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    GEORGE ORWELL


    ENGLISH NOVELIST AND JOURNALIST


    
      	Born in Motihari (India) in 1903.


      	Died in London in 1950.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Homage to Catalonia (1938), 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.

  


  
    THE ROAD TO WIGAN PIER


    ORWELL’S ADVOCACY OF SOCIALISM IN BRITAIN


    
      	Genre: autobiographical account


      	Reference edition: Orwell, G. (1987) The Road to Wigan Pier. London: Cox & Wyman Ltd.


      	1st edition: 1937


      	Themes: poverty, class, working life, social criticism, unemployment, Socialism, realism, British society

    


    In the first half of 1936, Orwell’s publisher Victor Gollancz commissioned him to tour several northern English industrial towns, including Wigan, Barnsley and Sheffield, in order to document the working and living conditions of local unemployed and working-class people. The result of this journey was The Road to Wigan Pier, published in March the following year. The first half of the book is made up of Orwell’s meticulous accounts of the social and economic injustices faced by people living in poverty in Britain. In the second half, he reflects on what he has witnessed and uses it to justify a powerful and passionate advocacy of the implementation of Socialism. Critical response to the book was mixed, with some commentators finding the second half to be uninformed and flawed. The Road to Wigan Pier has nonetheless come to be regarded as an important work of non-fiction, and a famous example of Orwell’s aptitude for social criticism and the illumination of human suffering.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    LIFE IN THE NORTH


    Orwell describes his lodgings with the Brookner family, staying amongst other unemployed and under-employed men in revolting, dirty and foul-smelling accommodation. The Brookners are highly inhospitable and unpleasant, and Orwell decides to leave when he finds a full chamber pot underneath the breakfast table. He accepts an invitation to go down a mine to judge the miners’ working conditions and likens the atmosphere at the coalface to what he imagines hell to be like: cramped, hot, confusing and deafeningly loud. He marvels at the strength of the miners, who perform acts of extraordinary physical exertion at work every day. Orwell realises that a huge number of people in England who rely on coal to fuel their comfortable lives are completely ignorant of just how hard conditions are for the people who mine it.


    He investigates the lives of miners outside the mine and the injustices they face. He looks to dispel myths about miners perpetuated by middle-class southerners, including the idea that they are paid well for their work. He finds instead that many miners are not paid adequately. He furthermore explores the dangers of the job, and the fact that the introduction of technology into the mines to improve efficiency has made the work much riskier. Miners are often horribly exploited by the colliery companies they work for and Orwell notices that many of them are submissive and fearful when dealing with them.


    HOUSING


    Orwell addresses the housing crisis in working-class areas, exploring the squalor, high rents and indifferent landlords present in much of the accommodation there. Many of the slums he visits are condemned to be knocked down but cannot be as there is no suitable housing to move the tenants into. As a result, people perpetually live in bad-quality housing. He claims that the only solution being explored is the creation of new corporation housing estates. While they are much more orderly, Orwell criticises their uniformity and the fact that they are highly regulated in a way that stifles English working-class culture.


    UNEMPLOYMENT


    Orwell then delves into the lives of the unemployed in the North of England and the unfair stereotypes that are associated with them. He claims that the unemployment rate is much higher than it seems, and that the number of people who are underfed is much higher still. He decries the introduction of the Means Test (used by the government to work out whether individuals are eligible for state benefits) and shows the great human suffering that it causes. He explains how people are able to scrape by living on the dole for years on end, and the boredom and depression that comes with such an existence. He decides that the only reason that there has not been a revolution in Britain is the cheapness of luxuries, which make life for unemployed people seem better than it is.


    He explores the diet of an unemployed person on the dole as an indicator of their general quality of life. He sees malnutrition everywhere he goes in the northern towns, especially in the children. He claims, however, that this is a problem throughout England, exacerbated by the death of millions of the country’s healthiest men in the First World War (1914-18), an unhealthy lifestyle associated with industrialism and the introduction of tinned food into working-class diets.


    NORTH AND SOUTH


    In the final chapter of Part One, Orwell laments the destructive effects of industrialism on the English countryside and claims that its ugliness is perpetuated by what he calls a ‘northern cultishness’ amongst people obstinately proud of being gritty and hardy. He explores the cultural differences between the people of the North and the South of England, and pictures an idealised working-class life, with good work and wages, claiming that there is no more human and happier lifestyle in British society.


    ORWELL’S CLASS


    Having shown how bad the socio-economic situation is in England, Orwell outlines his advocacy of Socialism as a solution. Orwell explains that he comes from what he calls the lower-upper-middle class, which he defines as having pretensions to gentility without the wealth to back it up. He speaks honestly of the class prejudices that he was taught during his upbringing and claims that many people in England, despite supporting Socialism, share similar learned prejudices towards working-class people. He describes how he joined the imperial police after finishing school. After becoming disgusted by this, he returned to England and aimed to root himself firmly on the side of the oppressed. He confronted his prejudices directly by living and travelling with homeless and working-class people around Europe, as described in Down and Out in Paris and London (1933).


    Despite his best efforts to rid himself of class prejudice, Orwell admits that it is something that cannot just disappear. He claims that many middle and upper-class people in England, particularly the liberal elite, think that they are exempt from this prejudice due to their liberal views, but they are insincere and devoid of any intention to facilitate real change. He concludes that the only way to get over class boundaries is the complete abandonment of upper-class and middle-class attitudes to life.


    THE CALL FOR SOCIALISM


    Due to the miserable conditions of the poor as described in Part One of the book, Orwell confesses that he is astounded that Socialism has not yet been implemented. In exploring possible reasons for this, he finds that middle-class Socialists are often more concerned with doctrine and ridiculing members of their own class than really overhauling social structures. Conversely, he claims that working-class people often focus only on simplistic Socialist notions of economic relief rather than the upheaval necessary for the dissolution of class boundaries. He claims that Socialism is also seen as unfashionable in England because of the lack of great Socialist writers.


    He furthermore believes that in a highly mechanical and technologically progressive age, people fear Socialism because they have a dystopian, science-fiction conception of a future Socialist world order. He claims that this is a common myth, one that must be dispelled if Socialism is to be implemented successfully. He explores the reasons people subscribe to Fascist regimes and claims that it is often in reaction to their fears about Socialism. He concludes the chapter with a warning that the unstoppable mechanical and technological progress of the future will likely lead to drastic political upheaval, and that if the myths about Socialism are not dispelled then England will turn to Fascism.


    He appeals to non-Socialists that Socialism is the only way to stop the spread of Fascism, and to Socialists to stop arguing amongst themselves about their contrasting or snobbish conceptions of doctrine. He concludes by saying that the Socialist movement must confront class realistically. He claims that for Socialism to truly work, lower-middle or ‘sinking’ middle-class people being dragged into poverty by austerity must join with working-class people in understanding each other’s similarities and differences.

  


  
    CONTEXT


    THE RISE OF THE DOCUMENTARY


    Along with his book Down and Out in Paris and London, Orwell wrote The Road to Wigan Pier at the same time as the documentary film movement in Britain, when filmmakers like John Grierson (Scottish film producer, 1898-1972), who coined the term ‘documentary’, were using newly developed film technology to explore aspects of real life and use them for educational purposes. The same can be said for photography, which was beginning to be more widely used to illuminate sections of society that had previously remained unseen. Orwell effectively uses this same technique in the book, documenting the lives of the poor and unemployed to expose their struggle and educate the sheltered and ill-informed English middle and upper classes.


    HISTORICAL CONTEXT


    The book is set at a unique point in history, during the aftermath of the First World War and before the looming danger of the Second World War (1939-45). Hitler’s rise to power in Germany was in full flow, as well as the Spanish Civil War (1936-39), during which General Franco’s Fascist forces, backed by Hitler, fought the Spanish Republican government and its Communist and Anarchist allies (as described in Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia). The whole of Europe was gearing up for another war, and Orwell’s urgency and fear is noticeable throughout The Road to Wigan Pier, as he looks to Socialism to combat “fascist domination in Europe” (p.188).


    The world was also still recovering from the effects of Wall Street Crash of 1929, which caused the Great Depression, seriously affecting the economies of nations across the world. In Britain, a Conservative-led coalition government had introduced stringent welfare and budget cuts, and the results of this can be seen in the poor infrastructure and inadequate housing throughout the northern mining towns that Orwell visits. Due to a decrease in world-wide trade, northern industrial areas, which relied upon exports, were hit the hardest. As such, industry in these areas suffered greatly and unemployment skyrocketed (up to 25% in 1933). Indeed, it was this economic destruction that inspired Orwell’s publishers to send him to the North of England, in order to fully gauge the human cost of disastrous world events and a financially stunted Britain.


    MASS UNEMPLOYMENT


    The effects of mass unemployment caused a host of social and economic problems at the time, the most pressing of which was figuring out just how the government would deal with the millions of people relying on state intervention for money. Due to such large numbers of people claiming state assistance, the government introduced measures such as Public Assistance Committees (regional organisations tasked with administering poor relief) and the Means Test, a punitive assessment that determined whether an individual was eligible for government benefits or not. The Means Test is ubiquitous in the first half of The Road to Wigan Pier, and is seen as a symbol of regulatory cruelty: “The Means Test is very strictly enforced, and you are liable to be refused relief at the slightest hint that you are getting money from another source” (p.70).


    State benefits were given out as sparingly as possible by what often appeared to be an indifferent government, and in The Road to Wigan Pier Orwell shows the human cost of this tactic. People in the book are left completely destitute and families are even broken apart: “Old people, sometimes bedridden, are driven out of their homes by it” (ibid.).


    POLITICAL THOUGHT


    The 1930s was a time of radical and dangerous political thought in the world. The two dominant political ideologies of the time 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. This conflict dominates the second half of The Road to Wigan Pier, as liberal intellectuals like Orwell were horrified at the rise of Fascism in Europe. Indeed, Orwell’s desperation is clear to see: “as I write this the Spanish Fascist forces are bombarding Madrid, and it is quite likely that before the book is printed we shall have another Fascist country to add to the list” (p.150)


    As a result, Orwell and many of his contemporaries turned to Socialism for a solution, and in the book, he passionately advocates Socialist politics both to alleviate the economic and social deterioration affecting millions of people in Britain, and as the only combatant against the rise of Fascism. At a time of oncoming war, Orwell and many like him saw Socialism and Fascism as two ideologies potentially fighting
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