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Introduction

In thinking about a long-dead writer, we sometimes wonder: what would he or she make of the world today? Even though he died nearly 70 years ago, George Orwell often seems as if he were writing about the world today.

Could we have a better guide to Donald Trump’s America? When a senior aide to President Trump talked about “alternative facts” at a time when the real ones (a low turnout for his inauguration, starkly visible in photographs) were embarrassing, what is that but the twisting of truth into propaganda that Orwell described so chillingly in Nineteen Eighty-Four and elsewhere? In a 1943 essay excerpted in this book he wrote, “Nazi theory . . . specifically denies that such a thing as ‘the truth’ exists . . . 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.” Is this not the universe that President Trump, surrounded by embarrassing facts on all sides, would like to live in?

Similarly, when Trump speaks of Mexican immigrants, saying, “They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists,” this is a mindset Orwell knew well, for he writes in another piece in these pages of “the habit of assuming that human beings can be classified like insects and that whole blocks of millions or tens of millions of people can be confidently labelled ‘good’ or ‘bad.’”

Or, take a further Orwell insight that seems based on today’s headlines: “All nationalists have the power of not seeing resemblances between similar sets of facts. A British Tory will defend self-determination in Europe and oppose it in India with no feeling of inconsistency. Actions are held to be good or bad, not on their own merits but according to who does them.” As I write this, Trump has just addressed the United Nations General Assembly, praising the principle of “sovereignty” and condemning nations like North Korea and Iran that he accuses of threatening the sovereignty of other countries, but not mentioning the outright seizure of Crimea from sovereign Ukraine by the autocrat he so much admires, Vladimir Putin of Russia.

Lest we forget, open contempt for facts is not new. It was an unnamed member of President George W. Bush’s staff in 2004 who, interviewed by the New York Times Magazine, sneeringly referred to “the reality-based community.” He added, “That’s not the way the world really works anymore. We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality.” Consider just one topic: climate change. For decades, after an immense propaganda effort financed by oil companies, an appalling number of Americans have vociferously denied that human beings have anything to do with climate change. As a succession of unusually severe hurricanes lash our land and rising ocean waters flood our shores, could even Orwell have imagined such a defiant assertion that two and two equal five? All of us in the reality-based community need him more than ever.

 

As this collection makes clear, Orwell valued truth above all else. And he detested political lies, sometimes even more than violence. What gave Orwell his uncanny truth-seeking radar? I believe it can be traced to several key experiences. Literate and well read though he was, his was a life lived in the real world, bringing him face-to-face with ruthless forces that on one occasion almost killed him. As the critic Christopher Hitchens once said, Orwell personally encountered the three great malevolent movements of the twentieth century—European imperialism, fascism, and communism—and took the right stand on all three.

Imperialism was the first. He had been born in India, where his father was a colonial civil servant. Although Orwell was taken back to England as a small child, he had long dreamed of returning to the East. After finishing his schooling, he set off in 1922, at the age of nineteen, to join the Indian Imperial Police in Burma, which was then governed as part of British India. Learning to speak the local language, he found the British Empire to be a far more brutal and less glorious enterprise than what he had imagined. After five years—“I had already made up my mind that imperialism was an evil thing and the sooner I chucked up my job and got out of it the better”—he returned to England, determined to become a writer.

Many intellectuals of the day criticized imperialism from the safety of their desks, but it was rare indeed for such an opponent to emerge from the colonial bureaucracy itself, especially from the police. Surely Orwell’s feelings were heightened by the conflict between his beliefs and the role that he had found himself in. He explored those emotions in his novel Burmese Days, excerpted here, and in two essays, “A Hanging” and “Shooting an Elephant.”

The latter is a particularly brilliant piece of writing, in which Orwell describes how, as a police officer, he was confronted with an elephant that had broken free of its chain and killed someone. Once he saw the situation, he realized that elephant didn’t have to be killed in return, only guarded carefully until its mahout, whom it would obey, arrived on the scene. But a crowd of angry Burmese was demanding that he shoot the elephant, and he knew he would lose face if he did not. “A sahib has got to act like a sahib; he has got to appear resolute.” For every such official “it is the condition of his rule that he shall spend his life in trying to impress the ‘natives’ and so in every crisis he has got to do what the ‘natives’ expect of him . . . My whole life, every white man’s life in the East, was one long struggle not to be laughed at.” He shot the elephant. I once assigned this essay in a narrative writing workshop I was teaching in India, not at all sure of how Indian students would react to a former colonial officer baring the conflict in his soul. But they were deeply impressed. One, speaking of Orwell’s painstaking honesty about his own conflicted feelings, said, “I didn’t know it was possible to write like that.”

Soon after a disillusioned Orwell returned to Europe from seeing imperialism firsthand in Burma, like millions of others he became deeply alarmed by the rise of another powerful system: fascism. Benito Mussolini had been in office in Italy since the early 1920s, and then Adolf Hitler took power in Germany in 1933. Suddenly Western Europe’s largest and most powerful country was under a dictator’s rule. That dictator was issuing laws restricting Jews, sending soldiers goose-stepping through the streets, and ordering his party’s thugs to beat and murder his political enemies. Ominously, half a dozen other European countries, from Portugal to Lithuania, Hungary to Greece, were also under regimes of the far right. In England itself, the British Union of Fascists boasted 50,000 members; wearing black tunics, black trousers, and wide black leather belts, they paraded through Jewish neighborhoods of London under a flag with a lightning bolt, shouting insults, giving the straight-arm salute, and beating up anyone in their way. As the French writer André Malraux put it, “Fascism has spread its great black wings over Europe.”

In 1936, the brewing tension between fascism and democracy abruptly broke into outright war. In Spain, a large group of far-right army officers staged a military coup against the elected government of the Spanish Republic. In the first weeks of fighting, the plotters seized roughly a third of Spain. Germany and Italy rushed aid to the Nationalists, as the rebellious right-wing officers called themselves: military advisers, artillery, ammunition, the latest tanks, and fighter aircraft and crews to fly them. Mussolini would before long send some 80,000 ground troops as well. It was instantly clear that if the Nationalists won the Spanish Civil War, Hitler and Mussolini would have a new ally. The beleaguered Spanish Republic appealed desperately for aid, and soon volunteers from more than 50 countries came to Spain to fight in its defense. One of them was George Orwell. He arrived in Barcelona just after Christmas of 1936 and immediately joined a militia unit at the front. His memoir of the next six months, Homage to Catalonia, is his greatest work of nonfiction.

But it was not only fascism that Orwell came up against in Spain. There was something of a civil war within the civil war, for politics on the Republican side of the front lines was bewilderingly complex. Britain, France, and the United States, not wanting to get drawn into a new European war, had all refused to sell arms to the Spanish Republic. Eventually the only major country that did so was not another democracy but Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union. And Stalin demanded political favors in return: high positions for both Spanish and Soviet Communists in the Republic’s government, armed forces, and police.

The ruthless and paranoid Stalin had no tolerance for any kind of dissent within the world Communist movement. At home, anyone who questioned his authority was shot or sent to the gulag. Prominent renegades abroad, like his archenemy Leon Trotsky, often ended up assassinated. In Spain, where the Republic’s coalition government was highly fractious, Stalin repeatedly pushed it to suppress a small left-wing party that was critical of the Soviet Union. Orwell, as it happened, had joined the militia unit of that party, the Partido Obrero de Unificación Marxista, or POUM. At one point, coming to Barcelona from the front for what he had hoped would be a week’s leave, he became caught up in bloody street fighting between the POUM and its political allies on one side and the Communist-dominated police on the other. That fighting ended in a truce, and a shaken Orwell returned to the war.

A few weeks later, he narrowly escaped death. He was supervising a change of sentries in his frontline trench when a Nationalist bullet passed through his neck, just missing his carotid artery. After a spell in military hospitals Orwell received permission to leave the army and again returned to Barcelona. There, he planned to meet his wife, who had been working at a POUM English-language newspaper, and go back to England. To his dismay, when he reached the city, he had to go underground: the POUM and its publications had been banned and many of its leaders and supporters thrown in jail. Several of them, including a Scottish fellow soldier whom Orwell knew well, would die there. After he spent several nights in hiding, one of them sleeping in a vacant lot, he and his wife were finally able to slip out of the country a few days later.

For him, the most searing part of this experience was seeing the lies that surrounded it. Whatever the deficiencies of the POUM—and even Orwell felt it suffered from “revolutionary purism”—he and his fellow militiamen had spent months in cold, muddy trenches, risking their lives in the fight against fascism. But Communists had thoroughly taken control of the Spanish Republic’s propaganda machinery and claimed the POUM was in league with the Nationalists, sending them military secrets in invisible ink and in clandestine radio transmissions. Foreign reporters tended to repeat what the Republic’s spokespeople told them, and even the New York Times and Ernest Hemingway, in Spain reporting for a US newspaper syndicate, published some of these canards. Soon afterward, the London Daily Worker, the British Communist newspaper, charged that Orwell himself had periodically left the POUM trenches to make secret rendezvous with Nationalist troops in no-man’s-land.

Seeing himself and his fellow antifascists the objects of such preposterous charges had an immense impact on Orwell, and would be reflected, more than a decade later in Nineteen Eighty-Four, in his excoriating portrait of the Ministry of Truth. Just as he had sensed the hypocrisy at the heart of British imperialism and the malice in Hitler’s scapegoating of the Jews, here was yet a third totalitarian system that depended on the power of the lie. Small wonder that, having lived through all of this before he even turned thirty-five, Orwell was to become his century’s greatest truth teller.

 

This collection, drawn from his books, essays, letters, and to a large extent from his journalism, shows Orwell’s truth-seeking radar at work in every direction. From the British Empire, to contemporary writers, to the media, to Joseph Stalin, to nationalism (“not to be confused with patriotism”), from the politics of the English language to the publication of Animal Farm, Orwell mercilessly attacks propaganda and dishonesty everywhere he sees it. As he puts it in one essay, “The first thing that we ask of a writer is that he shan’t tell lies.” It was his credo.

So what would he make of our sorry world today? It’s not hard to guess, since he predicted so many dimensions of it. Even though he lived in the infancy of television and of electronic surveillance, for example, he nonetheless foresaw their power, and, in Nineteen Eighty-Four, combined them into one instrument, the telescreen. In homes and offices throughout the fictional superpower in his novel, telescreens both ceaselessly broadcast propaganda and monitor everyone’s behavior. Would he be surprised at Edward Snowden’s revelations of the pervasive way in which the US government eavesdrops on millions of people’s emails and cell phones, at home and abroad? Or would he be surprised that we’ve ended up with a reality-TV star as president? Orwell seems to have seen it all coming.

Welcome, then, to this array of excerpts from his writing. Think of them not as a main dish, but as a tasting menu. For the full power of his eloquence, you have to read his works whole, whether they be novels like Nineteen Eighty-Four, which evokes an entire dystopian world, or a memoir like Down and Out in Paris and London, or the letters in which he is as forceful and clear-sighted writing to a friend as to a wider audience, or the great essay about his school days, “Such, Such Were the Joys . . . ,” which shows that there can be hypocrisy and abuse of power in a provincial boarding school just as there is in a police state. But this is an excellent place to start, or to sample the full range of Orwell’s targets for readers who know him only from Nineteen Eighty-Four or Animal Farm. Throughout all he wrote, he evinces the hope that by speaking honestly about the world as he saw it, he could help others, as well, to see through its pretenses, falsehoods, and illusions. In hard times, that’s a worthy faith.

 


  Adam Hochschild



‘The truth about the English and their Empire’

from Burmese Days (1934)

[Flory] celebrated his twenty-seventh birthday in hospital, covered from head to foot with hideous sores which were called mudsores, but were probably caused by whisky and bad food. They left little pits in his skin which did not disappear for two years. Quite suddenly he had begun to look and feel very much older. His youth was finished. Eight years of Eastern life, fever, loneliness and intermittent drinking, had set their mark on him.

Since then, each year had been lonelier and more bitter than the last. What was at the centre of all his thoughts now, and what poisoned everything, was the ever bitterer hatred of the atmosphere of imperialism in which he lived. For as his brain developed—you cannot stop your brain developing, and it is one of the tragedies of the half-educated that they develop late, when they are already committed to some wrong way of life—he had grasped the truth about the English and their Empire. The Indian Empire is a despotism—benevolent, no doubt, but still a despotism with theft as its final object. And as to the English of the East, the sahiblog, Flory had come so to hate them from living in their society, that he was quite incapable of being fair to them. For after all, the poor devils are no worse than anybody else. They lead unenviable lives; it is a poor bargain to spend thirty years, ill-paid, in an alien country, and then come home with a wrecked
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