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Abstract

This master’s thesis aims to explain how to read George Orwell as a writer and prose stylist
who strived to make political writing into an art. It studies how textual effects of his prose
style connect with his political agenda. Through engaging with his own meta-commentary on
language, scholarly arguments, and close readings of his texts across genres, the thesis
identifies central stylistic characteristics of his plain prose style and explains how they
function politically within his texts. Through simplifying words and syntax while also being
highly sentient to readers’ developing responses, Orwell constructs engaging and perplexing
textual effects that, while deriving aesthetic pleasure on their own, also induce the reader
toward agreeing with him politically. Considering the political push behind his prose style,
the thesis also engages in the critical conversation surrounding the truthfulness of Orwell’s
observational reportages. By analyzing several of his major reportages, it suggests that
Orwell’s truthfulness is not hurt by, but dependent on his ‘propagandized’ approach to
writing. Finally, the thesis provides an extended interpretative analysis of propaganda in
Animal Farm (1945), pointing to key ways Orwell’s satirical style functions in the service of
political beliefs. It concludes by suggesting that the issue of propaganda in the beast fable lies
not on the liars themselves, but on the willingness of being deceived. Such a finding urges us
as readers to think critically about how we approach Orwell’s plain narratives considering
their underlying propagandistic push. In short, the thesis argues that Orwell’s plain prose
style is thoroughly propagandistic while simultaneously enabling a remarkable truthfulness, a
combination which contributes to the fallacy of interpreting his political commentary as the

plain truth.
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Introduction

“What I have most wanted to do throughout the past ten years is to make political

writing into an art.” (Why I Write” 1084)
®

Of all the things George Orwell is celebrated for, two things stand at the forefront.
One, his reputation as a master of the plain style. Two, his striking political commentary. I
want to look critically at how the two merge. My main agenda is to explain how to read
Orwell as a writer and prose stylist who strived to make ‘political writing into an art’.

Stylistically, Orwell is celebrated for his crystal clear and unpretentious prose. It is
effortless to read, as if looking through a windowpane. One never gets lost amid his sentences
because they are constructed in a way where words flow seamlessly into each other,
presenting thoughtful arguments with an ease of expression that gives pleasure in its mere
plainness. Take these following quotes as a demonstration. The first four are his personal

observations, the last two from fictional novels.

“Dickens is one of those writers who are well worth stealing.” (“Charles Dickens”

135)

“As I write, highly civilized human beings are flying overhead, trying to kill me.”
(“The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the English Genius™ 291)

“One has to belong to the intelligentsia to believe things like that: no ordinary man

could be such a fool.” (“Notes on Nationalism” 882)

“In trench warfare five things are important: firewood, food, tobacco, candles and the
enemy. In winter on the Saragossa front they were important in that order, with the enemy a

bad last.” (Homage to Catalonia 23)

“ALL ANIMALS ARE EQUAL BUT SOME ANIMALS ARE MORE EQUAL
THAN OTHERS.” (Animal Farm 88)



“Everything faded into mist. The past was erased, the erasure was forgotten, the lie

became truth.” (Nineteen Eighty-Four 78)

Instead of saying that Dickens is a great writer who we should all learn from, Orwell
presents him as someone who is worth the effort of stealing. He delivers his admiration
through a negatively associated action; the disconnect is surprising and enables his
appreciation for Dickens to truly stand out. The next sentence contains a similar disconnect.
By employing the phrase ‘highly civilized’ followed by the more primitive ‘trying to kill’, the
syntax creates a contrast that is exciting to experience. It is also comical to read because the
underlying tone is seemingly logical; as if being highly civilized naturally belongs together
with a desire to kill. The next sentence is pleasurably paradoxical: no one is a bigger idiot
than a member of the intellectual elite. Readers are also inclined to derive enjoyment from
the next sentence, as Orwell includes ‘the enemy’ on a list of important things to have in
trench warfare. Not only that, but he puts them at the bottom. His description serves an
aesthetic purpose, but putting the enemy at the bottom also serves a larger point: it
emphasizes how horrific the conditions of trenches are, how crucial basic items become. In
Animal Farm’s most famous line, Orwell plays with the word ‘equal’, suggesting that it is a
quality that some can have to a larger extent than others. It is both elegant and pleasurably
simple, while showing how language can be rendered pointless and misused. Finally, the line
from Nineteen Eighty-Four contains only four words per clause, yet conveys an extremely
clear case of how history is rewritten.

Although these quotes are from different works and genres, they have one thing in
common: Orwell’s plain prose style. They have the same simple aesthetic to them. That is,
the prose is concise, short, clear, lexically simple, and syntactically well-flowing, often with
an underlying hint of irony. Among scholars Orwell is widely accepted as a master of the
plain style, and some have even called him the most influential prose stylist of the twentieth
century (Meyers 169). Regardless of genre, then, plainness is the major stylistic aspect of
Orwell’s prose style.

Politically, Orwell was an unrelenting critic of all forms of totalitarianism. A
totalitarian state is commonly understood as an oppressive political system in which the state
is in absolute control, robbing all autonomy and liberty of its citizens. Orwell paid special
attention to the intellectual control such a system involved. On the aim of totalitarianism, he
stated: “The totalitarian state tries, at any rate, to control the thoughts and emotions of its

subjects at least as completely as it controls their actions” (Literature and Totalitarianism



362). His fundamental political concerns were totalitarianism, perversion of power,
censorship, propaganda, deception, corruption of language, abandonment of artistic
expression, erasure of individual liberty, and elimination of objective truth. These concerns
are connected to the time period he wrote in; the 1930°s and 40’s. The historical context is
the rise of Fascism in Europe, and the fear that it brought with it. Fascism, the extreme-right
political system which emphasizes nationalism, oppressive state control and dictatorial
leadership, was rising in Europe at the time lead through Mussolini and Hitler. Orwell’s
major fear was that Fascism would come to take over England and rid the entire world of
justice, fairness, and liberty. The victory of Fascism would mean the end of society and all
the good things it had produced, including literature. Art that did not fit the agenda of the
current despot would vanish from the face of the earth. Power would be the only thing of
significance. He was an outspoken anti-imperialist and a dedicated Socialist. Political
commentary, then, was at the core of Orwell’s writing. To him, the world was facing the
greatest ideological battle humanity had ever seen — pure evil against goodness. Or as he saw
it, Fascism against Socialism.

Both of these things — Orwell’s plain prose style and political commentary — are
compelling topics to study on their own. Where I want to put my focus, however, is on the
merging of the two. Arguably, Orwell’s stylistics in isolation are not as revolutionary
compared to his contemporaries. For a long time he was in fact embarrassed by his own
writing when comparing it to his contemporaries. James Joyce, D.H Lawrence, Virginia
Woolf, and T.S. Eliot were all titans of modernism who put their emphasis on formal
experimentation, on aesthetics, and they are today regarded as masterful technicians. Orwell,
on the other hand, was not a pure technician. In fact, in letters to his friends he expressed
despair over his own stylistic inferiority after having read Lawrence’s work, and even more
so after reading Joyce’s Ulysses (Meyers). As a result, he was brutal in his self-criticism and
regarded himself as a failure for a long time. However, the rise of Fascism made him
reconsider what art was about. It convinced him that literature could no longer be about mere
aesthetics — art had to be political. He convincingly explains why in “The Frontiers of Art and
Propaganda”: “You cannot take purely aesthetic interest in a disease you are dying from; you
cannot feel dispassionately about a man who is about to cut your throat” (351). Fascism was
too big an existential threat for art not to take sides. It demonstrated that literature was not
detachable from politics. Thus, the notion of ‘art for art’s sake’ no longer held for him. The
nature of art was not just to existentially be, but to politically do. It had to push a set of values

in some way. Interestingly, then, he came to insist that “All art is propaganda” (“Charles



Dickens” 173). After the rise of Fascism, he saw aesthetics and propaganda as two equal
forces pushing, balancing, and fulfilling each other. In contrast to what we today call the high
modernists, then, his arena became the political aesthetic. Literature, in Orwell’s view, could
not be detached from society, history or politics. Aesthetics always had a purpose.

This master’s thesis, then, investigates Orwell’s plain prose style in relation to his
political agenda. It intends to explain how his plainness, in addition to being easy and
pleasurable to read, is rigorously political. We might speak of a ‘purposeful plainness’ behind
Orwell’s prose style. In a literal sense, such a phrase points to that Orwell’s plain aesthetics
are employed deliberately. More importantly, however, lies the sense that there is an
underlying political push behind Orwell’s prose. Purposeful plainness, in this sense, captures
the idea that his plain aesthetics are doing something political within his texts. Let us look at
commentary Orwell himself made about his reasons for writing. In the essay “Why I Write”,
published in the literary magazine Grangel in 1946, he provides fascinating metaphors for the

process of writing:

Writing a book is a horrible, exhausting struggle, like a long bout of some painful
illness. One would never undertake such a thing if one were not driven on by some demon
whom one can neither resist or understand. For all one knows that demon is simply the same
instinct that makes a baby squall for attention. And yet it is also true that one can write
nothing readable unless one constantly struggles to efface one’s own personality. Good prose
is like a windowpane. I cannot say with certainty which of my motives are the strongest, but I
know which of them deserve to be followed. And looking back through my work, I see that it
is invariably where I lacked a political purpose that I wrote lifeless books and was betrayed
into purple passages, sentences without meaning, decorative adjectives and humbug

generally. (Why I Write 1085)

This passage is first and foremost pleasurable to read. His choice of metaphor for writing a
book is that of ‘a long bout of some painful illness’. The only reason for going through such
suffering is an irresistible inner ‘demon’. His negative choice of words perplexes the reader:
why, then, would he make it his sole mission to make political writing into an art? In one
way, he is being funny; designing an aesthetic effect that derives pleasure in the reader. But
he also constructs a deeper tension. By describing the process of writing as such a painful
endeavour, he is inviting us to see his texts not just as pleasurable art, but as intense struggles

to convey. He has got something deep within — arguments, sensations, political ideas —
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constantly being pushed forward by his inner demon. At the same time, he says that to write
anything readable one needs to ‘efface one’s own personality’, which, quite surprisingly, is a
modernist ambition aligned with the high modernists he is reacting against. This could
perhaps point to a conscious effort to balance his own direct political argumentation with the
more subjective experience of art. Concluding that ‘Good prose is like windowpane’, then, is
a matter of creating clear prose that allows the reader to not just see, but experience what
Orwell struggles to convey politically. I want to take a close look at that windowpane; to
study how his plain prose interacts with readers and shapes our experience, pushing us in a
certain direction. I want to find out how his stylistic and formal choices — the simple lexical
nature, well-flowing syntax, surprising twists, comical exaggerations and colourful figurative
language — merge with his intention to promote political arguments.

Some central questions arise from my interest in Orwell’s purposeful plainness. First,
what characterizes Orwell’s plain prose style? How does it connect with his political agenda,
and what textual effect are created as a result? Second, how does his underlying political
agenda relate to his ideals of honesty and truthfulness? More specifically, can we trust what
he is saying if we know that he is always pushing us in a certain political direction? Third,
how should we as readers approach Orwell’s plain prose style today, 70 years after his death
and long after the political issues of his time have passed? In order to shed light on the
relationship between his plainness and agenda, I intend to divide my thesis into three
chapters. The first chapter will be concerned about characterizing his prose style, where I
make the case that it should be understood as propagandistic. The second chapter asks the
question of how Orwell’s propagandistic plainness affects the reliability of him as a truthful
reporter. The third chapter provides an interpretative analysis of propaganda as a theme

Animal Farm, focusing on its significance in our post-Trump political climate.

(i)

Before I move on to clarify how I intend to carry out my agenda by more closely
explaining what I do in each chapter, I first want to provide some biographical context on
Orwell as well as introducing the primary texts I am working with.

In 1903, Orwell was born as Eric Arthur Blair in Motihari, India. He grew up in
England where he was discovered from an early age to have academic talents. Blair,
however, displayed little interest in school and decided as a young adult to apply as an
imperial officer in Burma. In the five years he spent there, he saw the effects of imperialism

first-hand, and became unbearably ashamed to be a part of the system. In 1927, after five
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years, he retired from his position and returned to England with a renewed disgust toward
imperialism and a clear anger toward poverty. In fact, he felt a strong need to emerge himself
in poverty, and decided to live as a tramp. In 1933, he released his first book called Down
and Out in Paris and London, which depicted his experiences while living in deep poverty in
those cities. Crucially, he decided to release the book under the pseudonym ‘George Orwell’.
His first biographer, Bernard Crick, suggests in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography
that the reason for choosing a pen name was “partly to avoid embarrassing his parents, partly
as a hedge against failure, and partly because he disliked the name Eric, which reminded him
of a prig in a Victorian boys' story”. In any case, in some fundamental sense, the choice of
using a pen name was rooted in a desire of separating his personal identity from the persona
he wanted to exhibit. Where Blair the individual came across as reserved and tentative,
Orwell the persona was bold and assertive. And under the persona of George Orwell, he went
on to write sharp-witted political essays and insightful novels using his iconic straightforward
style. In 1936 he left England to fight in the Spanish civil war, very nearly killing him. The
height of his writing career came in the 1940’s, where he produced texts at unprecedented
rates. In 1945, Animal Farm was published and launched him into worldwide fame. It was
followed four years later by his most famous novel Nineteen Eighty-Four, increasing his
popularity even more. But where his political criticism was at its all-time sharpest, his health
had never been frailer. He died of tuberculosis at the early age of 46, just months after the
release of Nineteen Eighty-Four. By this late stage of his life almost no one called him by his
real name anymore. In many ways Eric had merged with George over the years. Even his
new wife, Sonya, had taken ‘Orwell’ as her last name. Still, in 1950, he was buried as Eric
Arthur Blair, signifying that although the individual had died, his persona would live on.
Today, George Orwell is regarded as one of the major English writers of the twentieth
century, his voice remaining as clear and sharp as ever.

When it comes to Orwell’s work, it is split into two categories; novels and essays. Since
my aim is to explore Orwell’s general prose style in relation to his political agenda, and not
just one work, I cannot limit myself to either category. I need to look across genres in order
to better grasp the plain style as a whole. This presents me with a problem. Choosing too few
primary texts means that I would explore the relationship between one or two works and their
relation to his politics, and not his style as a whole. Conversely, if I choose too many primary
texts, my analysis of each gets too vague. What I have chosen to do, then, is primarily focus

on six texts that I explore the larger topic of stylistic plainness and political agenda within. I
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will include more of Orwell’s writing to emphasize points, especially in chapter one, but the

main structure is based around the following texts:

- Chapter one: “As I Please 32”
- Chapter two: “A Hanging”, “Shooting an Elephant”, Homage to Catalonia, and The
Road to Wigan Pier

- Chapter three: Animal Farm

Below I frame each text and provide a brief explanation on what they are about and in
what context they exist in.

1: “As I Please” was a series of articles Orwell wrote while working as editor for the
Socialist magazine 7Tribune from 1943-1947. Each week Orwell would write an article about
varying topics. Most often they would be political, but as the name insinuates he would write
about whatever topic he wanted. I choose the 32" installment of the series, published 7™ July
1944, for two reasons. First, it represents one type of Orwell’s non-fiction: direct political
commentary. Secondly, it contains aesthetics that connect in interesting ways to his political
agenda. The larger topic of the article is censorship in modern England, and how it takes on a
non-official veiled form that still hurts culture nonetheless. The text will be used in the
context of making an argument about Orwell’s prose style.

2: “A Hanging” was one of Orwell’s earlier writings. It was first published in the literary
journal The Adelphi in August 1931. “A Hanging” is one of Orwell’s non-fictions, more
specifically an observational reportage. An observational reportage differs from other forms
of journalism in that it clearly stages the writer as an observer to the event. Orwell is situating
himself in the text as an eyewitness. This reportage depicts one of his experience in Burma
while serving as an imperial police officer. It tells the story of the execution of an Indian
local carried out by several imperial officers, among them himself. Politically, it is important
to remember that at the time of writing, Orwell was an outspoken anti-imperialist. He hated
the idea of exploiting other countries and he especially hated being a part of it himself.
Underlying all his writings about Burma is the sense that what he is doing is wrong. “A
Hanging”, then, is very much a political anti-imperialist piece of writing. | am interested in
its merge of plain style and political argument.

3: “Shooting an Elephant” shares many characteristics with “A Hanging”. It also an
observational reportage depicting one of Orwell’s experiences in Burma. It was published in

the literary journal New Writing in 1936. This essay is perhaps Orwell’s most famous
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observational reportage. It tells the story of a time he had to shoot an elephant in Moulmein
as part of his job. The story follows him as an elephant has caused mayhem and killed a local.
Orwell is called in to handle the situation. He grabs a rifle and heads out to find the animal.
Although having no intention of shooting it, he also feels that the context of his role as an
imperial officer demands it. In the story, he describes a conflicted self that ultimately is
pushed forward by the will of the native crowd to kill the elephant. As with “A Hanging”, I
am interested in the narrative’s merge of plainness and political argument.

4: Homage to Catalonia is Orwell’s journalistic reportage of his time fighting in the
Spanish civil war. It was first published by Martin Secker & Warburg Ltd in 1938. As
mentioned, Orwell saw the 1930°s rise of Fascism as the existential threat of his time. When
Franco attempted to overthrow the government of Spain, Orwell saw it as his moral duty to
resist Fascism. He applied to fight on the republican side along with communists and
anarchists. To him, this was a clear fight between good and evil, and he wanted to fight for
the former. In practice however, the situation in Spain was not as simple as a fight between
good and evil. Although believing he fought alongside communists and anarchists against the
common enemy of totalitarianism, it later turned out that he was actually fighting for just an
alternative totalitarian power. That is, Soviet Communism had no intention of letting the
republican side free after defeating Fascism — they wanted to seize power themselves.
Orwell’s agenda in the book is to convey his experiences and reflect upon the war’s events. |
am interested in how the book is stylistically different from his essayist-reportages, and how
that affects the trustworthiness of his reporting.

5: The Road to Wigan Pier is Orwell’s reportage on the living conditions of Northern
England in 1936. This area had been particularly hard struck by the economic depression,
with huge unemployment rates, and Orwell was sent by his publisher Victor Gollancz for the
Left Book Club to study the conditions of the especially poor industrial areas. The book is
divided into two parts. The first contains Orwell’s observation as he travels around Northern
England, providing a close and powerful view into what poverty was and what it did to
people. It describes poverty and despair in varying situations. From the poor lodgers at a
house he stayed in, to the extreme working conditions and underpayment of miners, to the
mere appearance and smell of the people living around him. The second part is a direct
political commentary which bases itself on the first half. It talks about the nature of
Socialism, why it had failed in England, and what he thought would make it prosper. This
book is arguably what really pushed Orwell towards Socialism. I am interested in the book in

terms of how its observational account is influenced by Orwell’s radicalism.
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6: Animal Farm is a novella that is written as a beast fable. A Glossary of Literary Terms
defines beast fable as a short narrative with a clear moral “in which animals talk and act like
the human types they represent” (10). This text was what finally launched Orwell into a
literary success. Originally published by Martin Secker & Warburg Ltd in 1945, the book
contains a fairy story about an animal revolution against their human oppressors. The story is
about how the initial idealism of animal equality become corrupted by the revolutionaries
themselves. By using power, propaganda, and violence, pigs are able to exploit the situation
for their own benefit. By the end of the book, the circle is closed by them wearing hats and
carrying whips in their trotters; they have become the new oppressors. These turns of events
represent a political allegory and satire of the Russian revolution. Animal Farm provided a
devastating critique against the Soviet Union in a time where many of Orwell’s leftist
contemporaries sympathized with the regime. Although Nineteen Eighty-Four is often looked
upon as Orwell’s masterpiece, Animal Farm contains the most perfected case of plain prose
in all of Orwell’s works. The combination of plain prose and clear political purpose makes it
the fiction that I want to focus on for Orwell’s purposeful plainness. I am interested in how
the book portrays propaganda and how that holds up in today’s age 70 years after Orwell’s
death.

(iii)

The focus of chapter one is to characterize Orwell’s plain prose style. It clarifies what it is
as well as providing an argument for what it is doing. The first part of the chapter provides
insight into the stylistics itself, focusing on Orwell’s own meta commentary. Orwell had clear
thoughts on what good and bad prose consisted of. Good prose had to be concrete, concise,
and most importantly clear. He even created a stylistic rule set for how to achieve this.
Afterwards, I explain why Orwell is pushing prose in this direction, focusing on his
ideological dispositions. What follows is a scholarly based discussion on what Orwell’s
plainness is doing. William E. Cain gives us insight into the aesthetic doings of his plainness.
Loraine Saunders provides insight into its political doings. The chapter makes use of each of
their arguments to provide a close reading of “As I Please 32”, from which it concludes that
Orwell’s plainness itself should be understood as propagandistic. The third scholar, Roger
Fowler, helps us scope this argument in relation to genre. He provides insight into how
Orwell’s personal polemic is ubiquitous throughout all genres he wrote in, achieved through

what Fowler calls ‘The Orwellian Voice’. Based on the perspective of these three scholars, as
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well as my readings using their arguments, the chapter argues that Orwell’s plain prose style,
although seemingly windowpane-clear, is actually ubiquitously propagandistic.

Where chapter one argues that Orwell’s plainness is propagandistic, chapter two asks the
question of how this affects the reliability of his observational reportages. Orwell’s
reportages find themselves on a balancing point between factuality and artistry. On the one
side you have the idea of his reportages being non-fiction, meaning they portray real places,
people, and events. On the other side you have their literary aspect; Orwell’s creative writing,
his fictionalized form of reality, shaping the narrative in a certain direction. We know that
language cannot create a perfect replication of reality. Orwell’s literary approach to
storytelling will unavoidably be fictionalized. It is a literary account — it is a form of art.
However, when we consider his propagandistic plainness, as well as his own perspective of
all art being propaganda, the question emerges if his fictionalized version should be
considered truthful. How does his artistic fictionalizing affect the trustworthiness of his
observational reportages? I look at this issue through analyzing four of his most influential
reportages: “A Hanging”, “Shooting an Elephant”, Homage to Catalonia and The Road to
Wigan Pier. Early on, the chapter identifies a ‘propagandistic’ strategy of fiction that Orwell
employs in the first two. It proceeds to discuss how the employment of this strategy affects
the truthfulness of the reportages. After the discussion, the chapter shifts its attention to the
stylistically different Homage to Catalonia to show how it is similar to its essay-counterparts.
In the end, I defend Orwell’s truthfulness across the reportages because they serve the same
deeper journalistic aim. The final part of the chapter emphasizes the subjectivity of Orwell’s
account. By analyzing The Road to Wigan Pier, it emphasizes that defending Orwell’s
truthfulness means that we also have to recognize his radicalism.

The third chapter explores Animal Farm’s portrayal of propaganda as well as
contextualizing it in the political atmosphere of 2021. Oxford English Dictionary defines
propaganda as the “systematic dissemination of information, esp. in a biased or misleading
way, in order to promote a political cause or point of view”. Orwell understood
systematically misleading information as one of the core tools of totalitarian states, making it
one of his primary political concerns. However, he also believed that all art was itself a form
of propaganda. 4 Glossary of Literary Terms defines the term “propagandist literature” as “a
didactic work which is obviously organized and rendered to induce the reader to assume a
specific attitude toward, or to take direct action on, a pressing social, political, or religious
issue of the time at which the work is written” (91). Literature that is clearly made to induce

the reader into a political attitude was to Orwell, in contrast to propaganda on its own, fully
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desirable. In short then, we could say that he wrote propagandist literature critiquing political
propaganda. When I later refer to Orwell’s plainness as propagandistic, I am referring to the
second definition. That is, his prose style induces readers to assume a specific political
attitude, not necessarily in a misleading manner. In discussions about propaganda and Orwell,
the main choice of primary text for many scholars is Nineteen Eighty-Four. Therefore, before
moving on to Animal Farm, chapter three starts to providing insight into what scholars have
said about the novel’s treatment of propaganda. However, since my thesis is focused upon
Orwell’s plain prose style, I want to put my emphasis on Animal Farm. The rest of the
chapter explores its portrayal of propaganda, providing insight into how Orwell’s style
functions in the service of his political beliefs. It does so by analyzing the character of
“Squealer”, the propagandist minister on the farm. The chapter as a whole provides an
argument for how to approach Orwell’s commentary today, where the immediate allegorical

functions of the beast fable is not apparent, enhancing its relevancy in our post-Trump era.

Chapter one: Characterizing Orwell’s prose style across essays

and novels

The purpose of chapter one is to characterize Orwell’s prose style. It starts by
characterizing what the plain style is before moving on to what it is doing. The chapter
attempts to demonstrate how Orwell’s plain aesthetics are filled with political purpose, from

which it concludes that his prose style should be understood as propagandistic.

1.1 Orwell’s push for plainness

Few authors have had such strong opinions on prose style as George Orwell. In fact, he
presented it as something core to his character: “So long as I remain alive and well I shall
continue to feel strongly about prose style” (“Why I Write” 1084). My intention in this first
sub-chapter is to explain his strongly held beliefs - what is plain prose and why is he pushing
for it?

In 1945, Orwell published an essay on language that would come to define his entire
status as a major prose stylist. “Politics and the English Language” is today regarded as one
of his most influential essays (Norton Anthology of English Literature). The larger argument

of it is that there is a fundamental problem in modern prose. He sees a growing trend of
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staleness of imagery and lack of precision in sentences. This happens through the tendency of
replacing carefully chosen words that convey a certain meaning with empty “ready-made
phrases”. These are certain predetermined units of words you put together to form a
sequence. Orwell explains, “prose consists less and less of words chosen for the sake of their
meaning, and more and more of phrases tacked together like the sections of a prefabricated
hen-house” (956-957). What he calls prefabricated hen-house phrases can be everything from
well-known metaphors like stand shoulder to shoulder with, to verb-replacing phrases like
exhibit a tendency to, to individual words like Fascism, all losing imagery due to overuse.
Orwell admits that these phrases have at one point been fresh and vivid, but as he says in
another essay, they have become “thought-saving devices” that have “the same relation to
living English as a crutch has to a leg.” (“The English People” 635). Instead of actively
thinking for the right image — letting our meaning choose the words — we now simply have to
assemble pre-made language chunks together like Lego, creating a seemingly nice and
intellectual rhythm of sentence. This process has clearly taken place, in his own example,
when people write “In my opinion it is not a justifiable assumption that” instead of “I think”.
The modern trend of prose, he concludes, is a movement away from concreteness.

To counteract the trend of staleness and lack of precision, “Politics and the English

Language” ends by providing a direct stylistic rule set for good prose:

1) Never use a metaphor, simile or other figure of speech which you are used to seeing
in print.

2) Never use a long word where a short one will do.

3) Ifitis possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.

4) Never use a passive where you can use the active.

5) Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word or a jargon word if you can think of an
everyday English equivalent.

6) Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barbarous. (966)

The rule set as a whole is a call to simplify and to cut, to strip down the delivery of meaning
to its essentials. Notice that it is negatively stressed. That is, he wants us to ‘cut out’ and
‘never use’ instead of urging us to ‘include this’ and ‘use more of that’. The focus is to strip
down, to make sentences as plain as possible in order to clarify meaning. When we are

talking about Orwell’s plainness, then, we are talking about his constant effort to lexically
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simplify. If a writer could use fewer words to get your point across, that was the way to go.
Simple language was the tool you should use to deliver even the most complicated ideas.
Especially the most complicated ideas. Complex syntax and Latin phraseology was the
enemy of clarity, muddying the path between an idea and its delivery. Following his stylistic
ruleset would enable your prose to achieve what Orwell ultimately strived for: windowpane
clarity. And the impression of windowpane clarity is exactly the notion you get from reading
his best texts. It is certainly the defining stylistic quality that his own prose style has been
widely celebrated for (Roney; Woodcock). The simplicity is perhaps at its most notable in

Animal Farm. Take this character description of Benjamin the donkey as an example:

Benjamin was the oldest animal on the farm, and the worst tempered. He seldom talked,
and when he did it was usually to make some cynical remark — for instance he would say that
God had given him a tail to keep the flies off, but that he would sooner have had no tail and
no flies. Alone among the animals on the farm he never laughed. If asked why, he would say

that he saw nothing to laugh at. (2)

The passage works well put in relation to his stylistic rule set. First of all, there are no worn
out metaphors present (in fact, no metaphors at all). The action is straightforward. No
individual word is longer than three syllables. As for the choice of words, none of them are
unnecessary or foreign. The sentence structure is short and syntactically simple. There is no
passive voice. Despite these stylistic choices the character description does not come across
as lackluster as we get a clear sense of who Benjamin the donkey is. We get to know that he
is old, cynical, and through his reluctance to laugh we get a sense of his pessimism. This
extreme simple form of storytelling remains true throughout the entirety of Animal Farm.
This book, together with “Politics and the English Language”, launched Orwell’s reputation
as a master of direct and crystalline prose (Rodden and Rossi). Today, Orwell is still regarded
as the face of the ‘plain style’.

Orwell is not the only author that has ever written ‘plainly’. Referring to the general plain
style, critic Hugh Kenner writes that “Swift in the eighteenth century, George Orwell in the
twentieth, are two of its very few masters” (261). Jonathan Swift, the writer of Gulliver’s
Travels, is also famous for a prose style that is satiric, laconic and spare. Orwell himself
regarded it as exemplary. The mix of ironic tone and simple syntax has made Swift the
typical writer one points to as Orwell’s literary model. Still, ‘Orwellian’ is a widely used term

that signifies a certain distinctiveness. When it comes to the difference between the two,
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literary scholar John Carey points out that it lies in their respective use of irony. Swift’s
version is more resentful. Orwell’s insults, instead of leaning toward Swift’s bitterness, are
delivered in what Carey calls “the timing of a stand-up comic (xvi). The critic Julian Symons,
who knew Orwell personally, makes a similar argument on the difference between the two.
“Behind Swift’s satire is hatred of humanity, at the back of Orwell’s a basic optimism about
the ability of human beings to improve their condition” (Introduction to Animal Farm xxii).
What sets Orwell’s plainness apart, then, is the good-natured exaggeration, as if a friendly
wink is lying underneath to soften the blow from his irony. Consider the following passage
from Wigan Pier, Orwell’s study of Northern England in 1936, where he satirizes the current

state of Socialism. Notice the underlying optimistic tone behind his harsh irony:

The first thing that must strike any outside observer is that Socialism, in its developed
form is a theory confined entirely to the middle classes. The typical Socialist is not, as
tremulous old ladies imagine, a ferocious-looking working man with greasy overalls and a
raucous voice. He is either a youthful snob-Bolshevik who in five years’ time will quite
probably have made a wealthy marriage and been converted to Roman-Catholicism; or, still
more typically, a prim little man with a white-collar job, usually a secret teetotaller and often
with vegetarian leanings, with a history of Nonconformity behind him, and above all, with a
social position which he has no intention of forfeiting. The last type is surprisingly common
in Socialist parties of every shade; it has perhaps been taken over en bloc from the old Liberal
Party. In addition to this there is the horrible — the really disquieting — prevalence of cranks
wherever Socialists are gathered together. One sometimes gets the impression that the mere
words ‘Socialism’ and ‘Communism’ draw towards them with magnetic force every fruit-
juice drinker, nudist, sandal-wearer, sex maniac, Quaker, ‘Nature Cure’ quack, pacifist, and

feminist in England.” (118)

The description of these so-called Socialists is harsh, exaggerating, almost offensive, but also
undeniably funny. He sets the passage up as if young snob-Bolsheviks and closeted
vegetarians are destroying the good cause of Socialism; one fruit-juice at a time. Accusing
someone of having ‘a history of Nonconformity behind him’, as if that would be some
horrible revelation, or characterizing a person as a ‘sandal-wearer’, derives aesthetic pleasure
in itself. These are not worn out metaphors or stale similes. Although sentences are longer
than in Animal Farm, they are also lexically simple and well-flowing. Perhaps most notable,

however, is Orwell’s constant effort of not using stale imagery. He provides simple and
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funny images, easily visualized, comically toned. We could criticize him for employing a
foreign phrase, but his last stylistic rule does hold that the rules can be broken. Considering
that Wigan Pier is written almost a decade before he made the rule-set, it might also be the
case that the specifics of his beliefs had yet to be developed. Where the passage can be seen
as merely an aesthetically pleasing mockery of fake Socialists, a crucial aspect of it lies in
what it accomplishes. Orwell’s aim is not to mock vegetarians or Roman-Catholics; it is to
promote a political point. By pointing out the stereotypical flaws of Socialism’s current
following, he emphasizes the argument that Socialists should start focusing on attracting
more dedicated followers. The comical imagery he provides emphasizes that need.

In order to understand why Orwell is pushing for plain prose, we need to understand how
it is connected to his political position and ideological disposition. At his core, he was a
Socialist who idealized the working class. Throughout all his work, he exhibits a clear bias
toward the poor and downtrodden. His irony is often directed at upper class elitism, power
hungry political forces, and academic intellectualism all cut off from the physical reality of
common people. To him, the proletariat possessed desirable moral, cultural, and political
values over their higher-class counterparts, and he regarded them with a sense of awe and
admiration. Himself having grown up in what he called the lower-upper middle class, he also
inevitably watched the proletariat from a distance. This was something he was painfully
aware of, and attempted on many occasions to deliberately seek discomforts like poverty and
hunger (Boyer; Crick George Orwell: A Life). In fact, while researching for Wigan Pier, he
begged on the streets at one point although he could afford not to.

The idealizing of the lower classes became a central reason why he pushed for plain
writing. In the essay “The English People”, he says that “language [...] suffers when the
educated classes lose touch with the manual workers” (636). The scholar Roger Fowler
points out that the tension between spoken and written language was core to Orwell’s stylistic
ideal. In different essays, among them “Propaganda and Demotic Speech”, Orwell addresses
the conflict between written and spoken language. Spoken language is inherently more
colloquial, ordinary, and concrete than its written counterpart. Indeed, one could say that it is
more aligned with (the desirable) proletarian values. Orwell saw the difference between
talking and writing as so fundamental that, in a letter to his friend Jack Common, he called
them “two different languages™ (20 April 1938: CEJL, 1, 348). A major goal for his writing,
then, became to push prose toward ordinary spoken English. That is, the vernacular, clear,
concrete, colloquial, and visual nature of popular spoken English. In this way, plainness itself

was about more than merely aesthetics; it communicated moral and political virtue. This
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underlying push for proletarian virtue is a core reason why he strived for prose to be like that
windowpane: clear, concrete, precise, visual, ordinary. Put another way, the plainness has
political roots.

In addition to political reasons for pushing prose toward plainness, Orwell also had
cognitive arguments for doing so. He regarded the modern trend of prose as dangerous for
mainly three reasons (expressed in “Politics and the English Language”). First, it promoted
dishonesty as it became easier to give foolish ideas a scientific air or to dress up underlying
biases. Second, it could disguise evil actions through euphemisms and vagueness; naming
things without creating images of them. Third, it lead us into losing sharpness of thought by
rendering us unconscious of our own speech. In short, ready-made language went beyond
being bad prose; it created cognitive problems.

Summarized, Orwell’s plainness is characterized by a consistent effort to lexically cut
and simplify in order to reach the ultimate goal of windowpane clarity. His ground for
pushing prose in this direction is his ideological disposition in favor of the working class, and
because he sees plain prose as promoting a more transparent and honest public discourse,

while keeping our sharpness of thought intact.

1.2 Aesthetic Perversity

We now have a clear sense of what Orwell’s plain style is and why he advocates for
it. The critical conversation surrounding Orwell’s plainness is not so much focused upon
debating what it is. In large, there is a general consensus that Orwell’s plainness is
characterized by lexical simplification, uncomplicated syntax and a general ‘windowpane’
sense of clarity. Instead, the critical conversation lies one step beyond, in the implication of
the plainness; what it allows Orwell to do. When it comes to the implication of Orwell’s
plainness, most of us will readily agree that it creates comprehensible sentences that flow
well. Where this agreement usually ends, however, is on the deeper question of what those
well-flowing sentences are performing upon readers. In other words, what the plainness is
doing in the text. Whereas some are convinced that the plainness points inwards in form of an
aesthetic experience, others maintain that it has external political implications. What remains,
then, is to investigate what Orwell’s plainness is doing. In order to get a good grasp of this, |
intend to summarize and use the arguments of three major Orwell-scholars. The following

sub-chapters will each be dedicated to one respective scholarly argument. The first one will
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be William E. Cain’s account of aesthetic perversity. The second will be Loraine Saunders’
argument on political purpose. The third will be Roger Fowler’s argument about the
Orwellian voice. Each argument is used to undertake a close reading Orwell. The texts I use
are “As I Please 327, “Can Socialists be Happy?”, Nineteen Eighty-Four, and Keep the
Aspidistra Flying respectively.

This first sub-chapter will be about conveying William E. Cain’s views on the
experience of reading Orwell, and how Orwell’s ‘perversity’ plays a central role in shaping
that experience. This will help provide insight into how Orwell’s syntax is operating, which, I
believe, can be characterized as being perverse.

In “Orwell’s Essays as a Literary Experience” William E. Cain argues that the effect
of Orwell’s plainness is that he induces readers into a self-assessing, discomfiting,
exploratory form of thought and feeling. This exploratory form of thought and feeling
constitutes what Cain calls the ‘literary experience’ of reading Orwell. Orwell’s sentences
flow so effortlessly into his observations and arguments that he seems to be thinking and
reflecting right on the page. The result is that as the reader moves from word to word,
Orwell’s ‘thinking’ is absorbed, and we end up connecting with the arguments through the
matter-of-fact aesthetic of the prose. The result, then, is that the reader experiences a sort of
reflective thinking themselves. In Cain’s perspective, the effect of Orwell’s plainness is that it
transfers Orwell’s reflecting on the page into a form of self-reflection in the reader. At its
core, he sees Orwell’s prose as ultimately pushing the reader toward an independence of
vision and integrity of mind that he compares to the writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson. The
effect of the plainness is not only that ideas are well articulated; a way of thinking itself is
being conveyed. Cain explains, “It is his sharpness of thinking, not elements of style, which
Orwell intends to enact for and instill in readers.” (77). In other words, Cain is saying that the
experience of reading Orwell entails a mode of reflective thinking. Orwell is not just
formulating his arguments as clearly as he can; he is inviting readers into experiencing a form
of reflective thinking themselves The readers think through an implicit logic that he sets up.
Cain is suggesting not only that Orwell’s plainness guides the reader’s thoughts, but
influences them to think in a certain direction. If this is the case, then that means Orwell must
have a larger literary strategy for creating an intimate connection between his mind and the
mind of the reader.

Such a strategy can be identified in another of Cain’s scholarly essays. In “Orwell’s
P