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Orwell's Political Pessimism in '1984' 

DAVID LOWENTHAL 
Boston College 

George Orwell's 1984 has been a staple of the undergraduate 
diet for years, and Orwell's importance as a political writer is 

often noted. Despite his belief in it, Orwell was most pessimistic 
about the future of liberal democracy; and little has happened 
since he died to encourage optimism. In this article Professor 
Lowenthal examines the bases for Orwell's pessimistic conclusions. 
Since it is likely that the Orwells of this word have far greater 
influence than the political philosophers, there is good reason to 

study them. 

David Lowenthal did his graduate work at the New School for 
Social Research. He has taught at Harvard, North Carolina State, 
and Wheaton College (Massachusetts), and has been at Boston 

College since 1966. He has published in APSR and is the translator 
and annotator of Montesquieu's Greatness and Decline of the 
Romans (1965). 
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George Orwell's final and most mature novel deals with a small-scale 
rebellion against a perfect tyranny in 1984 A.D. Its three chapters 
bear only stark numerical titles, as do the several subsections. Its 
development is simple. In One, Outer Party member Winston Smith's 
defiance of the regime begins. In Two, Winston has an illicit affair 
with Julia. Both decide to join the Brotherhood, an underground revo- 
lutionary organization, and shortly thereafter are captured by the 
Thought Police. In Three, O'Brien, the Inner Party member who had 
posed as a leader of the Brotherhood, proceeds to force them into 
orthodoxy. 

One of Orwell's objectives in 1984 was to explain the causes of the 
crisis of liberal civilization in the twentieth century. How has it hap- 
pened that the time of greatest promise for the Earthly Paradise brings 
forth instead the strongest and severest of despotisms? In order to 
convey his answer to this question, Orwell arranges for Winston's 
reading "The Theory of Oligarchical Collectivism"-a lengthy treatise 
purportedly written by the underground's leader, Emmanuel Goldstein. 
Later in the story, doubt is cast on the truthfulness of this treatise by 
O'Brien's revelation that it was prepared by the Inner Party itself. But 
he also informs Winston of its descriptive accuracy, and it coincides 
so well with what we have already learned about the regime through 
Winston and Julia, that Winston himself fully accepts the parts he 
reads as the true account of the regime's essential nature. It does, 
however, delve into matters of which he could have had no firsthand 
knowledge when it traces the historical background and actual genesis 
of the regime, and to these points we now turn. 

Origins of the Regime 

The chronology of events culminating in the rule of Big Brother and the 
Inner Party can be gathered from remarks in both the treatise and 

previous parts of the novel. In the middle 195o's a great atomic war 
breaks out in which "some hundreds of bombs were dropped on in- 
dustrial centers, chiefly in European Russia, Western Europe and 
North America." This war leads to civil wars and revolutions, with 

great ideological battles and purges occurring in the late 1950S and the 
i960s. By the next decade, Big Brother and his Party have become the 
dictators of Oceania, an empire spanning the British Isles and the 
Western hemisphere, and one of three such empires controlling the 
whole world.1 

11984 is referred to in the Signet edition (1950), and by page only. See 
pp. 6, 25, 27, 28, 30, 141, 143, 144, 148 149. 
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The aim of Oceania's regime, which calls itself Ingsoc or English 
socialism, is discussed by Goldstein against the background of a 
general conception of history and of the ideal society: 

Throughout recorded time, and probably since the end of the 
Neolithic Age, there have been three kinds of people in the 
world, the High, the Middle, and the Low.2 

All history has been the history of class struggle, with only the Lows at 
times really seeking the establishment of a society of equals. But the 
Lows-the common working people-have never succeeded. Their 
physical condition may be ameliorated, as in recent centuries espe- 
cially, but the abolition of class distinctions has never been accom- 
plished. From the slave rebellions of antiquity to the socialism of the 
nineteenth century, a long chain of thought has upheld "the idea of 
an earthly paradise in which men should live together in a state of 
brotherhood, without laws and without brute labor..." In earlier 
ages, however, 

. . . class distinctions had been not only inevitable but desirable. 
Inequality was the price of civilization. With the development of 
machine production, however, the case was altered. Even if it 
was still necessary for human beings to do different kinds of 
work, it was no longer necessary for them to live at different 
social or economic levels.3 

By the early twentieth century, 

... the vision of a future society unbelievably rich, leisured, 
orderly and efficient-a glittering antiseptic world of glass and 
steel and snow-white concrete-was part of the consciousness 
of nearly every literate person. Science and technology were 
developing at a prodigious speed, and it seemed natural to as- 
sume they would go on developing.' 

Yet somehow by the fourth decade of the twentieth century, 

... all the main currents of political thought were authoritarian. 
The earthly paradise had been discredited at exactly the 

2 P. 153. 
3 P. 155. 
4 P. 143. 
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"But Some ... Are More Equal Than Others" 

copyright 1969 by Herblock in The Washington Post 
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moment when it became realizable. Every new political 
theory, by whatever name it called itself, led back to hierarchy 
and regimentation.5 

Thus it is that, through the atomic wars of the 1950s, already widely 
existing totalitarian tendencies are given an opportunity to grow 
swiftly and win out everywhere, so that by 1984 three basically similar 
super-states rule the earth with every sign of permanence. 

Orwell's problem here is to explain how the moment of greatest 
expectancy for modern liberal socialism could have such an issue. 
First, as to the social background of Oceania's rulers: 

The new aristocracy was made up for the most part of bureau- 
crats, scientists, technicians, trade-union organizers, publicity 
experts, sociologists, teachers, journalists and professional poli- 
ticians. These people, whose origins lay in the salaried middle 
class and the upper grades of the working class, had been 
shaped and brought together by the barren world of monopoly 
industry and centralized government. As compared with their 
opposite numbers in past ages, they were less avaricious, less 
tempted by luxury, hungrier for pure power, and, above all, more 
conscious of what they were doing and more intent on crushing 
opposition. This last difference was cardinal. By comparison 
with that existing today, all the tyrannies of the past were half- 
hearted and efficient.6 

This group is remarkable for the extent to which intellectuals and 
experts of one sort or another predominate in it, and the torture scenes 
in chapter III involving O'Brien and Winston are especially intended 
to elucidate the complex nature and source of its power-hunger. In 
order to establish its own permanent dominion it must eliminate the 
possible causes of rebellion, including the threat emanating from 
technological productivity itself. It does so through its scientific knowl- 
edge of nature, machines and men-i.e., through those very sciences 
and inventions the progress of which is the pride of the modern West. 
At the regime's inception, the technology of mass control was already 
in an advanced state: 

... in the past no government had the power to keep its citi- 
zens constantly under surveillance. The invention of print, 

5 P. 155. 
6 p. 156. 
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however, made it easier to manipulate public opinion, and the 
film and the radio carried the process further. With the develop- 
ment of television, and the technical advance which made it 
possible to receive and transmit simultaneously on the same 
instrument, private life came to an end.7 

Once in power, the regime employs scientific research for only two 
purposes: "One is how to discover, against his will, what another 
human being is thinking, and the other is how to kill several hundred 
people in a few seconds without giving warning beforehand."8 Finally, 
the regime has at its command a thorough knowledge of history. It 
knows why its tyrannical predecessors failed, and consciously gears 
all its practices and institutions-from collectivism and the trappings of 
socialism to Doublethink-to the prevention of successful opposition.9 

Orwell's view of the overall development of modern Western civi- 
lization seems therefore to be something like this. Man rebels against 
the restrictions of God and nature and thereby renders the Earthly 
Paradise possible. But in so doing he creates individuals far more 
power-hungry than before, instruments-both scientific and techno- 
logical-through which these individuals can rule over the majority 
without their consent, and situations-such as atomic wars-which 
give them and their party machines the opportunity they require. For 
the sake of power-ultimately for their own immortal self-preservation 
-they proceed to distort and destroy human nature itself, so that the 
original revolt for human freedom and brotherhood terminates in un- 
paralleled oppression. The dream of an Earthly Paradise results in an 
Earthly Hell. 

Prediction or Warning? 

For one who never relinquished humanism and democratic socialism 
in principle, this is an extraordinary position, and we must now at- 
tempt to determine, first, how seriously it was held, and second, what 
Orwell's aim was in describing-prior to its actual occurrence-this 
evil transformation of modern civilization. We should begin by dis- 
counting the widely-held view that he adopted 1984's pessimism con- 
cerning the course of world events as a device for warning and 
frightening his contemporaries rather than as a serious forecast of the 

7 P. 156. 
8 p. 147. 
9 P. 156. 
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probable or necessary future. And we must do so even in the face of a 

post-publication statement by Orwell himself to this effect. For there 
is strong evidence to the contrary within the novel and elsewhere. In 
order to alert men to a pressing danger, one does not require (and 
should, indeed, eschew) a broad theory linking modern oligarchical 
collectivism with the oligarchical nature of all human societies. 
Furthermore, no clear political alternatives to Oceania are envisaged. 
Even without atomic war there seems to be no ground for political 
optimism-certainly none in the direction of the ideal society. Regi- 
mentation and collectivization are taken to be the general twentieth 

century trend in democracies as well as totalitarian dictatorships. 
In various writings between 1940 and 1949, Orwell also leaves little 

doubt about the likelihood he attached to the coming of atomic war and 
the spread of totalitarianism. Here are some characteristic passages: 

While I have been writing this essay another European war has 
broken out. It will either last several years and tear Western 
civilization to pieces, or it will end inconclusively and prepare 
the way for yet another war which will do the job once and for 
all.... Almost certainly we are moving into an age of totalitarian 

dictatorships-an age in which freedom of thought will be at 
first a deadly sin and later on a meaningless abstraction. (1940)10 

Since about 1930 the world has given no reason for optimism 
whatever. Nothing is in sight except a welter of lies, hatred, 
cruelty and ignorance, and beyond our present troubles loom 
vaster ones which are only now entering into the European 
consciousness. (1944)11 

It is too early to say in just what way the Russian regime will de- 

stroy itself. If I had to make a prophecy, I should say that a con- 
tinuation of the Russian policies of the last fifteen years . . .can 

only lead to a war conducted with atom bombs, which will make 
Hitler's invasion look like a tea-party. (1946)12 

These and kindred questions (about Gandhi's political views) 
need discussion, and need it urgently, in the few years left to us 

10 Such Such Were The Joys (New York, 1953), "Inside the Whale," 
pp. 196-7. 

11 Dickens, Dali and Others (New York, 1946), "Arthur Koestler," 
p. 200. 

12 Shooting an Elephant (New York, 1950), "Second Thoughts on James 
Burnham," pp. 147-8. 
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before somebody presses the button and the rockets begin to fly. 
It seems doubtful whether civilization can stand another major 
war, and it is at least thinkable that the way out lies through non- 
violence. (1949)13 

These passages assume a certain ability to predict human affairs that 
Orwell-unlike the orthodox Marxists-did not simply take for 
granted. Rational action requires one to know the forces and trends at 
work in the world, even if one is to oppose them. In 1945 Orwell made 
an analysis of his own earlier predictions in order to grasp the diffi- 
culties of prediction in general. He found that wishful thinking- 
among the intellectuals "nationalistic" thinking of one sort or another 
-is what vitiates predictions. He notes that 

The most intelligent people seem capable of holding schizo- 
phrenic beliefs, of disregarding plain facts, of evading serious 
questions with debating society repartees, of swallowing base- 
less rumors and of looking on indifferently while history is falsi- 
fied. All these mental vices spring ultimately from the national- 
istic habit of mind, which is itself, I suppose, the product of fear 
and of the ghostly emptiness of machine civilization. But at any 
rate it is not surprising that in our age the followers of Marx 
have not been much more successful as prophets than the fol- 
lowers of Nostradamus.l4 

In 1947 Orwell refers to his earlier analysis of predictions in the fol- 
lowing manner: 

My conclusion was that though one is bound to be wrong in 
detail, one should be able to foresee broad developments cor- 
rectly if one excludes wish-thinking and fear-thinking. This in- 
volves saying a great deal that is unpopular, and in a world like 
the present one it involves being almost consistently pessimistic. 
You were unpopular in 1938, for instance, if you said that war 
was coming shortly, although the fact had been unmistakable for 
several years past. You are unpopular now if you say that an- 
other war is coming up over the horizon: but that seems to me 
the balance of the probability, and I shall not be deterred from 
saying it by the charge that I am "doing the work of fascism."15 

13 Ibid., "Reflections on Gandhi," p. 102. 
14 Partisan Review, Winter, 1945, pp. 77-82. 
15 Tribune, February 7, 1947, p. 14. See also Such, p. 76, and Partisan 

Review, Summer, 1946, p. 323. 
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Such evidence compels the conclusion that throughout the post-war 
period (up to and including 1949, the year 1984 was published), Orwell 

regarded a great atomic war as extremely probable, and not far off. 
In the novel itself an atomic war is needed but once (it occurs in the 
mid 1950s) to convince the various resulting regimes that their own 

power requires the suspension of such warfare, but it is needed 
that once. 

Turning now to the consequences of the war, what reason was there 
for Orwell to think not only that something like Ingsoc would prevail in 
Oceania but that it would have counterparts in the neo-Bolshevism of 
Eurasia (mainly Russia and northwestern Europe) and the Death 

Worship or Obliteration of Self in Eastasia (mainly China and Japan)? 
By his own admission in the last quotation above, the details of the 
future world-settlement-e.g., the boundaries of the super-states- 
would seem to come under the heading of the unpredictable; an 
Oceania straddling the Atlantic as one country seems especially im- 

probable. It is easier to see that Orwell might have supposed the 

already existing power of Russian and Chinese communism to be 

superior to all opposing forces in their respective areas, but to under- 
stand why the war and its aftermath would bring a communist-type 
regime into existence in Oceania, we must remember his estimate of 
the intellectuals of the West. The time of the individual heretic- 
the man of integrity and courage who speaks his own mind-is fast 

passing in the twentieth century. The totalitarian outlook and its 
reversion to political orthodoxy is growing, but not because of the 

public at large, which is "too sane and too stupid" to acquire this out- 
look. "The direct, conscious attack on intellectual decency comes from 
the intellectuals themselves."'1 

The social recruitment of Oceania's ruling element is generally the 
same as that attributed by Orwell to the English Russophiles in his 

essay on Burnham. Such groups, whether or not they are initially com- 
munist or Russophile, exist in all advanced industrial societies and 
would organize for the seizure of power once atomic war had de- 

stroyed the fabric of constitutionalism and liberty. In the ensuing 
civil wars, the combination of socialistic appeal with the disciplined 
use of fraud and force might very well guarantee their victory, not only 
in England but in that stronghold of capitalism, the United States, as 
well. Thus, through the spreading of communist-type regimes, the lib- 
eration of the intellect begun in modern times eventuates in the victory 
of power-hungry intellect over humane intellect. A communism that 
unites the language of reason and humanity with the barbaric practices 

16 Shooting, "The Prevention of Literature," p. 119. 
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it shares with fascism is the wave of the future. Only it has the knowl- 

edge and skill which would permit it to function simultaneously as the 
heir and executioner of modern liberal civilization. Only it, rather than 
fascism, can be symbolized in O'Brien's unique synthesis of the 
civilized man of reason and the ruthless fanatic and persecutor. 

We should also note in this connection that the proles are portrayed 
as having no need for religion. The horizon within which they live is 
the ancestral pattern of work and the family. Biblical religion, therefore, 
cannot be regarded as the opiate of the people, who without it are 

already custom-bound. Its vital function, Orwell implies, was to inspire 
and restrain the intellectuals and to protect society from the assault of 
their emancipated ambition. For O'Brien and the Inner Party wish to 
be immortal and divine, and their Outer Party minions are driven by 
"nationalism" and fear to seek affiliation with the divine. Modern 
machine civilization leads ultimately, then, to a regime far worse than 
the Catholic middle ages. By its rationalist debunking and spiritual 
emptiness it prepares the emergence of self-deified intellectualism 

operating beyond the bounds of traditional morality. 

Why No Political Alternatives 

We must now attempt to understand more thoroughly Orwell's despair 
concerning the strength of non-totalitarian forces throughout the 
world. Why does 1984 convey a positive moral but not a positive 
political message? For Orwell the non-totalitarian orderings of human 

society still represented in the pre-atomic war world are either pre- 
dominantly agrarian or industrial, with the latter ranging in degree of 
state control from the laissez-faire still strong in America to England's 
situation under the Labor Party. With respect to the agrarian possibil- 
ity, we begin by observing that 1984 is entirely lacking in rural charac- 
ters. It concentrates on life in London (Airstrip One) and only mentions 
the countryside and farmers in the account of Winston's first 
rendezvous with Julia. The proles are always city proles, and no infor- 
mation at all is given concerning the manner in which the regime 
controls the rural population. Now since the plot focusses on the revolt 
of an intellectual of the Outer Party, it is perhaps plausible that much 
of the action should have an urban location. In addition, the city is the 
area most subject to control by the regime, whether through tele- 
screens (for the Outer Party) or mass demonstrations (for the proles). 
It reveals most completely the artificial restructuring of human life 
accomplished in Oceania. Nevertheless, there must be some further 
reason why the farmer-his way of life, the devices for controlling him, 
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his potential for revolt-is not treated somewhere, possibly in Gold- 
stein's treatise. 

In earlier writings Orwell deplores the left-wing's heavy discrimina- 
tion in favor of the city and against the farm people, yet in 1984 the 

scope of his own attention has a similar limit. He was even known, at 
times, to express a preference for preindustrial over industrial civiliza- 
tion, although his protests against the evils of machine-based society 
and in favor of a more natural life are never elaborated.l7 Something 
similar happens in 1984. It is clear from the significance the countryside 
has for Winston that its natural beauty and freedom must remain vital 

ingredients of the good life: to be himself, man needs to retain contact 
with, and imitate, external nature. But the theory of history in Gold- 
stein's treatise depicts primarily agricultural societies as the natural 
home of inequality and popular deprivation, even though without the 
cities they sometimes supported, civilization would have been impos- 
sible. Without the transformation of these cities into industrial centers, 
however, there is no material basis for human equality and brotherhood. 
The ultimate disillusionment for Orwell consists in the realization that 
the ideal society is also impossible on the basis of industrialization, 
for there is a direct causal connection between industrialized urban 

society and Oceania's regime. The city-long the support and hope of 
Western civilization-becomes its most decadent part and hence the 

perfect symbol of what Orwell seeks to convey. Nor can the trend it 

symbolizes be reversed, as the treatise itself makes clear: 

To return to the agricultural past, as some thinkers about the 

beginning of the twentieth century dreamed of doing, was not a 

practicable solution. It conflicted with the tendency toward mech- 
anization which had become quasi-instinctive throughout almost 
the whole world, and moreover, any country that remained indus- 

trially backward was helpless in a military sense and was bound 
to be dominated, directly or indirectly, by its more advanced 
rivals.'8 

Unfortunately, Orwell permits the impracticability of the preindustrial 
alternative to deter him from assessing its overall merit in theory. But 
if Oceania represents the probable coming of the worst of all societies, 
one cannot escape the conclusion that the turn toward industrialization 
and a society based on science and technology was the greatest error 
man could make. Orwell undoubtedly felt this conclusion, but he could 

17 Road to Wigan Pier (London, 1937), pp. 235, 241; Collection of Essays 
by Orwell (Doubleday Anchor), p. 233. 

18 1984, p. 144. 
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not bring himself to express it directly, or to examine its full 

consequences. 
As for alternatives among industrialized societies, Orwell never 

doubted that liberal capitalistic democracy is greatly superior to both 
Nazi and Communist totalitarianism, and over many years he expended 
no little energy in attempting to demonstrate as much to fellow left- 

wingers. Its rule of law, democracy, civil liberties, improved standard 
of living, moral decency were all in its favor, and in 1984 explicit 
tribute is paid to the accomplishments of the French, English and 
American revolutions and especially to their ideals, culminating in the 

appendix's quotation from the Declaratorion of Independence. Never- 
theless, Orwell was convinced that capitalism could not last, even with- 
out atomic wars. In its final stages capitalism signifies "a barren world 
of monopoly industry and centralized government."19 It cannot solve 
the problem of overproduction and underconsumption with liberal 
methods. It is necessarily depression-ridden, and in revolutionary times 
will not be able to withstand the onslaught of the combination of 

power-hungry experts and dissatisfied public. 
The quasi-Marxist belief that capitalist democracy is doomed and 

must either give way to democratic socialism or some species of total- 
itarianism was formed much earlier by Orwell and later amended only 
to exclude the democratic socialist alternative. In his essay on James 
Burnham, he takes issue with Burnham and affirms the vigor of free 

capitalism in the United States, adding, however, that "even in the 
United States the all-prevailing faith in laissez-faire may not survive the 
next great economic crisis." But concerning the world-trend he be- 
lieves Burnham's thesis to have considerable validity: 

For quite fifty years past the general drift has almost certainly 
been toward oligarchy. The ever-increasing concentration of 
industrial and financial power; the diminishing importance of the 
individual capitalist or shareholder, and the growth of the new 

"managerial" class of scientists, technicians and bureaucrats; 
the weakness of the proletariat against the centralized state; the 

increasing helplessness of small countries against big ones; the 

decay of representative institutions and the appearance of one- 

party regimes based on police terrorism, faked plebiscites, etc; 
all these things seem to point in the same direction.20 

Nor was Orwell more optimistic concerning democratic socialist pros- 
pects. During the post-war years he thought less and less of the desir- 

19 P. 156. 
20 Shooting, p. 142. 
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ability of revolution, and in England, where the Labor Party was voted 
into office, no fundamental transformation of the social structure was 
undertaken. Moreover, the English Russophile leftwingers who might 
be expected to undertake such a transformation would in reality seek 

something very different from true socialism. 
For reasons of this kind Orwell seems seriously to have concluded 

that the future lay with such regimes as those pictured in his novel. 
Under the pressure of forces born of secular machine civilization it- 
self, today's ordinary man and decent intellectual are both probably 
doomed to servitude in the worst of possible societies that is the last 

stage of modernity. In 1984 Orwell tries to imagine the nature of this 
last stage, using currently existing trends to develop its principles in 
their perfection. In some such form, Oceania is on its way. 

Motives for Writing '1984' 

This is the evidence that can be given to show how seriously Orwell 
meant Oceania as a forecast, and what he was least guilty of was the 

partisan favoring of one's own group that he believed characteristic of 
the intellectuals of his time. But in 1947-the same year that he spoke 
about the difficulties of prediction and the need to be pessimistic in the 

post-war period-he also called himself a "political" writer, who ever 
since 1936 had been using his pen to advance the cause of democratic 
socialism and oppose totalitarianism, who always started from a sense 
of injustice and was animated by "... a desire to push the world in a 
certain direction, to alter other people's idea of the kind of society that 

they should strive after."21 Since he alludes in this same place to a 

political novel he intends to write, incorporating his greatest effort to 
fuse art and politics, and since he probably had in mind what was to 
become 1984, we must work on the assumption that there too this 

purpose was "political." Now to have such a purpose is to think that 
men can be influenced by what one writes and therefore that the course 
of events can in some degree be altered by literary action. It is to pre- 
sume that the future is not wholly determined independently of such 
action. How, then, was Orwell attempting to influence human history? 
What were his major objectives in composing and publishing 1984? 

In answering this question we must constantly have recourse to 
Orwell's earlier writings, and of these his longest essay-the one on 
Dickens-offers the most assistance. Dickens, as Orwell interprets him, 
"was certainly a subversive writer, a radical, one might truthfully say, 

21 Such, pp. 9-1o. 
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a rebel." But he did not encourage revolutionary change at the polit- 
ical and social level, and in fact had no idea of what a better political 
and social system would be. His radicalism was moral: "His whole 
'message' is one that at first glance looks like an enormous platitude: 
If men would behave decently the world would be decent." In 
addition, he had no perception of an historic necessity independent 
of the wills of men. He was certainly not a Karl Marx. In fact, 
Orwell criticizes Dickens for not having enough Marx in him. 
He did not see private property as an obstacle, nor that social 
progess keeps occurring, nor that political government is essential, 
nor that social equality is desirable; he lacked interest in work, 
machinery and technical progress. "He has no constructive sug- 
gestions, not even a clear grasp of the nature of the society 
he is is attacking, only an emotional perception that something 
is wrong." But Dickens is still a real revolutionary. He hates tyranny: 
"As a matter of course he is on the side of the underdog, always and 
everywhere." He worries about justice and about the moral quality of 
human life. He is "... a free intelligence, a type hated with equal 
hatred by all the smelly little orthodoxies which are now contending 
for our souls."22 

The following year Orwell learned of an attitude diametrically op- 
posed to both the moral protest of Dickens and the social protest of 
Marx. His deeply pessimistic essay on Henry Miller speaks of political 
quietism as the final literary mood of doomed liberalism: 

It seems likely, therefore, that in the remaining years of free 
speech any novel worth reading will follow more or less along 
the lines that Miller has followed-I do not mean in technique or 
subject matter, but in implied outlook. The passive attitude will 
come back, and it will be more consciously passive than before. 
Progress and reaction have both turned out to be swindles. Seem- 
ingly there is nothing left but quietism-robbing reality of its ter- 
rors by simply submitting to it. Get inside the whale-or rather, 
admit you are inside the whale (for you are, of course). Give 
yourself over to the world-process, stop fighting against it or pre- 
tending that you control it; simply accept it, endure it, record it. 
That seems to be the formula that any sensitive novelist is now 
likely to adopt. A novel on more positive, "constructive" lines, 
and not emotionally spurious, is at present very difficult to 
imagine.23 

22 Dickens, pp. 2, 5-8, 22-3, 71. 
23 Such, pp. 197-8. 
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A few years later two additional alternatives presented themselves to 
Orwell. One was the Machiavellianism he saw in James Burnham, 
which encouraged acting in the world not against injustice and the 
trends but with them. The other was Arthur Koestler's withdrawal from 

political action after he had lost hope for revolutionary socialism, at- 

tempting, as Orwell put it, to stay in an oasis "within which you and 
your friends can remain sane"-in short, the attitude of Marxism in 

despair.24 
1984 can best be interpreted as Orwell's final response to these 

various possibilities. It is the work of a disappointed political revolu- 
tionary for whom moral rather than political solutions have become 
supremely important. It accepts Burnham's understanding of history 
rather than Marx's, but not his Machiavellianism; it accepts Koestler's 

pessimism about revolution but not his withdrawal; it rejects Miller's 

quietism. Its real essence is Dickens, but a Dickens equipped with 

political interest and knowledge and concerned about the moral destiny 
of modern man. In the face of, and through, extreme political pessi- 
mism it attempts to show modern men their dilemma and to teach 
them how to be human in a godless universe. 

Who are the addressees of 1984? Who are the men who could 
understand its political analyses and ethical message? Certainly not 
the proles, and probably not those like O'Brien who are consciously 
bent on establishing their own tyrannical rule. It is to the potential 
Outer Party-to the great variety of educated intellectuals and experts 
who will in all likelihood constitute the major human instruments and 

objects of the new tyranny-that Orwell speaks. But we have no way 
of knowing either the extent to which he thought he might be able to 

strengthen their support of liberal humanism, or the influence this 

might have in averting the victory of totalitarianism. He undoubtedly 
saw that odds were against him. In The Road to Wigan Pier he 

acknowledges how widespread among leftwingers are the traits that 
would corrupt any socialist revolution. In Animal Farm not a single 
revolutionary intellectual is favorably portrayed. And 1984 itself gives 
the strong impression that such types as Winston are rare in the Outer 
Party and would be so even without the influence of the Thought Police. 

The first need of the intellectuals was for more accurate information 
about the workings of communist-type totalitarian regimes. In this way 
the better ones might be jarred out of their optimistic complacency 
concerning the threat of such regimes, and the others might lose their 

sympathy after contemplating the horrors to which they would be sub- 

ject as members of the Outer Party. And it would serve both purposes 

24 Shooting, pp. 122-150; Dickens, pp. 195, 200, 201. 
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if Orwell, like Dickens, could supply his audience with "parlor words" 
(such as Big Brother, Doublethink, Thought Police) that would make it 
difficult for them to forget his message. But intellectuals-especially 
those nourished on Marx-also need to be supplied with a full account 
of the reasons underlying the downward turn of modern civilization. 
They must learn how their theories went wrong, and why. And in the 
depths of their despair they must be equipped with an ennobling 
ethic. Moved and altered by Orwell's "political tragedy," they will 
have the inner resources to resist tyranny more steadfastly, not sub- 
mitting, as did the demoralized Rubashov in Koestler's Darkness at 
Noon, to communist torture without prolonged struggle.25 For if the 
odds are heavily against the victory of the good and freedom-loving in 
this final crisis of the West, it is still only by preserving the "spirit of 
Man" to the utmost, in defeat, that they can prove themselves worthier 
of victory than their tormentors. 

In 1984 Orwell produced a kind of literary work unimaginable even 
to himself as recently as 1940. It does not adopt Miller's apolitical 
quietism, yet neither is it politically "positive" or "constructive." It at- 
tempts to equip men with the moral foundation for whatever political 
action can achieve and for passing on the human heritage from hand 
to hand or mouth to mouth should the threatening blackness engulf 
them. It speaks for the future nameless millions who might find them- 
selves living under conditions which made it impossible for them to 
speak for themselves. This is what Orwell's literary art sought to 
achieve, and this was the closest he could come to acting the part of 
the Christian God, who knew and cared for all His children. 

25 Dickens, pp. 192-4. 
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