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TO THE END of his life, George Orwell re- 
mained a socialist. In “Why I Write” 
(1946), we find his programmatic state- 
ment: “Every line of serious work that I 
have written since 1936 has been written, 
directly or indirectly, against totalitar- 
ianism and for democratic Socialism, as I 
understand it.”* Orwell had fiercely at- 
tacked the attitude of capitalist society 
towards the poor in Down and Our in 
Paris and London (1933) and in The Road 
to Wigan Pier (1937). He always made a 
point of wearing the blue shirt of the 
French working class.2 And in the last 
summer of Orwell’s life (1949) he enrolled 
his adopted son Richard in the anarchist 
colony at W h i t e ~ a y . ~  Of 1984 specifically, 
Orwell wrote to Francis Henson: “My re- 
cent novel is NOT intended as an attack 
on Socialism or on the British Labour Par- 
ty (of which I am a supporter). . . .‘I4 

Yet if Orwell remained in his own mind 
a man of the Left (indeed, the far Left), a 
paradox appears if we survey the 
references to the capitalist “past” in his 
last and greatest work. The capitalist 
“past” of 1984 is, of course, to a great ex- 
tent Orwell’s present. And seen from the 
nightmare world of Ingsoc, the capitalist 
“past” has much to recommend it - in 
fact, just about everything to recommend 
it. 

1 
There are two outstanding character- 

istics of this vanished “past.” First, 
material life for the average person had 
been far better in the “past” than under 
Ingsoc. Examples are numerous: the wide 
availability of real coffee, real sugar, real 
chocolate, good beer, wine, fruit, solidly- 
built furniture, elevators that ~ o r k e d . ~  
Above all: the wide availability of well- 
made books and even objects kept for 
their intrinsic beauty alone.6 

Second, in the “past” there had existed 
individual freedom: freedom of thought, 
human rights, even freedom of speech. 
The total suppression of human freedom 
under lngsoc is, of course, the main theme 
of 1984 and needs no detailing. But that 
such freedom had once existed Orwell is 
careful in the novel to make clear: we are 
not dealing here with mere theoretical 
human possibilities. In the “past,” then, it 
had been usual for people to read books in 
the cozy and complete privacy of their 
own homes - without fear of the Thought 
Police.’ In the “past” people had kept 
diaries, to record events and thoughts for 
themselves: this had been taken for 
granted.* In the “past” human relation- 
ships had existed naturally, without con- 
stant state interference - which is why 
the life of intimacy and honesty lived by 
Winston Smith and Julia above the old 
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junk shop is explicitly called a relic of an 
earlier age.g In the “past” there had been 
no imprisonment without trial, no public 
executions, no torture to extract confes- 
sions.”J In the “past” orators espousing all 
sorts of political opinions had even had 
their free public say in Hyde Park.” 

And from Goldstein’s Book Orwell’s 
hero Winston Smith learns that the 
previous existence of relative plenty and 
relative individual freedom had not come 
about by accident. Relative plenty had 
resulted from the increasing use of in- 
dustrial machines in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, which in 
turn had led to wider distribution of goods 
and very greatly increased standards of 
living.12 Relative individual freedom had 
prevailed because: 

The heirs of the French, English and 
American revolutions had partly 
believed their own phrases about the 
rights of man, freedom of speech, 
equality before the law . . . and had 
even allowed their conduct to be in- 
fluenced by them to some extent.13 

Capitalism, according to the Party, had 
meant a world of poverty and slavery.l4 In 
the course of the first part of 1984, 
Winston Smith’s varied historical research 
- interviews, the collecting of artifacts, 
and the reading of Goldstein’s Book - 
reveal to him that this is a lie.15 The 
capitalist “past” had not been perfect: 
prosperity and freedom had been only 
partial.16 But obviously, the previous 
capitalist civilization had been beyond 
measure preferable to the  current Ingsoc 
State. Conversely, Winston comes to see 
that it is lngsoc itself which is responsible 
for the current conditions of poverty and 
slavery.l7 

It is at least in part this “lost civilization” 
that Winston toasts in the famous scene in 
which he and Julia are inducted into the 
(bogus) underground resistance move- 
ment: 

I “What shall it be this time?” [O’Brien 
said]. “To the confuSion of the Thought 
Police? To the death of Big Brother? To 

humanity? To the future?” “To the 
past,” said Winston.lB 

“To the past.” Winston’s point may partly 
be to celebrate a past that is in general 
unalterable and sacrosanct, despite the 
cynical slogan of the Party on this matter. 
Perhaps, too, Winston’s toast is an indirect 
expression of Orwell’s well-known 
nostalgia for the English past of his own 
childhood. However, the most direct 
reference here seems to be to the specific 
“lost past” of England before the Ingsoc 
Revolution - for that is the (capitalist) 
“past” which Winston throughout the 
whole first part of the novel has been at- 
tempting, with desperate intensity, to re- 
discover. 

Since Orwell was a socialist, this basical- 
ly positive depiction of “past” capitalist 
society in 1984 represents a problem. And 
the problem is compounded by a closer 
examination of the Henson letter. Orwell 
explains, as we noted above, that 1984 is 
not intended as an attack on socialism; yet 
in the very next phrase he also says that 
the book is intended as “a show-up of the 
perversions to which a centralised 
economy is liable.”lg Thus, a convinced 
socialist has written a book in which the 
effects of a centralized, planned economy 
are socially disastrous and in which 
capitalist society appears quite attractive 
- especially (but not solely) by contrast. 
The first element here can probably be ex- 
plained as an outgrowth of Orwell’s ongo- 
ing dispute in the 1940s with the 
authoritarian Left - the communists and 
their supporters within the English in- 
telligentsia. But the second element is 
even more intriguing, since, strictly speak- 
ing, it is unnecessary to the theme of the 
novel. That is, there was simply no need 
for Orwell to portray the “past” capitalist 
world so attractively in order to condemn 
the brutal totalitarianism of the Ingsoc 
State. We are dealing here at least partly 
with an ambivalence - even a contradic- 
tion - in Orwell’s attitude towards 
capitalism: or so I will argue. Basically, 
Orwell despised capitalism; but especially 
in his most pessimistic moods, he was will- 
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ing to concede it a crucial virtue. 
In Orwell’s original forebodings about 

the destruction of civilization (1933), the 
engine of destruction would be Huxley’s 
“Fordification”: capitalism and con- 
sumerism. The population of the world 
would be reduced to docile wage-slaves, 
their lives utterly in the hands of “the 
bankers.”‘O Under the impact of the 
cataclysmic events of the 1930s, however 
- the coming of Hitler, the Soviet purge 
trials, his experience in the Spanish Civil 
War - a different vision eventually began 
to impose itself on Orwell. By 1938 he was 
coming to fear that civilization would be 
destroyed by the worldwide triumph of 
state dictatorship.z1 

The first truly detailed exposition of 
Orwell’s dark vision of eventual 
worldwide totalitarianism occurs in his 
essay on Henry Miller: “Inside the Whale” 
(written in the summer and autumn of 
1939; published in March 1940). In seeking 
to explain the political quietism of Miller’s 
writing, Orwell argues that an inevitable 
historical process is leading to the destruc- 
tion of “western civilization” - which he 
defines as laissez-faire capitalism and 
liberal-Christian culture.22 What is coming 
is the centralized state, and the new world 
war will only hasten its arrival. But the im- 
plications of this development have not 
been fully understood, Orwell says, 
because people have falsely imagined that 
socialism would most likely be a better 
form of l i be ra l i~m.~~  On the contrary: 
“almost certainly we are moving into an 
age of totalitarian dictatorships,” an age in 
which both freedom of thought and the 
autonomous individual will be stamped 
out of existence.24 But this in turn means 
that “literature, in the form we have 
known it, must suffer at least a temporary 
death” - for literature has depended on 
the existence of the autonomous in- 
dividual writer.25 In the present a writer 
may well choose to aid the coming of the 
new age, but he cannot contribute to this 
political process as a writer, “for as a 
writer he is a liberal, and what is happen- 
ing is the destruction of liberalism.”26 
Hence Henry Miller’s political quietism. As 

a writer - as a liberal - the only honest 
subject left to him in this age of violent 
political change is personal life (sex).” 

In this essay Orwell emphasizes that 
western literature has depended upon in- 
dividual freedom of thought, and that both 
have depended upon the existence of a 
“liberal-Christian culture” - which is 
disappearing, in favor of the centralized 
state. No direct link is made as yet be- 
tween literature and the existence of 
capitalism as a specific economic system. 
There are hints in that direction, but only 
hints (laissez-faire capitalism is paired with 
liberal-Christian culture as essential to the 
definition of “western civilization”; and 
the autonomous, honest writer is de- 
scribed as ”a hangover from the bourgeois 
age”).28 Nor is Orwell against socialism: 
the centralized state which is now coming 
may be grim, but it may also be a grim ne- 
cessity. This is why Orwell allows writers 
to participate in the struggle to bring 
about the new world (although, he em- 
phasizes, not as writers). And Orwell does 
not completely abandon hope that this 
new world might eventually produce its 
own great literature (of a new sort, it is 
true). He ends the essay with the assertion 
that Miller’s political quietism demon- 
strates the impossibility of any major liter- 
ature “until the world has shaken itself in- 
to its new shape.”29 

Still, this is only a small ray of light in an 
otherwise very dark landscape. In fact, 
Orwell’s publisher, Victor Gollancz, a man 
of strong left-wing views, was upset with 
“Inside the Whale” and wrote Orwell that 
he was being too pessimistic about the 
future. Orwell replied (4 January 1940): 

You are perhaps right in thinking I am 
over pessimistic. It is quite possible that 
freedom of thought etc. may survive in 
an economically totalitarian society. 
We can’t tell until a collectivised econo- 
my has been tried out in a western 
country.30 

But at the moment, Orwell continues, he is 
more worried about intellectuals stupidly 
equating British democracy with fascism 
or despotism: given the current threat 
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from Germany, he hopes that the common 
people will have more sense.31 

For us there are three points to note in 
this important letter. First, Orwell at this 
time clearly is not fully pessimistic about 
the effect of a collectivized state on in- 
tellectual freedom. Second, we see that 
Orwell (perhaps at Gollancz’s prodding) is 
indeed exploring in his mind the relation- 
ship between freedom of thought and the 
specific form of economic life within a 
society. And we can see his unease with 
the idea that society might be both 
“economically totalitarian” and intellec- 
tually free: it is possible, but somehow not 
logical. Third, Orwell brings Gollancz 
back from theory to reality, firmly assert- 
ing the value of the freedoms currently ex- 
isting in Britain: capitalist Britain is not a 
fascist despotism and deserves defending 
by everyone. This was an idea that set 
Orwell apart from many leftist intellec- 
tuals, and it was still relatively new within 
Orwell himself. Well into 1939 he had con- 
tinued to equate British “democracy” with 
fascism - the position he now castigated 
in others.32 But with the coming of war 
with the Nazis, Orwell had experienced a 
sudden, monumental awakening of senti- 
mental p a t r i o t i ~ m , ~ ~  and this letter to Gol- 
lancz shows that it included an appre- 
ciation of the freedoms Britain actually 
provided. Those freedoms formed the re- 
ality against which Orwell would hence- 
forth judge socialist theory. Perhaps the 
effect can already be seen in “Inside the 
Whale,” where we find not merely the vi- 
sion of a totalitarian future (in Orwell’s 
thoughts since at least 1938), but also a 
true elegy for “liberal-Christian culture.” 

If in the Gollancz letter Orwell is uncer- 
tain about the fate of intellectual freedom 
in a collectivized economy, nine months 
later he is definitely optimistic. In “The 
Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the 
English Genius” (written in the autumn of 
1940; published in February 1941), Orwell 
proposes a revolutionary program, in- 
cluding nationalization of industry and 
equalization of incomes through punitive 
taxation.34 The capitalist system is 
doomed in any case, Orwell writes, and 

socialism is necessary if Britain hopes to 
win the war.35 But, he asserts, his socialist 
regime will not degenerate into tyranny, 
because it will be solidly grounded in the 
prevailing gentleness of English c~l ture .~6  
This idea seems to be an amplification of 
Orwell’s remarks to Gollancz about the 
possibility of a humane - western - 
economic collectivism, combined with 
Orwell’s new, patriotic approval of the 
basic forms of English life. 

And it is probably no accident that, 
hopeful of an English and democratic 
socialism, Orwell now is explicitly disdain- 
ful of economic liberty per se. In modern 
England, 

the liberty of the individual is still 
believed in, almost as in the nineteenth 
century. But this has nothing to do with 
economic liberty, the right to exploit 
others for profit.37 

Even in “The Lion and the Unicorn,” 
though, Orwell’s direct criticisms of 
English capitalist society are  quite 
restrained. Basically, it is economically 
too disorganized to cope with the current 
military crisis (Orwell believes centralized 
coordination and control will be necessary 
for that), and it produces an upper class 
which is too stupid to win the ~ a r . ~ 8  But 
Orwell declares also that capitalism has 
spread prosperity much further down the 
social scale than was previously thought 
possible.39 And with all its faults, British 
society is not a fascist dictatorship. Its 
claim to be democratic is not a complete 
sham, nor its claim to respect human 
rights: 

In England, such concepts as justice, 
liberty and objective truth are still 
believed in. They may be illusions, but 
they are powerful illusions. The belief 
in them influences conduct, national 
life is different because of them. In 
proof of which, look about you. Where 
are the rubber truncheons, where is the 
castor 

This passage - and especially the idea 
that the prevailing belief in legal justice 
and liberty tends strongly to influence 
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bourgeois social conduct - points directly 
ahead to “Goldstein’s” explanation of 
relative human freedom in capitalist socie- 
ty before the lngsoc R e v o l ~ t i o n . ~ ~  The 
prevailing English liberty and legality are 
precisely what Orwell believes his pro- 
posed English socialist state - efficient, 
but gentle - will preserve. 

Orwell’s confident mood of 1940 - the 
odd euphoria’of the Battle of Britain - did 
not last long, however. He soon relapsed 
into pessimism. Even before “The Lion 
and the Unicorn” came out in print, his 
hopes for an immediate, democratic 
socialist revolution had already faded.42 
Moreover, Britain was still fighting prac- 
tically alone against Nazi Germany, and in 
the spring of 1941 the war news was gen- 
uinely terrible. England now seemed to 
Orwell to be on the verge of losing the 
war; at the very least, a long grim struggle 
was in the offing, with untold negative ef- 
fects on the relatively benign character of 
English society. Thus, we find him writing 
in his diary on 18 May 1941: “Within two 
years we shall either be conquered or we 
shall be a socialist republic fighting for its 
life, with a secret police force and half the 
population starving.”43 

Britain defeated (or even occupied), Brit- 
ain a starving socialist police state: this 
had not been the vision of 1940. Renewed 
pessimism about the future now led 
Orwell to an even sharper appreciation of 
the virtue of the present than he had 
displayed in the Gollancz letter and in 
“The Lion and the Unicorn.” The result: 
two essays, in April and May 1941, which 
are of significance in the development of 
Orwell’s thought, but which have never 
received more than glancing attention 
from Orwell scholars. Because it is far 
more accessible to American students of 
Orwell, and because his “other” view of 
capitalism is expressed most clearly in it, I 
will concentrate on the second of these 
two essays: “Literature and Totalitarian- 
ism.” However, some of the ideas here are 
foreshadowed a month earlier, in the 
startlingly-titled “Will Freedom Die with 
Capitalism?”44 

“Literature and Totalitarianism” origi- 

nated as a radio talk for the BBC Overseas 
Service and was then published in The 
Listener. It appears that Orwell was some- 
what self-deprecatory about these BBC 
radio lectures. But the problem was not 
their content. Orwell simply felt guilty 
about beaming discussions of British liter- 
ary culture to lndia at a time when lndia 
was struggling to gain her independence 
from Britain.45 The lecture “Literature and 
Totalitarianism” was broadcast on 2 1 May 
1941 - that is, just three days after Orwell 
had filled his diary with the darkest fore- 
bodings about the English future. In fact, 
“Literature and Totalitarianism” is the sec- 
ond full-scale exposition of Orwell’s night- 
mare vision of worldwide tyranny (the 
first being “Inside the Whale”). 

Orwell begins by explaining that Euro- 
pean literature over the past four hundred 
years has been the product of the 
autonomous individual, concerned only to 
write with honesty.de But in “the age of the 
totalitarian state,” which is likely to be a 
worldwide phenomenon, the individual is 
not going to be allowed any freedom 
whatever.47 And the origin of the 
totalitarian state, Orwell now says, is 
basically economic: the end of “free 
capitalism” and its replacement by “a cen- 
tralised economy.”48 The result: 

The economic liberty of the individual, 
and to a great extent his liberty to do 
what he likes . . . comes to an end. 
Now, till recently the implications of 
this were not foreseen. It was never ful- 
ly realised that the disappearance of 
economic liberty would have any effect 
on intellectual liberty. Socialism was 
usually thought of as a sort of moralised 
liberalism. The state would take charge 
of your economic life, and set you free 
from the fear of poverty . . . but it 
would have no need to interfere with 
your private intellectual life. . . . Now, 
on the existing evidence, one must ad- 
mit that these ideas have been falsified. 
Totalitarianism has abolished freedom 
of thought to an extent unheard of in 
any previous age.. . . Can literature 
survive in such an atmosphere?. . . It 
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cannot. If totalitarianism becomes 
world-wide and permanent, what we 
have known as literature must come to 
an end. And it will not do - as may ap- 
pear plausible at first - to say that 
what will come to an end is merely the 
literature of post-Renaissance Europe.49 

This is an astonishing passage. The link- 
ing of economic liberty with other liberties 
represents a complete reversal from 
Orwell’s position in “The Lion and the 
Unicorn.“ The explicit connecting of 
economic liberty with intellectual liberty, 
the explicit connecting of centralized con- 
trol over the economy with centralized 
control over the private intellect - this is 
an analysis worthy of Norman Podhoretz. 
(In fact, it is the analysis of Norman 
Podhoretz, and precisely in an article 
about Orwell - but without reference to 
“Literature and Totalitarianism,” so little 
known is this essay.50) 

Much of “Literature and Totalitar- 
ianism,” clearly, is based on ideas we first 
encountered in “Inside the Whale.” But 
there are at least two significant changes. 
First, the existence of the honest and 
autonomous author, and thus of literature 
as we have known it, is now attributed not 
to “liberal-Christian culture” (as in “Inside 
the Whale”), but precisely to the existence 
of economic liberty itself. Second, a cen- 
tralized economy, once it becomes 
totalitarian, will not mean just the death of 
“bourgeois literature” (as in “Inside the 
Whale”), but of literature, period. 

Orwell does try to sound a hopeful note 
at the end, but the attempt only reveals his 
current despair. Literature’s survival, he 
says, depends on those countries where 
liberalism has sunk its deepest roots: 

Though a collectivised economy is 
bound to come, those countries [may] 
know how to evolve a form of 
Socialism which is not totalitarian, in 
which freedom of thought can survive 
the disappearance of economic 
liberty.51 

But this idea - which lay at the heart of 
“The Lion and the Unicorn” - is now 

called a mere “pious hope”; and Orwell 
ends his exposition with the dry comment: 
“That, at  any rate, is the only hope to 
which anyone who cares about literature 
can cling.”52 He clearly fears that here he 
is merely whistling past the graveyard. 
Even gentle Britain was not immune from 
socialist totalitarianism, as he had already 
written in his diary. That, of course, is also 
one of Orwell’s main points in 1984 (and 
consciously intended to shock), as he ex- 
plicitly says in the Henson letter.53 

Now, after “Literature and Totalitarian- 
ism,” Orwell never returned to an explicit, 
full-scale discussion of the connection be- 
tween economic liberty and intellectual 
freedom. This is at first sight odd, for 
Orwell was a writer capable of repeating 
an idea ad museum. The reason for his 
reticence here seems obvious, however: 
the implications of this view of the social 
impact of capitalist economics made 
Orwell the socialist very uncomfortable, 
challenging his most cherished ideals 
about how a “just” society should look. 
Those ideals he never gave up. Never- 
theless, the ideas evolved in the face of 
the catastrophe that seemed to loom in 
spring 1941 had an enduring influence 
upon his life and work. The simplest 
evidence comes from the Henson letter 
and has already been. quoted: 1984 is “a 
show-up of the perversions to which a cen- 
tralised economy is liable.”54 The em- 
phasis here on the economic origins of Big 
Brother points directly back to “Literature 
and Totalitarianism.” 

It is also striking that after 1941 Orwell 
occasionally wrote passages extolling 
nineteenth-century capitalism and capital- 
ist society as phenomena characterized, 
above all, by human freedom. The most 
famous instance occurs in “Riding Down 
to Bangor” (1946). In discussing the mood 
of certain mid-Victorian American novels, 
Orwell remarks: 

They have not only innocence but,  . . a 
buoyant, carefree feeling, which was 
the product, presumably, of the 
unheard of freedom and security 
which nineteenthcentury America en- 
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joyed.. . . [It] was a rich, empty coun- 
try . . , in which the twin nightmares 
that beset every modern man, the 
nightmare of unemployment and the 
nightmare of State interference, had 
hardly come into being. . . . There was 
not, as there is now, an all-prevailing 
sense of helplessness. There was room 
for everybody, and if you worked hard 
you could be certain of a living - could 
even be certain of growing rich; this 
was generally believed, and for the 
greater part of the population it was 
even broadly true. In other words, the 
civilisation of nineteenth-century 
America was capitalist civilisation at its 
best.55 

Such outright praise of anything is rare in 
Orwell. 

Orwell returned more than once to this 
theme of the nineteenth century as an age 
of human freedom56 And after 1941 we 
also find occasional brief remarks where 
he links capitalism directly or indirectly 
with liberty (especially intellectual 
liberty).57 He praised unregulated, in- 
dependent small businessmen, too; and he 
came to use the term “capitalist demo- 
cracy” without irony (unusual in a man of 
the far Left).58 

This is not to suggest that Orwell’s view 
of capitalism ever became basically 
positive. On the contrary. Whatever his 
occasionally idealizing (and even naive) 
attitude towards a stage of capitalism in 
the past, Orwell feared and despised what 
he saw as the giant “monopoly” capitalism 
of the present. As powerful and as imper- 
sonal as the State, it was just as capable of 
crushing the individual - through the 
unemployment line, rather than the inter- 
rogation ~hamber .5~  

By the early 1940s Orwell had also 
become deeply suspicious of economic 
collectivism per se: especially the threat it 
posed to intellectual freedom. As the Hen- 
son letter shows, this suspicion never fad- 
ed. Similarly, Orwell had come to fear the 
implications of the growing power of the 
State over society. Indeed, Orwell feared 
the State more than he feared capitalism 

- perhaps because he continued to feel 
that the capitalist system was dying, while 
he worried that the age of the State was 
only beginning. Clearly, it was difficult to 
reconcile these attitudes with his ad- 
vocacy of socialism, for socialisq in- 
evitably involves some form of economic 
collectivism, as well as an expansion of 
government control over society: and 
Orwell understood his conflict here 
perfectly The difficulty may help 
account for the general “paleness” of 
Orwell’s prosocialist writing after 1941. It 
is a fact that it is singularly lacking in con- 
crete and convincing detail either about 
the shape of a democratic socialist society 
or how we are to get there. This is par- 
ticularly true of his proposed Socialist 
United States of Europe - while in the 
real world Orwell sided with America 
(faute de rnieux) in the Cold War and 
castigated intellectuals who did not do the 
same.61 Indeed, after 1941 Orwell’s real 
focus of social concern changed radically: 
he concentrated his literary energies more 
and more simply on the defense of civil 
liberties and intellectual freedom. He had 
come to see how fragile these things were 
and from how many directions they were 
threatened.62 Orwell’s friend T.R. Fyvel 
now tells us that when the postwar Labour 
government began nationalization of in- 
dustry and punitive taxation of incomes - 
two of the very measures which Orwell 
himself had proposed in “The Lion and the 
Unicorn” - Orwell “was not against these 
measures[!] . . . only he had become pro- 
foundly suspicious of any extension of 
state power.”63 How deeply Orwell had 
changed since the euphoria of 1940. Fyvel 
believes that Orwell always remained a 
socialist - and then at the last moment he 
introduces a crucial qualification: “he was 
formally a s~c ia l i s t . ”~~  

If Orwell was “formally a socialist,” 
what was he really? Obviously, a com- 
plicated and sometimes self-contradictory 
human being. Fyvel concludes that more 
than anything else, Orwell was a 
pessimist; and this is in line with the final 
judgment of another of Orwell’s friends, 
Herbert Read.65 In pointing to the polarity 
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between socialism and pessimism in 
Orwell’s thought, Alan Zwerdling has put 
Orwell’s dilemma this way: although 
Orwell claimed to retain faith that a 
democratic socialism could somehow be 
achieved, his critique of the statist tenden- 
cies within the socialist movement was 
devastating to him, and “a hopeless faith is 
a contradiction in terms.”@ My point is in 
a way the reverse of Zwerdling’s, but also 
complements it: Orwell’s moods of 
pessimism made him not only more wary 
of socialism, but also less hostile to 
capitalism and capitalist society. 

But I would also suggest that besides the 
polarity of socialism/pessimism, there was 
another polarity in Orwell’s thought. As a 
political person he was (or considered 
himself) a socialist, but as a writer he was 
a liberal. I am not the first to describe 
Orwell as a liberal; indeed, both George 
Woodcock and Bertrand Russell even call 
him a “nineteenth-century liberal.”67 But 1 
mean the term in the specific way Orwell 
himself used it, the way h e  felt was vital 
to a writer: “liberty-loving,” especially re- 
garding freedom of thought.68 Thus, as a 
writer - as a liberal - Orwell intensely 
valued liberal and tolerant surroundings, 
valued the relatively liberal and tolerant 
surroundings provided by bourgeois 

tivism would lead to the destruction of 
liberalism and toleration. I would suggest 
that this fear which Orwell felt as a writer 
eventually came to balance the ideals of 
“social justice” and economic equality 
which he upheld as a (democratic) 
socialist. This goes a long way towards ex- 
plaining the special emphasis in 1984 on 
the  destruction of autonomous thought by 

I 

I England, and feared that economic collec- 

‘The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of 
George Orwell, ed. Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus (New 
York, 1968), I, 5. ?See T.R. Fyvel, George Orwell: A 
Personal Memoir (New York, 1982), p. 99.3CEJL. IV, 
507. ‘CEJL, IV, 505 (16 June 1949). %ee George 
Orwell, 1984: A Nouel (New York, 1949), p. 5; p. 21 
with pp. 118119; p. 70; p. 7 6  p. 101; p. 120; pp. 
121-122; p. 141. 5 e e  1984, p. 9 with p. 80; and p. 81 
with p. 121. 7See 1984, p. 92 and pp. 164-165. 81984, 

the Party, the emphasis on the (collec- 
tivist) economic origins of lngsoc society, 
and, conversely, the novel’s depiction of 
pre-revolutionary capitalist society as 
basically benign. 

But, of course, socialist and writer were 
one man. And Orwell himself was well 
aware of the fundamental ambivalence in- 
to which he had fallen: 

If one thinks of the artist as . . . an 
autonomous individual who owes 
nothing to society, then the golden age 
of the artist was the age of capitalism. 
He had then escaped from the patron 
and had not yet been captured by the 
bureaucrat.. . . Yet it remains true that 
capitalism, which in many ways was 
kind to the artist and the intellectual 
generally, is doomed and is not worth 
saving anyway. So you arrive at these 
two antithetical facts: (1) Society cannot 
be arranged for the benefit of artists; (2) 
without artists civilisation perishes. I 
have not yet seen this dilemma solved 
(there must be a solution), and it is not 
often that it is honestly discu~sed.6~ 

“There must be a solution”: Orwell of- 
fers none here, and one may wonder 
whether he ever found one. The best he 
seems to have been able to come up with, 
actually, was advocacy of a human 
“change of heart” - an argument of 
de~pera t ion .~~  At least he honestly dis- 
cussed the problem (as he saw it) of the 
potentially profound conflict between in- 
tellectual freedom and economic cen- 
tralization. It is this dilemma, I think, 
which lies at the origin of Orwell’s “other” 
view of capitalism. 

p. 80, cf. pp. 9-11. ’1984, p. 124. “‘1984, p. 169. 
111984, p. 77. 121984, p. 168. 131984, p. 168. 141984, 
pp. 61-63; p. 83. I5The evidence that this is a lie is col- 
lected just above. Interviews: 1984, pp. 74-78; ar- 
tifacts: 1984, p. 9, cf. p. 80; p. 81; Coldstein’s Book: 
1984, pp. 152-164. %ee 1984, p. 157. 171984, pp. 
152-164 (Coldstein’s Book). 181984, p. 146. lgCEJL, 
IV, 502. T E J L ,  I, 120-121 (June? 1933) 21CEJL, i, 330 
(May? 1938) 22CEJL, 1, 525. 23CEJL, I ,  525. 24CEJL, I ,  
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525. V E J L ,  I,  525. 26CEJL, I,  526. 27CEJL, I ,  526-527. 
28cUL, I, 525. 29CEJL, I, 527 (my italics). 30CEJL, I, 
409. 31CEJL, I, 409-410. %ee the wry comment of 
Bernard Crick, George Orwell: A Life (London, 1980), 
p. 381. 33See CEJL, I, 53&539. 34C€JL, II ,  
96-103. 35CE/L, 11, 96109, especially 103 and 107. 
36CUf., 11 101-102. 37CUL, 11, 59 (my italics). 38See 

11, 63. 41Compare with 1984, p. 168. The same holds 
true with “Goldstein’s” claim about the spread of 
prosperity under capitalism: compare CEJL, 11. 76 
(cited just above) with 1984, p. 168. 42See CEJL, 11, 
49-50 (3 January 1941). 43CEJL, I I ,  401. 44“Literature 
and Totalitarianism”: CEJL, 11, 134-137. “Will 
Freedom Die with Capitalism?” The Left News, April 
1941, pp. 1682-1685 (not in CEJL and very difficult to 
get hold of in the United States). Neither of these 
pieces receives more than a bare mention in any 
scholarly study of Orwell; sometimes both are sim- 
ply ignored, as in Cricks monumental biography. 
Y~ee Fyvel, pp. 123-124. 46CEJL, I I ,  134. 17CEJL, 11, 
135. “CEJL, 11, 135. 49CEJL, II, 135-136 (my italics). 
%ee Norman.Podhoretz, “If Orwell Were Alive To- 
day,” Harper’s, January 1983, p. 37. W E J L ,  ll, 137. 
52CUL, II, 137. 53See C U L ,  IV, 502. W U L ,  IV, 502. 
W E J L ,  IV, 246-247. Yjee CEJL, 11, 325-326 111, 145; 

CEJL, 11, 69.73; and 103. 39CUf., II, 76. W U L ,  

IV. 7; IV, 17; IV, 444; cf. already 11, 73. 57See CEJL, 11, 
335; 111, 118; 111, 229-230; cf. 111, 149. ?Small 
businessmen: see CEJL, 111, 208 also: IV, 25; IV, 176 
IV, 465. “Capitalist democracy”: C U L ,  II, 168 IV, 
162; IV, 325. 59See especially CEJL, 111, 117-118 
(Orwell’s bitter remarks at the beginning of his 
tandem review of F. A. Hayek, The Road to Serfdom, 
and K. Zilliacus, The Mirror of rhe Past). Also: CEJL, 
II, 282; II, 429; 111, 12; IV, 410. ?5ee CEJL, IV, 18; 
also: 111,149. 61See CEJL, IV, 309; IV, 323; IV, 392; IV. 
398. 620n the change of focus in Orwell’s social con- 
cerns, see Raymond Williams, George Orwell (New 
York, 1971). pp. 63-68. aFyvel. p. 114. MOrwell as 
socialist: Fyvel, p. 114 and p. 208. The qualification: 
Fyvel, p. 208. 65Fyvel, p. 208; Herbert Read, in his 
review of 1984, in George Orwell: The Critical 
Heritage, ed. Jeffrey Meyers (London/Boston. 1975), 
p. 285. %Alan Zwerdling, Orwell and the Left (New 
HavenILondon, 1974), p. 109, part of Zwerdling’s 
excellent general discussion of Orwell’s pessimism, 
pp. 96-1 13. 67George Woodcock, “George Orwell, 
19th Century Liberal,” in Meyers, p. 246; Bertrand 
Russell’s obituary of Orwell, in Meyers, p. 300. @See 
especially CEJL, IV, 159. ‘j9CEJL, 111, 229-230 (my 
italics). l0See CEJL, IV, 1 8  also: II ,  15-18. 
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Conventional liberal opinion 
in conservative guise ~ 

The cold War of John Lukacs 
Alan J. Levine 

FEW CONTEMPORARY HISTORIANS have at- 
tracted more attention and praise from 
American conserva t ives  than  the  
Hungarian-American scholar John 
Lukacs.’ Much of this praise has been at- 
tributable to two works, Historical Con- 
sciousness and The Passing of the Modern 
Age, Lukacs’ examinations of the nature 
of historical knowledge and contemporary 
society. On the other hand, Lukacs’ 
reputation is founded primarily on his 
writings about post-World War I Europe. 
And that reputation is in part well- 
founded, for Lukacs has produced at least 
two brilliant works - The Great Powers 
and Eastern Europe (1953) and The Last 
European War (1976) - as well as three 
lesser, deeply flawed, but highly in- 
teresting works - 1945: Year Zero (1978), 
The Decline and Rise of Europe (1965), 
and A New History of the Cold War (1966 - an expanded and updated version of a 
book originally published in 1961). Much 
of Lukacs’ work has dealt with the Cold 
War and the relations between the Soviet 
Union and the Western powers. When 
Lukacs’ writings on these matters are ex- 
amined, many of his views and judgments 
seem highly unsound, and the admiration 
that many conservatives feel for him 
seems a bit mysterious. His general 
outlook on social matters is conservative, 
and he has often expressed contempt for 
notions congenial to the left. All the same, 
Lukacs’ writings on the Cold War and 

related issues - especially A New History 
of the Cold War - were influenced by the 
zeitgeist of the 1960s, notwithstanding 
Lukacs’ revulsion for many of its aspects. 
Many of his views seem to be far removed 
from those of most American conserv- 
atives - a group Lukacs has frequently 
deprecated. These things, however puz- 
zling, are less important than the fact that 
the Lukacs version of the Cold War is in 
many respects contradictory, confused, 
and unreliable. Lukacs’ Cold War is a 
struggle divested of many of its unique 
and most threatening aspects. It is a strug- 
gle seen from a narrow and distorted 
perspective by an understandably bitter 
East European refugee. 

In Lukacs’ view, the Cold War is not a 
struggle between the Soviet Union and the 
Western democracies for the destiny of 
the world, but a conflict between the 
Soviet Union and the United States. The 
struggle between the two powers was a 
result of the last World War, specifically of 
the division of Europe. The “principal con- 
dition of contemporary history,” for 
Lukacs, “is not the Atomic Bomb and not 
Communism; it is the division of Germany 
and of most of Europe into American and 
Russian spheres of influence. The so-called 
Cold War grew out of this division.”2 

Needless to say, that is not the only way 
of looking at the Cold War. It is rather 
more probable, in fact, that the division of 
Europe was merely the product of the first 

20 Winter 1985 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED


