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It’s a sad commentary on our age that we find Dystopias a lot easier to believe in than Utopias: Utopias we can only imagine, Dystopias we’ve already had.

—Margaret Atwood

There was truth and there was untruth, and if you clung to the truth even against the whole world, you were not mad.

—George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four
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Introduction

December 1948. A man sits at a typewriter, in bed, on a remote island, fighting to complete the book that means more to him than any other. He is terribly ill. The book will be finished and, a year or so later, so will the man.

January 2017. Another man stands before a crowd, which is not as large as he would like, in Washington, DC, taking the oath of office as the forty-fifth president of the United States of America. His press secretary later says that it was the “largest audience to ever witness an inauguration—period—both in person and around the globe.” Asked to justify such a preposterous lie, the president’s adviser describes the statement as “alternative facts.” Over the next four days, US sales of the dead man’s book will rocket by almost 10,000 per cent, making it a number-one best seller.

When George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four was published in the United Kingdom on June 8, 1949, in the heart of the twentieth century, one critic wondered how such a timely book could possibly exert the same power over generations to come. Thirty-five years later, when the present caught up with Orwell’s future and the world was not the nightmare he had described, commentators again predicted that the book’s popularity would wane. Another thirty-five years have elapsed since then, and Nineteen Eighty-Four remains the book we turn to when truth is mutilated, language is distorted, power is abused, and we want to know how bad things can get, because someone who lived and died in another era was clear-sighted enough to identify these evils and sufficiently talented to present them in the form of a novel that Anthony Burgess, author of A Clockwork Orange, called “an apocalyptical codex of our worst fears.”

Nineteen Eighty-Four has not just sold tens of millions of copies; it has infiltrated the consciousness of countless people who have never read it. The phrases and concepts that Orwell minted have become essential fixtures of political language, still potent after decades of use and misuse: Newspeak, Big Brother, the Thought Police, Room 101, the Two Minutes Hate, doublethink, unperson, memory hole, telescreen, 2 + 2 = 5, and the Ministry of Truth. Its title came to dominate a calendar year, while the word Orwellian has turned the author’s own name into a capacious synonym for everything he hated and feared. The book has been adapted for cinema, television, radio, theatre, opera and ballet. It has prompted a sequel (György Dalos’s 1985), a postmodern rewriting (Peter Huber’s Orwell’s Revenge: The 1984 Palimpsest) and innumerable retorts. Even the writing of the book has inspired a 1983 BBC drama, The Crystal Spirit: Orwell on Jura, and two novels: Dennis Glover’s The Last Man in Europe and Norman Bissell’s Barnhill. Nineteen Eighty-Four has influenced novels, films, plays, television shows, comic books, albums, advertisements, speeches, election campaigns and uprisings. People have spent years in jail just for reading it. No work of literary fiction from the past century approaches its cultural ubiquity while retaining its weight. Dissenting voices such as Milan Kundera and Harold Bloom have alleged that Nineteen Eighty-Four is actually a bad novel, with thin characters, humdrum prose and an implausible plot, but even they couldn’t gainsay its importance. As Orwell’s publisher Fredric Warburg observed, its success is extraor-dinary “for a novel that is not designed to please nor all that easy to understand.”

For any artist, the price of immense popularity is the guarantee that you will be misunderstood. Nineteen Eighty-Four is more known about than truly known. This book is an attempt to restore some balance by explaining what Orwell’s book actually is, how it came to be written, and how it has shaped the world, in its author’s absence, over the past seventy years. The meaning of a work of art is never limited to its creator’s intentions but in this case Orwell’s intentions, too often distorted or ignored, are well worth revisiting if the book is to be understood as a book and not just a useful cache of memes. It is both a work of art and a means of reading the world.

This, then, is the story of Nineteen Eighty-Four. There have been several biographies of George Orwell and some academic studies of his book’s intellectual context but never an attempt to merge the two streams into one narrative, while also exploring the book’s afterlife. I am interested in Orwell’s life primarily as a means to illuminate the experiences and ideas that nourished this very personal nightmare in which everything he prized was systematically destroyed: honesty, decency, fairness, memory, history, clarity, privacy, common sense, sanity, England, and love. This means starting with his decision to fight in the Spanish Civil War in 1936, because Spain was where he first became acutely conscious of the ways in which political expediency corrupts moral integrity, language and truth itself. I’ll follow him, via the Blitz, the Home Guard, the BBC, literary London and post-war Europe, to the island of Jura, where he finally wrote his novel, so as to explode the myth that Nineteen Eighty-Four was a protracted wail of despair issuing from a lonely, dying man who couldn’t face the future. I want to draw attention to what he was actually thinking, and how he came to think it.

One reason it took Orwell so long to write Nineteen Eighty-Four is that it synthesised ideas that he had been developing for most of his writing life. The book was the consummation of years of thinking, writing and reading about utopias, super-states, dictators, prisoners, propaganda, technology, power, language, culture, class, sex, the countryside, rats and more, often to the point where it becomes impossible to attribute a particular phrase or idea to a single source. Although Orwell said little about the evolution of the novel, he left a paper trail thousands of pages long. Even if he had lived decades longer, Nineteen Eighty-Four would have been the end of something: as a writer, he would have needed to start again.

In Part One, I will be telling the story of Orwell and the world he inhabited: the people he met, the news he followed and the books he read. I will also devote three chapters to crucial influences on Nineteen Eighty-Four : H. G. Wells, Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We, and the genre of utopian (and anti-utopian) fiction. Every book, play or film cited is one that Orwell was familiar with, unless otherwise noted. Part Two will follow the political and cultural life of Nineteen Eighty-Four from Orwell’s death to the present day. Along the way, we will encounter Aldous Huxley and E. M. Forster; Winston Churchill and Clement Attlee; Ayn Rand and Joseph McCarthy; Arthur Koestler and Hannah Arendt; Lee Harvey Oswald and J. Edgar Hoover; Margaret Atwood and Margaret Thatcher; the CIA and the BBC; David Bowie and The Prisoner; Brazil and V for Vendetta; A Clockwork Orange and Children of Men; Edward Snowden and Steve Jobs; Lenin, Stalin and Hitler. Throughout, connections to the current political situation are sometimes stated and sometimes implied. I’d rather not repeatedly dig the reader in the ribs but do keep our present rulers in mind.

A few words about terminology. Orwellian has two opposing definitions: either work that reflects Orwell’s style and values, or real-world developments that threaten them. To avoid confusion, I will use only the latter meaning and substitute Orwell-like for the former. I will also use the novel’s British title, Nineteen Eighty-Four, rather than 1984, except when quoting others. It carries more weight, I think.

“Orwell was successful because he wrote exactly the right books at exactly the right time,” wrote the philosopher Richard Rorty. Prior to Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four, Orwell was a man to watch in British political and literary circles but he was far from a household name. Now all of his books, even those that he dismissed as failed experiments or hack work, are never out of print, and it is possible to read every surviving word he wrote, thanks to the Herculean scholarship of Professor Peter Davison, whose twenty-volume The Complete Works of George Orwell runs to almost nine thousand pages and two million words. Readers of the first edition of Nineteen Eighty-Four in 1949 knew only a fraction of what is now available.

Knowing how carefully Orwell chose what to share with the public, I haven’t been able to read it all without the occasional shiver of guilt. He would have been mortified to see most of his journalism republished, let alone his private letters, yet almost none of it is worthless. Even when he was sick, or overworked, or desperate to be writing something else, his brain was actively engaged with big problems and small consolations, many of which fed into Nineteen Eighty-Four. Because he refused to outsource his judgement to an ideology or party line, even when he was wrong, which was quite often, he was wrong in a sincere and interesting way. He possessed what he praised Charles Dickens for having: a “free intelligence.” He was by no means a unique genius (I also want to shine a light on some of his less celebrated contemporaries) but he was the only writer of his era to do so many things so well.

Orwell’s schoolfriend Cyril Connolly remembered that “something shone through about him which made you want him to like you a little bit better.” That same quality shines through his writing and makes his admirers crave his imagined approval. But I have no desire to sanctify a man who was sceptical of saints, utopias and perfection in general. Only by being frank about his errors and shortcomings—as he usually was—can I explain both the man and the book. Although his prose created the illusion that he was a decent, commonsensical chap telling you an obvious truth that you knew in your gut but just hadn’t acknowledged yet, Orwell could be rash, hyperbolic, irritable, blinkered and perverse. We value him despite his flaws because he was right about the defining questions of fascism, communism, imperialism and racism at a time when so many people who should have known better didn’t.

Orwell felt that he lived in cursed times. He fantasised about another life in which he could have spent his days gardening and writing fiction instead of being “forced into becoming a pamphleteer,” but that would have been a waste. His real talent was for analysing and explaining a tumultuous period in human history. Written down, his core values might seem too vague to mean much—honesty, decency, liberty, justice—but nobody wrestled more tirelessly, in private and in public, with what those ideas meant during the darkest days of the twentieth century. He always tried to tell the truth, and admired anyone who did likewise. Nothing built on a lie, however seductively convenient, could have value. Central to his honesty was his commitment to constantly working out what he thought and why he thought it, and never ceasing to reassess those opinions. To quote Christopher Hitchens, one of Orwell’s most eloquent disciples: “It matters not what you think, but how you think.”

I want to give the reader an accurate picture of where Orwell stood on the vital issues of his time, and when and why some of those positions changed, without claiming to know what he would have thought about, say, Brexit. Such claims can only be achieved by selective quotation which often verges on fraud. I remember in 1993 hearing Conservative prime minister John Major quote Orwell’s line about “old maids bicycling to Holy Communion through the morning mist,” as if it had not come from The Lion and the Unicorn, a passionate argument for socialism. When the hosts of InfoWars, the website notorious for disseminating outrageous conspiracy theories, routinely cite Orwell, you know that doublethink is real.

A novel that has been claimed by socialists, conservatives, anarchists, liberals, Catholics, and libertarians of every description cannot be, as Milan Kundera alleged, merely “political thought disguised as a novel.” It is certainly not a precise allegory like Animal Farm, where every element slots into the real world with a neat click. Orwell’s famously translucent prose conceals a world of complexity. Nineteen Eighty-Four is usually described as a dystopia. It is also, to varying and debatable degrees, a satire, a prophecy, a warning, a political thesis, a work of science fiction, a spy thriller, a psychological horror, a gothic nightmare, a postmodern text, and a love story. Most people read Nineteen Eighty-Four when they are young and feel bruised by it—it offers more suffering and less reassurance than any other standard high-school text—but don’t feel compelled to rediscover it in adulthood. That’s a shame. It is far richer and stranger than you probably remember, and I urge you to read it again. In the meantime, I’ve briefly summarised the plot, characters and terminology in the appendix to this book.

I first encountered Nineteen Eighty-Four as a teenager in suburban south London. As Orwell said, the books you read when you’re young stay with you forever. I found it shocking and compelling, but this was circa 1990, when communism and apartheid were on the way out, optimism reigned, and the world didn’t feel particularly Orwellian. Even after 9/11, the book’s relevance was fragmentary: it was quoted in reference to political language, or the media, or surveillance, but not the whole picture. Democracy was on the rise and the internet was largely considered a force for good.

While I was planning and writing The Ministry of Truth, however, the world changed. People took to talking anxiously about the political upheavals of the 1970s and, worse, the 1930s. Bookshop shelves began filling up with titles such as How Democracy Ends, Fascism: A Warning, The Road to Unfreedom and The Death of Truth, many of which quoted Orwell. Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism merited a new edition, pitched as “a nonfiction bookend to Nineteen Eighty-Four”; so did Sinclair Lewis’s 1935 novel about American fascism, It Can’t Happen Here. Hulu’s television adaptation of Margaret Atwood’s 1985 novel The Handmaid’s Tale was as alarming as a documentary. “I was asleep before,” said Elisabeth Moss’s character Offred. “That’s how we let it happen.” Well, we weren’t asleep anymore. I was reminded of something Orwell wrote about fascism in 1936: “If you pretend that it is merely an aberration which will presently pass off of its own accord, you are dreaming a dream from which you will awake when somebody coshes you with a rubber truncheon.” Nineteen Eighty-Four is a book designed to wake you up.

Nineteen Eighty-Four was the first fully realised dystopian novel to be written in the knowledge that dystopia was real. In Germany and the Soviet bloc, men had built it and forced other men and women to live and die within its iron walls. Those regimes may be gone, but Orwell’s book continues to define our nightmares, even as they shift and change. “For me it’s like a Greek myth, to take and do with what you will—to examine yourself,” Michael Radford, the director of the 1984 movie adaptation, told me. “It’s a mirror,” says a character in the 2013 stage version by Robert Icke and Duncan Macmillan. “Every age sees itself reflected.” For singer-songwriter Billy Bragg, “Every time I read it, it seems to be about something else.”

Still, the fact that the novel speaks to us so loudly and clearly in 2019 is a terrible indictment of politicians and citizens alike. While it’s still a warning, it has also become a reminder of all the painful lessons that the world appears to have unlearned since Orwell’s lifetime, especially those concerning the fragility of truth in the face of power. I hesitate to say that Nineteen Eighty-Four is more relevant than ever, but it’s a damn sight more relevant than it should be.

To paraphrase Orwell’s disclaimer in Homage to Catalonia, his book about the Spanish Civil War: I warn you of my biases but I have tried to tell the truth.



   
PART ONE



   
CHAPTER 5

Radio Orwell

Orwell 1941–1943


All propaganda is lies, even when one is telling the truth. I don’t think this matters so long as one knows what one is doing, and why.

—George Orwell, diary entry, March 14, 1942



In August 1941, Orwell and Eileen invited H. G. Wells to dinner. Several months earlier, Orwell’s friend Inez Holden had lost her home to the Luftwaffe and Wells had offered her the use of his mews flat. A bohemian dropout from the aristocracy, Holden had made a dazzling first impression as a Bright Young Thing in the 1920s. Anthony Powell, whom she introduced to Orwell one night at London’s Café Royal, described her as “excellent company,” fizzing with opinions, gossip and witty impersonations. Now thirty-seven, she was a sharp chronicler of Britain at war in her novels and diaries, and a loyal friend to Orwell throughout the 1940s. Holden was happy to facilitate a proper meeting between two men she liked and admired. Two days before the dinner, however, Wells learned that Orwell had published an essay about him in Cyril Connolly’s magazine Horizon and procured a copy. “Wells, Hitler and the World State” did not fill him with delight.

Orwell and Eileen lived on the fifth floor of Langford Court, an eight-storey 1930s tower block on Abbey Road in northwest London that probably inspired Victory Mansions in Nineteen Eighty-Four. Most nights, the camp bed in their front room hosted one or other of their bombed-out friends. That evening their guests were Wells, Holden and the celebrated young critic William Empson. Wells kept his powder dry until after they had eaten. Only when the dishes had been cleared away did he produce his copy of Horizon from his coat pocket with an ominous flourish. Orwell responded by grabbing his own copy and thwacking it down on the dinner table. The two men joined battle while Empson, who had only known Orwell for a day, sat in silence, drowning his embarrassment in whiskey.

Orwell separated politically engaged writers into two categories: those who understood the true nature of totalitarianism (none of them British) and those who did not. In the offending essay, he claimed that Wells’s mind—rational, scientific, immune to the allure of blood and soil—was incapable of taking Hitler (“that screaming little defective in Berlin”) seriously. “Wells is too sane to understand the modern world,” he wrote, concluding on a peculiar blend of praise and condemnation: “since 1920 he has squandered his talents in slaying paper dragons. But how much it is, after all, to have any talents to squander.”

Orwell was proud of his “intellectual brutality.” He often befriended people he had previously insulted in print, including Stephen Spender, the crime writer Julian Symons, and the Canadian anarchist writer George Woodcock, who called him “one of those unusual beings who drew closer through disagreement.” Orwell told Spender that as soon as he met somebody they became “a human being & not a sort of caricature embodying certain ideas,” but the freedom to express himself without apology on the page was so fundamental that it didn’t occur to him that some people might resent being caricatured and might express that resentment to his face. Kill your idols, yes, but don’t let that stop you from inviting them to dinner.

The argument at Langford Court continued for some time before Wells’s rage burned itself out. On the way home he told Holden it had been “an amusing evening.” Seven months later, however, Wells read another Orwell essay, “The Rediscovery of Europe: Literature Between the Wars,” and was infuriated by the claim that he believed that science could “solve all the ills that humanity is heir to.” In a letter to the editor, he challenged Orwell’s “foolish generalizations.” In a private letter he was more direct: “I don’t say that at all. Read my early works, you shit.” And that was the end of that relationship. 

The offending essay was a print version of one of Orwell’s talks for the Indian Section of the BBC’s Eastern Service, where he worked between August 1941 and November 1943. Like Wells in 1918, Orwell was now reluctantly writing for the state. He later described it as “two wasted years,” but we shouldn’t believe him. Day to day, the job introduced him to the mechanics of propaganda, bureaucracy, censorship and mass media, informing Winston Smith’s job at the Ministry of Truth. What’s more, his BBC output comprised hours of ruminations on the war, politics, totalitarianism and literature which prepared the ground for his two great works of fiction and his finest essays. For a mind as busy as Orwell’s, there was no such thing as a wasted year.

For the first half of 1941, Orwell had been purposeless and adrift in the “strange boring nightmare” of wartime London. The year began with a new wave of rumours about a German invasion of Britain, inspiring the Ministry of Information to commission a pamphlet which dramatised the consequences. I, James Blunt, authored by travel writer H. V. Morton, describes German occupation through the eyes of an ordinary old man in an ordinary English village. After explaining how the Nazi regime of censorship, surveillance, indoctrination and persecution has taken hold in England, retired tradesman James Blunt discovers that a bitter former employee has joined the Gestapo and reported him for his earlier anti-fascist rhetoric. Morton dedicated his powerful short story to “all complacent optimists and wishful thinkers.” In 1943, after the threat of invasion had evaporated, the barrister and soldier Robin Maugham used Morton’s template—a diary which ends just before a knock on the door from the secret police—to write The 1946 MS., in which a British war hero seizes power amid post-war turmoil and establishes a fascist state. Published by War Facts Press, which was connected to the MOI, Maugham’s afterword was as explicit as Morton’s: “Lord Murdoch and General Pointer do not exist. This story was written so that they never will exist and so that Britons never will be slaves.”

Orwell reviewed I, James Blunt (“good flesh-creeper”) and owned a copy of The 1946 MS. in his substantial collection of pamphlets, so he was familiar with didactic “It could happen here” literature, but he felt incapable of producing fiction himself. “Only the mentally dead are capable of sitting down and writing novels while this nightmare is going on,” he wrote in April 1941. According to Cyril Connolly, this was a common paralysis: “We must remember that the life which many of us are now leading is unfriendly to the appreciation of literature; we are living history, which means that we are living from hand to mouth and reading innumerable editions of the evening paper.”

That was good news, at least, for freelance journalism, which is how Orwell just about paid the bills. He used book reviews as an opportunity to explore the mechanics of totalitarianism from every possible angle. An Epic of the Gestapo, Sir Paul Dukes’s vivid account of his investigation into a disappearance in Nazi-occupied Czechoslovakia, described a society in which, Orwell observed, “the practice of lying becomes so habitual that it is almost impossible to believe that anyone else can ever be speaking the truth.” The vignettes of life under Hitler in Erika Mann’s The Lights Go Down left him wondering how a regime that appeared “so unspeakable that no sane and decent person could possibly accept it” could command popular support. John Mair’s hard-bitten conspiracy thriller Never Come Back appealed to Orwell as evidence that “the horrible political jungle, with its underground parties, tortures, pass-words, denunciations, forged passports, cipher messages, etc., is becoming sufficiently well-known to be suitable material for ‘light’ literature.” Secrecy, deceit and betrayal were key ingredients of both totalitarian reality and page-turning fiction, as Nineteen Eighty-Four would demonstrate. The scenes in which Winston believes he is conspiring with O’Brien and the Brotherhood against the Party feel like fugitive episodes from a spy novel.

In addition to books, Orwell reviewed dozens of films for Time and Tide between October 1940 and August 1941, although it would be generous to call him a film critic. He had no appreciation of cinematic technique or screen acting and no respect for a job in which he was “expected to sell his honour for a glass of inferior sherry.” In fact, he actively disliked American cinema: in his catalogue of contemporary plagues in “Inside the Whale,” Hollywood films fall between aspirins and political murders. Anthony Powell said that Orwell was “easily bored. If a subject came up in conversation that did not appeal to him, he would make no effort to take it in.” Clearly bored by cinema, he served several great movies with either faint praise or blunt contempt. High Sierra, now considered a classic film noir, struck him as merely a celebration of “sadism” and “bully-worship.”

Orwell’s curiosity was only ignited by films which said something about totalitarianism. He praised, for example, the parts of the forgettable Hollywood war movie Escape that captured “the nightmare atmosphere of a totalitarian country, the utter helplessness of the ordinary person, the complete disappearance of the concepts of justice and objective truth”—in other words, the parts that we would describe as Orwellian. As soon as the hero and heroine escape, he thought the film was nonsense. A plausible movie about Nazi Germany would not have a happy ending. It would not be called Escape. He had warmer things to say about Charlie Chaplin’s The Great Dictator. Despite being a dogged defender of the Soviet Union in private, on the screen Chaplin stood, Orwell thought, for “a sort of concentrated essence of the common man, for the ineradicable belief in decency that exists in the hearts of ordinary people.” Relishing the irony of Chaplin’s physical resemblance to Hitler, Orwell reckoned that the British government would do well to subsidise and distribute the film as anti-fascist propaganda because of Chaplin’s “power to reassert the fact, overlaid by Fascism and, ironically enough, by [Soviet] Socialism, that vox populi is vox Dei and giants are vermin.”

By 1941, however, vox populi wasn’t in great shape. The window of revolutionary opportunity that Orwell thought had been opened by the humiliation of Dunkirk had firmly closed. The rich cemented their privilege with black market treats, while everyone else dutifully chugged along. Orwell joked to a friend that within a year they would see “Rat Soup” on restaurant menus; a year after that it would be “Mock Rat Soup.” In his war diary and his bimonthly “London Letter” for Partisan Review, an anti-Stalinist left-wing New York magazine run by Philip Rahv and William Phillips, Orwell documented life during wartime with cool precision. The air raids, he told Partisan Review’s readers, were “less terrifying and more of a nuisance than you perhaps imagine.” It wasn’t the prospect of a bomb crashing through the roof that bothered him so much as the kind of daily inconveniences that furnish the first chapter of Nineteen Eighty-Four: the power cuts, the shop closures, the dead telephone lines, the bus shortages, the piles of debris, the price of beer. Life became “a constant scramble to catch up lost time.” It was all very aggravating. He filled his fireplace with year-old, pre-Dunkirk newspapers, “getting glimpses of optimistic headlines as they go up in smoke.”

The Blitz lasted for eight months, but Orwell wasn’t directly affected until its final hours. On the night of May 10, the Luftwaffe dropped eight hundred tonnes of bombs on the capital; he and Eileen were almost among the hundreds of casualties. At 2 a.m., they were woken by a monstrous crash. Langford Court had been hit; the corridors were filled with the stench of burning rubber and thick, blinding smoke. Their faces black with soot, they grabbed a few belongings and escaped to a friend’s house, where they recovered with tea and chocolate. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, chocolate is a symbolic commodity: when Julia procures some for Winston, it’s an act of love; when Winston steals some from his sister, it’s a dire betrayal.

Even though London endured the German onslaught, the news from the Continent was grim. “By the middle of 1941,” Orwell later wrote, “the British people knew what they were up against.” The Wehrmacht took Greece and Yugoslavia, while Rommel’s Afrika Korps pushed back the Allies in North Africa. In the early hours of June 22, Hitler broke the Nazi-Soviet Pact and three million German soldiers crossed the Russian border, forcing anti-war communists into a comically abrupt U-turn. Orwell enjoyed retelling an anecdote he’d heard about a party member who was in the toilet of a New York café when the news broke and returned to his friends to find that the line had already changed: a possible inspiration for the Inner Party orator in Nineteen Eighty-Four who “switched from one line to the other actually in mid-sentence.”

The events of the summer plunged Orwell into despair: “Within two years we will either be conquered or we shall be a Socialist republic fighting for its life, with a secret police force and half the population starving.”

Orwell desperately wanted to do something more than attend Home Guard meetings twice a week, but what? He was too unhealthy to fight, or even to be a war correspondent, and his application to work for the director of public relations at the Air Ministry had been rejected. Things had to get desperate before the British government would employ him in any capacity, not least because of his politics. In 1937, the India Office had studied his work and identified “not merely a determined Left Wing, but probably an extremist, outlook.”

By 1941, though, the BBC needed Orwell’s talent more than it feared his views. “The British Government started the present war,” he later wrote, “with the more or less openly declared intention of keeping the literary intelligentsia out of it; yet after three years of war almost every writer, however undesirable his political history or opinions, has been sucked into the various ministries or the BBC.” The political risk of hiring Orwell was minimal because every broadcast was censored twice: once for security, once for policy. Z. A. Bokhari, who ran the Indian Section, had already tested him out by commissioning four talks on literary criticism. In “Literature and Totalitarianism,” broadcast that May, Orwell argued that literature derives from emotional truth and therefore cannot survive under a system that relies on mutilating truth.


The peculiarity of the totalitarian state is that though it controls thought, it does not fix it. It sets up unquestionable dogmas, and it alters them from day to day. It needs the dogmas, because it needs absolute obedience from its subjects, but cannot avoid the changes, which are dictated by the needs of power politics. It declares itself infallible, and at the same time it attacks the very concept of objective truth.



Orwell joined the Indian Section as Empire talks assistant on August 18, on a generous starting salary of £640 a year, which dwarfed his freelance income. He spent two weeks at Bedford College in Regent’s Park on an induction course with other new recruits, including William Empson, who called it “the Liars’ School.” While there, Orwell concluded his war diary for the time being, vowing not to resume it until something significant changed: “There is no victory in sight at present. We are in for a long, dreary, exhausting war, with everyone growing poorer all the time.” On September 23, he arrived at Portland Place, the BBC’s central London headquarters, to start work for Bokhari under the overall control of the director of talks, Guy Burgess. For a free agent like Orwell, working for a large bureaucracy in wartime was an invaluable education in the machinery of the state.

In recent years, the BBC has exploited its Orwell connection in ways that might have amused the man himself. To mark Orwell’s centenary in 2003, it commissioned the artist Rachel Whiteread to produce a plaster cast of Room 101 in 55 Portland Place, revealing only how unremarkable and irrelevant to the novel it was. In 2017, it erected a bronze statue of Orwell outside its headquarters at Broadcasting House, beside an engraved line from the unpublished preface to Animal Farm—“If liberty means anything at all it means the right to tell people what they do not want to hear”—which is a good description of what Orwell’s job in the Indian Section wasn’t.

Empson described the early chapters of Nineteen Eighty-Four as practically a “farce” about the corporation. That’s a serious overstatement, although Orwell used images, words, sounds and smells from his time there to give Winston’s workplace a pungent authenticity. In June 1942, the Indian Section relocated from Portland Place to a requisitioned department store at 200 Oxford Street, where the staff worked in cubicles like the ones in the Ministry of Truth’s Records Department. The subterranean staff canteen, with its distinctive aroma of boiled cabbage, resurfaced in the novel, as did the cleaners who sang to themselves every morning as they swept the corridors. The Ministry of Truth’s building—“an enormous pyramidal structure of glittering white concrete”—was a Wellsian exaggeration of the Ministry of Information’s HQ at the University of London’s Senate House, where Eileen worked. Though one-fifth the size of the fictional Ministry, this sixty-four-metre-tall art deco tower was then the second highest building in London; the Orwells could see it from the windows of Langford Court. The Ministry’s telegraphic address was MINIFORM, hence Minitrue in the novel. Other connections are far more tenuous. Room 101 was just one of the rooms that hosted meetings of the Eastern Service and not an especially unpleasant one. Brendan Bracken, Churchill’s fearsome minister of information, was an enthusiastic supporter of C. K. Ogden’s Basic English, a heavily simplified vocabulary of just 850 core words which H. G. Wells made the universal language of the twenty-first century in The Shape of Things to Come. Basic has often been called the model for Newspeak’s even narrower lexicon (“to diminish the range of thought”), but the idea of a purer, clearer English didn’t strike Orwell as necessarily malign. In fact, he thought that it might be beneficial. In 1944, he defended Basic from its myriad critics because in Ogden’s language “you cannot make a meaningless statement without its being apparent that it is meaningless.” As late as 1947 he wrote, “There are areas where a lingua franca of some kind is indispensable, and the perversions actually in use make one see what a lot there is to be said of Basic.”

So the Ministry of Truth was by no means the BBC in disguise. The BBC was simply the only corporate environment that Orwell knew intimately. His job taught him that Britain was a long way from totalitarianism. “The bigger the machine of government becomes, the more loose ends and forgotten corners there are in it,” he wrote just before he left. His own employment was proof of that. If he had lived to learn the truth about his boss he would have been even more astonished by the porousness of the British state. In 1951, Guy Burgess defected to Moscow; he had been a Soviet spy since the 1930s.

Before he knew he would be joining the corporation, Orwell wrote in his April 1941 “London Letter”: “I believe that the B.B.C., in spite of the stupidity of its foreign propaganda and the unbearable voices of its announcers, is very truthful.” He soon found himself implicated in both of those failings. However you might define a good voice for radio, it’s safe to say that Orwell didn’t have one. Not a single recording survives, but by all accounts it was thin, flat and, thanks to a Spanish bullet, too weak to be heard above the hubbub of a noisy restaurant. Stephen Spender compared a conversation with Orwell to “going through a London fog.” Much of what he wrote for the BBC was assigned to professional announcers. After hearing one of Orwell’s own talks, J. B. Clark, the controller of Overseas Services, complained in a memo that his voice might actually repel listeners and embarrass the BBC, “for being so ignorant of the essential needs of the microphone and of the audience as to put on so wholly unsuitable a voice.” Nor did Orwell have any love for the medium. He considered radio, as it existed in the 1940s, “inherently totalitarian.”

Nonetheless, Orwell did have a fantastic brain for radio. Asked by Bokhari to “put on your thinking-cap,” he produced a torrent of ideas which he developed with colleagues over pints of beer at the pubs near Portland Place, or with Spanish Civil War veterans over Rioja and paella at the Barcelona restaurant in Soho, forever haloed by a reeking cloud of Nosegay black shag tobacco smoke, before writing them up “in desperate haste.”

With great energy, efficiency and good humour, Orwell created for the Indian Section an unprecedented “university of the air.” Knowing that his listenership of educated Indians would switch off overbearing British propaganda, and that a more implicit celebration of democracy was required, Orwell experimented with formats that made him rethink his hostility towards the wireless. “Few people are able to imagine the radio being used for the dissemination of anything except tripe,” he wrote in “Poetry and the Microphone.” But “one ought not to confuse the capabilities of an instrument with the use it is actually put to.”

Orwell invited T. S. Eliot, Dylan Thomas and E. M. Forster to give readings; initiated an experimental short story with five authors, including Forster and Inez Holden; adapted stories by Wells, Ignazio Silone, Anatole France and Hans Christian Andersen; wrote essays on Shakespeare, Wilde, Shaw and Jack London; and hosted a poetry magazine show, Voice, featuring guests such as Spender, Stevie Smith and Herbert Read. Some of the formats he pioneered would become radio mainstays, but he was candid about their limited utility. His introduction for Voice’s launch episode was less an invitation than an apology: “I suppose during every second that we sit here at least one human being will be dying a violent death.” Still, on with the show. Enjoy Wordsworth.

Two of his radio ideas anticipated Nineteen Eighty-Four’s futurology: one series called “Glimpses of the Future” and another, “A. D. 2000,” in which scientists prognosticated about India at the dawn of the next century. A third celebrated the kind of text that Orwell would soon be writing: “Books That Have Changed the World.”

On March 14, 1942, Orwell resumed his war diary for the first time in seven months, once again juxtaposing his thoughts on the progress of the conflict with mundane grumbles about the price of tobacco and the scarcity of razor blades—a particular bugbear of Winston Smith’s. The next day, he heard his first air-raid siren since the end of the Blitz. He pretended not to notice, but inside he was terrified. Pleasures were small and precious: “Crocuses now full out. One seems to catch glimpses of them dimly through a haze of war news.”

Another recurring theme was his frustration with the BBC: “Its atmosphere is something half way between a girls’ school and a lunatic asylum, and all we are doing at present is useless, or slightly worse than useless.” Put that on a statue. Then, in June: “The thing that strikes one in the BBC . . . is not so much the moral squalor and the ultimate futility of what we are doing, as the feeling of frustration, the impossibility of getting anything done, even any successful piece of scoundrelism.” Nonetheless, if he had felt that he was no more than a hypocritical hack achieving nothing, then he would have quit considerably earlier. He could confide his doubts in his private diary but if an outsider said something similar, then he would sharply defend his position. According to Lettice Cooper, Orwell’s former editor at Time and Tide and one of Eileen’s closest friends, “He was never quite sure if by being in the BBC he was losing his integrity. I think he felt it was a matter of defending the bad against the worst.”

One critic was the anarchist George Woodcock, not yet Orwell’s friend, who struck a low blow during a Partisan Review debate about pacifism: “And now Comrade Orwell returns to his old imperialist allegiances and works at the BBC conducting British propaganda to fox the Indian masses!” Orwell testily replied that he had no illusions but believed that he had “kept our propaganda slightly less disgusting than it might otherwise have been.” Only after daily exposure to the other varieties, he said, can one “realize what muck & filth is normally flowing through the air.” His colleague Desmond Hawkins thought that what really shaped the role of propaganda in Nineteen Eighty-Four wasn’t the BBC but the Nazi broadcasts that its employees were required to study: “We were listening to ‘Germany Calling,’ every kind of distortion of truth and ‘doublethink.’ So we were seeing how the new mass media could be used, and bear in mind that for Orwell, as for me, we were born into a world where there was no radio.” David Astor, the aristocratic Observer editor who was introduced to Orwell by Cyril Connolly, remembered Orwell toying with the idea of re-editing fragments of Churchill’s speeches to make it sound as if he were declaring peace, just to show how easy it was to manipulate recordings. “I think he thought that you could use propaganda machines to invent anything and to make people make speeches they hadn’t ever made,” said Astor.

Orwell was much more tetchy when Alex Comfort, the physician and pacifist who would find fame in the 1970s as the author of The Joy of Sex, published a long, pseudonymous poem in Tribune which attacked writers who joined the war effort. Orwell shot back with a poem which made plain his defensive ambivalence about his role at the BBC.


It doesn’t need the eye of a detective

To look down Portland Place and spot the whores, 

But there are men (I grant, not the most heeded) 

With twice your gifts and courage three times yours 

Who do that dirty work because it’s needed;

Not blindly, but for reasons they can balance,

They wear their seats out and lay waste their talents.



This public defiance masked a great deal of private anguish about the effect of the war on the standard of discourse. “Nowadays,” he wrote in his diary, “whatever is said or done, one looks instantly for hidden motives and assumes that words mean anything except what they appear to mean . . . When I talk to anyone or read the writings of anyone who has any axe to grind, I feel that intellectual honesty and balanced judgement have simply disappeared from the face of the earth . . . All power is in the hands of paranoiacs.”

It was a dull, damp summer. Orwell’s mother, Ida, and sister Avril moved to London, taking jobs at Selfridge’s and a sheet-metal factory respectively, until Ida’s death the following March. Eileen transferred to the Ministry of Food, compiling thrifty recipes for the BBC Home Service. The couple moved from Langford Court to a large, draughty flat in Mortimer Crescent, Maida Vale. “If George and I didn’t smoke so much,” Eileen told a friend, “we’d be able to afford a better flat.”

The literary criticism that Orwell produced for the Indian Service leaned, due to time constraints and a certain monomania, towards books that he already knew back to front, and which had some relevance to totalitarianism. Macbeth, for example, was now “the typical figure of the terror-haunted tyrant, hated and feared by everyone, surrounded by spies, murderers and sycophants, and living in constant dread of treachery and rebellion . . . a sort of primitive medieval version of the modern Fascist dictator.”

Another subject was Gulliver’s Travels, a childhood favourite which constituted “probably the most devastating attack on human society that’s ever been written.” Orwell thought that Jonathan Swift’s 1726 series of satirical utopias was remarkably relevant to the modern age. In a subsequent essay he described Part III as “an extraordinarily clear prevision of the spy-haunted Police-State, with its endless heresy-hunts and treason trials.” The writing engine in the Academy of Lagado leads straight to Julia’s job as a machine operator in the fiction department of the Ministry of Truth.

Orwell’s most eccentric piece for the BBC was an imagined dialogue with the ghost of Swift, in which Orwell played the cautious optimist to Swift’s savage misanthrope. His version of Swift was unsurprised by Hitler, Stalin or the Blitz because progress is a con and science merely produces more efficient killing machines. Perhaps Orwell was using Swift to personify his own grimmest impulses, so that he could mount a case against them. However pessimistic he became, he didn’t believe that humans were grubby, worthless, self-defeating creatures. “He couldn’t see what the simplest person sees,” Orwell concluded after his supernatural telephone line to Swift broke down, “that life is worth living and human beings, even if they are dirty and ridiculous, are mostly decent. But after all, if he could have seen that I suppose he couldn’t have written Gulliver’s Travels.” As Arthur Koestler put it, “Orwell never completely lost faith in the knobby-faced yahoos with their bad teeth.”

Only when Swift tried to imagine an ideal society in Part IV of Gulliver’s Travels did his imagination fail him, Orwell thought, by producing the spotlessly noble and thus “remarkably dreary” Houyhnhnms. As we know, Orwell found positive utopias intolerably tedious. In his 1942 review of Herbert Samuel’s An Unknown Land, he could not resist another dig at Wells: “A certain smugness and a tendency to self-praise are common failings in the inhabitants of Utopias, as a study of Mr. H. G. Wells’ work would show.”

Orwell also gave a talk about Jack London—one of half a dozen times he wrote about the American author. After Swift and Wells, no book compelled Orwell’s attention as much as London’s 1908 novel The Iron Heel, “a very remarkable prophecy of the rise of Fascism” which found a new European readership during the 1930s. Displaying his usual tendency to disparage the books which most fascinated him, Orwell called it “a very poor book” in many respects, but one he couldn’t forget.

London, wrote Orwell, was “a Socialist with the instincts of a buccaneer and the education of a nineteenth-century materialist.” Although he joined the Socialist Labor Party of America in 1896, London was a passionate racist and imperialist, guided more by Herbert Spencer’s “survival of the fittest” than by Marx. He once shocked a party meeting by yelling, “I am first of all a white man and only then a socialist!” Before his political conversion, the author of The Call of the Wild and White Fang saw himself as “one of Nietzsche’s blond-beasts, lustfully roving and conquering by sheer superiority and strength.” He repurposed that instinct, but he never lost it. In the autumn of 1905, London staged a lecture tour about the inevitability of socialism, during which an audience of wealthy New Yorkers reacted hotly to lines such as “You have mismanaged the world and it shall be taken from you!” Their outrage, the failed Bolshevik revolution in Russia, and a reading of Wells’s When the Sleeper Wakes drove him to craft a nightmare about the brutal suppression of socialism in America.

Subsequent admirers of The Iron Heel included US Socialist Party leader Eugene Debs, British Labour politician Aneurin Bevan and Trotsky but, like Orwell, none claimed that the novel was great literature. Reading it inspires, to misquote Philip Larkin, first boredom, then fear. The boring part describes Ernest Everhard, a virile socialist superman who is clearly based on the author, right down to direct quotes from his lectures. Narrated by Everhard’s lover Avis, the gushing accounts of “his gladiator body and his eagle spirit” therefore amount to an act of self-love on London’s part. The author’s biographer Earle Labor described it as “1984 as it might have been penned by Elizabeth Barrett Browning.”

But if the first half is a lecture, then the second is a bloodbath. When Everhard and his socialist faction win election to Congress, the capitalist Oligarchy retaliates by breaking or buying off the labour unions, subduing the media and political opposition, crushing the middle class, conscripting militias, and using agents provocateurs to stage riots and terrorist outrages that justify the suspension of democracy. As Trotsky wrote in 1937, “In reading it one does not believe his own eyes: it is precisely the picture of fascism, of its economy, of its governmental technique, its political psychology!” He admired London’s determination “to shake those who are lulled by routine, to force them to open their eyes and to see what is and what approaches.” The novel ends abruptly with the off-stage execution of Everhard and the triumph of the Oligarchy, now called the Iron Heel. Orwell thought that London’s account of the Oligarchy’s ruthlessness and quasi-religious belief in its own righteousness was “one of the best statements of . . . the outlook that a ruling class must have if it’s to survive that has ever been written.” In brief: “Power. Not God, not Mammon, but Power.”

Orwell found it impossible to say where London’s political journey would have led if he hadn’t died in 1916, at the age of forty. He could conceivably have turned into a communist, a Trotskyist, an anarchist or a Nazi. “Intellectually he knew . . . that Socialism ought to mean the meek inheriting the earth, but that was not what his temperament demanded.” At least, wrote Orwell, he would not have made the mistake of not taking Hitler seriously. Because of his “streak of brutality” and “understanding of the primitive,” London was “a better prophet than many better-informed and more logical thinkers,” such as Wells. Such insight into violence and power was only possible for a man who retained some connection to the blond-beast. “You might say,” Orwell wrote, “that he could understand Fascism because he had a Fascist strain himself.” Perhaps Orwell could not have imagined the Ministry of Love unless he, too, had a streak of brutality.

The Iron Heel may have informed Nineteen Eighty-Four’s hierarchy of oligarchs and proles and its defining image of a boot stamping on a human face forever. Orwell first deployed “the vision of a boot crashing down on a face” in The Lion and the Unicorn and uses boots as a synecdoche for state violence almost twenty times in Nineteen Eighty-Four. London’s greatest gift to Orwell, however, may have been structural. Gulliver’s Travels and Looking Backward each have a preface from a fictitious editor, so as to make them read like memoirs rather than novels, but London went further. He framed Avis’s account as “The Everhard Manuscript,” a document introduced and footnoted by Anthony Meredith, a historian who lives in a socialist utopia in the twenty-seventh century and considers the text “a warning to those rash political theorists of to-day who speak with certitude of social progresses.” The novel’s footnotes are largely a device for shoehorning political context into the narrative, but they also explain that the Iron Heel was finally overthrown after three centuries and replaced by the Brotherhood of Man. That knowledge gives the book’s cheerless conclusion a hopeful coda. The end is not really the end.

This brings us to what I’ll call the Appendix Theory.

The last words of Nineteen Eighty-Four are not “THE END.” The novel’s actual last word is “2050,” which concludes the appendix, “The Principles of Newspeak.” The appendix has two striking characteristics: it is written in twentieth-century English, known as Oldspeak, and it is written in the past tense. It therefore raises some pressing questions: Who wrote it, when, and for whom?

There are two possible explanations for this. One is that it’s a glaring blunder by an author who otherwise seemed to be in full command of his material and could have easily added an analysis of Newspeak to Goldstein’s book. Another explanation, the Appendix Theory, is that the story of Winston Smith is a text within the world of the novel, with an unidentified author, hence the solitary footnote, in the first chapter, which directs readers to the appendix.

Logically, this means that all the facts have been accurately remembered, that the English language was not eliminated by 2050 and, therefore, that Ingsoc did not endure “for ever.” Winston must have been wrong to think that “The diary would be reduced to ashes and himself to vapour,” because the author of the appendix knows the whole story. Encoded in the appendix’s dispassionate, essayistic account of Newspeak is a happy ending of sorts—a crack in the monumental despair. Winston can’t foresee change “in our own lifetime” but he can imagine “leaving a few records behind, so that the next generation can carry on where we leave off.” In the introduction to their 2013 stage version, the first adaptation to incorporate the appendix, Robert Icke and Duncan Macmillan wrote that it “daringly opens up the novel’s form and reflects its central questions back to the reader. Can you trust evidence? How do you ever know what’s really true? And when and where are you, the reader, right now?”

Prominent advocates of the Appendix Theory include Margaret Atwood and Thomas Pynchon. “Orwell is much more optimistic than people give him credit for,” Atwood said in 1986. In a later interview, she added that many dystopian novels “have a framing device, like once upon a time all these horrible things happened, but now we’re looking back at them from the future.” Atwood’s “Historical Notes” appendix to The Handmaid’s Tale is the same kind of device, looking back at an intolerable tyranny from the safe harbour of 2195. “Optimism is relative,” Atwood said. “Glimmers are good. Happily ever after we don’t believe anymore, but we can live with glimmers.”

So that’s the Appendix Theory.

One of the last things Orwell wrote for the Indian Service was a dramatisation of H. G. Wells’s 1896 short story “A Slip Under the Microscope,” a bleak little number about class prejudice, unforgiving bureaucracy and cruel fate, stemming from the writer’s experiences at the Normal School of Science.

After the fiery dinner party at Langford Court, William Empson told Inez Holden that he thought Wells was angry because Orwell had been rude; Holden countered that it was because Wells thought Orwell had been wrong. And Orwell was wrong, or at least reductive, when he caricatured the older man as a complacent hasbeen with no idea what democracy was up against. In fact, Wells was a depressed, sporadically suicidal old man. His utopian visions had really been warnings as much as prophecies: humanity could either follow the path of progress (as prescribed by Wells) or slide back into the pit. It appeared to have chosen the pit. “We are, as a people, a collection of unteachable dullards at war with an infectious lunatic & his victims,” Wells wrote to George Bernard Shaw in 1941.

It’s hardly surprising, then, that Wells exploded whenever he felt that somebody had misrepresented his life’s work. A reputation is a precious, fragile thing and must be defended. His entire career, he believed, represented “the clearest insistence on the insecurity of progress and the possibility of human degeneration and extinction . . . I think the odds are against man but it is still worth fighting against them.” How, he thought, could someone as clever as Orwell have missed that crucial point? By the end of the decade, Orwell would discover for himself how it feels to see your fundamental world view misunderstood.

Read my early works, you shit.

By the time “A Slip Under the Microscope” was broadcast in October 1943, Orwell had already tendered his resignation from the BBC. “By some time in 1944 I might be near-human again and able to write something serious,” he wrote to Rayner Heppenstall, an old friend who was now working for another branch of the BBC. “At present I am just an orange that’s been trodden on by a very dirty boot.” Eileen was delighted by his decision to quit. “I should think a municipal dustman’s work more dignified and better for your future as a writer,” she later told him.

In his resignation letter, Orwell stressed that he had been treated well and allowed a great deal of freedom: “On no occasion have I been compelled to say on the air anything that I would not have said as a private individual.” That was a polite exaggeration—he had recently been reprimanded for slipping a criticism of Stalin into a news broadcast—but his main reason for quitting was the nagging conviction that his work was a waste of both his time and the public’s money. There were only 121,000 radio sets in India, a country with a population of three hundred million, and those who did tune in weren’t in the habit of writing in to give feedback. When the BBC commissioned a listener survey, Orwell’s approval rating was a lowly 16 per cent. Only after the war would he learn that his work had any fans in India at all. He never saw the glowing internal report written by Rushbrook Williams, the director of Indian Services, who lauded his talent, work ethic and integrity: “He is transparently honest, incapable of subterfuge, and in early days he would have been canonised—or burnt at the stake! Either fate he would have sustained with stoical courage.” On the day he left, Orwell’s colleagues threw him a surprise party; had he been forewarned, they suspected, he wouldn’t have showed up.

Orwell had, at least, witnessed the propaganda machine in action, via his own work and Eileen’s, and it had left him obsessed with the mass production of lies. Just as being an imperialist taught him to hate imperialism, fraternising with tramps and miners gave him a visceral sense of economic injustice, and fighting in Spain solidified his opposition to both fascism and communism, working as a propagandist, even a relatively benign one, gave him the moral authority to critique propaganda in the strongest terms. In a long essay called “Looking Back on the Spanish War,” written in 1942, Orwell understood better what he had seen unfolding in Spain: “for the first time, I saw newspaper reports which did not bear any relation to the facts, not even the relationship which is implied by an ordinary lie . . . I saw, in fact, history being written not in terms of what happened but of what ought to have happened according to various ‘party lines.’”

This was new, he thought. In the past, people were guilty of deliberate deceit or unconscious bias, but at least they believed in the existence of facts and the distinction between true and false. Totalitarian regimes, however, lied on such a grand scale that they made Orwell feel that “the very concept of objective truth is fading out of the world.” What was just an inkling in 1937 had been honed into a conviction that would underpin the Ministry of Truth and the true source of Ingsoc’s power: it “controls not only the future but the past. If the Leader says of such and such an event, ‘It never happened’—well, it never happened. If he says that two and two are five—well, two and two are five. This prospect frightens me much more than bombs—and after our experiences of the last few years that is not a frivolous statement.”

Here, undeniably, are the moral and intellectual foundations of Nineteen Eighty-Four. Totalitarianism’s war on reality was more dangerous than the secret police, the constant surveillance or the boot in the face, because in “that shifting phantasmagoric world in which black may be white tomorrow and yesterday’s weather can be changed by decree” there is no solid ground from which to mount a rebellion—no corner of the mind that has not been infected and warped by the state. It is power that removes the possibility of challenging power. That’s why it is not enough for O’Brien to force Winston to say that two plus two equals five. He has only truly won when Winston believes that two plus two equals five.

During Orwell’s time at the BBC, the tide of the war had turned. When he turned up for the first day of “Liars’ School” in August 1941, Germany dominated Europe and was advancing on Moscow; Japan was sweeping





  
﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿‘A wonderfully wide-ranging survey . . . Lynskey’s is a magnificent piece of work, an informed, intelligent and hugely readable history of past futures as well as a splendid introduction to Orwell.’

Literary Review

‘In this excellent analysis, journalist Dorian Lynskey combines an impressive breadth of literary research with fascinating critical commentary on the novel’s intellectual origins and subsequent interpretation.’

Daily Telegraph

‘When Trump took office, sales of Nineteen Eighty-Four increased by 9,500%. [Lynskey’s] astute study locates the origins of the novel and traces its life within pop culture.’

Guardian

‘Dorian Lynskey’s book amounts to a comprehensive survey of the history of utopia and dystopia, centring on Orwell’s immensely influential novel, and it is full of connections that make the reader’s mind spin off in all directions . . . There is always something new to say about [Orwell] . . . One of [Orwell’s] last messages to his publisher . . . was “Don’t let it happen, it depends on you”. This thought-provoking book explores the many possibilities of what he may have meant by “it”.’

Margaret Drabble, TLS

‘Makes a rich and compelling case for the novel as the summation of Orwell’s entire body of work and a master key to understanding the modern world . . . Lynskey’s account of the reach of 1984 is revelatory.’

George Packer, Atlantic

‘Everything you wanted to know about 1984 but were too busy misusing the word “Orwellian” to ask.’

Caitlin Moran

‘The defining book of 2019 focuses on 1984, or more properly, on Nineteen Eighty-Four, by George Orwell. Dorian Lynskey’s The Ministry of Truth, a biography of the novel, has the zest and momentum of a Stephen King novel, and the piercing clarity and dark sensibility of Orwell himself. It demonstrates that Orwell’s novel, published shortly before his death, is a synthesis of ideas that he had been developing for decades – about human nature, authoritarianism, rage, power, eroticism, memory and, above all, truth.’

Cass Sunstein, Bloomberg

‘The Ministry of Truth is the best book I have read in a long time. Fizzing with ideas yet superbly readable, it takes us through Orwell’s life and the development of twentieth-century utopias and dystopias, to the long afterlife of Orwell’s greatest work, read and misread during the Cold War as simple anti-communist propaganda, then in the 1980s as a failed prophecy, before finally and frighteningly showing it as a warning for our own age. When today 1984 is scrubbed from the internet in China, Russia weaponises lies on social media, and in the West a Trump adviser talks of “alternative facts” on his Inauguration Day, Lynskey’s book is both a warning and an exhortation for us all to be stubborn as Orwell was with facts, and like Winston Smith to cling to the belief that 2+2=4.’

C. J. Sansom

‘A wonderful biography of 1984 and its evolving impact on our understanding of politics, society and reality itself. Highly recommend it.’ 

Darren McGarvey

‘Like all great parables, 1984 is only as timeless as its interpreters can make it relevant. Lynskey manages to place Orwell’s novel within a web of culture, politics and personalities, and thus shows how and why it continues to light up our thinking.’

Peter Pomerantsev

‘Perhaps the best book of its kind that I’ve ever read. The portrait it provides of Orwell is sharp, nuanced, and moving, and its capsule histories of the major and minor planets in orbit around 1984 are surprising and deeply informative. Above all, it’s just flat out fun to read. With The Ministry of Truth, Dorian Lynskey has done anyone who loves literature a great service.’

Tom Bissell

‘So good on the literary context of 1984, the wild politics of the time and the book’s cultural resonance.’

David Nicholls

‘Magisterial.’

Frank Cottrell-Boyce

‘A brilliant book. Simply amazing.’

Ece Temelkuran

‘Insightful, prescient, it underscores the book’s relevance to where we are now.’

Billy Bragg

‘This might be the most dangerous book published in 2019. Ostensibly, it’s about the writing of 1984 and its lasting influence. But it’s also the most merciless dismantling of the Trump/MAGA world view yet published . . . all without mentioning Trump at all.’ 

Joe Hill



  
THE

MINISTRY

OF

TRUTH

Dorian Lynskey writes about music, film, books and politics for publications including the Guardian, the Observer, the New Statesman, GQ, Billboard, Empire, and Mojo. His first book, 33 Revolutions Per Minute: A History of Protest Songs, was published in 2011. A study of thirty-three pivotal songs with a political message, it was NME’s Book of the Year and a ‘Music Book of the Year’ in the Daily Telegraph. He hosts the Oh God, What Now? podcast.



  
ALSO BY DORIAN LYNSKEY

33 Revolutions Per Minute: A History of Protest Songs




[image: image]

First published 2019 by Picador

Paperback edition first published 2021 by Picador

This electronic edition first published 2021 by Picador

an imprint of Pan Macmillan

The Smithson, 6 Briset Street, London EC1M 5NR

EU representative: Macmillan Publishers Ireland Limited, Mallard Lodge, Lansdowne Village, Dublin 4

Associated companies throughout the world

www.panmacmillan.com

ISBN 978-1-5098-9076-7

Copyright © Dorian Lynskey 2019

Afterword to the paperback edition copyright © Dorian Lynskey 2021

Cover image © Getty Images / Ullstein bild Dtl

Cover Design by Stuart Wilson, Picador Art Department

The right of Dorian Lynskey to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by any means (electronic, digital, optical, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damage.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Visit www.picador.com to read more about all our books and to buy them. You will also find features, author interviews and news of any author events, and you can sign up for e-newsletters so that you’re always first to hear about our new releases.


OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Title page

    

		Dedication page

    

		Epigraph page

    

		Contents



		Introduction



		PART ONE



		1. History Stopped



		2. Utopia Fever



		3. The World We’re Going Down Into



		4. Wells-World



		5. Radio Orwell



		6. The Heretic



		7. Inconvenient Facts



		8. Every Book Is a Failure



		9. The Clocks Strike Thirteen









		PART TWO



		10. Black Millennium



		11. So Damned Scared



		12. Orwellmania



		13. Oceania 2.0









		Afterword



		Afterword to the Paperback edition



		Acknowledgements



		Appendix



		Footnotes



		Notes



		Index



		Illustration Credits



		Plate Section



		Praise



		About the Author



		Also by Dorian Lynskey



		Copyright page

    		









Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		1. History Stopped











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Absurdly good'
JA

MES O'BRIEN, OBSERVER

—

‘Engrossing and
enlightening’

JOHN CAREY, SUNDAY TIMES

A BIOGRAPHY
OF GEORGE
ORWELL'S 1964

Dorian Lynskey

—





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





