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    GEORGE ORWELL


    ENGLISH NOVELIST AND JOURNALIST


    
      	Born in Motihari (India) in 1903.


      	Died in London in 1950.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Road to Wigan Pier (1937), autobiographical account


          	Animal Farm (1945), novel


          	1984 (1949), novel

        

      

    


    George Orwell is the pen name of Eric Blair, one of the best-known and most highly regarded writers of the 20th century, whose novels and essays are quoted around the world. He was born into an upper-middle-class, but not rich, family and won a scholarship to Eton in 1917. On leaving school, he joined the imperial police in Burma and remained there until 1927, when he grew tired of upholding the oppressive colonial regime. On returning to England, he set about writing a series of fiction and non-fiction novels and pieces of journalism, many of which feature social criticism and support for Democratic Socialism. In 1936 he journeyed to Spain to fight against Franco’s Fascist forces in the Spanish Civil War. He was wounded and recorded his time in Spain and the political atmosphere there in Homage to Catalonia During the Second World War, he worked for the BBC and began writing Animal Farm, an allegorical novel exploring the distortions of the Russian Revolution. He finished his final novel, 1984, shortly before his death from tuberculosis in 1950. Though a highly elusive and almost mythic figure in English literary history, Orwell has left a legacy of highlighting social injustice and fighting against oppression that has inspired millions around the world.

  


  
    HOMAGE TO CATALONIA


    THE FIGHT AGAINST FASCISM


    
      	Genre: autobiographical account


      	Reference edition: Orwell, G. (2000) Homage to Catalonia. London: Penguin Books Ltd.


      	1st edition: 1938


      	Themes: war, class, revolution, Socialism, Fascism, Spain, journalism, oppression, propaganda

    


    Homage to Catalonia is Orwell’s account of his experiences fighting in the Spanish Civil War (1936-39) for the Spanish Republican government against General Franco’s Nationalists and their foreign Fascist allies. Orwell travelled to Spain in late 1936 along with thousands of other foreign volunteers in a bid to fight against the rise of Fascism in Europe. During his time in Spain, he witnessed revolution, took part in the May Days fighting and was badly wounded after being shot by a Nationalist sniper. On his return to England, Orwell produced a large amount of political journalism relating to the war, and Homage to Catalonia was published in April 1938. The book received mixed reviews, with some commentators criticising what they perceived to be Orwell’s lack of understanding of wider political events and Spanish history. It has since come to be seen as an important piece of war literature, however, and its demonstration of Orwell’s willingness to put himself in danger in defence of his beliefs has been integral to the creation of our modern-day image of him.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    BARCELONA


    Orwell travels to Barcelona in December 1936, when the Anarchists of the CNT party are still in control of Catalonia and the revolution is in full swing. The town appears to be controlled by the working class and is covered in symbols of revolution and collectivism. He joins the POUM (a Marxist Communist party) militia force and trains with them at the Lenin Barracks. He describes the patchwork nature of their equipment and training, as well as the way the abolition of class makes it difficult to maintain a properly ordered military. Orwell reflects on the Spaniards around him, and how they are wonderfully kind and welcoming, and yet exasperating in equal measure. He mentions their poor timekeeping and unreliability, which he curses when he is called up to the front with just two hours’ notice.


    THE FRONT


    They make their way to the front and Orwell is dismayed to discover that their trenches are hundreds of metres from those of the Fascists, too far away to properly engage in fighting. Orwell describes the boredom and unpleasantness of trench warfare, as well as the shoddy and inexperienced troops around him. He claims in hindsight that they were mainly there to hold the line, the fighting having dried up momentarily because of a lack of troops and equipment on both sides. Instead, Orwell and the other men occupy themselves with finding firewood and learning to use their dangerously outdated weaponry.


    After a few weeks, Orwell is moved to a new military position nearby with a squad of other English volunteer soldiers. There is little happening there either, and he describes how, due to there being little possibility of actually shooting anyone, both sides use megaphones to try and convert the other with propaganda. One night the Fascists attack their position, but without proper intent, firing in celebration of the Fascist capture of Malaga. Orwell notes that the subsequent news reports of the attack are highly exaggerated. His squad are moved again, and he continues to describe the horrible living conditions, vermin and shortage of key supplies, including tobacco, clothing and boots. One day, a wound on his hand becomes infected and he goes to hospital for ten days. While at the hospital he describes some of the countryside, and the amiability of the Spanish peasants out for spring harvest.


    THE ATTACK


    On his return to the front, and after a failed attempt to advance the militia’s lines, a night-time attack on the Fascist line is proposed and Orwell volunteers with around 30 others. The night of the attack, they manage to creep past the Fascist barbed wire unnoticed but are suddenly fired at from a parapet. They manage to capture the parapet and hold it but are ordered to retreat when the Fascist forces regroup. It is now April 1937, and Orwell is sent off on leave in Barcelona. He reflects on his experience of the front, and the genuine atmosphere of comradeship and Socialist equality he felt part of.


    BACK IN BARCELONA


    Orwell is dismayed to find that all revolutionary feeling has gone from Barcelona and class structures have been reasserted. People have become tired of the war, as well as the supply shortages caused by it. Orwell also notices Communist government propaganda against the POUM militia and in favour of the Popular Army, the central government force made up predominantly of conscripts. Orwell is thinking of moving from the POUM to either the Anarchist militia (CNT) or the International Column to get closer to the front but puts it off in order to regain his health. He notices dangerous political tensions in Barcelona, between those who want the revolution to go forward and those who want it stopped. Before long, in-fighting begins between the Communist government’s police force (the Assault Guards) and the Anarchist CNT. Orwell goes to the headquarters of the POUM, which has sided with the CNT, and waits with many others to be told what to do.


    He is tasked with guarding the building and briefly describes the confusing and pointless nature of the in-fighting happening sporadically throughout Barcelona in May 1937. He compares the ‘official’ news statements about the fighting that were released later to the reality, which is much less dramatic. The fighting eventually ceases, with the government and their Assault Guards winning. The Republican government brings in reinforcements with Soviet guns and they begin to dominate the region, disarming the CNT and falsely blaming the whole affair on the POUM. Orwell’s friend asks him if he wants to join the International Brigades, but he is so disillusioned that he refuses to join any Communist-controlled group, having seen the oppression and violence against working-class Spaniards perpetrated by the Communist government during the fighting.


    WOUNDED


    Soon after travelling back to the front line, Orwell is shot through the neck by a Fascist sniper. He describes the sensation of being shot and the process by which wounded soldiers are transported to hospital. He briefly describes his stay at a hospital in Lerida and the deficiencies he finds in the Spanish hospital system. He is moved on to another hospital, and he begins to get some of his strength back. His wound is examined, and the doctors tell him that the bullet was just millimetres from killing him.


    Orwell returns to Barcelona and describes the situation there under the Communist government. It oppresses and censors other political parties and police roam the city, zealously throwing people in jail for spurious reasons. Orwell describes a feeling of fear and secrecy amongst the people of Barcelona and is forced into hiding when the POUM, whose militia he is attached to, is outlawed by the government, and many of its members are either thrown in jail or shot. The Communist government justifies its attack on the POUM falsely by accusing them of being Fascists. Orwell plots his return to England but must sleep on the streets in the meantime.


    He and his wife go to the British consulate to try and find a way back to England, the deaths and imprisonment of several of their friends forcing them to leave in secrecy. They finally manage to procure the required documents and sneak out of Spain and into France, narrowly avoiding capture in the process. He reflects on his time in Spain and warns of the bias and inaccuracy of his reportage. Orwell and his wife travel through France and back to England, and he ends the book warning the British people to not be complacent in the face of the looming threat of war.


    APPENDICES


    To give as clear an account of the war as he can, Orwell briefly describes the general membership and ideological make-ups of the main political parties he encountered in Catalonia, as well as how the Communist PSUC party took control of the government and suppressed its opponents. He summarises the motives and influences of the Communist-dominated government and how this led to their actions, suppressing revolution in an apparent bid to prioritise winning the war against Franco.


    Orwell then attempts to clear up some of the myths perpetuated by propaganda and widely falsified journalism about the May Days fighting in Barcelona, in which he was involved. He describes the events as he understood them (Communists taking over the Telephone Exchange and supressing the POUM) and gives examples of Communist propaganda that twisted the truth of the fighting, and the roles and motives of the POUM, CNT and Communist combatants.

  


  
    CONTEXT


    HISTORICAL CONTEXT


    Homage to Catalonia is set during a turbulent time in world history. The Spanish Civil War was a precursor to the Second World War (1939-45) which tore through Europe, Asia and Africa following the Nazi invasion of Poland in 1939. Indeed, it is often seen as a proxy war, with the Spanish Republican government backed by the USSR, and General Franco, leader of the Spanish Nationalists, backed by Fascist powers and described by Orwell as “the puppet of Italy and Germany” (p.133). Germany notably tested out weapons, aircraft and military techniques such as the Blitzkrieg during the Spanish Civil War, in preparation for their wider use during the Second World War. Throughout the 1930s, Hitler and the Nazis had been building significant power in Germany, eliminating opponents and inciting racial hatred and imperialist doctrine. Mussolini was also dominant in Fascist Italy. In Asia, the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937-1945) was entering its first stages following decades of Japanese imperialist policy. Political and economic pressure was building up to a global conflict, the likes of which the world had never seen, and predictions and warnings about the Second World War can be found throughout Homage to Catalonia, including Orwell’s final line, warning that the population of England, which is in a deep sleep, “will be jerked out of it by the roar of bombs” (p.187).


    POLITICAL THOUGHT


    Behind the movements of these great powers, the 1930s were a time of radical and contrasting political thought in the world. The dominant political ideologies were Fascism, commonly associated with authoritarian militaristic governments, nationalism and a disdain for electoral democracy, and Socialism, which calls for common ownership of property and resources, as well as economic egalitarianism. The global nature of the fight between these two ideologies, as alternatives to other common forms of government including Capitalism and Feudalism, is acknowledged by Orwell throughout Homage to Catalonia: “As a militia man one was a soldier against Franco, but one was also a pawn in an enormous struggle that was being fought out between two political theories” (p.189). The ideological focus of the two sides in the Spanish Civil War turned the conflict into a microcosm of world events, drawing the attention of many, including Orwell: “Here at last, apparently, was democracy standing up to Fascism” (ibid.).


    The tumult of conflicting political thought around the world is also reflected in the journalism of the time, the inaccuracy of which Orwell constantly emphasises and criticises. The truth of some details concerning the actions of both sides during the Spanish Civil War is notoriously difficult to pin down, due to the fact that reportage in Spain, Britain, France and elsewhere was shaped by the dominant political agenda of the country in question. For example, Orwell claims that anti-Fascist foreign news from nations like the UK deliberately ignored reports of revolution in Spain (“the issue had been narrowed down to Fascism versus democracy”, p.192) because of a general opposition to the idea of Spanish revolution.


    THE SPANISH CIVIL WAR


    Following widespread unrest in Spain in the 1920s and 1930s, in part caused by the negative effects of the Great Depression, the Spanish people deposed the monarchy and elected a left-leaning Republican government in 1936. In response, General Franco, backed by conservative groups and foreign Fascist allies, staged an unsuccessful coup, the resulting backlash from which started the Spanish Civil War fought between Franco’s Nationalists and the Republican government alongside allied political parties, such as the Anarchists (CNT), the POUM (a Marxist Communist party in whose militia Orwell fought) and the International Brigades (a collection of mostly Communist foreign volunteers from all over the world). Due to much of the Republican territory in Catalonia and Aragon being dominated by Anarchists, the Civil War also sparked a social revolution involving the collectivisation of land and attempts to abolish social class in certain areas, as documented by Orwell on his arrival in Barcelona: “The thing that happened in Spain was, in fact, not merely a Civil war, but the beginning of a revolution” (p.190).


    This revolution was short-lived, however, largely due to complex and unnecessary political in-fighting between the groups associated with the Republican government:


    “On the one side the CNT-FAI, the POUM, and a section of the Socialists, standing for workers’ control: on the other side the Right-wing Socialists, Liberals and Communists, standing for centralised government and a militarised army” (p.205).


    After the May Days fighting in Barcelona (described extensively by Orwell in Homage to Catalonia), the Communist-led Spanish Socialist Party (PSUC), who were backed by Stalin’s
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