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The Two Most Powerful Weapons 

against Doublespeak 

D. G. Kehl 

Events of the past fourteen years since the for- 
mation of the NCTE Committee on Public Dou- 

blespeak-most notably Watergate and more 

recently "Irangate" and Jim Bakker's "Pearly- 
gate"-have confirmed what most belletrists have 

long known: that the greatest threat to the skull- 

duggery of the doublespoken is not federal regu- 
lations nor self-proclaimed watchdogs of purist 
language nor even the fervid pronouncements of 

English teachers. Rather, the greatest threat to the 

doublespeaker is the effective belletrist wielding a 
most powerful weapon. 

The threat of art to the Philistine politician was 

perhaps best reflected in Nixon's now infamous 
remark to Haldeman in the White House tapes: 
"The arts, you know-they're Jews, they're left 

wing-in other words, stay away." Robert Penn 
Warren, in Democracy and Poetry, has effectively 
commented upon this "blind striking out against 
whole dimensions of life which because incompre- 
hensible to him, seem to be not only an affront to 
his vanity, but a sinister attack on his very being" 
(36). Another Southern writer, Wendell Berry, has 
said, "The speech of politicians, political rhetoric, 
grows out of the pretense that the politician is not 
a man, but is somehow infallible.... The poetry 
that is most useful to us, that has most devotedly 
sought the humble exactitude of the personal, 
never makes the deathly pretense of being more 
than human, and if we will read it, it will help to 
keep us from making such a pretense" (61). Belles- 
lettres, dealing by means of honest, effective lan- 
guage with what it means to be human, at once 
keep us from being subhuman and helps us avoid 
the pretense of seeing ourselves as superhuman. 

If the basis of political doublespeak is preten- 
sion toward infallibility and if the greatest threat 
to pernicious doublespeakers is belles-lettres, what 
then is the chief weapon of the belletrist? If Mar- 
tin Luther was correct in his notion that "the best 

way to drive out the devil.., is to jeer him and 
flaunt him, for he cannot bear scorn" (Lewis, The 

Screwtape Letters 5), then perhaps the best way to 

expose and dispel doublespeak is through scorn- 
ful laughter. Ironically, it is the devil himself- 
Mark Twain's "mysterious stranger" in this case- 
who reminds us of our "one really effective 

weapon-laughter." Only laughter, he says, can 
blow "the colossal humbug... to rags and atoms 
at a blast," for against the assault of laughter noth- 

ing can stand" (164-165)-not even, we might add, 
the duplicity of language manipulation. 

If devil and drivel are especially vulnerable to 
the power of laughter, it seems all the more curi- 
ous that this weapon goes virtually unused in that 
classic dystopian novel which says so much about 

language manipulation-Orwell's 1984. Does any- 
one ever laugh in this novel (or any other Orwell 
novel)? True, there may seem to be little to laugh 
about in oppressive British imperialism; in the loss 
of faith in a country rectory; in alienation, desti- 
tution, and the evils of the class system; in descent 
into the lower depths of society; in internecine war 
in Spain; in an animal fable illustrating how social 
caste can be replaced by political caste; in a night- 
mare world of totalitarianism. But the prime cause 
of these grim visions is precisely "the colossal 
humbug" which is so vulnerable to laughter. It is 
hard to imagine the proles not laughing-even in 
a society whose stated desideratum is "no laughter, 
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except the laugh of triumph over a defeated 
enemy" (Howe 177). "Never again will you be capa- 
ble of love, or friendship, or joy of living, or laugh- 
ter.... You will be hollow," O'Brien tells Winston 
Smith (Howe 170). 

O'Brien and Big Brother have little work to do, 
however, because Winston and Julia are humor- 
less and seemingly incapable of laughter from the 
very beginning. There is perhaps no more ludi- 
crous or portentous solemnization of sex in mod- 
ern literature than the description of the first 

coupling of Winston and Julia-portentous 
because the perceptive reader knows that their 
doom is already sealed, not simply because they 
are defying the Party with their "pure lust" but 
because in taking Venus so seriously, they have 
overlooked Thalia. 

"You like doing this? I don't mean simply me; 
I mean the thing in itself?" 

"I adore it." 
" ... The more men you've had the more I love 

you" (Howe 84). 
This is not only misplaced seriousness, it is the 

very wrong kind of seriousness. "Sensible lovers 

laugh," C. S. Lewis correctly noted. "Nothing is 
more needed than a roar of old-fashioned laugh- 
ter. ... It is all part of the game; a game of catch- 
as-catch-can, and the escapes and tumbles and 
head-on collisions are to be treated as a romp" 
(The Four Loves 142, 139). 

Even more demanding of laughter than sex is 

politics, that "strife of interests masquerading as a 
contest of principles," that "conduct of public 
affairs for private advantage," as Ambrose Bierce 

Ken Kesey's Big Nurse is bested 
for the very reason that Orwell's 

Big Brother is not...laughter. 
described it (160). (Of course, the trouble with 

political jokes is that they sometimes get elected.) 
Orwell's conclusion in "Politics and the English 
Language," that political writing is generally bad 

writing because it is largely "the defense of the 
indefensible" (Howe 256), has become a truism in 
our time. Though it is not yet a truism, it is unmis- 
takably true that unmitigated satiric laughter is 
the most effective response to the politician's 
attempt to keep his balance by saying the opposite 
of what he does. 

Ken Kesey's Big Nurse is bested for the very 
reason that Orwell's Big Brother is not: 

58 English Journal 

McMurphy fills the corridors of the asylum with 

resounding laughter and teaches the inmates to 
be black humorists. Though sacrificed at the end 
of the novel, RPM is triumphant through laughter, 
whereas Winston is "converted" (Orwell's term) 
and transformed into a doublethinker, in large 
part because he does not or cannot laugh. Imag- 
ine McMurphy in Winston's position. "Kiss my 
aspidistra" and "Up your memory hole," he would 
have told O'Brien. And his laughter and sacrificial 
death might, just might, have stirred the proles to 
revolt. 

If Orwell's characters do not laugh, neither do 
the readers of this novel. Even in so grim and 

terrifying a novel as 1984, there is virtually no 
comic relief. Orwell's fiction is generally humor- 
less. To be sure, there are occasional flashes of wit; 
such as, "Sexual intercourse was to be looked on 
as a slightly disgusting minor operation, like hav- 

ing an enema" (Howe 45); "he sank his voice like 
someone who is obliged for medical reasons to 
utter an obscenity" (155); "he knew that Syme 
despised him and slightly disliked him" (38). Per- 

haps the closest the novel comes to actual humor 
is in the suggestion of black humor echolalia when 
Winston and Julia are arrested in Mr. Charring- 
ton's room: 

"We are the dead," [Winston] said. 
"We are the dead," echoed Julia dutifully. 
"You are the dead," said an iron voice behind 

them.... 
"It was behind the picture," breathed Julia. 
"It was behind the picture," said the voice.... 
"Now they can see us," said Julia. 
"Now we can see you," said the voice.... 
"The house is surrounded," said Winston. 
"The house is surrounded," said the voice . 
"I suppose we may as well say good-by," Uulia] 

said. 
"You may as well say good-by," said the voice 

(Howe 147-48). 

Anthony Burgess' waggish argument that 1984 
is "essentially a comic book"-"comic in the way 
of the old music halls, the comedy of the all-too- 

recognizable" (20)-is not very convincing. How 

many readers laugh or even smile at the opening 
sentence of the novel, as one of Burgess' personae 
in 1985 suggests: "It was a bright cool day in April, 
and the clocks were striking thirteen"? There is 
little real comedy in the novel unless one considers 
"comic" to mean whatever is not "tragic." 

If the characters do not laugh and the readers 
do not laugh, could it be said that the author him- 



self is laughing behind the page, as Orwell said of 
Dickens: "He is laughing, with a touch of anger in 
his laughter, but no triumph, no malignity. It is 
the face of a man who is always fighting in the 

open and is not frightened, the face of a man who 
is generously angry ... " (87). Although George 
Woodcock has suggested that this might indeed 

"...authority is always there to be 
laughed at. There is always room 

for one more custard pie." 
be a portrait of Orwell himself, the laughter is 

lacking. Orwell perceptively noted in the same 

essay that "a joke worth laughing at always has an 
idea behind it, and usually a subversive idea. Dick- 
ens is able to go on being funny because he is in 
revolt against authority, and authority is always 
there to be laughed at. There is always room for 
one more custard pie" (84). And yet, for all his 
admiration, there are no custard pies in Orwell's 
fiction. None. Orwell correctly noted that Dickens' 
humor is informed by his revolt against authority, 
but the principle is lacking in Orwell's own work. 
If genuine laughter is based on an idea, usually a 
subversive one, what better means of subversion 
than laughter? 

All of this is not intended to fault the novel 
because its satire neither contains nor evokes the 

laughter of other satirists, such as Voltaire. It is 
intended rather to point out a heretofore, unack- 

nowledged limitation of the novel. Orwell, himself, 
pointed out limitations he saw in Dickens' fiction- 

nothing of agriculture, sport, or manual labor- 
and concluded that Swift falsified his picture of 
the world "by refusing to see anything in human 
life except dirt, folly and wickedness. . . " (Orwell 
412-13). Could it not be said that Orwell falsified 
his picture of the world by refusing to acknowl- 

edge Thalia? 
In his review of 1984, published in 1949, V. S. 

Pritchett defended the absence of laughter in 
Orwell's satire: "Disgust, the power to make pain 
sickening, the taste for punishment, exceed irony 
and laughter in the modern satirist. Neither Win- 
ston Smith nor the author laughs when he discov- 
ers that the women of the new state are practiced 
hypocrites and make fools of the Party members. 
For Mr. Orwell, the most honest writer alive, 
hypocrisy is too dreadful for laughter: it feeds his 
despair" (Howe 292). The suggestion that honesty 
precludes laughter because the subject is too 

"dreadful" is specious. It is precisely that sub- 

ject-hypocrisy-which has been the butt of 

laughter for centuries, as illustrated by Molibre 
and others. 

Those who may be tempted to conclude that 
Orwell possessed no sense of humor have only to 
read his essay "The Art of Donald McGill," in 
which Orwell discusses the "low" jokes of comic 

postcards and laments their passing. "A dirty joke 
is... a part of mental rebellion, a momentary 
wish that things were otherwise" (176). Why, then, 
one might wonder, are there no jokes in 1984? 
Orwell further concludes that "codes of laws and 
morals, or religious systems, never have much 
room in them for a humorous view of life. What- 
ever is funny is subversive. . . " (176). But Orwell 

apparently did not see the reverse as being true- 
that the subversive can also be funny-even if to 
do so were to subvert the subversion. "Every joke 
is ultimately a custard pie," Orwell wrote (176), but 
it never once occurs to Winston to throw one at 
O'Brien. 

Ultimately, the relationship between Orwellian 
doublethink and humor is much more philo- 
sophic, and the virtual absence of humor in the 
novel more ironic, than might first appear to be 
the case. "Doublethink," Orwell tells us, "means 
the power of holding two contradictory beliefs in 
one's mind simultaneously, and accepting both of 
them ... , to know and not to know, to be con- 
scious of complete truthfulness while telling care- 

fully constructed lies, to hold simultaneously two 

opinions which canceled out, knowing them to be 

contradictory and believing in both of them ... " 

(Howe 25). Doublethink necessitates doublespeak 
and leads to the doubledeal. In his essay "Writers 
and Leviathan," Orwell noted that the normal 

response of the doublethinker is "to push the 

question [of contradictions], unanswered, into a 
corner of one's mind, and then continue repeating 
contradictory catchwords" (448). 

It is precisely this pushing of contradictions 
aside, unanswered, and canceling them out which 
obviates the possibility of humor-at least the view 
of humor according to Schopenhauer, who saw it 
as a sudden expression of "the incongruity 
between a conception and the real object thought 
under it" (271). It is this incongruity which makes 
certain euphemisms both doublespeak and 
humorous. 

Good society, in order to be thoroughly insipid, has 
forbidden all decided utterances, and therefore all 
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strong expressions .... It is wont, when it has to sig- 
nify scandalous or in any way indecent things, to 
mitigate or extenuate them by expressing them 
through general conceptions, and in a correspond- 
ing degree the effect of the ludicrous is pro- 
duced..... To signify a brothel we should call it the 
"modest abode of quiet joys."... "He had unpleas- 
antness at the ball" when he was thrashed and kicked 
out; or, "He has done too well" when he is drunk; 
and also, "The woman has weak moments" if she is 
unfaithful to her husband. (274-75) 

Both doublespeak and humor involve doubleness, 
disparity, incongruity, contrast, contradiction-but 
whereas the doublethinker ignores, pushes aside, 
and/or cancels the doubleness, the humorist 
focuses on it, capitalizes upon it, and laughs at it. 
This principle explains not only why doublespeak- 
ers are humorless drudges but also why they are 
so threatened by humor and why laughter is ulti- 

mately the best weapon against them. It may also 
explain why there is no humor in 1984. "Even to 
understand the word 'doublethink' involved the 
use of doublethink," Orwell writes early in the 
novel (Howe 25). 

Thirteen years before Orwell published his 
description of doublethink as "the power of hold- 
ing two contradictory beliefs in one's mind simul- 

taneously, and accepting both of them" (142-43), 
E Scott Fitzgerald wrote in The Crack-Up, "The test 
of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two 

opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and 
still retain the ability to function" (69). The dif- 
ference between Orwell's doublethinker and Fitz- 

gerald's "first-rate intelligence" is the difference 
between the propagandist, who pushes contradic- 
tions aside unanswered, and the belletrist, who 

openly acknowledges paradox, often finding "the 
ability to function" through humor. 

Such a belletristic approach of humor, satire, 
and laughter in the face of bureaucratic double- 

speaking was illustrated eight years before 1984 
appeared, when W. H. Auden published New Year 
Letter (The Double Man in the U.S.). Consisting of 
over seventeen hundred lines of whimsical, 
rhymed couplets, the poem addresses many of the 
same issues that Orwell's novel was to address, but 
it does so in an effectively humorous tone. Appro- 
priately, the devil, no mysterious stranger here, is 
the archetypal doublespeaker: 

To say two different things at once, 
To wage offensives on two fronts, 
And yet to show complete conviction, 
Requires the purpler kinds of diction, 
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And none appreciates as he 
Polysyllabic oratory.... 
He knows the bored will not unmask him, 
But that he's lost if someone ask him 
To come the hell in off the links 
And say exactly what he thinks.... 

Auden could just as well be describing Orwell's 
O'Brien when he further says, 

He may never tell us lies 
But half-truths we can synthesize: 
So, hidden in his hocus-pocus, 
There lies the gift of double focus. (37) 

"The gift of double focus" can, ironically, be either 
the diabolical skill in doublethink and double- 

speak or the gift of belles-lettres and humor. 
Auden expresses what can only be inferred in 

Orwell: that the doublespeaker is a projection of 
ourselves, for, as Montaigne wrote over three cen- 
turies ago, "We are . .. double in ourselves, so that 
what we believe we disbelieve, and cannot rid our- 
selves of what we condemn" (Auden 7). 

The politicians we condemn 
Are nothing but our L. C. M. [Least Common Multiple] 
The average of the average man 
Becomes the dread Leviathan, 
Our million individual deeds, 
Omissions, vanities, and creeds, 
Put through the statistician's hoop, 
The gross behavior of a group. (Auden 63-64) 

The "gross behavior" becomes our own when we 
take ourselves and our language so seriously that, 
failing to let humor expose our doubleness, we 
become duplicitous. 

Another poet who has used humor to unmask 

doublespeak is John Ciardi. "We are damned for 
accepting as/the sound a man makes, the sound 
of something else,/thereby losing the truth of our 
own sound," Ciardi writes in "Nothing is Really 
Hard but to be Real." "How do we/learn our own 
sound?" he asks. 

"* by listening to what men there have been and are 
"* by reading more poets than jurists (without scorn- 

ing Law) 
"* and by reading what we read not for its oration, 

but for its resemblance to that sound in which we 
best hear most of what a man is. Get that sound 
into your heads and you will know what tones to 
exclude. (Person to Person 66) 

Just as the proven method of detecting counterfeit 
currency is close familiarity with the genuine, so 
the best method of detecting linguistic merde is a 
keen eye and ear for the genuine. Or to use Ciar- 



di's metaphor, there must be enough exclusion "to 
keep the pie plates out of the cymbals, the tin 
horns out of the brass section, the baling wire out 
of the strings and thereby to let the notes roll full 
to the ear .... " (Person to Person 66). 

All too often the sound of something else is 

accepted as the sound a man or woman makes. 
For example, in his poem "Trying to Feel Some- 
thing," a "shrink" "came up with 'lacunae in the 

super-ego,'-meaning he lost his temper" (Ciardi 
For Instance 51). So should we, Ciardi suggests. 
And then temper it with humor, as Ciardi does in 
his poem "Donne ch'avete intelletto d'amore" ("O 
intellect of love, may I prove worthy!"), subtitled 
"An elegy for the American School System": 

Mary and I were having an emotion. 
"Thank you for having this emotion with me," 
Mary said, "I needed a reinforcement 
of my identity through an interaction. 
Have you accomplished a viable realization?" 

"I know it was a formative experience," 
I said to Mary, "and yet, as I critique it 
at my own level, I still feel under-achieved." 

"Is that susceptible of remediation?" 
I said to Mary. Mary looked at the clock. 
"I have a class to teach in an hour," she said, 
"Do you feel you can wait?"-"Of course," I said, 

"if I must. 
But frustration is always negative. May I suggest 
a release-therapy impromp'tu now, 
and a more fully structured enactment later?" 

Satirical/Humorous Books for High School Readers 
Recommended by Alleen and Don Nilsen, Arizona Archy is a cockroach and writing is a challerge 
State University because for each letter he has to diwe headlong onto a 

Adams, Douglas. The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy typewriter key Thank goodness his book is easier to 
read than it was to write. Harmony, 1980. Life, the Universe and Ever?yhing. 

Harmony, 1982. The Restaurant at the End of the Uni. Shepherd, JeaW4 Wanda Hlckeyvs Nigktof okknMtories 
verse. Harmony, 1982. and OtherTDisasters. Doubleday, 197L 

~............. 

Arthur Dent refuses to move from his condemned Those students who are secure .nough to Jaugb at 
house, but then the fact that a freeway is scheduled to some of their own behavior can eijoy Shepherd's e"ag& 
run through his livingroom fades into insignificance gerated reminiscences of his youth. Once introduced 
when he learns that planet Earth is in the path of a to his humor, students might also enjoy The Ferrari in 
new galactic freeway. the Bedroom, Dodd, 1973; A Fistful of Fig Newtons, Dow 

Armour, Richard. The Classics Reclassified. McGraw bleday, 1982; and In God We Trust, All Others Pay Cash, 
HIlI, 1957. English Lit Relit. McGraw Hill, 1969. Doubleday, 1976. 

It's fun to use these literary spoofs as a follow-up to Thompson, Julian E Simon Pure. Scholastic, 1987. 
more serious study. A refreshing fifteen-year-old genius enrolls in Riddle 

He11er, Joseph. Catch-22. Simon Schuster, 1%55 University, and neither the University nor the young 
man will ever be quite the same. 

Heller's book did such a good job of illustrating an 
ironic situation that its title is listed in dictionaries as Wibberley, Leonard. The Mouse That Roared. Little 
a term for no-win situations. Brown, 1955. 

Kesey, Ken. One Flew over the Cuckoo's Nest. Viking, 
The Duchy of Grand Fenwick, a very small and very 

1962. poor European country, decides to wage war on the' 
A mental hospital is the setting for this micro study United States so that after it is defeated it will receive 
of a civilization where the patients see themselves as the kand of assistance given to postwar Europe and 
rabbits "hippity-hopping through our Walt Disney Japan. The only problem in this funny book is that 
world" with the nurse serving as a good strong wolf Grand Fenwick almost wins the war. 
to teach them their place. Zindel, Paul. The Effrct of Gamma Rays on Man-in-the-. 

Macaulay, David. Motel of the Mysteries. Houghton Mif- Mooi Marigolds. Harpex 1971+ 
flin, 1979. This script of Zindel's Pulitzer Prize winning play 

Macaulay's wonderful drawings are as funny as the f o' a serious subject, but it features the kind 
words in this pseudo-scientific account of future of original and witty dialogue that kids like to imagiie 
anthropologists uncovering a motel room after the themselves using. Among his popular books are ThW 
North American continent has lain for years buried P Confessicms of a lienage Batoon, and Pardon Me, 
under tons of third- and fourth-class mail. YVre Stepping an My Eyeball! His latest, The Amazing 

and Death-Defyng Diary of Eugene Dinman, Harper, 
Marquis, Don. archy and mehitabel. Doubleday, 1927. 1987, spoofs people s craving for drama and4 excite 

ment as reflected in tabloid newspapers. 
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"All right," said Mary. We had a quick emotion. 
"Was that an acceptable quick emotion?" I said. 
"I do not wish to seem non-supportive," said Mary, 
"but since you ask, permit me to stress the point 
that an optional interpersonal encounter 
should emphasize mutuality.-Where are my pants?" 

"Shall I drive you to class," I said as she was dressing. 
"A truly empathetic response," said Mary, "and 

approval is to be strongly indicated 
as tendency re-inforcement in trait-development. 
But might it not be even more constructive 
for you to sit here and to introspect 
a clarification of your personal goals?" 

"It will also give me a chance to shower," I said. (68) 

A writer of fiction who treats humorously what 
Orwell treated so somberly is Doris Lessing. Doc- 
uments Relating to the Sentimental Agents in the Volyen 
Empire, the fifth in her series of visionary novels, 
is "a satirical romp through rhetoric in a foreign 
empire," "a parable about how language is 
debased when used as an instrument of power" 
(Rothstein 7). Language has become so turgid in 
the Volyen Empire that citizens often suffer from 
the condition known as Undulant Rhetoric, 
requiring Total Immersion cures in the Hospital 
for Rhetorical Diseases. During an attack of Rhet- 
oric, the victim's eyes glaze over, breathing 
becomes heavy, temperature rises to a fever, and 
out of the mouth issue symptoms of political intox- 
ication. For example, there is "the patriotic mode": 
"We shall fight them on the sands, we shall fight 

"...tyrants were described as 
benefactors, butchers as social 
surgeons, sadists as saints...." 

them on the cliffs, we shall fight them street by 
street of our cities, we shall fight them on the tun- 
dras .... " (Lessing 92). And there is the revolu- 

tionary-utopian mode: "It is quite evident... that 
we are here at the fulcrum of a dynamic! What 

perspectives stretch before us as we stand with one 
foot in the shameful and turgid past and the other 
in a future where the forms of life will become 
ever more vibrant and where, grasping opportu- 
nities in hands that have lost timidity, we build 
happiness where nothing is now but sullen mis- 
ery ... " (44). 

Words are used "to inflame violent rival nation- 
alism, each generation convinced, hypnotized to 
believe that it is right. [And as a result] millions 
die" (10). 
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Volyen drains wealth from its four colonies while pre- 
senting itself as their benefactor under such slogans 
as "Aid to the Unfortunate" and "Development for 
the Backward.".. . Each attractive new morsel of 
property was swallowed to the accompaniment of 
words, words, words, describing theft as a gift, 
destruction as development, murder as public 
hygiene.... Always [they justified] what they did 
with new patterns of words. These word patterns 
never were anything like this: We are taking this 
planet because we need its warmth or minerals, or 
soil, or labour. No, one way or another the conquest 
was always described in terms of benefit to the planet 
itself.... [It] is not the slaughter of millions upon 
millions, either by negligence or intention; not the 
imposition of the machinery of terror; not the 
enslavement of populations. [Rather] all of these 
developments were described in words for purposes 
of enslavement, or manipulation, or concealment, or 
arousal;... tyrants were described as benefactors, 
butchers as social surgeons, sadists as saints, cam- 
paigns to wipe out whole nations as acts beneficial to 
these nations, war as peace, and a slow social degen- 
eration, a descent into barbarism, as progress. 
Words, words, words, words.... And when local 
diagnosticians told them of their condition, they 
cried enthusiastically, "What wonderfully interesting 
words!" and went on as before. (Lessing 75, 126) 
Few belletrists have expressed so forcefully the 

danger of language manipulation. Lessing's pro- 
tagonist accurately says, "It is the hardest thing in 
the Galaxy, if you have been the plaything of 
words, words, words, to become independent of 
their ability to intoxicate" (30). 

Doublethink is the basis of intoxicating double- 

speak in the Volyen Empire just as it is in Oceania. 

Lessing's reporter writes, "It is necessary both to 
know that the conditions you are describing con- 
form to the classic descriptions of tyranny any- 
where at any time, and yet to believe that these 
constitute 'virtue'. .. Faced with a fact that does 
not fit their current view, they attempt to turn it 
on its head, and if they fail, simply push it out of 

sight" (80). Lessing's conclusion is that a govern- 
ment lasts only as long as it does not take seriously 
its own propaganda. Klorathy, Lessing's protago- 
nist, is perceptive enough to realize what Winston 
Smith and Julia do not: the importance of 
humor-"without which one cannot survive a day 
in this place" (57). (Of course, the fact that Less- 
ing's novel addresses the subject of doublespeak 
more directly and with humor does not make it a 
better novel artistically than Orwell's.) 

The distance is not great from the Volyen 
Empire, with its epidemic malady of Undulant 
Rhetoric (a fitting synonym of political double- 



speak), to the New Orleans of John Kennedy 
Toole's A Confederacy of Dunces and its social dou- 

blespeak. Again, a comic satire proves to be a 

powerful weapon against the abuses of the mod- 
ern world, not the least of which are doublethink 
and its verbal manifestation, doublespeak. The 

Of American writers of fiction, 
perhaps none has so effectively 

satirized doublespeak 
as Peter De Vries. 

reader is alerted early (in the second sentence of 
the novel) to ironic doubleness. Ignatius J. Reilly, 
the quixotic protagonist, wears a green hunting 
cap with earflaps that stick out on either side "like 
turn signals indicating two directions at once" 
(19). The simile characterizes both the human 
condition of doubleness and its verbal manifesta- 
tion which signals two contradictory messages. 
Belching and emitting gas, his pyloric valve peri- 

odically closing in response to the lack of "proper 
geometry and theology" (13) in the modern world, 
Ignatius describes his work as a hot dog vendor: 

"My personal life has undergone a metamorpho- 
sis: I am currently connected in a most vital man- 
ner with the food mechanizing industry... " 
(203). 

Of American writers of fiction, perhaps none 
has so effectively satirized doublespeak as Peter 
De Vries. In at least eight of his twenty novels, De 
Vries, who has targeted duplicity and pretentious- 
ness of any kind, directs humorous satirical barbs 
at that "bane of modern life"-"the habit of letting 
words do our thinking for us instead of using 
them to express our thoughts" (Reuben, Reuben 32), 
the habit of "taking both sides of every question" 
and "talking out of both sides of [our] mouths" 
(Let Me Count the Ways 173). Such doublespeaking 
illustrates the dictum, attributed to Talleyrand 
(which De Vries cites in two novels): "God gave 
man the gift of speech in order that he might 
disguise his thoughts. Animals lacked it; therefore 

Satirical/Humorous Books for Junior High/Middle School Readers 
Recommended by Alleen and Don Nilsen, Arizona There are undeniable similarities between the drink- 
State University ing and eating habits of Dracula and of Bunnicula, a 

Angell, Judie. Suds. Bradbury, 1983. young rabbit left mysteriously in a theater and taken 
home by an unsuspecting family. 

Once they've read Suds, young readers won't be able 
to take the TV soaps quite so seriously. Kerr, M. E. Little Little. Harper, 1981. What I Really 

Think of You. Harper, 1982. 
Blume, Judy. Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing. Dutton, 

1972. Superfudge. Dutton, 1980. Several years before television ministries and evangel- 
ism became the popular subjects they are today, Kerr 

These two funny books disprove the belief that stu- used her wit to focus readers' attention on individual 
dents always want to read about protagonists who are differences related to ministerial styles and attitudes. 
slightly older. Junior high students who missed out Other Kerr books that have their share of satirical fun 
when they were in elementary school have a wonderful are Dinky Hocker Shoots Smack.!, Harper, 1972, and If I 
time with the young protagonist's satirical attitude Love You, Am I Trapped Forever?, Harper, 1973. 
toward school and family. Kiesel, Stanley. The War between the Pitiful Teachers and 
Conford, Ellen. The Alfred G. Graebner Memorial High the Splendid Kids. Dutton, 1980. 

School Handbook of Rules and Regulations: A Novel. As the title implies, this spoof attacks educational 
Archway, 1977 As the title implies, this spoof attacks educational 

bureaucracy from the students' viewpoint. 
Conford's protagonist wonders about a home econom- 
ics teacher who makes sex sound absolutely boring in Merrill, Jean. The Pushcart War. Scott, 1964. 
contrast to the exciting task of working out a budget. This satire of war is written as a factual account of a 

Davis, Jim. Garfield Eats His Heart Out. Ballantine, conflict between truckdrivers and pushcart vendors. 
1983. Silverstein, Shel. The Light in the Attic. Harper, 1981. 

In this and other volumes, America's favorite cat Where the Sidewalk Ends. Harper, 1974. Uncle Shelby's 
spoofs human foibles, especially those related to food. ABZ Book. Simon and Schuster, 1961. 

Howe, Deborah and James Howe. Bunnicula: A Rabbit- One of the techniques that Silverstein uses to make 

Tale of Mystery. Atheneum, 1979. kids-and adults-smile and even laugh aloud is to 
focus on everyday events from unexpected viewpoints. 

March 1988 63 



not even buffaloes could buffalo one another... " 

(Reuben, Reuben 372; Sauce for the Goose 76). 
Humans constantly "buffalo" one another, how- 

ever, by "finalizing things or firming them up" or 

"subtling them up"-by "reordering some 

options" and "proposing viable alternatives (The 
Cat's Pajamas 96; The Glory of the Hummingbird 131). 
"Sociologists," De Vries says further, "tend to jab- 
ber in the double solemnities of their own profes- 
sion and that of psychology too, making for trains 
of verbal boxcars such as ethico-socio-psychic 
inheritance syndromes, and sick headaches in the 
listener" (The Glory of the Hummingbird 175). 

Perhaps the most effective caricature of the 

doublespeaker is the protagonist of De Vries' 
Witch's Milk, Pete Seltzer, who amuses everyone 
with doubletalk, "a craft in which he [is] appar- 
ently quite skilled" (152). When asked his opinion 
of the present administration, Pete replies, "I 
think they're doing their best to bolster the econ- 

omy and reassure the country by fiduciating the 
morsnorfles without negromifying the status quo" 
(153). 

When Tillie Shilepsky asks Pete to "talk some 
doubletalk for Mother," Pete says, "Oh, I don't 
think so.... People don't understand that your 
thoughts are just as hersensnerth as theirs, even 

though you may not abiquine them with peram- 
bisnath." "Well, don't then," Mrs. Shilepsky says 
(171). Only later does Mrs. Shilepsky come to 

appreciate Pete's doubletalk, "possibly because it 
was after all not so far in spirit from the spiffy 
ginks and fancy gazebos of her own day who 
would tell you their epizootic was sagatiating when 

you asked them how they were" (185). 
Surely one of the most hilarious scenes of lin- 

guistic comedy in modern American literature is 
the one in which Pete tutors his new bride in his 
doubletalk glossary for "thrunkling," as "the act" 
is called: 

The word was deliberately devised to convey impli- 
cations of muffled intimate uproar, of drunken bed- 
ded ecstasies, and so much more. It packed a host of 
related concepts, such as throbbing, rumpling, tum- 
bling, grunting, humping, pumping, and Christ 
knew what all. Even spelunking, with its Freudian 
overtones of darkly penetrated mammalian caverns, 
was embedded in it. . .. (Witch's Milk 176) 

Later, Pete wallows in a twofold freedom with Til- 
lie, both physical and linguistic: 

Extolling her soft, white yummels, he would bury his 
face in them, sometimes as though trying to achieve 
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death by suffocation. Or he would lip their little 

phelps as his hand strayed independently downward, 
across her dimpled woburn to her thrombush, into 
which he sank at last with many a grateful cry in 

praise of it. ... She sometimes got up in the morning 
with her whollies black and blue. . . . He loved to have 
her... but ever so gently, to scroke his quonkles.... 
(177) 

From the pernicious political doublespeak of 

Big Brother to the mildly farcical erotic doubletalk 
of Pete Seltzer is indeed a very great distance. But 

doublespeak is basically the same whether in 
Orwell's Oceania, in Auden's wartime West, in 
Ciardi's and De Vries' urbanized East, in Toole's 
modern South, or in Lessing's fabulist Volyen 
Empire. The difference lies in the linguistic 
means by which doublethinkers accommodate 
their contradictions. One of the most effective 
reactions is humor, a response which acknowl- 

edges the incongruities and laughs at them. 
"There lies the gift of double focus," as Auden 

expressed it. 

That magic lamp which looks so dull 
And utterly impractical, 
Yet, if Aladdin use it right, 
Can be a sesame to light. (Auden 45) 

Arizona State University 
Tempe, Arizona 85287 
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Call for Manuscripts 
The Committee on Classroom Practices in Teaching English invites educators at all levels-elementary, 
secondary, and college-to submit manuscripts for the 1988 Classroom Practices publication which will 
focus on the theme, "Students Connecting with Literature." How do you help students interact with 
literature and make it their own? Literature includes drama, poetry, fiction, and nonfiction, classic or 
contemporary. In addition, you may wish to consider classroom strategies which: 

* encourage students to extend analysis and inquiry beyond initial response 
* enable students to build values through literature 
* provide for the needs and interests of students from a variety of cultures 
* use a variety of reading, writing, speaking and listening activities 

Manuscripts can range in length from two to ten typewritten, double-spaced pages. Two copies should 
be submitted, with the author's name and address appearing only on a title page attached to the front 
of each copy. Manuscripts should be mailed before September 1, 1988 to the Committee Chair: 

Patricia Phelan 
8531 Via Mallorca 
La Jolla, CA 92037 
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