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Introduction


‘Where I lacked a political purpose, I wrote lifeless books’

– George Orwell



It is sometimes difficult to know what kind of book Animal Farm is. The subtitle is ‘A Fairy Story’. Certainly the events in the book are like those in some fairy stories, and those in traditional tales such as Aesop’s Fables. Animals talk like humans and they perform actions that only humans can undertake. Yet unlike most fairy stories the book does not have a happy ending. It tells the story of a revolution which fails because its leaders become corrupted by power.

Animal Farm was planned from the late 1930s, begun during the Second World War in 1943, and finally published in 1945. At times Orwell thought he would have to publish the book himself, as it was rejected by a number of leading British publishing houses. The main reason for its rejection was that it was definitely not seen as a simple fairy story, but rather as a political allegory specifically directed at events in the Soviet Union since the Russian Revolution of 1917 and particularly at the Soviet leader, Josef Stalin. During the Second World War the Soviet Union was an ally of Britain in the fight against Hitler and Fascism in Europe, and the orthodox view at that time was that Stalin and Soviet Communism should not be criticized, however indirectly.

However, Orwell was never one to be persuaded by orthodox views and his book can indeed be read as a precise attack on the failure, as he saw it, of the Russian Revolution. Animal Farm works as an allegory because the story is coherent on a number of levels: as a story involving the overthrow of the cruel and unjust human owners of Manor Farm and the government of the farm by the animals for the animals; at a deeper level of contemporary political significance, as a story of the Russian Revolution; and at a more general level, as a story about the relationship between power and corruption in human affairs.

Orwell took pains to relate the incidents in Animal Farm to actual historical events. For example, the speech by Major, the boar, at the beginning of the novel draws on the political and social ideas of Karl Marx and Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. Lenin was greatly influenced by Marx (1818–83) and inspired the revolution of 1917, personally leading the attacks on the royal palaces in St Petersburg of Tsar Nicholas II. He did much to establish Communism, the belief that everyone is socially equal, as a political practice. One of the main principles of Communism is that property, wealth and work should be divided equally between all members of society. However, Lenin died only seven years after the Revolution, and Stalin and Trotsky competed with each other for influence over the direction of events.

In Animal Farm there are clear parallels with those historical events. Major outlines ideas and a vision of the future which are very close to those of Lenin; the animals later call the communist ideas ‘Animalism’. Major dies soon after the beginning of the story and a rift occurs between Napoleon and Snowball, two of the pigs, about the best next steps. Napoleon achieves victory largely because of his use of the dogs to terrorize anyone who might agree with Snowball, and he eventually drives Snowball from Animal Farm (Manor Farm has been renamed by the animals) and into exile. Later in the novel Snowball is described as an enemy of Animalism, and Squealer, who is nearly always accompanied by the terrorizing dogs, is employed by Napoleon to depict Snowball in a bad light. Trotsky himself was eventually driven into permanent exile by Stalin in 1929 and his role in the Revolution was described very differently by the propaganda machine Stalin had created.

As Stalin gained more power he silenced many who disagreed with him or who spoke out in opposition, and in the 1930s many Soviets were murdered or sent to labour camps. He developed a secret police force to control the country and began to set very high targets for agricultural and industrial production, causing many ordinary workers to suffer severe hardship and hunger. He also modified many of the basic principles of Communism by allowing privileges for leaders of the army and the secret police, and for many of his own supporters.

Again, there are parallels in Animal Farm. Napoleon orders working conditions and targets which are as hard as they were under Mr Jones, their old master. Certain animals, such as Boxer the cart-horse, work hard because they believe in the basic fairness of the principles of Animalism and want to earn a better life for all. But others, the pigs in particular, become administrators, working less hard by simply overseeing the work of the rest. The pigs become leaders of the other animals and obtain more advantages and privileges for themselves, using language cleverly in order to turn the new situation to their advantage. Gradually the key ideas of Animalism, which are expressed as the Seven Commandments of Animal Farm, are modified to suit the lives of the pigs and the positions of power they and the other leaders have secured rather than the lives of the majority of animals on Animal Farm. For example, the commandment No animal shall drink alcohol is changed to No animal shall drink alcohol to excess; and the commandment No animal shall kill any other animal is changed to No animal shall kill any other animal without cause.

Ironically, these new commandments allow the pigs to enjoy a lifestyle similar to that of Mr Jones, who at the beginning of the novel is constantly drunk and unable to manage his farm without extreme cruelty. A climate of terror is created similar to that in the Soviet Union of the 1930s under Stalin.

As the novel progresses Napoleon becomes more and more of a tyrant and dictator, controlling all the animals on the farm by force and managing their thoughts by every means, from clever uses of words to simple slogans which, when used for example by the sheep who blindly follow Napoleon, can drown out any opposition. Language is shown in the novel to be a way of manipulating reality, of concealing important truths and of turning black into white. In Chapter 7 a political poet, Minimus, whose main job seems to be to write poems of praise to Comrade Napoleon (the name Minimus reminds you of reducing things to a minimum), composes a new but uninspiring song to replace ‘Beasts of England’, the song with uplifting and visionary words sung by all the animals at the beginning of the novel. The old song is now finally forbidden on account of its ‘subversive’ references to a better life. The commandments Whatever goes upon two legs is an enemy, and Whatever goes upon four legs, or has wings, is a friend, are reduced to a mindless chant: Four legs good, two legs bad.

At the end of the novel the absolute totalitarian power of Napoleon and his followers is reflected in the change of words in the commandment All animals are equal to a perverted version: All animals are equal but some animals are more equal than others, which removes any belief in the original communist principles of Animalism. In Orwell’s later novel Nineteen Eighty-Four, in which totalitarianism is also satirized, an official language, ‘Newspeak’, is used by those in power to enforce narrow and unquestioning rules of behaviour.

The concluding pages of Animal Farm show a horrifying turn of events as Clover, who like Boxer represents ordinary, decent working people, looks through the window of the farmhouse and sees the pigs wearing clothes, drinking and smoking, doing deals with ‘other humans’ (Mr Pilkington), carrying whips to control other animals and becoming indistinguishable from the humans they overthrew. Even the name of the farm reverts to Manor Farm.

George Orwell’s main message is that the failure of social revolution often lies in the process itself, as the leaders of the revolution serve their own interests rather than the interests of those they were meant to serve. Animal Farm is not only, as some have thought, an attack on Communism or on socialist values and principles. It is also an attack on the ways in which ordinary people can be made to suffer and can become victims of leaders who are corrupted by power.

Though it has its origins in the 1930s Animal Farm is very much of the post-war era, opening up an important new development in the English novel which later writers were to find a valuable landmark. Animal Farm is a fairy story, it is an allegory of human behaviour, it has all the power of a myth and it is a political satire on totalitarianism. But it is also, perhaps less grandly but just as significantly, a realistic examination of the kinds of honesty and truth-telling which the modem world needed at that time. Orwell’s books of the 1930s were realistic, sometimes documentary, accounts of social life. Politically, they were characterized by an open-minded, liberal view of a wide range of people and social situations, including – in The Road to Wigan Pier and Down and Out in Paris and London, for instance – first-hand accounts of the lives of the poor and destitute. But Animal Farm provides a different kind of realism. It offers an honest and realistic assessment of what it means to be a liberal, to have a social conscience and to believe in the values of democratic socialism. It asks difficult questions about countries like the Soviet Union in which social revolutions have taken place. Above all, it inspired a generation of writers to criticize illusions and false expectations and to ask qwuestions about the kind of world they wanted to inhabit.fn1




Chronology

Orwell’s Life

1903 Eric Blair born in India. He later changes his name to George Orwell.

1907 The family returns to England.

1917 Eric is sent to Eton College, one of England’s foremost private schools.

1922–7 He becomes a policeman in the Burmese division of the Indian Imperial Police.

1933 Down and Out in Paris and London, his first book, is mainly autobiographical, and is published under the name of George Orwell.

1934 Burmese Days, based on his experiences in Burma and critical of English imperialism, published.

1936–43 Now well known as a writer and journalist, Orwell is sponsored by the publisher Victor Gollancz and then by the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). He makes several radio broadcasts and writes on urban poverty, especially in the North of England. The Road to Wigan Pier is published (1937). In Homage to Catalonia (1938) he writes about his experiences when fighting for the left-wing Republican cause (against the Fascists) in the Spanish Civil War in 1936–7.

1945–50 Animal Farm is published in 1945 and Nineteen Eighty-Four in 1949. Nineteen Eighty-Four was written in 1948, and the title reverses the last two numbers of that year.

1950 Orwell dies in London in January.

Orwell’s Times

1901 Death of Queen Victoria. A new ‘Edwardian’ era. Strong ideas about the imperial role of Britain in the world continue.

1914–18 The First World War.

1917 The Bolshevik Revolution in Russia establishes Soviet Communism, with Lenin as the first leader of the Soviet Union.

1924 Death of Lenin. He is replaced as leader by Josef Stalin.

1929 New York stock market crash creates great poverty in the capitalist West.

1931 Coalition national government in Britain until 1945.

1933 Adolf Hitler elected Chancellor of Germany.

1936–9 The Spanish Civil War. Fascist forces led by General Franco eventually overcome the left-wing Republican forces which many British writers supported.

1939–45 The Second World War. Britain and France need United States’ and Russian assistance to defeat Germany.

1945 A Labour (Socialist) government elected in Britain (until 1951).

1947 Britain gives independence to India and Pakistan, its largest colonial territory.

1953 Death of Stalin.




Animal Farm

A Fairy Story




CHAPTER 1

Mr Jones, of the Manor Farm, had locked the hen-houses for the night, but was too drunk to remember to shut the pop-holes.1 With the ring of light from his lantern dancing from side to side he lurched across the yard, kicked off his boots at the back door, drew himself a last glass of beer from the barrel in the scullery,2 and made his way up to bed, where Mrs Jones was already snoring.

As soon as the light in the bedroom went out there was a stirring and a fluttering all through the farm buildings. Word had gone round during the day that old Major, the prize Middle White3 boar,4 had had a strange dream on the previous night and wished to communicate it to the other animals. It had been agreed that they should all meet in the big barn as soon as Mr Jones was safely out of the way. Old Major (so he was always called, though the name under which he had been exhibited was Willingdon Beauty) was so highly regarded on the farm that everyone was quite ready to lose an hour’s sleep in order to hear what he had to say.

At one end of the big barn, on a sort of raised platform, Major was already ensconced5 on his bed of straw, under a lantern which hung from a beam. He was twelve years old and had lately grown rather stout, but he was still a majestic-looking pig, with a wise and benevolent appearance in spite of the fact that his tushes6 had never been cut. Before long the other animals began to arrive and make themselves comfortable after their different fashions. First came the three dogs, Bluebell, Jessie and Pincher, and then the pigs, who settled down in the straw immediately in front of the platform. The hens perched themselves on the window-sills, the pigeons fluttered up to the rafters, the sheep and cows lay down behind the pigs and began to chew the cud. The two cart-horses, Boxer and Clover, came in together, walking very slowly and setting down their vast hairy hoofs with great care lest there should be some small animal concealed in the straw. Clover was a stout motherly mare7 approaching middle life, who had never quite got her figure back after her fourth foal.8 Boxer was an enormous beast, nearly eighteen hands9 high, and as strong as any two ordinary horses put together. A white stripe down his nose gave him a somewhat stupid appearance, and in fact he was not of first-rate intelligence, but he was universally respected for his steadiness of character and tremendous powers of work. After the horses came Muriel, the white goat, and Benjamin the donkey. Benjamin was the oldest animal on the farm, and the worst tempered. He seldom talked, and when he did it was usually to make some cynical remark – for instance he would say that God had given him a tail to keep the flies
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