the year of the fall of the Berlin Wall. Today, Cuba, China and North Korea are the last countries to still have Communist regimes, which are however a long way from the original Marxist doctrine.

				

			

			The men

			Mr Jones

			The owner and manager of Manor Farm, Mr Jones often exploits his animals. However, he begins to lose his motivation to work, turning to alcohol and forgetting to feed the livestock. The animals then revolt and force him into exile. He could be a representation of Tsar Nicholas II: neglecting his people and incapable of reforming the Russian Empire. The Tsar was eventually faced with the February Revolution in 1917 and was forced to abdicate.

			The neighbouring farmers: Frederick and Pilkington

			Frederick, the owner of Pinchfield farm, has a German-sounding name. He realises that the time for slander has passed and secretly makes a deal with the pigs (on the selling of wood) before betraying them and trying to invade their farm. Frederick therefore calls to mind Hitler, who, in spite of the Nazi–Soviet Pact (an agreement for non-aggression between Hitler and Stalin signed in 1939), attempted to conquer the Soviet Union.

			Pilkington, the owner of Foxwood Farm, is described as a “gentleman farmer”. Although he does not trust Animal Farm, he also tries to discreetly make a deal with them. Pilkington could be a representation of Churchill, seeing as he is at the head of “a large

			
			The pigs

			Old Major

			
			Napoleon

			
			Snowball

			
			Squealer 

			
			The dogs

			
			The sheep

			
			Boxer the horse

			
			Moses the raven
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