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ABSTRACT 

George Orwell has been labelled at various times a Tory-radical, a neo- 

conservative, a liberal and a democratic socialist. While historians disagree in defining 

his political outlook, Owell's interest in and admiration for English culture is 

universally acknowledged. Yet this persistent theme in Orwell's writings has been 

insufficiently examined. Orwell's definition of English national character was the 

product of his personal experiences as an imperial policeman, tramp, soldier and 

journalist in the 1930s and 1940s. By examining his various published articles, 

essays and novels, one can discern Orwell's evolving vision of England, the English 

people and their values, habits and traditions. Of central importance to his definition of 

Englishness is the idea of patriotism as a political and cultural aspect of English 

society. Orwell urged his contemporaries on the British Left to look at patriotism, not 

as a conservative and jingoistic sentiment, but rather as an inoculation against 

totalitarianism and a powerful lever by which to gain popular support. The Second 

World War, he believed, offered the Left an opportunity to awaken the inherently 

socialist character of the working class to bring about a uniquely English revolution. 

Orwell argued that a socialist society could be founded upon the political and cultural 

traditions of the English common people if England only emerged from the war a free 



nation. While his predictions ultimately proved incorrect, George Orwell made an 

original contribution to British socialist thought during his literary career by 

adopting patriotism as a radical platform and by evaluating socialism in the context of 

English culture and national identity. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Among the adjectives employed by historians to describe George Orwell, the word 

'paradoxical' appears most frequently, since Orwell had the frustrating ability to 

assume a variety of poses in any given debate. Writing for The New English Weekly 

upon Rudyard Kipling's death in 1936, for example, Orwell explained: "I worshipped 

Kipling at thirteen, loathed him at seventeen, enjoyed him at twenty, despised him at 

twenty-five, and now again rather admire him."' Orwell's shifting attitudes 

towards Kipling personified his ambivalence towards Britain's imperialist policies. 

After serving as an imperial policeman in Burma, he was forced to weigh the 

necessity of preserving an imperial presence for England's economic benefit against 

the injustices he had observed. Similarly, in a 1940 review of Mein Kampf, Orwell 

the self-proclaimed antitotalitarian journalist admitted he found "something deeply 

appealing" in Adolf Hitter's personality, yet "would certainly kill him" given the 

~ h a n c e . ~  

Given such statements, historians' searches for the "real" Orwell have proven 

difficult. He has been labelled, at various times, a Tory-radical, a neo-conservative 

'George Orwell, 'On Kipling's Death,' The Collected Fss-m and 1 etters of 
Georae Orwell, Ed. Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus (New York: Harcourt Brace & World, Inc., 
1968), 1, p. 159. Hereafter, citations from this four-volume collection will be abbreviated 
E L I . .  
20rwe11, CEJL, 11, p. 13. 



and Cold War cynic, a definitive twentieth-century liberal, and a troublesome though 

loyal democratic socia~ist.~ Richard Hoggart writes that Orwell "was at one and the 

same time sceptical and sentimental, conservative and radical, unideological or 

abstract and intensely moralistic (this is a specifically English combination), insular 

and internationally-minded, austere and full of fellow feeling." While historians 

have disagreed over Orwell's political orientation and intellectual character, his 

unceasing interest in English culture is universally acknowledged. Yet, what Orwell - 
defined as "English national characterw and how he came to the conclusion that a - 
socialist society could be created upon this political and cultural foundation have not 

been sufficiently examined. Orwell's attempt to envision the "real Englandbas as 
___I_ 

much a search for his personal identity as it was an attempt to describe a national 

character. If his perception of the "real England" is seen as a process, rather than as 

a static assessment, the apparent paradoxes in his vision, and in various aspects of his 

character, become less mystifying. The "real England" was an evolving reflection of 

the working and middle-class habits, customs and values Orwell concluded were worth 

preserving in English political and cultural life. 

3 ~ e e  William Laskowski, Georae Orwell and the Torv-Radical Tradition, (Chicago: University 
of Illinois Press, 1988); Norman Podhoretz, 'If Orwell Were Alive Today,' Har~er's. January 
1983, pp. 30-37, for a neo-conservative assessment; Christopher Norris, lnside the Mvth; 
Orwell -- Views from the l eft , (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1984), p. 242-3, where he 
concludes that Orwell and his generation of collusive Cold-War ideologues retreated into . . 'postures of cynical indifference'; Alok Rai, mand (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 1 for a liberal interpretation. 

4~ichard Hoggart, 'George Orwell and 'The Road to Wigan Pier',' U t i c a l  Quarterlv, 7 
(Spring 1965), p. 84. 



Beginning with an examination of Orwell's vision of the English nation--its 

physical, political and cultural characteristics, the study will move to Orwell's 

definitions of patriotism and nationalisrp."'~&ri&m eant more to Orwell than ------ -. 2 
simply a love of one's country. It was at once an inoculation against fascism, a _ ,- , . . , . . .., - - . ".^.,Z -*.- * -  ' --.-I.., *\ 

connecting thread that cut through class barriers, and -" *-.- a -...,M.-m potential& r 
. - 7 -  - -.'--I + 

-- - - "9 

argued, was culturally and emotionally detached from 

the very people it supposedly represented: the Engli 
p v w - & & - ~ & + @ w &  b- 

well wrote of 
vLev 

those institutions, symbols and traditions that he believed the English people valued 

and wished to preserve. The E e, for example, was among the most 

important institutions, as both a component of n a e  and as a barrier 

against ideological manipulation. The vitality of the English language served as 

Orwell's thermometer for the ideological and cultural health of English society, while 

its structure and vocabulary served as a potential weapon against totalitarian 

propaganda. 

Orwell's definition of patriotism cannot be understood without examining how he 

attempted to reclaim patriotic sentiment for the left in wartime. The Second World 

War forced Orwell to reconcile the two personal dilemmas that inspired much of his 

writing: his association with England and his fluctuating commitment to democratic 

socialism. English socialists, he concluded, would only gain popular support if they 

looked past the jingoist rhetoric of patriotism and saw the radical potential of national 



attachments. Only after the socialist intelligentsia adapted itself and its program to 

England's unique cultural milieu would democratic socialism appeal to enough of the 

English population to produce any significant political change. Hoggart has labelled 

Orwell's characterization of the English left 'inadequate in scope", and his attack 

against the intelligentsia "unfair" and 'intemperately vio~ent*.~ Yet, he concedes 

that Orwell scored 'some shrewd hitsu in his examinations of the pervasiveness of 

class and the full implications of socialist ideas in England. Despite his vehement 

criticism of contemporaries on the left, George Orwell made an original contribution 

to British socialist thought in his attempt to fuse national identity and socialist 

theory. 

Orwell wished to bring about a "specificall ,-<&-v- , 

which he believed would occur in the wake of the war if England emerged a free 

nation.7 As victory in wartime was a prerequisite to revolution, Orwell was able to 

justify the dramatic reversal of his public pacifist stand in order to personally 

commit himself to the war effort in 1939. Only a united democratic socialist nation, 

he believed, could withstand fascism and communism, and preserve the rights of 

liberty, justice and freedom of speech and association in the post-war period. Thus, 

while he adopted a culturally conservative middle-class attitude in matters of national 
- - - - 

5~oggart, 'George Orwell and 'The Road to Wigan Pier',' pp. 79-80. 

61bid., p. 79. 
7~rwell, 'The Lion and the Unicorn,' CFJL. 11, p. 101. 



5 

tradition, class distinctions and morality, Orwell also wished to eradicate political and 

economic inequality , and allow the 'real England" to emerge out the mire of 

hereditary privilege and lacklustre political ~eadership.~ 

Keeping in mind that Orwell held among the most abiding and admirable 

characteristics of the English people their ideological incorrectness and impatience 

with theory and dogrnati~m,~ it is hoped that this examination of the ideas of 

patriotism and Englishness will be firmly grounded in the experiences and events 

Orwell recorded as policeman, soldier, tramp and journalist. Beginning with his 

earliest accounts of tramps and miners in the 1930s and continuing through his 

discussions of political revolution and the future of the English nation, Orwell 

frequently deferred to the values, characteristics and aspirations of the English 

people, those ordinary men and women who were, he concluded, 'the real England". 

Yet, his admiration of many aspects of English popular culture must not be read as a 

wholesale rejection of the middle-class prejudices and practices instilled in him 

since his childhood. For as much as Orwell saw virtue in the working class, he was 

never able to divest himself entirely of his "middleclassness". It is hoped that 

'Englishness' and 'patriotism", as Raphael Samuel has suggested, will prove valuable 

optics through which the life and observations of this enigmatic Englishman can be 

considered anew.l 

stbid., p. 109. 
9~rwell, Ihe Fnplish P e w  (London: Collins, 1947), pp. 13, 17. 
loRaphael Samuel, 'Preface,' PatnofiS1D: The M&na and Unmakina of Br~t~sh Nationd . . . . 

Ldentitv. 3 vols. (London: Routledge, 1989), 1, p. xvii. 



CHAPTER 1: "THE REAL ENGLAND" 

Upon his return to England, after five years of service as an imperial 

policeman in Burma, George Orwell resolved to accomplish two things. First, he 

wished to d&egt,him@& gf+h~~_~midd~~c_aa. Second, he wished to overcome his 

fear of personal failure and become a competent and successful writer.' These two 

goals converged in the production of his first major works. Down and Out in Paris 

andLondon, published by Victor Gollancz in 1933, records Orwell's experiences as a 

tramp and plongeur. The Road to Wiaan Pier , commissioned by the Left Book Club 

and published in 1937, was at once a report on the living and working conditions of 

miners in northern England, and a scathing critique of England's left-wing 

intelligentsia. The themes introduced in these initial publications persisted 

throughout Orwell's literary career: detailed accounts of identification 
-* 

with the victims of modern society, criticism of the English left, and an interest in 
F'""" - +  - 

England-its landscape, its traditions, its people and its future. 
_I_ 

Several interpretations have been offered as to why Orwell chose to journey to 

the "rock-bottom poorn2 of English society in order to achieve his personal and 

lPeter Stansky & William Abrahams, The Unknown Orwell (London: Granada Publishing 
Limited, 1972), p. 201. 
2~oggart, 'George Orwell and 'The Road to Wigan Pier',' p. 75. 



literary ambitions in the 1930s. Bernard Crick has concluded that Orwell's descent 

served as both his "education as a social moralist" and the most effective means of 

ridding himself of the guilt he felt over his role as an agent in Britain's imperial 

~ y s t e m . ~  In m a n  Piey, Orwell recalled his feelings upon returning from Burma 

in 1927: 

I wanted much more than merely to escape from my job. For five years I had been 

part of an oppressive system, and it had left me with a bad conscience. . . . I was 

conscious of an immense weight of guilt that I had got to e~piate.~ 

Richard Hoggart agrees that Orwell spent much of his life "trying to cast off his 

class," and that his expeditions into Wigan and London's East End offered the 

opportunity to adopt a different persona and become part of a new social 

c~mmun i t y .~  Eric Blair, the shy Eton graduate, imperial policeman and "odious 

little snob" of the lower-upper-middle class, became George Orwell the non- 

conforming tramp, soldier and polemicist.6 Orwell sought the "distinctive way of 

life" of the common people, whom he believed were "more robust, more human, 

above all more natural" than his middle-class c~untetparts.~ Finally, there is 

evidence that Orwell looked upon tramping as a game and an adventure that would 

3~ernard Crick, Georae Orwell: A Life (London: Martin Secker & Warburg Ltd., 1980), p. 
110. 

40rwell, The Road to Wiaan Pie[ (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd., 1987), p. 129. 

5~oggart, p. 73. 

6 ~ i a a n  Pier, p. 120. 

'~eorge Woodcock, Jhe Crvstal Snirit (New York: Schocken Books, 1984), p. 65. 



provide interesting material for publication. In a personal letter to friend Steve 

Runciman he wrote: 'I have little spare time, & feel I musttell you about my first 

adventure as an amateur tramp . . . I am very proud of this adventure, but I would 

not repeat it.'8 Orwell did indeed repeat such outings in the following years and 

his vision of England and English national character was shaped by his observations 

and experiences among the lower classes, and by his continuing attempt to forge his 

own personal identity. 

In The Fnalish Peo~le, written in 1944, Orwell concluded that an English 
Crrrr 

national character did in fact exist, and that a foreigner visiting England in the 

1940s would find the salient features of the English people to be "artistic 

insensibility, gentleness, respect for legality, suspicion of foreigners, 

sentimentality about animals, hypocrisy, exaggerated class distinctions, and an 

obsession with sport."g Yet, Orwell's generalizations are problematic. Did these 

national characteristics apply to every English man and woman? Did they transcend 

class affiliations? Was the nation to be defined in economic or cultural terms? 

Economically, Owell realized England was "notoriously two nations, the rich and 

the poor."10 &loreover, how was one to incorporate the Irish, the Welsh and the 

Scots? After referring repeatedly to England in first pages of *The Lion and the 

80rwell. 'Letter to Steve Runciman,' CFJI , I, pp. 11-12. 

o~la, P. 8. 
100rwell, "The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the English Genius,' CFJL , II, p. 64. 



Unicorn', he stopped to remark: 

I have spoken all the while of 'the nation', 'England', 'Britain', as though 45 million 

souls could somehow be treated as a unit . . . A Scotsman, for instance does not 

thank you if you call him an Englishman. You can see the hesitation we feel on this 

point by the fact that we call our islands by no less than six different names, 

England, Britain, Great Britain, the British Isles, the United Kingdom, and, in very 

exalted moments, ~1bion.l l 

Where, then, was the real England and who were its inhabitants? Orwell initially 

sought them in the "ordinary, useful and unspectacular people" of England, l2 in 

London's streets and casual wards, and in the mining community of Wigan. 

What struck Orwell immediately about the community of tramps and 

unemployed workers he encountered was its spirit of egalitarianism and 

camaraderie. Anxious that he would be found out on account of his accent and manner, 

Orwell instead was welcomed with a friendly "thanks, mate" after helping a hawker 

pick up his wheelbarrow. 'No one had called me mate before in my life," Orwell 

reflected.13 Later, in a lodging-house, a stevedore approached Orwell in a 

menacing manner. However, rather than initiating a fight, as Orwell expected, the 
C 

man exclaimed: ' 'Ave a cup of tea, chum!" Orwell accepted the tea, describing the 

' l lbid., p. 152. 

120rwell, The Engh& Peo~h, p. 8. 
130rwell, Down Londond (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd., 1986), p. 
115. 



episode as 'a kind of baptism' after which his trepidation about associating with the 

lower classes vanished.14 He was not questioned about his background or the 

misfortune that had befallen him. 'We're all in the same boat 'ere," he was 

informed.15 After being accepted as an equal by his fellow tramps, Orwell was - -, 

embarassed when a casual ward official, having deduced his middleclass origins, 

treated him with "unfair favo~r i t ism."~~ "This, like a clean towel", Orwell 

1.17 remarked, 'was a charm worked by the word 'gentleman. 
7 

Camaraderie extended along a horizontal, not a vertical, axis. One was not 

supposed to steal from a fellow tramp but one could cheat or bend the rules of the 

Salvation Army tea kitchen and take advantage of social superiors. After borrowing 

cigarettes from Orwell during a weekend stay in a casual ward, a tramp insisted on 

paying his debt. "One good turn deserves another," he said, as "he put four sodden, 

debauched, loathly cigarettes ends" into Orwell's hand.18 In contrast, the tramps 

regularly accepted cbarity from various local churches, but resisted the evangelical 

efforts that accompanied the tea and meal tickets. During one service, the tramps 

rolled cigarettes and openly berated a minister while he publicly chastised them for 

their ungodly behaviour. Yet, they agreed to return the following week for more 

14Niaan Pier, p. 133. 
15~own and Out, p. 172. 
161bid., p. 173. 

174. 
18p. 177. 



tea.lQ The indignities suffered at the hands of dispensers of charity was almost as 

difficult to bear as the actual physical discomforts of poverty. 'A man receiving 

charity practically always hates his benefactor,' .Orwell observed, for the - - 
acqeptance of charity involved a loss of independence and liberty.20 Not every - L4 L 

authority figure evoked animosity, however, as revealed by the tramps' treatment of 

a shy young clergyman who, rather than subjecting the tramps to the usual sermon 

on the sins of idleness, hurriedly dispersed meal tickets to a local eating house 

without waiting for their thanks. "He'll never be a -- bishop!", shouted one of the 
L 

recipients, which Orwell added, "was intended as a warm compliment."21 

Their antiauthoritarianism was further revealed in a story Orwell heard one -- 
evening, about an escaped convict who triumphed over his captors: 

Gilderoy was a man who was condemned to be hanged, escaped, captured the judge 

who had sentenced him, and (splendid fellow!) hanged him. The tramps liked this story 

of course, but the interesting thing was that they had got it all wrong. Their version 

was that Gilderoy had escaped to America, whereas in reality, he was recaptured and 

put to death.22 

Thus, while they disregarded class differences among themselves, the tramps 

possessed a consciousness of "us a t defined their code of behaviour and 



morality when dealing with member of other classes, and they saw nothing 

unscrupulous in taking advantage of those who treated them unjustly. 

One striking feature of Down Out is Orwell's lack of political sensibility. In 
1 < 

contrast to his later works, he did not approach the improvement of the lives of the 

poor from a political perspective. Rather his suggestions consisted of alleviating the 

worst inconveniences of a tramp's life: making casual wards more hospitable and 

depauperizing tramps by creating employment. His legislative recommendations 

extended only as far as requiring casual wards to provide more space, adequate 

bedding and comfortable mattresses. "Owell had only a patchy idea of Socialism 
6 

then," Hoggart explains, 23 and he had not yet consciously committed himself to 

writing for a political purpose. Summarizing what he learned from his journey into 

London's underworld, Orwell wrote "I will never again think that all tramps are 

drunken scoundrels . . . nor enjoy a meal at a smart restaurant."*4 His first 

confrontation with the poor produced no political awakening, but rather an 

emotional attachment to the victims of capitalist and class society, and an awareness 

of values he had come to believe as admirable: recognition of equality, a sense of fair 
H- - 

play, a right to personal liberty and independence, antiauthoritarianism, and the - -. --* =__ _____- -- _ .. 

desire to maintain one's dignity in the face of adversity. - 
At the same time, Orwell recognized that tramps were not truly 

2 4 ~ o ~ n  and Out, p. 189. 



representative of the entire working class, but only consistituted a sub-caste of the 

English poor. Establishing an intimate relationship with the miners of Wigan proved 

more diicult than donning shabby clothes and disguising his accent among the 

vagabonds of London, for the miners possessed skills and traditions developed over 

several generations. After living with miners' families for several weeks, Orwell 

noticed a cultural barrier still persisted between him and his hosts. "I went among 

them as a foreigner," he wrote, '. . . and all of them, except in moments of great 

animation, softened their accent for my benefit."*= Orwell realized that he would 

never be able to divest himself completely of his middle-class tastes and values. The 

second half of The Road to w n  Pie[ confesses this realization, and becomes a 

critique of English socialists whom Orwell believed were hypocritical in boasting 

that they accepted English workers as equals, and in hoping to bring middle-class 

socialists and working-class organizers together in a united political cause. 

Orwell was impressed by the solidarity and resolve of the families in the 

economically-depressed mining town. The working class had 'neither turned 

revolutionary nor lost their self-respect', but rather "settled down to make the 

best of things on a fish-and-chip standard.'26 Orwell was uncertain whether to 

endorse or lament increased consumption of cheap luxury goods such as sweets, 

2 5 ~ i a a n  Pier, p. 137. 

26p. 80. 



fancy cbthing and lottery tickets. Such goods had made life more tolerable but had 

probably 'averted revo1ution"as well. 27 Unemployment was slowly becoming 

recognized as a permanent fact of capitalist economics, rather than as a personal 

failure, but miners and their families still suffered from the loss of independence, 

and the 'petty inconvenience and indignity" of receiving government support.28 

Orwell's discussion of Corporation housing further highlights the importance 

of personal liberty in the mining community. While he regarded slum clearance as a 

necessary and beneficial government initiative, Orwell discovered that many 

workers and their families relocated under housing schemes expressed resentment 

about various changes introduced into their lives. While they appreciated the 

cleaner and warmer surroundings, municipal regulations controlled certain common 

practices such as gardening, interior decorating and pet ownership. Having been 

resettled in newly-constructed districts, many individuals regretted the loss of 

friends and the sense of community they had enjoyed in their former 

neighbourhoods. "It is a great achievement to get slum-dwellers into decent houses," 

Orwell remarked, 'but it is unfortunate that . . . it is also considered necessary to 

rob them of the last vestiges of their liberty."29 

As in Down and Out, Orwell's suggestions to improve the lives of the miners 



contain little political commentary. He dismissed the desirability of a workers' 

revolution, as "attempted insurrections . . in a strongly governed country like 

England, could lead to futile massacres and a regime of savage repression.'30 

Orwell's recommendations to improve the lot of the working class were limited to 

better housing, improved working conditions and sufficient wages to satisfy the 

mining families' basic needs. However, the second half of his account reveals that 

Orwell was developing an ideological sensibility that underpinned his future 

criticisms of the English left. After residing in Wigan, OtWell was forced to admit 

that class was a more deeply-engrained and multi-faceted characteristic of English 

society than he had previously allowed. He that he would never be able to 

completely root out his middle-class prejudices and tastes, and grew increasingly 

convinced that to do so was politically unnecessary. The English left, he concluded, 

was wrongheaded in its efforts to overlook cultural differences between itself and 

the working class. A means to incorporate class differences within a united socialist 

mOVement would have to be found before socialism could appeal to the majority of 

the English population. 

The event that fully politicized Orwell and his writing was the Spanish Civil 

War. "Every serious line of work that I have written since 1936 ," he later 



wrote,'has been written, directly or indirectly, against totalitarianism and for 

democratic socialism as I understand it.m3 In Barcelona, Orwell witnessed what r 
life could be like with the working class "in the saddlehand he returned to England 

convinced that only a democratic socialist country would be able to withstand 

- i s a t e p h e n  Lutrnan has called Homaqe to Catalonia ~rwell's most patriotic 

book, as it examines the development of loyalties and values that Ot'well later 

transferred to an English context.33 By examining Orwell's commentary on the 

character of the Spaniards he fought beside, one can gain, by way of comparison, 

further insight into his vision of English character. 

In Barcelona, as among h e  traips of London, a spirit of egalitarianism 

flourished. Restaurants were collectivized, formal forms of speech were prohibited, 

expensive clothing disappeared and working-class dress and uniforms became more 

common. Though suffering from food shortages and other warinduced hardships, 

"there was a belief in the revolution and in the future, a feeling of having suddenly 

\ emerged into an era of equality and freedom. fa he "hard-boiled sneeringM 
I 

English, Orwell remarked, would have described the idealistic femur of the 

Spanish people as a pathetic demonstration of loyalty.35 While he also took pride in 

3'0rwell, 'Why I Write,' CEJL. I, p. 5. 

320rwell, Homaae to Catalonia (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd., 1984)~ P- 8 

33~tephen Lutman. 'Orwell's Patriotism,' J o u r n a l o r a r y  LiWXY 22 (l981h P. 
150. 
34- to C talonia. p. 10. 
351bid. 



English common sense, Orwell could not help but be impressed by the Spaniards' 

determination and idealism in their attempt to preserve their social equality. 

Orwell was frustrated, however, by the Spaniards' military inefficiency. 'The 

Spaniards," he remarked, ' . . . had a path& belief that all foreigners knew more of 

military matters than themse~ves."~~ He not convince young recruits of the 

danger of firearms, and described them as naive, mischievous, and lacking in 

discipline. He characterized the whole war effort as unpragmatic and inept as the 

Spaniards, like "a mob of eager children"7 were sent into battle without the 

most fundamental of military skills. After witnessing fellow members of the POUM 

militia attempt to convert fascist prisoners-of-war, Orwell commented: "such a 

proceeding doesn't fit into the English concept of war . . . The idea of trying to 
\ 

convert your enemy instead of shooting him!'.38 The Spaniards' apparent lack of - 

seriousness infuriated English volunteers who had come to support them. wwever, 

w e l l  acknowledged his fellow English lack of cultural tolerance, and 

admitted 'it says a lot for the Spanish character that the English and Spaniards got 

The Spaniards' lack of punctuality, seriousness and efficiency contrasted 



sharply with middle-class values engrained in Orwell since childhood. It was 

precisely because such values were so firmly entrenched in their national character 

that the English, in general, were acutely xenophobic. Orwell believed the working 

class, in particular, due to its unique diet and the peculiarity of regional dialects, 

was prone to xenophobic behaviour and considered it "effeminate even to pronounce a 

foreign word correctly.'40 

In his essay "Looking Back on the Spanish War", Orwell argued that in Spain, - 
'the backbone of the resistance against Franco was the Spanish working class" as 

they had an instinctive sense about their national identity that the intelligentsia and 

foreign volunteers did not possess.41 'The common people knew in their bones the 

Republic was their friend", Orwell stated, and they fought a class war to secure 

fundamental rights within their nation.42 During the Second World War, he 

transferred these notions to the English people, who were willing to put aside their 

regional differences to protect their national liberty. The role of the English left 

would be to ensure that the ideological, i.e. class, aspect of the war was not 

completely submerged within the national war effort. 

Orwell's characterization of the English people was most fully and consciously 

expressed in his wartime essay, Jhe Enalish People , written in 1944. The Second 

40~he Fnalish Peo~le, p. 10 
4'0rwell, 'Looking Back on the Spanish War,' W, 11, PP. 260-261. 
421bid., pp. 261-262. 



World War, Orwell wrote, had put foreigners into contact with ordinary men and 

women, and revealed that the "aristocrat with a monocle" often caricatured in 

foreign newspapers was not a representative image of the majority of the English 

population. The lower classes were as a rule physically shorter than the aristocratic 

class, which was portrayed as tall and lanky. They possessed little artistic 

sensibility, and ballads and penny-novels were the only form of art that enjoyed any 

measurable popularity among them.43 The manners of the working class were 

ungraceful but considerate, and the inherent gentleness of the general population 

was evidenced by the existence of an unarmed police force. The English people's 

respect for the law prevented the need for a permanent armed militia in the streets, 

and explained the absence of a revolutionary tradition in England. Only a small 

number of the middle class, the Europeanized intelligentsia, had revolutionary . 

aspirations, for they had abandoned the culture and traditions of their 

birthplace.44 A deeply-rooted cultural loyalty to liberty and justice inhibited any 

revolutionary impulses among the majority of the English population. 

But what of England itself? As mentioned earlier, Orwell was aware of 

England's ambiguous boundaries and nomenclature. While within Great Britain 

sharp distinctions were drawn between the English, Irish, Scots and Welsh, their 

differences, he argued, were muted when confronted by a ~ u r o p e a n . ~ ~  These 



boundaries were further blurred by a north-south divide within England itself. 

'There is no doubt,' Orwell observed, 'about the Englishman's inbred conviction 

that those who live to the south of him are his  inferior^.'^^ Northerners, such as 

the miners of Wigan, perceived themselves as hardier than 'effeminate and parasitic 

~outherners.'~7 They characterized themselves as having "grit", and being more 

"grim, 'dour', plucky, warm-hearted and democratic" than their southern 

counterparts, whom they labelled snobbish and lazy.48 Orwell was particularly 

interested in the north-south dichotomy due to his personal southern background. 

Southern England, the centre of banking and monied interests, received little 

positive treatment in contrast to Orwell's sympathetic portrayal of the northern 

working class. 

The English urban and rural landscapes are prominent themes in several of 

Orwell's major works. While he was not entirely opposed to industrial development, 

Orwell portrays the English city as a dirty, overcrowded source of poverty, 

loneliness and despair. The countryside, on the other hand, is a source of nostalgia 

and rejuvenation, and renews the optimism of several of Orwell's tragic characters. 

In 6 ee p the As~idistra Flving, Gordon Comstock and his companion Rosemary escape 

4 5 m ~ h e  Lion and the Unicorn,' p. 64. 

4 6 m  Pier, p. 100. 
471bid., p. 98. 
481bid. 



from their London hovels and dreary lives for an outing to Farnham Common. At 

first, they feel shrunken and overwhelmed by the open space before them, but 

gradually the countryside revives them: 

Presently they had walked themselves into trim. They had got their second wind 

and the blood glowed in their veins. It was one of those days when you felt you 

could walk a hundred miles if necessary. Suddenly as they came out on to the road 

again, the dew all down the hedge glittered with a diamond flash. The sun had 

pierced the clouds. The light came slanting and yellow across the fields, and 

delicate unexpected colours sprang out in everything, as though some giant's child 

had been let loose with a new paintbox.49 

A romantic image of the countryside also appears in the novel C o r n  UD for M. 

George Bowling, a balding middle-aged salesman returns to the village of his youth 

to escape from the pressures and spiritual emptiness of urban life. Bowling leaves 

his sterile lower-middle class suburban neighbourhood for Lower Binfield, where 

ancient fishes grow to enormous sizes and crystal pools lay hidden in deep forest 

groves. However, upon arrival, he learns the groves have been cut and the pools 

drained and turned into a rubbish dump, and he departs disillusioned. 50 

Gregory Claeys argues that Orwell's depiction of industrialization and the 

countryside reveals a much broader understanding of English society than historians 

490rwell, K e e ~  the Asp~dstra Flv . . ing (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1956), p. 127. 

500rwell, Gcmng UD for AiL (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World Inc., 1950), p. 256. 



have allowed. Claeys states that Orwell perceived modern culture as lacking in moral 

values due to an increase in mass consumption, the concomitant increase of 

decadence and poverty, and the replacement of traditional values by a new hedonistic 

philosophy that would leave people open to economic and ideological 

manipulation.51 The "English geniusu had lain in the privateness of English life, in 

its defence of personal freedom, and its resistance to authoritarianism. 

Totalitarianism, Orwell concluded, was a direct product of industrialization and - .-4 

mass consumption as the increase in consumer luxuries and conveniences weakened 

individuals' moral resolve. While he conceded that cheap luxuries made life more 

bearable for the working class, he also pointed to the danger of mass consumption as - 
a political and moral palliative. 

,- 

The countryside, however, remains in Orwell's novels a source of community, 

moral sensibility and pragmatic living that one could no longer find in the urban 

setting. Orwel based these perceptions on his own experiences as a rural labourer 

in the summer of 1931. While he candidly recalls the coarse manners and bigotry of 

fellow hop-pickers, he dwells upon the skill and speed of the workers, as well as the 

sense of justice and generosity they applied to their peers. The pickers regularly 

stole apples and potatoes from local farmers' orchards and fields, but distributed the 

goods among them~elves.~~ One couple he met, a coster and his wife, "were the kind 

51Gregory Claeys, 'Industrialism and Hedonism in Orwell's Literary and Political 
Development,' Albion 18 (Summer, 1 Q86), pp. 220-22 1. 



of people who are generally drunk every Saturday night and who tack 'f---ing' on to 

every noun', yet he had 'never seen anything exceeding their kindness.'53 In A 

Cleravman's DallshfBr, whose hop-picking scenes are informed by Orwell's personal 

experience, Dorothy Hare finds the community of hop-pickers friendly and 

intimate. 'Those long, laborious hours in the strong sunlight," Orwell writes," in 

the sound of forty voices singing, in the smell of hops and wood smoke, had a quality 

peculiar and unforgettable. . . you were happy, with an unreasonable happiness."54 

The labour was physically exhausting yet rewarding. "It wasn't a bad life," Orwell 

concluded, and he was left with a conviction that the countryside preserved a way of 

life more arduous, yet more meaningful and sensible, than one could find in the 

urban and industrial setting.55 

-the English people were ethical but not religious, moral but 
L 

not puritanical. They were not a nation of kill-joys but a nation whose philosophy of 

life could be summarized in the music-hall song made popular by Marie Lloyd: "A 

little bit of what you fancy does you good.a56 They tolerated eccentricity and 

guarded the right to do as one pleased in one's free time. They admired the underdog, 

520rwell, 'Hop-Picking,' CFJI , I, p. 56. 

53 Ibid., pp. 63-64. 
540rwell, f4 Cleravman's Dauahter (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1960), pp. 
126- 127. 
55'~op-~icking,' p. 66. 
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disliked bullies and believed the valiant loser was as much a hero as the victor. They 

paid more attention to the horse-racing finals than political affairs, yet they 

believed in liberty, respected the law and played fair. And, when faced with an 

external threat, they overlooked their internal differences and came together to 

defend their country. This was Orwell's England--the "real England" worth 

preserving and bringing to the surface from under the weight of hereditary 

privilege and leadership. 57 

Orwell admitted it was not easy to find a connecting thread linking all English 

people within the category of "nation". When he spoke of the "English people" he - \ 

implied the working-class majority and realized the same characteristics could not ____.___ -- 
necessaril be applied to other classes. Regional diversity, economic disparity and 2- 
class divisions appeared insurmountable obstacles to national unity. Yet, these 

internal differences were muted when set against an external reference. Loyalty to 

their nation proved a stronger emotive force among all English people than class 

conflict and regional rivalries. It was precisely this thread in the English character 

that Orwell believed was essential to England's cultural and political survival, and 

would ensure its position as a European power in the post-war era. 

57'~he Lion and the Unicorn,' p. 109. 



CHAPTER 2: PATRIOTISM-A REFUGE 

On the eve of the signing of the Soviet-German Pact of 1939, Orwell claims to 

have had a dream in which the Second World War had already begun. The dream left 

him with two convictions: 'First, that I should be simply relieved when the long- 

dreaded war started, secondly that I was patriotic at heart, would not sabotage my 

own side, would support the war, would fight in it if possible."1 The threat of war 

had fomed Orwell to define more clearly the England he wished to preserve. He 

received severe public criticism for reversing his former pacifist stand. In a letter 

written to the Partisan Review, for example, George Woodcock attacked Orwell, "a 

former fellow traveller of the pacifists,' for holding the same "overlapping left- 

wing, pacifist and reactionary tendencies of which he accuse[d]  other^."^ 

Patriotism came to mean more to Orwell than a simple love of one's country. It 

served as a bulwark against totalitarianism and would become the basis of his theory 

of a unique English revolution that he believed would occur in the wake of the war. 

Patriotism developed into a unifying concept within which Orwell could incorporate 

various competing strains in his personality and ideology. 

Loyalty to England, instilled in Orwell's public school days, was weakened by 

'orwell, Ally Country Right or Left,' CEJL I, p. 539. 

2 ~ e o r g e  Woodcock, 'Pacifism and War,' CEJL. II, p. 224. 



his experience as an imperial policeman in Burma. By the time he returned on leave 

to England in 1927, Orwell stated he "hated the imperialism he was serving" and 

wished to resign from his post.3 Orwell described his policing duties as the "dirty 

work' of imperial administration and regarded Britain's presence in Asia as both 

tyrannical and artificiaL4 Yet, he maintained a conflicting belief in Britain's duty 

to guide its colonies to eventual self-government and was often overcome by an 

intense loathing of the Burmans' cultural backwardness. "All I knew," he reasoned, 

"was that I was stuck between my hatred of the empire and my rage against the evil- 

spirited beasts who made my job impossible."5 Orwell's Burmese experience 

marked the beginning of a conscious struggle to accept patriotic attachment to 

England while questioning its political leadership. 

Omell was highly critical of Britain's imperial policy and conduct but 

maintained confidence in the superiority of English political and cultural 

institutions. Orwell did not question Britain's ability and destiny to act as a civilizing 

influence but did question colonial administrators' methods and motives. Orwell's 

imperial service provides the foundation for his novel Burmese Davs. The novel 

revolves around the lives of the members of an exclusive European Club. At once 

3 u n  Piec, p. 126. 

40rwell, "Shooting an Elephant,' CEJL, I, p. 236. 
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sympathetic to, and repulsed by, the subordinate Burmese population, the central 

character Flory attempts to resolves feelings of guilt and exclusion within the 

English community. His angst increases when the deputy commissioner of the region 

recommends admission of a local Indian to the Club. While silently loathing the 

hypocrisy of imperial rule and the snobbery of his British acquaintances, Flory 

perpetuates their values and authority by signing a petition rejecting the admission 

of Dr. Veraswami, Flory's closest Indian friend. The novel concludes with Flory's 

suicide, the result of intense personal turmoil and guilt produced by his inability to 

adapt himself to his role in the anglophone c~mmunity.~ 

The autobiographical parallels in b e s e  Ravs are self-evident. The work's 

tragic conclusion expresses Orwell's pessimistic diagnosis of the state of British 

imperialism in the twentieth century. His proposals for restructuring imperial 

administration, outlined later in 'The Lion and the Unicorn," were shaped by his 

personal belief in the superiority of the theory of British political democracy and 

his first-hand observation of imperialism in practice. Orwell called for the 

transformation of the British Empire into a federation of socialist states. He 

recommended immediate Dominion status for India, with the power to secede if it 

desired, formation of an Imperial General Council, in which "coloured" peoples were 

represented, and declaration of formal alliance with China, Abyssinia and "all other 

%well,  Burmese Davs (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1950). 



victims of Fascist ~ o w e r s . " ~  

These suggestions reveal several aspects of Orwell's ideological development. 

First, he perceived totalitarianism as an increasing threat not only to England, but to 

the autonomy of democratic nations throughout Europe and the world. Second, he 

desired to find a means of preserving England's "civilizing" role in world affairs 

while granting autonomy to colonial communities. Finally, he wanted England to move 

towards some form of socialist government. 

Orwell's obsession with fascism determined various personal and literary 

commitments. Fascism undermined what Orwell perceived as the basic tenets of a 

just society--equality and liberty--and replaced them with authoritarianism and 

the submission of the individual's will to the state. Freedom of speech and association 

were curtailed. The political autonomy of weaker nations was threatened. For 

literary, political and moral reasons, Orwell believed it necessary to resist fascism, 

or more specifically totalitarianism, in qII its political and cultural forms. 

As a writer, Orwell warned "the era of free speech is closing down," for fascist 

propagandists in Germany and other countries manipulated the content and language 

of the press to suppress free thought and political opposition.* The defence of free 

speech became a frequent theme in his works. In fact, one can approach Orwell's 

7m~he Lion and the Unicorn,' p. 96. 

'orwell, 'Why I Joined the Independent Labour Party,' CFJL, I, p. 337. 
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definition of patriotism by first considering his use of the English language. To speak 

of a concrete 'definition' of patriotism is already inconsistent with Orwell's literary 

style. Discussing the concept of nationalism in his essay 'Notes on Nationalism,' for 

example, Orwell explained apologetically "I am only using the word 'nationalism' for 

lack of a better." The conscientious writer, Orwell insisted, allows the feeling or 

ambience of a particular circumstance to choose the suitable word rather than let the 

word, a mere phonetic device and abstract symbol, dictate the idea conveyed to the 

reader.1•‹ Too many writers, and Orwell included himself among them, had 

succumbed to literary laziness by employing ready-made phrases and overworked 

metaphors. The results were a loss of vitality in the English language and the 

evolution of a language that could "even think your thoughts for you."l 

Orwell urged writers to eliminate flowery phrases from their prose, to use the 

shortest and fewest words to express their meaning, and to avoid abstraction 

wherever possible. To do so required effort, but necessary effort, for a language that 

did not compel its users to think, to imagine and to constantly question and define 

meanings, left them open to more serious forms of ideological manipulation. One 

could, for example, hide indefensible political and military atrocities behind 

abstract words: 'Defenceless villages are bombarded from the air, the inhabitants 
- - -- 

g~ rwe l l ,  'Notes on Nationalism,' CFJI , Ill, p. 363. 

100rwel1, 'Politics and the English Language,' CFJI IV, p. 138. 
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driven out into the countryside, the cattle machine-gunned, the huts set on fire with 

incendiary bullets: this is'called pacification."l* However, the audience that 

understood and controlled its language preserved indirect control of its press and 

other communication media could reduce the possibility of cultural and ideological 

manipulation. 

Orwell's sombre diagnosis of the state of the English language consists of more 

than a literary critique. It offers insight into his political perceptions and sense of 

.national identity. Orwell's call for the revitalization of the English language was at 

once an expression of patriotic sentiment and a literary defence against 

totalitarianism. The decline of the English language served as a symbol of the 

potential ideological effects of fascism. The English language, with its regional 

dialects and peculiar structures and definitions, naturally served as an obstacle 

against centralizing tendencies. Orwell encouraged the preservation of* ljngyistic _ _- *-  

everence for, and proper use of, the 

English language was in itself a patriotic act for Orwell. It was at once a source of 

national identity and a political purpose. As Paul Potts has written, the English 

language served as Orwell's weapon to combat the lies of fascism.13 

13paul Potts, 'Don Quixote on a Bicycle,' Pante Called You Beatrice (London: Eyre 
Spottiswoode, 1960), p. 86. 
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A specific definition of patriotism is crucial to understanding Orwell's imperial 

vision and his perception of English society. In "Notes on Nationalism,' Orwell 

carefully distinguished between patriotism and nationalism: 

By 'patriotism' 1 mean devotion to a particular place and a particular way of life, 

which one believes to be the best in the world but has no wish to force upon other 

people. Patriotism is by its nature defensive both militarily and culturally. 

Nationalism, on the other hand, is inseparable from the desire for power. The abiding 

purpose of every nationalist is to secure more power and more prestige, not for 

himself but for the nation or other unit in which he has chosen to sink his 

individuality. 

Implicit in Orwell's definition is the recognition of every nation's right to self- 

determination. Patriotism was an insular, defensive sentiment rather than an 

aggressive force that inspired political and geographic dominance. It was precisely 

this quality of English patriotism that Orwell believed sewed as an inoculation 

against fascist aggression and authoritarianism, and was absent from the 

philosophical basis of imperialism. One could claim to be a patriotic defender of the 

English way of life without supporting imperialism. In distinguishing between 

nationalism, of which imperialism was a symptom, and patriotism, the defence of a 

shared way of life, Orwell attempted to remove patriotism from the language and 

rhetoric of the conservative right, and adapt it within a more radical socialist 

ideology. 

14'~otes on Nationalism,' p. 362. 



In his essay on the language of patriotism, Hugh Cunningham traces the 

transformation of patriotism from a radical oppositional sentiment to a conservative 

jingoistic notion adopted by the right in the nineteenth century.15 Appropriation of 

the rhetoric of patriotism produced a vigorously contested historical debate, 

characterized most famously in the eighteenth century by Samuel Johnson's changing 

definitions of the term. In 1755, he defined a patriot as "[one] whose ruling passion 

is the love of his country.' By 1774, however, repudiating the radical opposition of 

John Wilkes and his supporters, Johnson described patriotism as 'the last refuge of 

a scoundrel.'16 Yet, until the 1850s, Cunningham argues, the patriot remained the 

radical.17 The patriot claimed to defend the rights of the freeborn Englishman, 

which included 'freedom from absolutism . . . freedom from arbitrary arrest, trial 

by jury, equality before the law, the freedom of the home from arbitrary search and 

entrance" and "some limited liberty of thought, of speech and of cons~ience."~~ The 

patriot resisted above all arbitrary power, and called for the reform of government 

abuses and tyranny to preserve liberty and justice. By the mid-nineteenth century, 

several events had tarnished the image of radical patriotism. After the Napoleonic 

15~ugh  Cunningham, 'The Language of Patriotism,' Patriotism: The Makin- . . nt-onal I-, I, p. 57-89. 
l61bid., p. 61. 
171bid. 
18~.p.  Thompson, The MalynO of the Fnalish Workina Class (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 
1980), p. 86. 



wars, patriotism came to be associated with the defence of the existing conservative 

political order against foreign powers. By the 1870s, the shift to the right had been 

completed, as patriotism became a key component in the ideology of the imperial 

state. The defence of national interests became of prime importance and the rhetoric 

of patriotism became the tool of the establishment. 

Stephen Lutman argues that Orwell first became aware of the power of patriotic 

sentiment as an oppositionary force during the Spanish Civil War. Within the context 

of extreme political polarization and war-induced hardships, Orwell developed 

personal byalties and examined both the emotional and ideological reasons for 

Spanish resistance.19 As the Spanish war progressed, Orwell's initial anti-fascist 

motivations were tranformed into a sense of loyalty--"the feeling of belonging to a 

community which could combine both traditional and revolutionary ~oyalt ies."~~ 

The Spaniards fought for their belief in revolutionary egalitarianism and in the basic 

rights of the individual. Class loyalty and the conviction that socialism would 

strengthen their country ensured that the working class remained the backbone of 

the resistance movement. Though the Spaniards ultimately failed to achieve their 

objectives, the militia's defence of its shared values and nation ultimately impressed 

Orwell more than its ideological position. Yet, at the same time, Orwell recognized 

%~trnan, 'Orwell's Pariotism,' p. 150. 
*Olbid., p. 151. 
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that national loyalty and radical ideology had combined to create a vision of an 

egalitarian Spanish community that stood in opposition to the fascist regime. 

Patriotism, Orwell believed, served as a connecting thread between the 

individual and society. It consisted of "a whole network of loyalties, emotions, 

feelings, and values, which give the individual meaning."' When faced with an 

external threat, such as in the event of war, the English people subsumed class 

differences within the patriotic defence of a perceived set of shared values and 

traditions. In this context, the idea of nation proved a stronger form of identification 

than class. 'One cannot see the modern world as it is unless one recognizes the 

overwhelming strength of patriotism, national loyalty,' Orwell concluded. '[Als a 

positive force there is nothing to set beside it."22 

Yet, in masking class differences, was the patriotic sentiment of the working 

class merely manipulated as a means of perpetuating the economic and class 

inequalities Orwell despised? How couM the defence of "Chamberlain's England" in 

wartime help bring about economic and political reform? "Patriotism," Orwell 

argued, 'has nothing to do with conservatism.' Rather, it was "devotion to something 

that is always changing but is felt mystically to be the ~ame."2~ A mystical entity 

called 'England" somehow transcended political and economic realities. It was to this 

21p. 154. 
2 2 ' ~ h e  Lion and the Unicorn,' p. 56. 
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broader idea of England that the English people were bound. Orwell demonstrated this 

differentiation in his recollection of the Jubilee celebrations of 1935. In the crowd, 

he remembered two slogans in particular: 'Poor but Loyal' and 'Landlords Keep 

Away". While publicly proclaiming their loyalty to England in the person and symbol 

of King George V, the working-class audience clearly expressed a class hostility 

towards its landowning superiors. One could remain loyal to one's King and country, 

Orwell concluded, without supporting the economic and political structures that 

underpinned them.Z4 

One important feature of popular culture lay in its opposition to the 

establishment. 'The genuinely popular culture of England,' he remarked, 'is 

something that goes on beneath the surface and is more or less frowned upon by the 

a~thor i t ies . '~~  By placing working-class patriotism within the language and 

expressions of popular culture, Orwell regarded patriotic sentiment as a potentially 

radical oppositional force. In this form, patriotism served as a means of combining 

Orwell's conflicting class, national and personal loyalties into a coherent program 

for political and economic change. 

As has become apparent in numerous recent publications, definitions of the 

terms 'nation" and 'nationalism", and their influence on shaping individual identity, 

24- P ~ o D I ~ ,  pp. 17-1 8. 
2 5 m ~ h e  Lion and the Unicorn,' p. 59. 



remain fluid and subject to debate. Eric Hobsbawm, for example, has defined the 

"nation" as a dynamic social entity linking the political aspirations and cultural 

traditions of a group within a single unit.26 National identity has its roots in a 

shared cultural background, and becomes a political reality when the elite within a 

community, sharing the same language and historical experiences, endeavour to 

establish a politically and geographically sovereign region. National identity, 

Hobsbawm maintains, does not exclude other forms of social identification such as 

gender and class. Rather, national consciousness develops unevenly among various 

social groups and regions in a country, and often "the popular masses are the last to 

be affected by it."7 

Benedict Anderson, meanwhile, argues the idea of "nation" should be treated as 

an anthropological concept, defined through the evolution of a shared system of 

symbols and language. Its most significant characteristic is not a physical boundary 

imposed on a map, but rather that the members of a cultural community believe a 

boundary of some form exists or should exist. Anderson defines the nation as "an 

imagined political community-and imagined as both inherently limited and 

s ~ v e r e i g n . " ~ ~  Despite internal inequalities and differences, a "deep horizontal 

2 6 ~ r i c  Hobsbawm, Nations and N a t ~ o d ~ s m  Since 1780: P r o m  Mvth. R w  . . ' (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 9. 
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comradeship' exists between the community's members, and individuals who may 

never come into contact with each other personally imagine they are linked in a 

significant way.29 

Neither of these models completely incorporates Orwell's perceptions, but can 

be applied to identify the major components Orwell consciously or unconsciously 

associated with the idea of England. They can also make Orwell's attempt to reconcile 

and explain his personal problems of identification--those of class, nation and 

socialism--more understandable. Orwell did not dwell on the historical roots of 

national consciousness, but rather explained national identity as a species of 

mystical emotional attachment. He envisioned England in highly personalized terms: 

England is not the jewelled isle of Shakespeare's much-quoted passage, nor is it the 

inferno depicted by Dr. Goebbels. More than either it resembles a family, a rather 

stuffy Victorian family . . . It has rich relations that have to be kow-towed to and 

poor relations who are horribly sat upon, and there is a deep conspiracy of silence 

about the family income. It is a family in which the young are thwarted and most of 

the power is in the hands of irresponsible uncles and bedridden aunts. Still, it is a 

family.aO 

The English family shared a private language and common memories, and closed its 

ranks when faced with an external threat. While England was economically 'three or 

four nations,' Orwell discerned "the vast majority of people feel themselves to be of 

a single nation."31 The working-class notion of "Englishness" derived from its 

291bid., p. 7. 
=@The Lion and the Unicorn,' p. 68. 



shared cultural experiences--linguistic uniqueness, interaction with the 

surrounding landscape, work, leisure and customs--rather than as Hobsbawm 

defines, an elite concept ideologically imposed from above. The 'boasting and 

flagwaving, the Rule Britannia stuff" was a middle-class expression of intellectually 

mediated imperial thought32 One can venture that the culturallexperiential 

foundation of working class national identity was what Orwell implied when he stated 

the patriotism of the working class was "uncons~ious."~~ Its sense of "Englishness" 

developed historically yet was never fully articulated. 'In moments of supreme 

crisis,' Orwell explained, the English could 'draw together and act upon a species of 

instinct, really a code of conduct which is understood by almost everyone, though 

never formu~ated.'~~ Internal, regional and class differences were muted and 

patriotism ultimately proved stronger than other forms of dissent. As Anderson 

argues, a 'deep horizontal relationship" could in some instances supercede vertical 

distinctions such as dass. The distinction between conscious and unconscious 

patriotism is a crucial aspect of Orwell's repudiation of imperialism and his 

subsequent criticism of the English left. By dismissing patriotism as a conservative 

jingoistic expression, rather than considering its radical oppositional potential, the 

31 lbid. 
32p. 61. 
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English left had lost a vital emotional connection with a large segment of the English 

population. 

Thus, patriotism was seen by Orwell as an expression of loyalty to a shared set 

of historical experiences, language and culture, that could, in moments of national 

crisis, transcend regional, economic and political conflict. Yet, the most immediate 

and vital purpose of English patriotism in the 1930s and 1940s. Orwell believed, 

was its ability to combat totalitarian tendencies inherent in fascist ideology, 

demonstrated most dramatically by Nazi Germany. Fascism was, Orwell explained, a 

form of capitalism in which the state had complete authority over domestic policy, 

investment, tabour and, consequently, the lives of its citizens. The same could be said 

of a socialist country but the underlying ideas of fascism and socialism, Orwell 

maintained, were very different. For, whereas "Socialism aims, ultimately, at a 

world state of free and equal human beings," Nazism was driven by a belief in human 

inequality and the submission of the individual wi11.35 Nationalism, as Orwell 

defined it, contributed to military aggression precisely because the individual's 

identity was submerged within that of the state, and the political and geographic 

dominance of a particular nation was upheld as a primary objective. English 

patriotism served as a counterpoint to nationalism in its aggressive totalitarian 

form. The English people, through their preservation of the ideas of personal 

351bid., pp. 80-81. 



liberty, justice and equality, countered the threat of totalitarianism. 

By casting patriotism as a defence of the English way of life, as a barrier 

against totalitarianism, and as a basis for transforming England through socialist 

revolution, Orwell attempted to bring patriotism within the radical sphere of the left 

and, at the same time, justify his personal attachment to England. The English left- 

wing intelligentsia, Orwell argued, had wrongly dismissed patriotism as a 

conservative sentiment that only took attention away from the more serious and 

pervasive problems of political and economic inequality in English society. Rather, 

the English people's attachment to the rights of liberty, equality and other freedoms 

provided the cultural foundation for the creation of a more egalitarian political 

order. If patriotic sentiment could be fused with socialist ideology, a uniquely 

nontotalitarian form of socialism could be created. Gregory Claeys has concluded that 

Orwell made an original effort in his attempt "to combine his belief in socialism with 

a praise for the virtues of patriotism" and to make patriotism appear as a "legitimate 

sentiment among those on the Left."36 

Just as Orwell's attitude towards the Spanish Civil War evolved from an anti- 

fascist protest into a positive and constructive sense of loyalty, so Orwell's definition 

of patriotism developed from a defence against fascism into a means of transforming 

36~regory Claeys. "'The Lion and the Unicorn,' Patriotism and Orwell's Politics," Review ot 
Politics, 47 (1985), p. 187. 
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England into a more egalitarian and humane socialist nation. However, Orwell's 

detailed explanation of the patriotism of the English people was, at the same time, a 

conscious and deliberate attempt to reveal the lack of national feeling among the 

Europeanized intelligentsia, and was but one arena in which Orwell criticized his 
I 

left-wing contemporaries. 



CHAPTER 3: ORWELL'S SOCIALISM 

In his first editorial written for the Daily Express in 1969, Kingsley Amis 

promised to maintain a rigorous critique of "left-wing idiocy' in the tradition of Orwell, 

whom he described as a former "thorn in the side of the leff.1 Amis's attitude, as did 

opinions of various left-wing contemporaries, ranged from admiration and respect for 

Orwell's honesty and sincerity, to frustration and dismissal for his inability to move 

beyond rebukes of English socialists and to present instead a constructive vision of a 

socialist society. John Rodden has suggested that the left's shifting attitude towards 

Orwell can serve as a 'barometer of the fluctuations in the post-war British cultural 

climate" and a glimpse into the ideological aspirations of Orwell's contemporaries.* 

Orwell's admiration of the patriotic sentiments of the English, coupled with his 

personal attachment to England, pose a dilemma for historians on the left. His plans for 

- 

revolution and reconstruction fit within the' orthodox Marxist model, but his scathing 

criticism of socialist ideologues, their abandonment of English culture, and their 

fixation with theories of class and class consciousness rather than more practical issues, 

have given historians reason to hesitate assigning Orwell a hallowed place in the 

pantheon of British socialist writers. 

l ~ o h n  Rodden. 'John Wain and the Movement Writers' Orwell,' Albion 20 (1988), p. 71. 
*lbid., p. 60. 



Historians and literary critics alike have disagreed as to whether, in the first 

instance, Orwell's "socialism" consisted of an identifiable set of principles, or if it was 

merely a series of responses to changing events. Stephen lngle argues that Orwell was 

"never really a socialist at anytime in his life." While his outlook was "undeniably 

Leftist", Orwell's socialist commitment was a continuing moral and personal reaction 

rather than a coherently developed political po~i t ion.~ His "acute awareness of social 

and political inequality", lngle maintains, was "closely related to his own feelings of 

being a social 'out~ider'."~ As a youth, Orwell was extremely self-conscious about his 

lower-upper-middle class status, which his headmaster at St. Cyprian's public school 

apparently reminded him of at every opportunity.5 In Burma, his English origins 

served as a source of animosity in the native community. Returning to England, he took 

up the unconventional occupation of a writer, to the dismay of several family members. 

All of these experiences contributed to his critical appraisal of bourgeois democracy and 

class privilege, for which socialism might serve as a corrective. Yet, his observation of 

left-wing factionalism in Spain instilled an aversion to orthodoxy, and more 

%tephen Ingle, "The Politics of George Orwell: a Reappraisal," Queen's Quarterly 80 (1973), 
p. 31. 

41bid., p. 26. 
5 ~ h e  Unknown OrweU, p. 62-63. Orwell was admitted to St. Cyprian's, Eastbourne, on 

reduced fees, a practice commonly extended to children of members of the imperial service 
who could not afford to pay full fees levied for most students. Orwell recalls several occasions 
when he was reminded of his special status, usually in conjunction with a reprimand concerning 
his poor academic performance or behaviour. 



specifically, communism, creating an ambivalence towards Marxist theory in general. 

Richard Rees, on the other hand, maintains that Orwell did commit himself to an 

identifiable set of socialist principles. By "socialism", Orwell meant "a planned society, 

with private ownership abolished or greatly restricted, and democratically governed in 

the interests of the majority of the people by their elected representatives." 6 While 

Rees concedes that Orwell was 'no political theorist', at his best Orwell was a 'better 

Marxist than the theoretical pundits of socialism and communism.'7 

Alok Rai has concluded that, through all 'his contradictions and confusions, 

through all the changes of his short but highly charged career, Orwell believed himself 

to be, albeit with reservations. . . a kind of socialist," and the very restlessness of 

Orwell's political conviction provided the dynamic principle in his ideological 

~ha rac te r .~  Historians' difficulties with defining Orwell's socialism arise precisely 

because he rejected orthodoxy, and created his own version--a populist creed that he 

felt had little to do with ideology and class consciousness, but rather arose out of the 

cultural and national attachments of the English people, and served as a necessary 

counterpoint to fascism. 

The lack of politics in Orwell's early works has been noted by several observers. 

Orwell claimed to have been a revolutionary at seventeen, loosely describing himself as a 
- - - - -  

%chard Rees, W a e  Orwell: Fuahve from the C a m ~  of V . . i c w  (Carbondale: Southern 
Illinois University Press, 1961), p. 45. 

'lbid., p. 48. 
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socialist though having little idea of what that meant? He knew little of the working 

class, and what he did know of it he disliked. When he returned from Burma, however, he 

regarded the lower classes in a different manner. Conscious of the guilt he felt for 

playing a part in the imperial system he despised, Orwell became more acutely aware of 

the middle-class snobbery he exercised towards the lower classes of England. They were 

"the symbolic victims of injustice, playing the same part in England as the Burmese 

played in ~ u r m a . " ~ ~  The "tyranny and exp1oitation"he had hoped to escape from 

existed in England as well, and though he claimed no particular interest in socialism at 

the time, he felt the need to challenge economic injustice in some manner. 

As detailed earlier, he began by living among the outcasts of English society. Orwell 

also attended two socialist summer schools, organized by the Independent Labour Party, 

in order to familiarize himself with socialist theory. He emerged disillusioned, both 

with the theory and the "socialists" themselves. In Wigan he had decided he would never 

rid himself of class prejudice, yet in the school he found intellectuals claiming to be 

"outside the class racket" while, at the same time, maintaining the same aversion to 

working-class habits Orwell admitted he fe1t.l l In addition, he encountered articulate 

arguments for the dismantling of the empire at the very time he was attempting to 



develop his own opinion on the matter. While the intellectual arguments might have 

seemed appealing to a young man who had recently returned disillusioned with imperial 

service, Orwell considered the practical implications of dismantling the empire and 

concluded 'at the bottom of his heart . . . no Englishman does want it to disintegrate."12 

Orwell's initial encounters with official "Socialism" left him highly critical of the 

impractical and overly idealistic approaches adherents applied to class, imperialism and 

economic planning. Yet, he also sensed that underlying socialism's often impractical 

ideological foundation was a sincere commitment to liberty and equality. The choice to 

identify himself as a socialist was as much a matter of moral integrity as political 

strategy. Orwell's experiences as an imperial policeman in Burma, as a tramp on the 

streets of London and Paris, as a social investigator in Wigan and as a soldier in Spain, 

had exposed him to what he perceived as dangerous trends in modern society. "The tempo 

of events is quickening, " he wrote in 1938, "the dangers which once seemed a 

generation distant are staring us in the face. One has got to be actively a Socialist, not 

merely sympathetic to Socialism . . . ."I3 These dangers included the emergence of 

fascism, the exchange of traditional of values for a hedonistic lifestyle, a widening gap 

between the rich and poor in English society, and a broader global trend towards 

monopolization and authoritarianism in both economic and political circles. Orwell's 

'2p. 139. 

13'why I Joined the Independent Labour Party,' p. 337. 



vision of the nature and purpose of socialism was the product of his moral and cultural 

conservatism, as revealed in his assessment of the English national character, and his 

political and economic radicalism, inspired by his observation and experience of poverty 

and social inequality. 

Rees has remarked that wherever he sensed disequilibrium in society, "Orwell's 

weight was always added to the lighter side."14 For example, Orwell's decision to join 

the Independent Labour Party rather than the larger and more successful Labour and 

Socialist parties was due, he claimed, more to its lack of support from monied interests 

than any congruity of political opinion.15 As has been pointed out, he had been 

disappointed in his initial involvement with the organization. With fascism on the 

ascendant in the 1930s, Orwell perceived socialism as the adversarial "underdog" and 

the only political ideology capable of defending the aspects of English society he hoped to 

preserve. 

Orwell consciously committed himself to socialism after the Spanish Civil War. 

Until 1936, Orwell's essays and newspaper articles were surprisingly non-partisan 

and any indications of socialist self-consciousness were defined only in terms of what he 

opposed.16 Raymond Williams has remarked that, prior to Barcelona, Orwell's 

"undoctrinal Socialism" had little positive content and was secondary to his struggles 

1 4 ~ e e s ,  Georae Orwell: Fuaitive From The Camp of VjEfPDl . . 
, P. 5. 

15"why I Joined the Independent Labour Party," p. 338. 
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against fascism, imperialism and inequality. 'Socialism", Williams writes, 'remained a 

system that embodied everything Fascism and imperialism were not?' By June 1937, 

however, as he was leaving Spain, Orwell could write "I have seen wonderful things and 

at last really believe in Socialism, which I never did before.'l 

In m e  to C m ,  Orwell explained that Barcelona gave him a crude foretaste 

of what the opening stages of socialism might be like. For a brief euphoric period, the 

"working class was in the saddle', class barriers fell and citizens worked together in a 

spirit of camaraderie and egalitarianism which Orwell believed were essential elements 

in a socialist society.19 Yet Orwell also witnessed deep factional divisions among left- 

wing militia units, instilling a lasting distaste for and suspicion of ideological 

wrangling. 

How familiar Orwell was with socialist theory has been debated. Alex Zwerdling 

states that Orwell's work 'indicates he had read Marx with care" and reveals "not only a 

detailed familiarity with Mamist texts but also a fundamental admiration for his 

contribution to the socialist movementW.20 John Rodden offers a more qualified 

response, arguing that though Orwell was more familiar with Marxist and socialist 

theory than his frequently idiosyncratic criticisms indicate, he never showed any 

"~illiarns, Eeorae Orweu, p. 55. 

18~rwel l ,  'Letter to Cyril Connolly,' GFJL I, p. 269. 

l9Hornaae To C m ,  p. 8. 

*O~lex Zwerdling, Orwell (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974), p. 20. 



amount of reverence for or 'devoted any sustained attention to Marxist theory', but 

'accepted it piecemeal as his experience supported or clashed with its doctrines.' 

Socialism initially incorporated Orwell's ambivalence towards class structures, a 

rejection of bourgeois conventionality, and a dismissal of the established political 

process. Even after Orwell developed a more comprehensive vision of socialism, these 

initial characteristics shaped his critique of socialist theory. For literary, political and 

moral reasons, therefore, socialism provided the only possible framework for Orwell's 

politics, both for what it opposed and what it promised. Yet, Orwell's adoption of a 

socialist stance did not cause him to shelve his apprehensions regarding the cultural 

isolation and totalitarian tendencies in socialist ideology. He became the British left's 

most vehement critic in the 1930s and 1940s, attacking the very foundations of 

socialist theory and dismissing the left's more radical members as "cranksn.*2 His 

personal struggle to espouse socialist thought whilst remaining highly critical of its 

worth, and to understand and associate with the English working class whilst 

maintaining deeply-engrained middle-class snobberies, produced awkward perosnal and 

ideological situations. 

One major stumbling block for Orwell was the left's fixation with ideology itself, 

and he invited criticism from socialists by downplaying their insistence on ideological 

21~ohn Rodden, 'Ideology, Revisionism, and the British Left: Orwell's Marx and the Marxists' 
Orwell,' in Cowrative Stud& 4 (1985), p. 47. 
22- p. 153. 



correctness. As Christopher Norris writes, Orwell stood firmly on the anti-intellectual 

side of the English tradition, the side where "unmediated facts and real-life experience 

are appealed to as a bedrock guarantee that we can after all, tell the truth of that 

experience by sticking to straight forward accurate description and not letting words or 

ideologies get in the way.'23 Orwell argued that overemphasis on Marxist theory sewed 

no purpose save to isolate the intelligentsia from the working class, whose members 

were in most cases truer socialists despite their ideological incorrectness. In 

s h  People, Orwell defended his point by including impatience with dogmatism and 

"an inability to think logically" as among the most admirable characteristics of the 

~ n ~ l i s h . ~ ~  

Orwell wished instead to draw attention to the moral, or what one historian has 

described as the spiritual, importance of socia~isrn.~~ It was this aspect of socialism 

that the working class had grasped and the middle-class intelligentsia had either 

underestimated or lost sight of. Orwell's distinction between the economic and moral 

purposes of socialism underlay his argument that the left had failed to capture the 

interest of the majority of the English population and had been unable to communicate 

the value of socialism in terms the English people would appreciate. 

23~hristopher Norris, 'Language, Truth and Ideology: Orwell and the Post-War Left,' 1- 
fie Mvth: Orwell-Views From The l eft, ed. Christopher Norris (London: Lawrence and 
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Stuart Hall has called Orwell's anti-intellectualism one of his "least attractive 

qualitiesn, for by dismissing theoretical arguments, Orwell often simplified complex 

issues, or reduced them to basic principles that were "just plain wrong".26 One aspect 

of Marxist theory that Orwell has been accused of "getting wrong" is his interpretation 

of class and class consciousness. While recognizing that one of the key aims of socialism 

was the eradication of economic injustice in "the most class-ridden country under the 

sun,"27 Orwell did not interpret revolution as a product of class consciousness in 

orthodox Marxist terms. Orwell first detailed his criticisms of Marxist class theory in 

Jhe Road to W i w .  Commissioned by the Left Book Club, the work was intended as a 

study of working conditions in northern England. While he fulfilled this requirement in 

the first half of the book, the second half--a scathing critique of the British left- 

caught the Club's editors by surprise and moved Victor Gollancz to include a disclaimer 

in the book's introduction. 

Orwell wrote that the journey to Wigan had been a necessary part of his political 

maturation, for it enabled him to develop an approach to socialism and "take up a definite 

attitude on the terribly difficult issue of c1ass."2~ He concluded that class could not be 

explained in abstract economic terms alone, but had to be examined as a tangible social 
- 

*%tuart Hall, -side the Mvth p. 238-239. 
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reality. He chided contemporary socialists who boasted of their acceptance of working- 

class comrades as equals and yet refused to adopt proletarian habits. Despite his earnest 

efforts to fraternize with the miners of Wigan, in their homes and at their tables, 

Orwell concluded that he could never be sufficiently "of" them and that their acceptance 

of him would be limited to a polite, though affectionate, relationship.29 Eliminating 

class differences meant losing a part of one's identity, which Orwell deemed politically 

unnecessary. 

As class consciousness was a product of cultural rather than economic association, 

Orwell argued that altering class-conditioned tastes and preferences was impossible. In 

a muchquoted line, Orwell stated that the greatest obstacle to overcoming his middle- 

class sensibilities was the notion that 'the lower classes smell." 30 Throughout Wiaan 

m, Orwell discusses class distinctions in sensory terms: scent, dress, accent, diet, and 

manners. Orwell considered socialist summer schools, where working and middle-class 

participants shared accommodations and studied together, a serious mistake on the part 

of socialist organizers. The schools produced only a temporary cultural mingling, rather 

like 'animals in one of those 'Happy Family' cages where a dog, a cat, two ferrets, a 

rabbit and three canaries preserve an armed truce while the showman's eye is on 

them.'31 
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Another failure of English socialists, Orwell argued, was their inability to attract 

widespread popular support. This was due largely to their insistence on ideological 

correctness and inability to project an appealing public image. As long as English 

working class regarded adherents of the left as incomprehensible and eccentric "cranksn, 

the socialist cause would not advance. Orwell recommended that turgid theoretical 

language be kept to a minimum in socialist publications and presentations, and a greater 

effort made to speak to the working class through more familiar media. Orwell recalled a 

public meeting where both a Communist party leader and Lancashire working man 

addressed the audience. Using the "broad lingo" of his fellow workers, the labourer's 

message was communicated much more effectively than the Communist speaker with his 

"usual bookish stuff".32 It was also significant, Orwell noted, that socialism had failed 

to produce any songs worth singing-a communal expression of working-class protest 

and solidarity.33 In getting carried away with its leadership role, the socialist 

intelligentsia had lost its audience. The imposition of socialist principles from above was 

a wrong-headed strategy. The average English worker, Orwell argued, was not concerned 

with ideological correctness but rather interpreted Socialism as "better wages, shorter 

hours and nobody bossing you about." 34 Whereas "to the working man socialism, at its 

most basic level, meant equality and liberty", to the middle class Marxist it meant 



"power for him and economic order for the world."35 

What would move the English people to revolution, Orwell believed, was not class 

conflict but patriotic loyalty. Yet another of Orwell's criticisms of the English socialist 

intelligentsia was that it had abandoned its cultural roots for the appeal of European 

culture, and by doing so, had sacrificed a vital emotional connection with the working- 

class majority. "It is precisely those people whose hearts have never leapt at the sight 

of the Union Jack," he believed, "who will flinch from revolution when the moment 

comes."36 Orwell had formerly argued that the English did not possess a revolutionary 

tradition. Indeed, in his earlier works he did not seem to favour violent social change. 

Rather Orwell, Anthony Hartley argues, must be included among "those members of the 

British labour movement who have desired reform and not revo~ut ion."~~ However, as 

will be explored shortly, when Orwell was forced to develop a means of reconciling his 

own patriotic and socialist commitments, he structured his argument upon the idea of a 

patriotic revolution that would gain widespread popular support for the socialist cause. 

I 

The Lion and the Unicorn" offers the most detailed account of Orwell's socialist 

agenda, and explains how wartime patriotism could transform into revolution. What 

35~regory, p. 370. 
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becomes clear is Orwell's belief that patriotism provided a vital foundation for the new 

socialist society he hoped would develop after the war. As was discussed earlier, Orwell 

regarded patriotism--the popular defense of England's liberal heritage--as an 

inoculation against totalitarianism. It was precisely this inoculation 'that would guard 

English socialism against the authoritarian tendencies observed under Stalinism would 

produce a uniquely English revolution and socialist society. Patriotism, as Gregory 

Claeys concludes, "could form the only possible basis for a non-totalitarian variety of 

socialism" for it upheld the inherent rights of its adherents to justice, liberty and 

freedom of thought.38 

Orwell was careful to distinguish between his criticism of the socialist left and his 

outright rejection of totalitarian communism. Those who argue that j984  represents 

Orwell's retreat from the left fail to acknowledge the positive content in Orwell's 

socialist platform, as revealed in "The Lion and the Unicorn", and wrongly assign 

Orwell's aversion to communism as a post-war development. Orwell's hostility to 

communism originated amidst factional warfare in Spain in the mid-thirties. 

Hall argues that while Orwell's communist commentaries are useful for pointing 

to the problem of centralization, he never offered a potential alternative and hence never 

fully resolved one of the main criticisms he hurled at the left--the fear of descending 

into a form of Stalinist-totalitarian state control. While Orwell recognized 

%laeys, "Patriotism and Orwell's Politics," p. 187. 



the need for state control of industry and business, he was not entirely comfortable with 

the notion. He stated that one of the main reasons socialism had failed to gain popular 

acceptance was on account of its concentration on creating a perfectly ordered and 

mechanistic society. Woodcock recalls how, in private conversations, Orwell seemed 

"particularly confused" when talking about the issues of the state and centra~ization.~~ 

At times, he spoke positively about "extensive and disciplined nationalization of 

industries, of state control over wide sectors of social life." However, Woodcock sensed 

Orwell's real inclination was towards a more decentralized society that left "a great deal 

of room for individual i n i t i a t i ~ e . " ~ ~  Orwell's antiauthoritarian streak mitigated a 

wholesale acceptance of state control. 

Orwell's attitude towards state control must be considered from both a moral and 

political perspective. His reluctance to embrace state control was intertwined within his 

more general critique of modern industrial society. Orwell perceived that the loss of the 

concepts of individualism and nonconformity was a direct result of industrialization, 

mass consumption and urban concentration. Socialist theory was "essentially an urban 

creed" linked with the invention of the machine. Socialism as a world system demanded 

"constant intercommunication and exchange of goods between all parts of the world; it 

39~oodcock ,  The Crvstal Splr~t 
. . , p. 29. 
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demands some degree of centralized control. . . and probably a certain amount of 

uniformity in education." The "Socialist world", he continued, was always depicted as a 

"completely mechanised, immensely organized world"?' While conceding that 

mechanization had eliminated some of worst forms of labour, Orwell worried about the 

tendency of mechanical progress to make the modern living environment "safe and soft." 

Such a situation seemed inhuman, for it appeared to eliminate the disasters, pain and 

difficulties that defined, by way of opposition, admirable human qualities such as 

strength, courage and generosity. Without some form of struggle or challenge, and some 

type of work, Orwell argued, one could not be fully human. 

Orwell rejected the utopian, or what he characterized as inhuman, strain of 

Marxist theory. He urged socialists to dissociate themselves from utopianism, arguing 

that they should claim only to make the world better, not perfect.42 But Orwell's 

central theoretical difficulty with Marxism, as indicated in his treatment of class, was 

its preoccupation with the economic factor in individuals' lives. "The main weakness of 

Marxism," he argued, was "its failure to interpret human motives": 

Religion, morality, patriotism, and so forth are invariably written off as 

superstructure, a sort of hypocritical cover-up for the pursuit of economic interests. 

If that were so, one might well ask why the 'superstructure' has to exist at all?. . . 

Apparently because human beings can only put faith in their full powers when they 

4 1 ~ i g a n  Pier, p. 165. 
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believe they are not acting for economic ends. But this in itself is enough to suggest 

that superstructural motives should be taken seriously.43 

Orwell sought to humanize socialism, to shift its focus away from economic theory and to 

consider how it could be adjusted to accommodate more harmoniously with human nature. 

As Rai has concluded, Orwell set about with "innocence and staggering arrogance" to 

reinvent socialism,44 to de-intellectualize it, and to create an alternative populist 

version that placed the values of the English people above Marxist economic theory. 

Orwell did not leave a neat, highly-structured treatise of socialist principles for 

his students and has been criticized for apparent political vacillation and over- 

simplification of complex ideological issues. Yet despite his political restlessness, 

Orwell proved, "the most powerful advocate of a fair deal for the British working 

classes, just as he was the most persuasive advocate for the Spanish Republic simply 

because he was at the same time sharply critical of left-wing sophistries and 

~ o ~ h i s t i c a t i o n s . " ~ ~  Orwell committed himself to the left for moral and political 

reasons, and remained a loyal. if troublesome and sometimes disillusioned, supporter 

until his death. The question remains: was Orwell a Socialist? Perhaps Orwell perceived 

the dilemma he would cause his contemporaries and students when he stated that, "at 

430rwell, "The English Civil War", Hew S t a t e s m a n ,  24 August 1940, p. 3. 
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mostw, he would be regarded as "an unwelcome guerilla on the flank of the regular 

army."46 

461ngle, "The Politics of George Orwell," p. 33. 
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CHAPTER 4: WAR, REVOLUTION AND THE "ENGLAND OF TOMORROW" 

The Second World War proved a crucial period in Orwell's political and 

personal development for he was forced to reconcile the two causes that had 

inspired much of his work: dedication to England and commitment to socialism. 

Orwell sensed that England was on the road to revolution and that the war effort 

would only be successful if a socialist movement occurred to place "the right 

family members" in control of the nation. The initial stages of the war, he 

argued, had proven the inadequacy of capitalism, and "patriotism and 

intelligence" would have to come together again to save England from both Hitler 

and inefficient and incompetent rule.' Orwell's attempt to fuse patriotism and 

socialism proved awkward, as he reversed his former pacifist position and found 

himself, among other activities, working as a war propagandist at the BBC. Yet, 

he maintained throughout this period that only by winning the war would the 

socialist future of England be assured. 

Orwell had initially assumed a pacifist position in the 1930s. One of his 

reasons for supporting the Independent Labour Party had been because of its firm 

anti-war stance. He argued the impending conflict among European powers was 

1 ' ~ h e  Lion and the Unicorn,' p. 75. 



essentially a dispute among imperialists rather than an opportunity to promote 

the aspirations of the English people. In a 1937 book review written for the 

New Statesman , Orwell wrote that the two facts at the centre of all anti-war 

agitation were that a "war against a foreign country only happens when the 

monied classes think they are going to profit from it" and "every war when it 

comes. . . is represented not as a war but as an act of self-defen~e".~ 

Similarily, in a letter written to the New English Weekly, Orwell claimed 

modern war was a "racket", and that the real enemies of the working class were 

those who attempted to trick them into identifying with the interests of their 

 exploiter^.^ The main tasks of pacifists were to educate the public to recognize 

propaganda and not be misled by elitist rhetoric, and to mobilize the "dislike of 

war" that Orwell believed existed among "ordinary decent people"? Rather 

than working against social reform, pacifism could serve to promote 

revolutionary change, for when the masses failed to support a capitalist- 

imperialist war they would show themselves unwilling to fight for a corrupt 

democracy under the guise of anti-fascism. 

In 1939, however, Orwell made a dramatic reversal. As mentioned in the 

20rwell, "Review," CFJI I, p. 283. 
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previous chapter, Orwell recalls how he awoke from a dream with the conviction 

that he must support a war effort against Germany, for he was 'a patriot at 

heart' and did not wish to sabotage his country. Alok Rai has interpreted Orwell's 

reversal as a necessary means of accommodating his national attachment to 

England while maintaining a radical public stand in some form. The change 

required rather complicated, and at times painful, justification. First, Orwell 

maintained a distinction between foreign war and civil war. A civil war that 

removed political and economic inequality was justifiable, while any imperialist 

war between capitalist countries was not. Yet, because a capitalist conflict was 

imminent, England would have to engage in it before attention could be directed 

towards the domestic situation. As war was 'the greatest of all agents of change" 

and 'speeds up all processes; Orwell concluded the war, in fact, served as a 

prerequisite to a civil revolution. Rai argues that the concept of war-induced 

revolution 'enabled Orwell to effect a fundamental transformation of his 

ideological position' and gave the means of incorporating patriotism into his 

radical ideological framework and rhetoric.= 

In "My Country Right or Left,' Orwell explained to his critics that in being 

loyal to 'Chamberlain's England' he was being loyal to the 'England of 

tomorrowm--a socialist England that would emerge out of revolution in the wake 

5 ~ l o k  Rai, Orwell and the Politics of Desoair, p. 98. 



of the war with Germany.6 Patriotic defence of England in wartime would 

ensure its socialist future, for once fascism had been defeated, the English 

population would transfer its allegiance to the left and bring about a "specifically 

English Socialist movementn71 but only if the left involved itself in the war 

effort in some capacity. 

In his essay "Patriots and Revolutionaries," Orwell urged fellow members of 

the left to associate themselves with the war effort. Failure to do so would result 

in a missed opportunity to gain popular support. The essay was part of a 

collection of works entitled The Betraal of the Lett, edited by Victor Gollancz, 

which was intended as a refutation of Communist policy opposing participation in 

an imperialist conflict. 

After the military disasters of May and June 1940, Orwell argued, the Left 

had missed an opportunity to bring about the end of the existing political and 

capitalist order in England. "Had any real leadership existed on the Left, "Orwell 

argued, "the return of the troops from Dunkirk could have been the beginning of 

the end of British capitalism."8 The opening stages of the war had revealed "the 

decay of the ruling class, the inefficiency of private capitalism, the urgent need 

6 ' ' ~ ~  Country Right or Left," p. 539. 

7 1 0 ~ h e  Lion and the Unicorn," p. 187. 
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for economic reorganization and the destruction of privilege."g 

The left had missed that opportunity, Orwell argued, but one fact that had 

been revealed in any event was the integrity of British national feeling. The 

common people had proven their patriotic loyalty, and at the moment England 

stood defenceless, they had turned to their nation and not to revolution. Yet, at the 

same time as they rallied to defend their nation, the working class perceived that 

the existing social order was not working. They came to realize that "it was their 

duty both to defend England and to turn it into a genuine democracy."1•‹ 

Orwell saw only two paths for England's future: "Either we turn into a 

Socialist democracy or by one route or other, we become part of the Nazi 

Empire." The revolution was intimately connected with Britain's survival in the 

war and would not occur in isolation. England would have to continue the war 

effort in order to avoid fascist domination. Orwell argued it was absolutely vital 

that the left publicly support the patriotic struggle to defeat Hitler, for in the 

wake of the war, the general public would turn aganst the left if it appeared to be 

"indifferent to England's independence". "A revolutionary has to be a patriot," 

Orwell concluded, "and the patriot has to be a revo~utionary."~ l The English 

people, as Orwell explained in "The Lion and the Unicorn", were patriotic but not 



conservative. Patriotism was not to be regarded as something "disgraceful" but 

rather a significant social force by which to motivate the common people to the 

socialist cause. 

Having made the commitment to support the war effort, Orwell engaged in 

various public activities. As wounds acquired during the Spanish Civil War 

rendered him unfit for regular military duty, Orwell joined the Home Guard, 

remaining a member for three years. "If enemy soldiers had ever reached the 

leafy streets of St. John's Wood [London] ," Michael Shelden writes, ". . . they 

would have been forced to contend with a dangerous character by the name of 

Sergeant Blair, who was armed with a variety of homemade explosives and other 

lethal weapons."12 Among his wartime writings were pamphlets on tactical 

street fighting and training of Home Guard recruits.13 In the midst of his 

wartime duties, Orwell did not completely abandon his socialist ideals. He viewed 

the Home Guard as proof of how "cooperation among different parts of society 

would replace the traditional reliance on upper-class leadership"14 and turn 

the force into a democratic People's Army. 

On the literary front, Orwell continued to produce articles and essays, 

though under stricter regulations of the Ministry of Information. Passages of his 

'*~ichael Shelden, Orwell: the Authorized Bio- (London: William Heinemann Ltd., 
1991), p. 356. 
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'London Letters', published regularly in the Partisan Review, were eliminated 

on account of their critical comments about public attitudes towards 

~ e r m a n y . ~ ~  Having defended the English tradition of protection of freedom of the 

press, Orwell was uneasy about this aspect of government policy, though he 

recognized the need for some regulations in a crisis situation. 

Perhaps Orwell's greatest compromise of literary honesty, however, took 

place when he accepted a position at the British Broadcasting Corporation in 

August 1941. Orwell noted in his diary that his financial situation was becoming 

"unbearable", and, due in part to the difficulty making a living by publishing 

during the war, he joined the BBC at a annual salary of six-hundred forty 

pounds.1 

Orwell was involved in the production of weekly news broadcasts and in 

special cultural programs transmitted through the BBC's Eastern Service. The 

head of the BBC's lndia section, Z.A. Bhokari, was a strong supporter of imperial 

rule in lndia and used the broadcasts to publicize his position. Orwell, whose 

evaluation of imperial administration was more critical on account of his 

experiences in Burma, was forced to set aside his personal convictions and 

comply with BBC policy when drafting the scripts of the weekly Indian broadcasts 

15p. 364. 
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under Bhokari's authority.17 Orwell later admitted to an American critic that 

the India broadcasts had been a "specimen of British propaganda" though he felt 

the BBC was more honest than most media sources.18 

With the weekly news broadcasts, however, Orwell was more 

uncomfortable. On several occasions, his personal diaries and public commentary 

contain diametrically opposed accounts of events. Reporting on the outcome of the 

Dieppe raid in August 1942, for example, he spoke of the successful landing of 

Allied tanks and the realization of several key military objectives. On the same 

day, his private diary contained an entry describing Dieppe as "almost a complete 

failure".lg Despite these obvious disparities, Orwell still argued that the 

Second World War was "the most truthful war that has been fought in modern 

times", and that the BBC "in spite of the stupidity of its foreign propaganda and 

the unbearable voices of its announcers", was still "truthful" and " r e ~ i a b l e " . ~ ~  

Despite the limitations imposed by government censors, Orwell managed to 

publish works promoting his leftist ideas. His essay "The Lion and the Unicorn" 

was published in 1941, the first work in a new series called Searchlight Books. 

Published by Secker and Warburg, the series was intended as a means of keeping 

socialist aspirations of domestic reconstruction from being lost within the 

171bid., p. 505-506. 
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national war effort. The series was the result of a shared sentiment among most 

members of the left that Britain's existing political system had proven 

inefficient during the initial stages of the war and that only a transfer of power 

into the hands of its citizens would enable the effective mobilization of resources 

to sutvive the war. The Searchlight series was intended as an educational 

publication to inform the average citizen of the socialist potential of the European 

conflict. The imperialists' war was to become a "people's war", a collective 

effort to save Britain and transform its political and economic institutions.*' 

Orwell's "The Lion and the Unicorn" was the first of an anticipated 

seventeen books dealing with domestic and international issues, culture and 

ethics. By 1942, the book had reached a considerable middle and working-class 

audience, with over twelve thousand copies in print. 22 In it, Orwell presented a 

detailed assessment of the English character, as has already been examined in 

detail. In addition, he offered his most explicit program for socialist 

reconstruction in his discussion of the revolution he and many fellow socialists 

believed must occur to ensure England's political and economic future. 

The English Revolution, Orwell argued, had begun at Dunkirk, when the 

21 David Costello, "Searchlight Books and the Quest for a People's War," Journal of 
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inadequacy of the prevailing economic order had been demonstrated. Any 

initiative to bring about a political transformation would 'have to come from 

below".23 Something that had not existed before-a Socialist movement with the 

mass of the English people behind it--would have to come into being. The Labour 

Party, the only socialist party that "really mattered" in England, had failed to 

achieve any major change because of its inability to establish independent 

policies.24 Various smaller parties had, after "twenty years of stagnation and 

unemployment", also failed to produce a version of socialism the masses could 

accept. In the context of war, it had become possible to be both a revolutionary 

and a patriot, and to use patriotic sentiment as a means of swinging the support of 

the masses behind the socialist movement. The people wanted a concrete plan of 

action, and Orwell believed the English left must present it to them.25 

Orwell presented a detailed six-point plan to turn England into a "Socialist" 

democracy: 

1. Nationalization of land, mines, railways, banks, and major industries. 

2. Limitation of incomes, on such a scale that the highest tax-free income in 

Britain does not exceed the lowest by more than ten to one. 

3. Reform of the educational system along democratic lines. 

4. Immediate Dominion status for India, with power to secede when the war is 

over 

5. Formation of an Imperial General Council, in which the coloured peoples are to 

be represented. 

23'~he Lion and the Unicorn,' p. 90. 
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6. Declaration of formal alliance with China, Abyssinia and all other victims of 

the Fascist powers.*6 

Nationalization would be a long and complicated process, Orwell admitted, but 

state ownership of England's resources was necessary to ensure that the common 

people perceived themselves, not as subjects of the government, but as the state 

themselves. Administrative personnel of various industrial and agricultural 

operations would initially remain the same in order to preserve a degree of 

economic stability, but the transfer of authority from ownership to management 

would be introduced gradually in order to break the domination of a small 

financial elite. 

While perfect equality of incomes would never be attained, Orwell argued 

nonetheless for the establishment of a minimum wage and a means of capping 

wages for most occupations. By limiting the ratio of maximum earnings to a scale 

of ten to one, Orwell believed the Socialist government would succeed in 

eliminating the worst of wage disparities that contributed to a widening economic 

distance between rich and poor. 

Similarly, in its educational system, the Socialist government would abolish 

the autonomy of public schools and older universities, and allow state-funded 

students to enrol in them based only on merit. The measure would appeal both 



the working and middle classes, who bore the burden of taxation for these upper 

class institutions. Orwell was undoubtly particularly sensitive regarding the 

issue of accessibility to public schools, as he bore the stigma of a reduced-fee 

student throughout his public school days. The State would assume responsibility 

for educational programs, in an attempt to ensure equal access to all. 

Orwell's recommendations on the imperial question reveal his attempt to 

incorporate both the practical implications of dismantling the empire entirely, 

and his desire to eliminate some of the worst abuses of imperial administration. 

lndia would be offered an alliance or partnership, rather than immediate 

independence during the course of the war. To offer independence, Orwell 

believed, would be to invite immediate domination by fascist powers. Instead, the 

Indian government would be given the right to secede if it wished, but in the 

meantime would be given full military and technical support by Britain, to train 

Indian professionals for the eventual transfer of power when global 

circumstances allowed. lndia would also be given the right to develop a 

constitution with minimal British interference, outside of offering legal advice. 

Finally, Orwell attempted to give colonies more input into imperial matters 

by creating an imperial council and a looser federation of commonwealth states, 



based on the Soviet model, but without the totalitarian authoritative structure 

that characterized the Soviet federation. The council would introduce a more 

democratic element to imperial administration in the short term while the 

Socialist government determined its political and economic future. Recognizing 

that imperial revenue was an integral aspect of the British economy, Orwell 

could only devise a preliminary plan for improving imperial administration 

without dismantling it completely. 

Yet, while the English Socialist government would "transform the nation 

from top to bottom", England would still bear its deeply-rooted national 

characteristics. The revolution, Orwell maintained, would not produce any 

immediate and dramatic cultural upheaval among the working class, but rather 

the shape of the "England of tomorrow" would be determined by the cultural 

traditions the English people wished to preserve, even if such institutions 

conflicted with orthodox socialist priorities. The House of Lords would be 

abolished, but the monarchy would be retained. An "explicit class dictatorship" 

would not be created. The old Labour Party and trade unions would continue to 

draw popular support but their supporters would be drawn increasingly from 

the middle class who, on account of the war, found their aspirations addressed 



more effectively by the socialists than the political establishment that had 

disappointed them over several decades. Orwell went as far as to predict the "new 

indeterminate class of skilled workers, technical experts, airmen, scientists, 

architects and journalists" would be the "brains" of the new state. In short, the 

revolution would leave "anachronisms and loose ends e~erywhere".~~ 

"The Lion and the Unicorn" captures Orwell at his most idealistic and 

revolutionary literary moment. Buoyed by evidence of the same classless 

patriotic movement he had witnessed in Spain, Orwell believed the war had 

allowed the best qualities of the English people to surface from beneath the 

inefficiency and ineptitude of Britiain's elitist political establishment and 

demonstrated, once and for all, who the inheritors of the "England of tomorrow" 

should be. It is not surprising, Rai concludes, that when these idealistic 

aspirations failed to materialize in the post-war period, Orwell came "down with 

a bump" and produced his ironic fable about "foredoomed futility": m m a l  

Farm.28 However, weighing Orwell's admitted propagandist function, his 

longstanding ambivalence to many of the very ideas he put forward in "The Lion 

and the Unicorn", e.g. nationalization of industry and dismantling of the empire, 
- -- - 
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one can venture that Orwell's revolutionary wartime rhetoric was just that. 

When the threat to England had been repulsed and the opportunity for war- 

induced change had passed, Orwell reverted to the themes that had dominated his 

writings throughout his literary career--totalitarianism, which in the wake of 

war was still a potential threat, and socialism--detailed in its various positive 

and negative hues in the various creatures on the Jones farm. 



CONCLUSION 

In the introduction to his well-known biography of Orwell, Bernard Crick 

concluded: 

He did not merely write about the manners of the English, but attempted to assess 

the matter of Britain in the light of our history; who we were and what we 

should do as a people. . . . English intellectuals have kept well away from such 

speculation, offering little more than smug asides and rude jibes. Now, amid new 

uncertainties, not just psychological but directly political, such doubts about the 

laws of citizenship and the unity of the United Kingdom, we are finding the need 

for such assessments. Those writing such books will have to start where Orwell 

left off. l 

In attempting to fuse patriotism and socialism, Orwell made an original 

contribution to English socialist thought, for he recognized that the idea of nation 

was more than a theoretical construct. Rather, loyalty to one's country was a 

tangible and powerful expression of community, capable of transcending internal 

dissent and becoming a catalyst for political and economic change. English 

patriotism, in particular, proved a stronger means of identification than class in 

times of crisis. While, owing to his literary style, intellectual character and 

personal political priorities, Orwell did not leave as clear a theoretical argument 

linking the ideas of Englishness, patriotism and socialism as one would wish, he did 

'Bernard Crick, Georae Orwell: A Life (London: Secker & Warburg, 1980), p. xix. 



point to the potential of radical patriotism in several important works, and an 

examination of his various essays and novels reveals an evolving vision of the 

English people and their future. 

There has been speculation as to the degree to which Orwell's optimistic 

socialist aspirations during the Second World War disintegrated into indifference 

and cynicism when his predictions proved incorrect. Many have read Nineteen 

htv-Four as the last testament and retreat of a disillusioned left-winger. 

However, even in this final work, Orwell hinted "if there was hope, it lay in the 

proles", for sooner or later, "strength would turn into consciousness".2 The 

novel should not be read as a retreat from the left, but rather as another 

expression of antitotalitarian sentiment that originated in Spain in the mid- 

1930s. Both revolutions may have failed, but Orwell's convictions had not been 

crushed completely. 

If one surveys Orwell's literary corpus, one notices that the theme of failure 

runs through most of his major works. Any life looked at from the inside, Orwell 

once remarked, was a failure. One also notices that Orwell's central characters are, 

almost without exception, failures of a sort. Flory tries to maneuver his Burmese 

companion into an exclusive anglophone club as an expression of resistance against 

the British imperial sytem, but fails and ends his life by committing suicide. In 

*orwell, Nineteen Eiahtv-FOUL p. 173. 



Up for M, Lower Binfield is destroyed by urban development and 

commercialism, and shatters George Bowling's vision of England's golden past. 

Gordon Comstock surrenders to the money god and allows the loathsome aspidistra, 

the symbol of the capitalist sytem and middle-class values he despises, to grace his 

front window. The leaders of the successful revolt on the Jones's farm become, just 

as their predecessors, ruthless dictators and the labouring majority, whether out 

of weakness or sheer stupidity, submit meekly to the new totalitarian regime. 

Finally, in Me teen  Fiqhtv-Four, Winston rebels against Big Brother but ends by 

betraying his lover and embracing Party propaganda. 

When viewed as but one example in this persistent literary pattern, the 

sombre pessimism of w e n  Eighty-Fou becomes a less apocalyptic testimony. 

The theme of failure, however, remains a disturbing feature in the works of a 

writer lauded for his dry humour and exaltation in the heroic struggles of daily 

life. Yet, as Richard Rees has argued, Orwell had a consistent habit of identifying 

with the victims of modern society, and, in the tradition of Simone Weil's just 

man, "added his weight" to the losing side.3 In the inter-war period, England 

happened to be the floundering nation and socialism the limping ideology that 

Orwell threw his weight behind. 

Patriotism, as Orwell observed and lived it, was not to be relegated to an 

3 ~ e e s ,  Fuaitive from the Cam0 of Victory, p. 5. 



ideological compartment of socialist theory. It was, Orwell believed, a means by 

which individuals become part of their nation, a means of overcoming separateness 

and collectively affirming and defending shared way of life. Because of its ability to 

mute class conflict and magnify national consciousness, patriotism remains a 

problematic concept for the left. 

Yet, as Hugh Cunningham has demonstrated, the language of patriotism has 

not always been conservative or national. Eighteenth-century patriotism was both 

radical and international. Only under Disraeli did patriotism become the exclusive 

property of the conservative right, and only when one nation is directly threatened 

by another, does patriotism become a specifically "national" phenomemon. Orwell 

recognized the radical potential of patriotism and pointed to the means of 

incorporating it within a socialist framework. 

Orwell explicitly pointed out the difference between patriotism and 

nationalism (in its agressive and militaristic form), recognizing that the rhetoric 

of patriotism could be manipulated for the purposes of nationalist regimes. The 

English patriot defended his or her country by supporting the war effort, but only 

a nationalist would support the preservation of the Empire. No nation had the right 

to impose its political, economic or military authority upon another, but it did 

have the right to defend itself against such an imposition. Similarly, no class had 



the right to impose an unjust political or economic system, denying liberty, 

equality and justice to any other social group, within its own nation. By shifting 

patriotism's external focus inwards, patriotic sentiment could become a catalyst 

for national reconstruction. 

No task, not even the winning of the Second World War, Orwell proclaimed, 

was more important than bringing the "real England" to the surface from beneath 

P .  economic inequality and hereditary political leadership. At times, Orwell'sdsearch 

for the "real England" appears as much a search for the "real Orwell", as he 

confronted his personal snobberies and engrained prejudices in an effort to 

understand the culture and aspirations of the working class. Many would argue he 

failed in this task, and that his vision of the "England of Tomorrow" is ultimately 

unworkable. However, Orwell placed among the most vital characteristics of the 

English people their belief that a loss was not necessarily a failure and that the 

valiant loser was as much to be respected as the victor. Perhaps this was an 

attempt to comfort himself in the light of various perceived personal shortcomings. 

Yet his writings reveal not a man given to apathy and defeat, but rather one who 

engaged fully in the effort to understand the influential cultural and political 

movements he witnessed: patriotism, fascism, socialism and totalitarianism. 

"Nothing ever stands still," he concluded. 'We must add to our heritage or lose it, 



we must grow greater or grow less, we must go forward. I believe in England, and I 

believe we shall go f ~ r w a r d . ~  

4 m ~ h e  Lion and the Unicorn,' p. 109. 
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