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T H E L I T E R A R Y S A M P L E R 
EXCERPTS AND JOTTINGS FROM NEW AND FORTHCOMING BOOKS 

Self-Censor ship 
LITERATURE has sometimes flourished 
under despotic regimes, but, as has 
often been pointed out, the despotisms 
of the past were not totalitarian. Their 
repressive apparatus was always inef­
ficient, their ruling classes were usu­
ally either corrupt or apathetic or 
half-liberal in outlook, and the prevail­
ing religious doctrines usually worked 
against perfectionism and the notion 
of human infallibility. Even so it is 
broadly true that prose literature has 
reached its highest levels in periods 
of democracy and free speculation. 
What is new in totalitarianism is that 
its doctrines are not only unchal­
lengeable but also unstable. They have 
to be accepted on pain or damnation, 
but on the other hand they are al­
ways liable to be altered at a moment's 
notice. Consider, for example, the var­
ious attitudes, completely incompat­
ible with one another, which an Eng­
lish Communist or "fellow traveler" 
had had to adopt towards the war be­
tween Britain and Germany. For 
years before September 1939 he was 
expected to be in a continuous stew 
about "the horrors of Nazism" and to 
twist everything he wrote into a de­

nunciation of Hitler; after September 
1939 for twenty months he had to be­
lieve that Germany was more sinned 
against than sinning, and the word 
"Nazi," at least as far as print went, 
had to drop right out of his vocabu­
lary. Immediately after hearing the 
eight o'clock news bulletin on the 
morning of 22nd June, 1941, he had to 
start believing once again that Nazism 
was the most hideous evil the world 
had ever seen. Now, it is easy for a 
politician to make such changes: for 
a writer the case is somewhat differ­
ent. If he is to switch his allegiance at 
exactly the right moment, he must 
either tell lies about his subjective 
feelings or else suppress them alto­
gether. In either case he has destroyed 
his dynamo. Not only will ideas re­
fuse to come to him, but the very 
words he uses will seem to stiffen 
under his touch. Political writing in 
our time consists almost entirely of 
prefabricated phrases bolted together 
like the pieces of a child's Meccano 
set. It is the unavoidable result of 
self-censorship. To write in plain, 
vigorous language one has to think 
fearlessly, and if one thinks fearlessly 
one cannot be politically orthodox. It 
might be otherwise in an ^'age of 

—From "Slightly Overdrawn," reprinted from Tlie \ e w Yorker (Simon & Schuster), 

"O.K. now. You got it straight what you're supposed to do!" 

faith," when the prevailing orthodoxy 
has been long established and is not 
taken too seriously. In that case it 
would be possible, or might be pos­
sible, for large areas of one's mind to 
remain urjaffected by what one of­
ficially believed. Even so, it is worth 
noticing that prose literature almost 
disappeared during the only age of 
faith that Europe has ever enjoyed. 
Throughout the whole of the Middle 
Ages there was almost no imaginative 
prose literature and very little in the 
way of historical writing: and the in­
tellectual leaders of society expressed 
their most serious thoughts in a dead 
language, which barely altered during 
a thousand years. 

—From "Shooting an Elephant and 
Other Essays," by George Orwell 
(Harcourt). 

The Pie Ladies 
ONE OF THE most productive milieus 
for inexplicable mirth is the daily ra­
dio woman's program: the sort con­
ducted by a genial lady . . . let us 
call her Sally Lunn . . . who talks to 
the housewives of America about 
books, soapflakes, plays, movies, 
worthy causes, and chocolate-mix. 
Helping her out in the way of a de­
terminedly informal stooge is some 
young man with a name like Dave, 
whose job it is to catch the conver­
sational bones tossed him by Miss 
Lunn and to reply with a tooth-flash­
ing "yes indeed" to such questions as 
doesn't he think that the girl who can 
turn out that flaky, crunchy, feathery 
pie crust knows the right answer to 
what Mr. Average Man wants? Dave 
is usually quite a glamour lad who 
looks as though he expected a girl to 
produce something more than a pie 
crust, however feathery, crunchy, or 
flaky. Nevertheless, he responds to 
Sally Lunn's every observation with 
a boyish zest that is most disarming, 
particularly so to the select little stu­
dio audience composed of feminine 

* devotees of the program who flock in 
from Queens and Hackensack to re­
ceive from Sally Lunn's own lips the 
latest household hint, which is less 
a hint than a product plug in the form 
of a positive threat. In addition to 
Dave, who is a regular fixture, there 
is frequently a "distinguished guest," 
who, in compliance with the folksy 
informality of the program "has just 
happened to drop by the studio and 
it's certainly going to be a big sur­
prise when you hear who it is." It's 
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