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It’s a sad commentary on our age that we find Dystopias a lot easier to believe in than Utopias: Utopias we can only imagine, Dystopias we’ve already had.


—Margaret Atwood


There was truth and there was untruth, and if you clung to the truth even against the whole world, you were not mad.


—George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four
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Introduction


December 1948. A man sits at a typewriter, in bed, on a remote island, fighting to complete the book that means more to him than any other. He is terribly ill. The book will be finished and, a year or so later, so will the man.


January 2017. Another man stands before a crowd, which is not as large as he would like, in Washington, DC, taking the oath of office as the forty-fifth president of the United States of America. His press secretary later says that it was the “largest audience to ever witness an inauguration—period—both in person and around the globe.” Asked to justify such a preposterous lie, the president’s adviser describes the statement as “alternative facts.” Over the next four days, US sales of the dead man’s book will rocket by almost 10,000 per cent, making it a number-one best seller.


When George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four was published in the United Kingdom on June 8, 1949, in the heart of the twentieth century, one critic wondered how such a timely book could possibly exert the same power over generations to come. Thirty-five years later, when the present caught up with Orwell’s future and the world was not the nightmare he had described, commentators again predicted that the book’s popularity would wane. Another thirty-five years have elapsed since then, and Nineteen Eighty-Four remains the book we turn to when truth is mutilated, language is distorted, power is abused, and we want to know how bad things can get, because someone who lived and died in another era was clear-sighted enough to identify these evils and sufficiently talented to present them in the form of a novel that Anthony Burgess, author of A Clockwork Orange, called “an apocalyptical codex of our worst fears.”


Nineteen Eighty-Four has not just sold tens of millions of copies; it has infiltrated the consciousness of countless people who have never read it. The phrases and concepts that Orwell minted have become essential fixtures of political language, still potent after decades of use and misuse: Newspeak, Big Brother, the Thought Police, Room 101, the Two Minutes Hate, doublethink, unperson, memory hole, telescreen, 2 + 2 = 5, and the Ministry of Truth. Its title came to dominate a calendar year, while the word Orwellian has turned the author’s own name into a capacious synonym for everything he hated and feared. The book has been adapted for cinema, television, radio, theatre, opera and ballet. It has prompted a sequel (György Dalos’s 1985), a postmodern rewriting (Peter Huber’s Orwell’s Revenge: The 1984 Palimpsest) and innumerable retorts. Even the writing of the book has inspired a 1983 BBC drama, The Crystal Spirit: Orwell on Jura, and two novels: Dennis Glover’s The Last Man in Europe and Norman Bissell’s Barnhill. Nineteen Eighty-Four has influenced novels, films, plays, television shows, comic books, albums, advertisements, speeches, election campaigns and uprisings. People have spent years in jail just for reading it. No work of literary fiction from the past century approaches its cultural ubiquity while retaining its weight. Dissenting voices such as Milan Kundera and Harold Bloom have alleged that Nineteen Eighty-Four is actually a bad novel, with thin characters, humdrum prose and an implausible plot, but even they couldn’t gainsay its importance. As Orwell’s publisher Fredric Warburg observed, its success is extraor-dinary “for a novel that is not designed to please nor all that easy to understand.”


For any artist, the price of immense popularity is the guarantee that you will be misunderstood. Nineteen Eighty-Four is more known about than truly known. This book is an attempt to restore some balance by explaining what Orwell’s book actually is, how it came to be written, and how it has shaped the world, in its author’s absence, over the past seventy years. The meaning of a work of art is never limited to its creator’s intentions but in this case Orwell’s intentions, too often distorted or ignored, are well worth revisiting if the book is to be understood as a book and not just a useful cache of memes. It is both a work of art and a means of reading the world.


This, then, is the story of Nineteen Eighty-Four. There have been several biographies of George Orwell and some academic studies of his book’s intellectual context but never an attempt to merge the two streams into one narrative, while also exploring the book’s afterlife. I am interested in Orwell’s life primarily as a means to illuminate the experiences and ideas that nourished this very personal nightmare in which everything he prized was systematically destroyed: honesty, decency, fairness, memory, history, clarity, privacy, common sense, sanity, England, and love. This means starting with his decision to fight in the Spanish Civil War in 1936, because Spain was where he first became acutely conscious of the ways in which political expediency corrupts moral integrity, language and truth itself. I’ll follow him, via the Blitz, the Home Guard, the BBC, literary London and post-war Europe, to the island of Jura, where he finally wrote his novel, so as to explode the myth that Nineteen Eighty-Four was a protracted wail of despair issuing from a lonely, dying man who couldn’t face the future. I want to draw attention to what he was actually thinking, and how he came to think it.


One reason it took Orwell so long to write Nineteen Eighty-Four is that it synthesised ideas that he had been developing for most of his writing life. The book was the consummation of years of thinking, writing and reading about utopias, super-states, dictators, prisoners, propaganda, technology, power, language, culture, class, sex, the countryside, rats and more, often to the point where it becomes impossible to attribute a particular phrase or idea to a single source. Although Orwell said little about the evolution of the novel, he left a paper trail thousands of pages long. Even if he had lived decades longer, Nineteen Eighty-Four would have been the end of something: as a writer, he would have needed to start again.


In Part One, I will be telling the story of Orwell and the world he inhabited: the people he met, the news he followed and the books he read. I will also devote three chapters to crucial influences on Nineteen Eighty-Four : H. G. Wells, Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We, and the genre of utopian (and anti-utopian) fiction. Every book, play or film cited is one that Orwell was familiar with, unless otherwise noted. Part Two will follow the political and cultural life of Nineteen Eighty-Four from Orwell’s death to the present day. Along the way, we will encounter Aldous Huxley and E. M. Forster; Winston Churchill and Clement Attlee; Ayn Rand and Joseph McCarthy; Arthur Koestler and Hannah Arendt; Lee Harvey Oswald and J. Edgar Hoover; Margaret Atwood and Margaret Thatcher; the CIA and the BBC; David Bowie and The Prisoner; Brazil and V for Vendetta; A Clockwork Orange and Children of Men; Edward Snowden and Steve Jobs; Lenin, Stalin and Hitler. Throughout, connections to the current political situation are sometimes stated and sometimes implied. I’d rather not repeatedly dig the reader in the ribs but do keep our present rulers in mind.


A few words about terminology. Orwellian has two opposing definitions: either work that reflects Orwell’s style and values, or real-world developments that threaten them. To avoid confusion, I will use only the latter meaning and substitute Orwell-like for the former. I will also use the novel’s British title, Nineteen Eighty-Four, rather than 1984, except when quoting others. It carries more weight, I think.


“Orwell was successful because he wrote exactly the right books at exactly the right time,” wrote the philosopher Richard Rorty. Prior to Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four, Orwell was a man to watch in British political and literary circles but he was far from a household name. Now all of his books, even those that he dismissed as failed experiments or hack work, are never out of print, and it is possible to read every surviving word he wrote, thanks to the Herculean scholarship of Professor Peter Davison, whose twenty-volume The Complete Works of George Orwell runs to almost nine thousand pages and two million words. Readers of the first edition of Nineteen Eighty-Four in 1949 knew only a fraction of what is now available.


Knowing how carefully Orwell chose what to share with the public, I haven’t been able to read it all without the occasional shiver of guilt. He would have been mortified to see most of his journalism republished, let alone his private letters, yet almost none of it is worthless. Even when he was sick, or overworked, or desperate to be writing something else, his brain was actively engaged with big problems and small consolations, many of which fed into Nineteen Eighty-Four. Because he refused to outsource his judgement to an ideology or party line, even when he was wrong, which was quite often, he was wrong in a sincere and interesting way. He possessed what he praised Charles Dickens for having: a “free intelligence.” He was by no means a unique genius (I also want to shine a light on some of his less celebrated contemporaries) but he was the only writer of his era to do so many things so well.


Orwell’s schoolfriend Cyril Connolly remembered that “something shone through about him which made you want him to like you a little bit better.” That same quality shines through his writing and makes his admirers crave his imagined approval. But I have no desire to sanctify a man who was sceptical of saints, utopias and perfection in general. Only by being frank about his errors and shortcomings—as he usually was—can I explain both the man and the book. Although his prose created the illusion that he was a decent, commonsensical chap telling you an obvious truth that you knew in your gut but just hadn’t acknowledged yet, Orwell could be rash, hyperbolic, irritable, blinkered and perverse. We value him despite his flaws because he was right about the defining questions of fascism, communism, imperialism and racism at a time when so many people who should have known better didn’t.


Orwell felt that he lived in cursed times. He fantasised about another life in which he could have spent his days gardening and writing fiction instead of being “forced into becoming a pamphleteer,” but that would have been a waste. His real talent was for analysing and explaining a tumultuous period in human history. Written down, his core values might seem too vague to mean much—honesty, decency, liberty, justice—but nobody wrestled more tirelessly, in private and in public, with what those ideas meant during the darkest days of the twentieth century. He always tried to tell the truth, and admired anyone who did likewise. Nothing built on a lie, however seductively convenient, could have value. Central to his honesty was his commitment to constantly working out what he thought and why he thought it, and never ceasing to reassess those opinions. To quote Christopher Hitchens, one of Orwell’s most eloquent disciples: “It matters not what you think, but how you think.”


I want to give the reader an accurate picture of where Orwell stood on the vital issues of his time, and when and why some of those positions changed, without claiming to know what he would have thought about, say, Brexit. Such claims can only be achieved by selective quotation which often verges on fraud. I remember in 1993 hearing Conservative prime minister John Major quote Orwell’s line about “old maids bicycling to Holy Communion through the morning mist,” as if it had not come from The Lion and the Unicorn, a passionate argument for socialism. When the hosts of InfoWars, the website notorious for disseminating outrageous conspiracy theories, routinely cite Orwell, you know that doublethink is real.


A novel that has been claimed by socialists, conservatives, anarchists, liberals, Catholics, and libertarians of every description cannot be, as Milan Kundera alleged, merely “political thought disguised as a novel.” It is certainly not a precise allegory like Animal Farm, where every element slots into the real world with a neat click. Orwell’s famously translucent prose conceals a world of complexity. Nineteen Eighty-Four is usually described as a dystopia. It is also, to varying and debatable degrees, a satire, a prophecy, a warning, a political thesis, a work of science fiction, a spy thriller, a psychological horror, a gothic nightmare, a postmodern text, and a love story. Most people read Nineteen Eighty-Four when they are young and feel bruised by it—it offers more suffering and less reassurance than any other standard high-school text—but don’t feel compelled to rediscover it in adulthood. That’s a shame. It is far richer and stranger than you probably remember, and I urge you to read it again. In the meantime, I’ve briefly summarised the plot, characters and terminology in the appendix to this book.


I first encountered Nineteen Eighty-Four as a teenager in suburban south London. As Orwell said, the books you read when you’re young stay with you forever. I found it shocking and compelling, but this was circa 1990, when communism and apartheid were on the way out, optimism reigned, and the world didn’t feel particularly Orwellian. Even after 9/11, the book’s relevance was fragmentary: it was quoted in reference to political language, or the media, or surveillance, but not the whole picture. Democracy was on the rise and the internet was largely considered a force for good.


While I was planning and writing The Ministry of Truth, however, the world changed. People took to talking anxiously about the political upheavals of the 1970s and, worse, the 1930s. Bookshop shelves began filling up with titles such as How Democracy Ends, Fascism: A Warning, The Road to Unfreedom and The Death of Truth, many of which quoted Orwell. Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism merited a new edition, pitched as “a nonfiction bookend to Nineteen Eighty-Four”; so did Sinclair Lewis’s 1935 novel about American fascism, It Can’t Happen Here. Hulu’s television adaptation of Margaret Atwood’s 1985 novel The Handmaid’s Tale was as alarming as a documentary. “I was asleep before,” said Elisabeth Moss’s character Offred. “That’s how we let it happen.” Well, we weren’t asleep anymore. I was reminded of something Orwell wrote about fascism in 1936: “If you pretend that it is merely an aberration which will presently pass off of its own accord, you are dreaming a dream from which you will awake when somebody coshes you with a rubber truncheon.” Nineteen Eighty-Four is a book designed to wake you up.


Nineteen Eighty-Four was the first fully realised dystopian novel to be written in the knowledge that dystopia was real. In Germany and the Soviet bloc, men had built it and forced other men and women to live and die within its iron walls. Those regimes may be gone, but Orwell’s book continues to define our nightmares, even as they shift and change. “For me it’s like a Greek myth, to take and do with what you will—to examine yourself,” Michael Radford, the director of the 1984 movie adaptation, told me. “It’s a mirror,” says a character in the 2013 stage version by Robert Icke and Duncan Macmillan. “Every age sees itself reflected.” For singer-songwriter Billy Bragg, “Every time I read it, it seems to be about something else.”


Still, the fact that the novel speaks to us so loudly and clearly in 2019 is a terrible indictment of politicians and citizens alike. While it’s still a warning, it has also become a reminder of all the painful lessons that the world appears to have unlearned since Orwell’s lifetime, especially those concerning the fragility of truth in the face of power. I hesitate to say that Nineteen Eighty-Four is more relevant than ever, but it’s a damn sight more relevant than it should be.


To paraphrase Orwell’s disclaimer in Homage to Catalonia, his book about the Spanish Civil War: I warn you of my biases but I have tried to tell the truth.
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CHAPTER 1


History Stopped


Orwell 1936–1938




We are living in a world in which nobody is free, in which hardly anybody is secure, in which it is almost impossible to be honest and to remain alive.


—George Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier, 1937





Shortly before Christmas 1936, George Orwell stomped into the office of The New English Weekly in London, dressed for an expedition, bearing a heavy suitcase, and declared, “I’m going to Spain.”


“Why?” asked Philip Mairet, the magazine’s urbane French editor. 


“This fascism,” said Orwell. “Somebody’s got to stop it.”


Who was this thirty-three-year-old man in Mairet’s office? What kind of impression did he make? He was around six foot three, with size-twelve feet, large, expressive hands, and gangling limbs that he seemed unsure where to place. He had a pale, gaunt, prematurely worn-out face with deep grooves around the mouth, creating an impression of noble suffering that reminded friends of Don Quixote or an El Greco saint. His pale blue eyes conveyed a mournful, compassionate intelligence. His mouth was prone to twists of ironic amusement and, if you were lucky, a rusty growl of laughter. His hair sprouted vertically like the bristles of a brush. He dressed shabbily, his clothes not so much fitting his body as hanging off it, a thin moustache his only concession to neatness. He smelled of burnt tobacco and, some said, an indefinable tang of sickness. He spoke in a dry, rasping monotone whose aspiration to classlessness was thwarted by a stubborn residue of Eton. On first encounter, he could seem standoffish and detached: a dry old stick. Those who got to know him soon unearthed his generosity and good humour but still bumped up against his emotional reserve. He was a firm believer in hard work and modest pleasures. Newly wed, to a bright, bold Oxford graduate named Eileen O’Shaughnessy. Politically engaged but not ideological. Well-travelled and multilingual. Going places.


Just as important are the things he wasn’t. He was not yet a major figure, a committed socialist, an expert on totalitarianism, nor a writer whose prose was a windowpane. He was barely George Orwell. Spain was to become the great rupture in his life: his zero hour. Years later, he would tell his friend Arthur Koestler, “History stopped in 1936.” Meaning totalitarianism. Meaning Spain. History stopped, and Nineteen Eighty-Four began.


“Until I was about thirty,” Orwell wrote in middle age, “I always planned my life on the assumption not only that any major undertaking was bound to fail, but that I could only expect to live a few years longer.”


He was born Eric Arthur Blair in India on June 25, 1903. His mother, Ida, who brought him to England the following year, was a sharply intelligent woman, half-French, who mixed with suffragettes and Fabians. His father, Richard Blair, was a mid-ranking civil servant for the British imperial government’s Opium Department who didn’t re-enter his son’s life until 1912, at which point he appeared “simply as a gruff-voiced elderly man forever saying ‘Don’t.’” In Nineteen Eighty-Four, Winston Smith is haunted by his childhood betrayal of his mother and sister, but he can barely remember his father.


Orwell was thus born into what he called the “lower-upper-middle-class,” a troubled stratum of the English class system that had the pretensions and manners of the wealthy but not the capital, and therefore spent most of the money it did have on “keeping up appearances.” He later regarded his younger self, with embarrassment, shame and no small amount of contempt, as the kind of “odious little snob” that his class and education were designed to breed. “Your snobbishness, unless you root it out like the bindweed it is, sticks by you till your grave.” Between the ages of eight and thirteen, he was a pupil at St. Cyprian’s, a small private school in Sussex that he loathed with alarming passion for the rest of his life. “Failure, failure, failure—failure behind me, failure ahead of me—that was by far the deepest conviction that I carried away.”


In the short autobiography that Orwell contributed to Twentieth Century Authors in 1940, he wrote, “I was educated at Eton, 1917–1921, as I had been lucky enough to win a scholarship, but I did no work there and learned very little, and I don’t feel that Eton has been much of a formative influence in my life.” While he probably exaggerated the contempt the fee-payers felt for the scholarship boys, it’s true that he was a mediocre student with a profound sense of unbelonging. Although he was known as a “Bolshie,” his alleged socialism was more of a fashionable pose than a deep conviction. One fellow pupil remembered him as “a boy with a permanent chip on the shoulder, always liking to find everything around him wrong, and giving the impression that he was there to put it right.” Another said, “he was more sardonic than rebellious, and standing aside from things a bit, observing—always observing.”


After Eton, Orwell rejected the chance to attend university and joined the Indian Imperial Police in Burma, where his mother had grown up: a surprising decision which he never tried to explain to his readers or friends. Orwell shelved his writing ambitions, but his five years in Burma did furnish him with the material for one decent novel (Burmese Days) and two very good essays (“A Hanging” and “Shooting an Elephant”) and a lifelong belief in the value of lived experience. Orwell disliked intellectuals, a word he tended to suspend in scare quotes, who relied on theory and speculation; he never truly believed something until he had, in some way, lived it. “In order to hate imperialism you have got to be part of it” is a fallacious generalisation, but it was true for him. In Orwell’s writing, you often meant I.


Burma functioned as aversion therapy. Through seeing how members of the ruling class were corrupted and confined by their abuse of power and the hypocrisy that cloaked it, Orwell developed a disgust for oppression of every stripe and briefly became a kind of anarchist before deciding that this was “sentimental nonsense.” He returned to England in 1927 (on leave, but he never went back) with “an immense weight of guilt that I had got to expiate.” This manifested as a masochistic desire to thrust himself into uncomfortable and even life-threatening situations. “How can you write about the poor unless you become poor yourself, even if it’s temporary?” he asked a friend. A librarian who met him during this period astutely noticed that he was a man “in the process of rearranging himself.”


With, by his own admission, “no interest in Socialism or any other economic theory,” he sought to submerge himself in the netherworld of the oppressed—those who, by having no jobs, property or status whatsoever, had transcended, or rather sunk below, the class system—by becoming a tramp in England and a dishwasher in Paris in the late 1920s. “It is a sort of world-within-a-world where everyone is equal, a small squalid democracy—perhaps the nearest thing to democracy that exists in England,” he wrote. Richard Rees, editor of The Adelphi, thought that Orwell chose this path “as a kind of penance or ablution to wash himself clean of the taint of imperialism.” This nostalgie de la boue, which foreshadowed Winston Smith’s expeditions into the prole district in Nineteen Eighty-Four, led him to write his first book, the memoir Down and Out in Paris and London.


Published in 1933, the book marked the birth of “George Orwell.” One reason he gave for using a pseudonym was a desire to spare his family any embarrassment if the book’s contents shocked them, or if his career as a writer fizzled out, but then he always disliked the name Eric and was hungry for reinvention. Taken from the River Orwell in Suffolk, this quintessentially English name squeezed out his alternative ideas, Kenneth Miles, P. S. Burton and H. Lewis Allways. And a good job, too: Allwaysian would not have been a graceful adjective.


By 1936, Orwell was the author of three novels, one non-fiction book, a few weak poems, and a trickle-to-a-stream of journalism, all of which did not yet add up to a viable career. He could only keep his head above water by taking on work as a teacher and a bookseller. That year, he painted a grimly exaggerated self-portrait in his third novel, Keep the Aspidistra Flying. Gordon Comstock is a hard-up fugitive from the “shabby-genteel” middle classes who nurses unfulfilled literary ambitions and works in a bookshop to make ends meet. He is “not thirty yet, but moth-eaten already. Very pale, with bitter, ineradicable lines.” His self-pity, pessimism and misanthropy are so claustrophobic that his final surrender to the bourgeois conformity symbolised by the aspidistra house plant comes as a merciful release. Comstock is a gargoyle of Orwell: the man he might have become had he succumbed to bitterness and gloom.


In January 1936, Orwell accepted a commission from his publisher Victor Gollancz, a bullish, energetic Jewish socialist, to explore the plight of the industrial working class in the north of England. Published the following year, Part I of The Road to Wigan Pier is a sterling example of campaigning journalism, eliciting the reader’s empathy by interleaving hard data with a vivid sense of the sights, sounds, tastes and smells of working-class life. The image of a woman kneeling to unclog a waste pipe struck Orwell as such an indelible tableau of drudgery that he restaged it years later in Nineteen Eighty-Four. He was captured by the look on her face: “She knew well enough what was happening to her.” Orwell wrote frequently about the power of the face to reveal personality in a profound way, whether it was Dickens, Hitler, a Spanish militiaman or Big Brother. In Airstrip One, Nineteen Eighty-Four’s version of Britain, the danger of physically betraying one’s true feelings is called “facecrime,” and the torturer O’Brien’s metaphor for tyranny is “a boot stamping on a human face—for ever.”


Although he seriously downplays the pleasures of working-class life in order to emphasize the hardships, in Part I of The Road to Wigan Pier Orwell gives his subjects their due as human beings, not merely statistical units or emblems of the struggling masses. So when he told the working-class writer Jack Common, “I am afraid I have made rather a muck of parts of it,” he presumably meant the more essayistic Part II, which he later said wasn’t worth reprinting.


The opening stretch of Part II is a kind of memoir, tracing the evolution of his political consciousness with punishing honesty. By saying that he was trained from birth to “hate, fear and despise the working class,” he implicitly makes the book a means of both education and penance. The rest, however, is a confused polemic. Orwell thought that if socialism was clearly necessary, then its unpopularity must be down to its image, which “drives away the very people who ought to be flocking to its support” by obscuring its fundamental ideals of justice, liberty and common decency. He identifies two major obstacles. One is socialism’s cult of the machine, which creates an unappetising vision of “aeroplanes, tractors and huge glittering factories of glass and concrete.” The other is middle-class crankishness. Barely noting the existence of working-class socialists or the trade union movement, Orwell launders his own eccentric prejudices through the imagined mindset of the common man, excoriating all the fetishes and foibles that allegedly make socialism unattractive to them (i.e., him), including vegetarians, teetotallers, nudists, Quakers, sandals, fruit juice, Marxist jargon, the word comrade, pistachio-coloured shirts, birth control, yoga, beards and Welwyn Garden City, the Hertfordshire town custom-built on utopian principles. Although Orwell claims in the book that he is only playing devil’s advocate, it is hard to escape the feeling that he has more fun insulting a kooky minority of socialists than defending other forms of socialism. After such a performance, for him to conclude the book by calling for “left-wingers of all complexions to drop their differences and hang together” is a bit rich.


Orwell made life difficult for Victor Gollancz, who had recently founded the Left Book Club with the Labour MP John Strachey and the political scientist Harold Laski in order to promote socialism. Laski, Britain’s most influential socialist intellectual, called Part I of The Road to Wigan Pier “admirable propaganda for our ideas” but Gollancz felt compelled to write a preface to the Left Book Club edition which distanced the club from the harsh judgements of Part II. In the preface, Gollancz put his finger on Orwell’s torturously paradoxical nature: “The truth is that he is at one and the same time an extreme intellectual and a violent anti-intellectual. Similarly he is a frightful snob—still (he must forgive me for saying this), and a genuine hater of every form of snobbery.” Until the end of his life, Orwell acknowledged that microbes of everything he criticised existed in himself. In fact, it was this awareness of his own flaws that inoculated him against utopian delusions of human perfectibility.


Gollancz also accused Orwell of never defining his preferred version of socialism, nor explaining how it might come about. According to Orwell’s bookshop colleague and subsequent editor Jon Kimche, Orwell was a “gut socialist”: “very decent but not attuned, I would say, to complicated political or military situations.” Yet however patchy and perverse his critique of socialism may have been, Orwell’s intentions were sincere. He believed that “nothing else can save us from the misery of the present or the nightmare of the future,” and if it failed to persuade ordinary Britons, then their discontent would surely be exploited by someone like Hitler. Socialism in Britain, he wrote, “smells of crankishness, machine-worship and the stupid cult of Russia. Unless you can remove that smell, and very rapidly, Fascism may win.”


Even as he wrote those words, Orwell was making plans to fight fascism more directly. Adelphi editor Richard Rees had known Orwell since 1930, but it was only when his friend went to Spain that Rees “began to realize he was extraordinary.”


“The Spanish Civil War is one of the comparatively few cases when the most widely accepted version of events has been written more persuasively by the losers of the conflict than by the winners,” wrote the historian Antony Beevor. What’s more, the most widely read memoir of the conflict, Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia, was written by a man who fought with the losers of the losers: the Partido Obrero de Unificación Marxista (Workers’ Party of Marxist Unification), known as the POUM. That is a very particular point of view. The POUM were small in size and influence, militarily weak and politically unpopular. So when contemporaries and, later, historians claimed that Orwell’s book gave a distorted picture of the war, they were not wrong, but it did tell the truth about Orwell’s war.


In February 1936, while Orwell was in Wigan, voters in the turbulent, five-year-old Spanish Republic narrowly elected a Popular Front coalition of anarchists, socialists, communists and liberal republicans, thus horrifying the church and the army, the twin pillars of reactionary monarchist sentiment. On July 17, after five months of instability, General Francisco Franco mounted a coup in Spanish Morocco and the Canary Islands which initiated a brutal civil war that split the country in two and became a proxy for the decade-defining struggle between fascism and communism. Germany and Italy immediately furnished Franco’s rebels with arms and personnel while Russia, thanks to Britain and France’s misguided arms embargo, became the Republic’s key ally, with dire consequences.


Orwell followed events in Spain very closely; the final pages of The Road to Wigan Pier include a reference to the battle for Madrid that November. He went to Spain with the expectation of fighting fascism and defending “common decency” but found himself plunged into a boiling alphabet soup of political acronyms which, for some people, would spell the difference between life and death. Explaining what Orwell called “a plague of initials” is a necessary evil, so I’ll be brief. The PSUC (Unified Socialist Party of Catalonia) was the Catalan affiliate of the fast-growing Spanish communist party, by far the wealthiest and most well-armed faction thanks to Russian support. The anarchists were represented by the FAI (Iberian Anarchist Federation) and the CNT (National Confederation of Labour). The socialist UGT (General Union of Workers) had produced Spain’s latest prime minister, Francisco Largo Caballero. Then there was the POUM, led by forty-four-year-old Andrés Nin: a renegade working-class Marxist party in the lonely and vulnerable position of opposing Stalin while falling out with Trotsky. These left-wing factions came to wage a civil war within the civil war. The communists, following Moscow’s new Popular Front strategy of an anti-fascist alliance with capitalists, insisted that winning the war had to take priority over revolution. The anarchists and the POUM felt that victory without revolution was unacceptable, and even impossible. The two positions could not be reconciled.


Orwell’s allegiance to the POUM feels, in retrospect, characteristically quixotic. In fact, he admitted later, “I was not only uninterested in the political situation but unaware of it.” Had he known more, he told Jack Common, he would have joined the anarchists, or even the communist-backed International Brigades, but the decision was effectively made for him. Seeking a letter of recommendation to smooth his passage to Spain, he had first approached Harry Pollitt, the devoutly Stalinist general secretary of the Communist Party of Great Britain. Pollitt thought him politically unreliable (which of course he was, and proud of it) and turned him down. Orwell had better luck with Fenner Brockway of the Independent Labour Party (ILP), a small, maverick socialist party aligned with the POUM, and so the die was cast. Both the POUM and the ILP had proven their honesty and courage, in Orwell’s eyes, by denouncing the ongoing show trials in Moscow.


Orwell’s brew of idealism, ignorance and grit was not unusual among the foreigners who flocked to Spain in 1936. The great left-wing cause of the day attracted all sorts: adventurers and dreamers, poets and plumbers, doctrinaire Marxists and frustrated misfits. One volunteer called it “a world where lost and lonely people could feel important.” Up to 35,000 men from fifty-three countries served in the International Brigades and another five thousand in militias affiliated with anarchists and the POUM. Over a thousand journalists and authors went, too, including Ernest Hemingway, Martha Gellhorn, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry and the poet Stephen Spender, who later wrote, “It was in part an anarchist’s war, a poet’s war.” Few, if any, foreigners understood the complexity of the political situation before they arrived, but still, said the journalist Malcolm Muggeridge, “it seemed certain that in Spain Good and Evil were at last joined in bloody combat.”


Orwell left London on December 22 and travelled to Spain via Paris. There he visited the American novelist Henry Miller, who considered risking one’s life for a political cause an absurd folly and tried to talk him out of it. “Though he was a wonderful chap in his way, Orwell, in the end I thought him stupid,” Miller said decades later. “He was like so many English people, an idealist, and, it seemed to me, a foolish idealist.” Orwell crossed the border into Spain and reached Barcelona on Boxing Day.


Catalonia was a proudly quasi-independent region with a long history of anarchism. Franco’s July coup had sparked an anti-clerical revolution there, with many churches burned and clergy executed. The bourgeoisie were largely spared, but banks, factories, hotels, restaurants, cinemas and taxis were appropriated by the working-class parties and blazoned with the initials of the CNT and FAI. Franz Borkenau, an Austrian writer Orwell came to know and admire, visited Spain in August and caught the tail end of the revolutionary fervour. “It was overwhelming,” he wrote. “It was as if we had been landed on a continent different from anything I had seen before.” Orwell’s schoolfriend Cyril Connolly had witnessed it, too, and it had momentarily knocked the snobbery out of him. “It is as if the masses, the mob in fact credited usually only with instincts of stupidity and persecution, should blossom into what is really a kind of flowering of humanity.”


It is unclear whether Orwell went to Spain to fight and ended up writing as well, or vice versa. John McNair, the ILP’s man in Barcelona, remembered Orwell walking into his office and declaring, “I have come to Spain to join the militia to fight against Fascism,” but in Homage to Catalonia Orwell suggests that the journalism came first. Either way, within only a few days he had decided to do both.


What he found was “a bad copy of 1914–18, a positional war of trenches, artillery, raids, snipers, mud, barbed wire, lice and stagnation.” He spent most of the next four months with the POUM’s 29th Division in the trenches of the Aragón front, which divided the Republican-held town of Alcubierre from the fascist strongholds of Saragossa and Huesca. Orwell’s major concerns were, in descending order, “firewood, food, tobacco, candles and”—a distant last—“the enemy.” Starved of Russian arms and equipment, the POUM militias were incapable of mounting an assault on the fascists. Among other things, they lacked uniforms, helmets, bayonets, binoculars, maps, torches and modern weaponry. Orwell’s own rifle was a Mauser dating back to 1896. He was infuriated by a sense of paralysis and futility and damned the front with the same verdict he passed on the dreary inertia of the Comstock family in Keep the Aspidistra Flying: “Nothing ever happened.” Georges Kopp, the maverick Belgian commander of Orwell’s battalion, told his men, “This is not a war. It is a comic opera with an occasional death.” Yet Orwell found in the trenches a superior version of the cleansing egalitarianism that he had found among the tramps, and it made him a socialist at last. He “breathed the air of equality.” It was this localised experience that enabled him to say later, despite everything, that he had left Spain with “not less but more belief in the decency of human beings.”


Another, less spiritual consolation was the supply of chocolate, cigars and Fortnum & Mason tea that Orwell began receiving from his wife Eileen after she followed him to Spain in February to work as McNair’s secretary in Barcelona. The couple had married eight months earlier, having met at a party in 1935, and in many respects they were an excellent match. Both were emotionally reticent, with a tendency towards gloom enlivened by an ironic sense of humour and a spirit of generosity. They shared a passion for nature and literature, frugal tastes, and a carelessness about their health and appearance, rarely seen without a cigarette dangling from their lips. Both had strong principles and the courage to act on them. The difference was ambition. Eileen was a highly intelligent Oxford graduate, universally well-liked, but she subordinated her own aspirations to Orwell’s, dropping out of a master’s degree programme in educational psychology to live with him in a cottage-cum-shop in the Hertfordshire village of Wallington. One friend said, “She caught George’s dreams from him like measles.”


Orwell finally saw action in April, when the militia advanced towards the fascist trenches. He displayed genuine mettle by braving enemy fire while shouting, “Come on, you bastards!,” to which one fellow volunteer responded, “For Christ’s sake, Eric, get down!” During the long weeks of stalemate, however, his eccentric side emerged. This is a man who refused to shoot a retreating fascist because the man was struggling to hold up his trousers after a toilet visit and was therefore “visibly a fellow creature, similar to yourself, and you don’t feel like shooting at him,” yet was so alarmed by a rat that he blasted it with his rifle, thus alerting the enemy and triggering a fierce firefight which ended up destroying the militia’s cookhouse and two of their buses. “If there is one thing I hate more than another it is a rat running over me in the darkness,” he wrote, a dozen years before the rodents broke Winston Smith’s spirit. Rats are mentioned in all but one of Orwell’s nine books.


For all the camaraderie, Orwell had not yet come to love the POUM. This was partly due to his contrarianism: “The political side of the war bored me and I naturally reacted against the viewpoint of which I heard most.” But he also thought the communists were making more of a difference. His romantic affection for the underdog was overtaken by his pragmatic desire to get things done. Even years later, he believed that the POUM’s insistence that a successful revolution would have led to victory was misguided.


Due a few days’ leave with Eileen in Barcelona in late April, Orwell therefore planned to quit the militia and join the International Brigades in Madrid, where the action was. His fellow militiamen told him he was a fool and that the communists would kill him, but Orwell was adamant. Only later did he realise how fortunate he was to be allowed to challenge the party line without being denounced or threatened. He had no idea how dangerous Barcelona had become for people like him. He was about to find out.


Shortly before Orwell returned to Barcelona, Richard Rees passed through town on his way to Madrid to serve as an ambulance driver for the Republican army. When Rees met Eileen at the POUM office, he initially interpreted her dazed, distracted manner as concern for her husband, until he realised what was really unsettling her: “She was the first person in whom I had witnessed the effects of living under a political terror.”


Franz Borkenau had revisited Barcelona in January and found a city already very different from the one he had left in September. Whereas previously he had been able to travel Republican Spain unmolested, now all doubts and criticisms were taboo. “It is an atmosphere of suspicion and denunciation,” he wrote, “whose unpleasantness it is difficult to convey to those who have not lived through it.” The POUM, “liked by nobody,” had been designated “Trotskyists,” a label that Stalin’s show trials had transformed into a death sentence. The fact that Trotsky had disowned them, Borkenau noted, was irrelevant: “A Trotskyist, in communist vocabulary, is synonymous with a man who deserves to be killed.” In February, Yan Berzin, Russia’s chief military adviser to the Republic, sent a report to Moscow about the POUM. “It goes without saying,” he wrote, “that it is impossible to win the war against the rebels if these scum within the republican camp are not liquidated.”


Orwell sensed immediately “an unmistakable and horrible feeling of political rivalry and hatred” in the city. The revolutionary solidarity had evaporated, with food queues for some and black market–fuelled nightclubs and restaurants for others. Everyone he spoke to thought that violence was inevitable. In the lobby of the Hotel Continental one morning, Orwell introduced himself to the celebrated American novelist John Dos Passos, who had come to Spain to make a propaganda documentary with Ernest Hemingway and was now searching for news of his missing translator José Robles. Dos Passos noticed that Barcelona had “a furtive, gutted look, stores shuttered, people glancing over their shoulders as they walked.” Drinking vermouth in wicker chairs, the two men compared notes on the importation of Stalinism to Spain. Dos Passos was relieved, at last, “to be talking to an honest man.” They were not easy to find.


“The match that fired an already existing bomb,” in Orwell’s words, was lit on May 3, when the city’s Assault Guards, under communist orders, stormed the anarchist-controlled Telephone Exchange and set off five days and nights of street fighting that came to be known as the May Days. Orwell spent three of them stationed in the rooftop observatory of the Poliorama cinema with a rifle to help defend the POUM headquarters across the road. From his eyrie, he could see that the communists controlled the streets to the east of the Ramblas and the anarchists the west. Rival flags fluttered from the hotels, cafés and offices that had been transfigured, overnight, into armed strongholds.


Only the Hotel Continental at the head of the Ramblas was considered neutral ground, so it became a surreal community of fighters, reporters, foreign agents and some stranded French lorry drivers, all seeking food and shelter. It was there that Orwell spotted the fat Russian known only as “Charlie Chan.” This alleged agent for the NKVD, Stalin’s secret police, told anyone who would listen that the violence was an anarchist putsch designed to undermine the Republic and aid Franco. “It was the first time I had seen a person whose profession was telling lies,” Orwell wrote, “unless one counts journalists.”*


After the violence subsided, leaving hundreds dead, those lies were plastered to the walls in the form of posters reading “Tear the mask.” They depicted a mask, bearing the hammer-and-sickle, being wrenched away to reveal a snarling, swastika-tattooed maniac: allegedly the true face of the POUM. In Burmese Days the innocent Dr. Veraswami is turned into a Trotsky (or an early version of Nineteen Eighty-Four’s arch-heretic Emmanuel Goldstein) by the corrupt magistrate U Po Kyin: “To hear what was said about him, anyone would have imagined the doctor a compound of Machiavelli, Sweeney Todd and the Marquis de Sade.” This was now the fate of the “Trotskyist-fascists” of the POUM. Their Radio Verdad used the pointed slogan “The only broadcasting service that uses reality in preference to make-believe.” But make-believe was winning.


Orwell was not surprised that the tension between the factions had boiled over into armed combat. What he did not foresee, and could not forgive, was the subsequent deceit. The communists claimed to have exposed a vast network of traitors communicating with the fascists via secret radio stations and invisible ink, and plotting to assassinate Republican leaders—lies so outrageous that people assumed they had to be true because nobody would dare fabricate them. Franco, who benefitted from the idea that the Republic was riddled with his spies, endorsed the claim. A Special Tribunal for Espionage and High Treason was established. Newspapers were censored. Thousands of anarchists and union members were arrested. The streets writhed with fear and distrust.


To Orwell’s dismay, foreign communist newspapers such as Britain’s Daily Worker were in accord with Charlie Chan. “One of the dreariest effects of this war has been to teach me that the Left-wing press is every bit as spurious and dishonest as that of the Right,” he wrote, making an honourable exception for The Manchester Guardian. It would take a book to set the record straight, and he wrote to Gollancz to tell him so: “I hope I shall get the chance to write the truth about what I have seen. The stuff appearing in the English papers is largely the most appalling lies.” It was even worse in Franco territory, where the press claimed that Republican militias were raping nuns, feeding prisoners to zoo animals, and letting stacks of corpses rot in gutters. One American journalist observed that the scale of deceit in Salamanca, the nationalist capital, was “almost a mental disease.” For Stephen Spender, whose idealism evaporated so fast that he left the Communist Party after a matter of weeks, the war triggered a fundamental revelation about human nature: “This was simply that nearly all human beings have an extremely intermittent grasp on reality. Only a few things, which illustrate their own interests and ideas, are real to them; other things, which are in fact equally real, appear to them as abstractions.” He did not exempt himself. “I gradually acquired a certain horror of the way in which my own mind worked.”


After the shock of the May Days there was no way that Orwell could abandon the POUM, so he went straight back to the Aragón front. He didn’t last long. Orwell was so much taller than the average Spaniard that his head protruded over the trench’s parapet. Every morning he liked to stand up to enjoy his first cigarette of the day. When an American militiaman, Harry Milton, asked him one day if he was worried about snipers, Orwell shrugged it off: “They couldn’t hit a bull in a passage.” At dawn on May 20, one marksman proved him wrong, with a well-aimed bullet that hit him in the throat beneath his larynx. Orwell assumed he was dying. Another millimetre and he would have been, but the bullet missed the carotid artery and only temporarily paralysed the nerve controlling one of his vocal cords.* Lying in the trench, blood pouring from his throat, Orwell’s first thought was for Eileen; his second “a violent resentment at having to leave this world which, when all is said and done, suits me so well . . . The stupid mischance infuriated me. The meaninglessness of it!”


Orwell was hospitalised for the next three weeks. Clearly, his war was over, but he needed to get his discharge papers signed by a doctor on the front line. By the time he returned to Barcelona on June 20, the hammer had come down. As soon as he walked into the Hotel Continental, Eileen took him by the arm and whispered, “Get out.” 


The May Days crisis had led to the removal of Prime Minister Largo Caballero, and thus the last roadblock to a complete crackdown on the POUM. The party was now illegal, as any militiaman coming back from the front soon discovered. Orwell’s battalion commander Georges Kopp was arrested. Young ILP member Bob Smillie (“the best of the bunch,” said Orwell) died in jail in the Republican capital Valencia. James McNair and Stafford Cottman of the ILP were in hiding. Andrés Nin was missing, and his fate would soon become another lie. He was brutally tortured by Russian NKVD agents (“his face was no more than a formless mass,” a report found), then killed, but some German members of the International Brigades dressed up as Gestapo agents and staged a “rescue,” so that the communists could claim that Nin was still alive and residing with his true masters in Salamanca or Berlin, much as Snowball in Animal Farm is rumoured to be with Mr. Frederick of Pinchfield Farm.


Barcelona during the crackdown was Orwell’s first and only taste of the “nightmare atmosphere” that would envelop Nineteen Eighty-Four. In that poisonous broth of rumours, smears and paranoia, “however little you were actually conspiring, the atmosphere forced you to feel like a conspirator.” Even when nothing bad was happening, the threat of something happening tore at the nerves. Orwell and Eileen’s hotel room was raided and a warrant was issued for their arrest. Reports by NKVD agents and their Spanish counterparts, discovered in the 1980s, falsely described the couple as “pronounced Trotskyists,” conspiring with dissidents in Moscow.


After three fearful days and nights, which Orwell spent wandering the streets as unobtrusively as possible and sleeping rough, he, Eileen, McNair and Cottman managed to obtain their travel documents from the British consulate and catch the morning train to France and freedom. “It was a queer business,” Orwell wrote to his friend Rayner Heppenstall. “We started off being heroic defenders of democracy and ended by slipping over the border with the police panting on our heels. Eileen was wonderful, in fact actually seemed to enjoy it.” Fenner Brockway, travelling the other way to try to secure the release of imprisoned ILP members, met Orwell at Perpignan, just over the French border. “It was about the only time I saw him really angry,” Brockway recalled.


Orwell had been driven to Spain by his hatred of fascism, but he left six months later with a second enemy. The fascists had behaved just as appallingly as he had expected they would, but the ruthlessness and dishonesty of the communists had shocked him. According to Jack Branthwaite, an ILP comrade, “He said he used to take what people said about the communists as capitalist propaganda, but he said, ‘You know, Jack, it’s true.’”


“Almost every journalist assigned to Spain,” wrote the American reporter Frank Hanighen, “became a different man sometime or other after he crossed the Pyrenees.” Orwell certainly did. At various points, he found his time in Spain thrilling, boring, inspiring, terrifying, and, ultimately, clarifying. “The Spanish War and other events in 1936–7 turned the scale and thereafter I knew where I stood,” he wrote a decade later, just prior to starting work on Nineteen Eighty-Four. “Every line of serious work that I have written since 1936 has been written, directly or indirectly, against totalitarianism and for democratic Socialism, as I understand it.”


Orwell’s final act of naivety was to believe that his old colleagues would publish his conclusions. Instead, Gollancz turned down his book and Kingsley Martin, editor of The New Statesman & Society, rejected not just his essay about the war but a review of Borkenau’s The Spanish Cockpit in which he attempted to smuggle the gist of that essay. When Orwell did finally get the chance to tell his story, in Philip Mairet’s New English Weekly, it was under the pointed title “Spilling the Spanish Beans.” “There has been a quite deliberate conspiracy . . . to prevent the Spanish situation from being understood,” he wrote. “People who ought to know better have lent themselves to the deception on the ground that if you tell the truth about Spain it will be used as Fascist propaganda.”


It was not so much the crime that enraged him—war breeds lies as surely as it produces lice and corpses—as the cover-up. In Orwell’s vocabulary, swindle, racket and humbug were the dirtiest words. The realpolitik of Gollancz and Martin struck him as a dire precedent. Suppressing the truth for short-term gain is like declaring a state of emergency: a temporary suspension of freedom too easily becomes permanent. Reporting the messy reality of the war within a war was a test, and Britain’s pro-communist left failed it by loyally recycling totalitarian propaganda. He had expected better.


For Orwell, the truth mattered even, or perhaps especially, when it was inconvenient. In his earlier non-fiction, he had finessed anecdotes and omitted awkward facts for literary purposes, but Homage to Catalonia was written with a new commitment to accuracy as a moral virtue. Without a consensus reality, he argued, “there can be no argument; the necessary minimum of agreement cannot be reached.” Orwell was clear-eyed enough to know that one can’t always get to the objective truth but that if one doesn’t at least accept that such a thing exists, then all bets are off. “I found myself feeling very strongly that a true history of this war never would or could be written,” he wrote years later. “Accurate figures, objective accounts of what was happening, simply did not exist.” This is what he meant by “History stopped,” a phrase that recurs in Nineteen Eighty-Four. When the only arbiter of reality was power, the victor could ensure that the lie became, to all intents and purposes, the truth.


Well, up to a point. The deceit of the Ingsoc regime in Nineteen Eighty-Four appears impregnable. In reality, however, lies tend to backfire sooner or later. Borkenau noticed that communists in Spain who began lying to fool others often ended up deceiving themselves. Paranoia bred blame-shifting, purges and plunging morale, while the exaggerations of communist propaganda led to military errors. In Russia, the liars soon became the lied about. Most of the leading Russian officials in Spain were executed or sent to the gulag. Berzin, the military adviser who had recommended “liquidating” the POUM, was accused of espionage and shot in Moscow’s Lubyanka prison.


Thanks to Fenner Brockway, Orwell eventually found a publisher for Homage to Catalonia in Secker & Warburg, a fledgling company with an anti-Stalinist reputation and an open mind. “It was my purpose to find and support those writers who wished to put forward a programme for Utopia and outline the road to it,” co-director Fredric Warburg wrote in his memoir. “But which programme and what road were the ones that led to the promised land, I was far from certain, and this should be counted in my favour.”


Homage to Catalonia is Orwell’s finest non-fiction book. Published on April 25, 1938, only a year after The Road to Wigan Pier, it is wiser, calmer, more humble and more generous. “It shows us the heart of innocence that lies in revolution; also the miasma of lying that, far more than the cruelty, takes the heart out of it,” wrote Philip Mairet. Posterity has transformed it into an essential document of the Spanish Civil War, but at the time it was one of a glut of accounts, and sold around half of its print run of fifteen hundred. British communist critics dismissed the book as at best confused, at worst a treacherous gift to Franco. Orwell was phlegmatic about bad reviews, filing even the stinkers under good publicity, and he didn’t deny that his book was a partial account. “I warn everyone against my bias, and I warn everyone against my mistakes,” he wrote. “Still,” he added, “I have done my best to be honest.” Because he felt that the distinction between truth and lies was real and worth preserving, he wrote letters of complaint about reviews which smeared his old comrades. If he exaggerated his pro-POUM sympathies in the book, then it was only because nobody else would stand up for the falsely accused. “If I had not been angry about that,” he later wrote, “I should never have written the book.”


One compliment that meant a great deal was a letter from Borkenau, who was now living in England: “To me your book is a further confirmation of my conviction that it is possible to be perfectly honest with one’s facts quite irrespective of one’s political convictions.” The respect was mutual. Orwell praised The Spanish Cockpit with a typically technophobic metaphor (“It is a most encouraging thing to hear a human voice when fifty thousand gramophones are playing the same tune”) and later called Borkenau’s The Communist International “a book that has taught me more than any other about the general course of the Revolution.” Borkenau had resigned from the German Communist Party in 1929 in opposition to Stalin, funnelled aid to an anti-Nazi party, and developed an early theory of totalitarianism. “Civilisation is bound to perish,” Borkenau wrote, “not simply by the existence of certain restrictions on the expression of freedom of thought . . . but by the wholesale submission of thinking to orders from a party centre.”


Only one person has suggested that Orwell ever approved of communism. While Orwell was slumming in Paris in the late 1920s, he sometimes enjoyed the hospitality of his aunt, Nellie Limouzin, and her partner, Eugene Adam. Adam and his friend Louis Bannier were ex-communists and champions of Esperanto, the idealistic international language that managed to draw the ire of both Hitler and Stalin. Bannier later claimed to remember a fierce argument between Adam and the young Orwell, who “continued to proclaim that the Soviet system was the definitive socialism.” It’s a curious anecdote, at odds with everything Orwell wrote, but true or not, his uncle was probably his introduction to the fervour of the former communist.


Many of Orwell’s favourite writers in the years after Spain were ex-communists: Borkenau and Koestler from Austria; Ignazio Silone from Italy; Victor Serge from Russia; Max Eastman and Eugene Lyons from the US; André Gide, Boris Souvarine and André Malraux from France. They had learned about communism in the same way that he had come to understand imperialism: from inside the belly of the beast. Testimonials such as Gide’s Retour de l’U.R.S.S. and Souvarine’s Cauchemar en U.R.S.S. supplied Orwell’s first insight into the operation of Stalin’s regime. Many of the details and anecdotes he discovered there fed into Nineteen Eighty-Four : the cult of personality; the rewriting of history; the obliteration of freedom of speech; the contempt for objective truth; the echoes of the Spanish Inquisition; the arbitrary arrests, denunciations and forced confessions; above all, the suffocating climate of suspicion, self-censorship and fear.


To take just one example, in Orwell’s novel Winston Smith discovers a photograph which proves that the alleged traitors Jones, Aaronson and Rutherford were actually in New York on the date that they had confessed to being in Eurasia. Orwell had read about such cases, in which scripted confessions were contradicted by hard evidence. One alleged conspirator was photographed at a conference in Brussels on the very same day he had “confessed” to plotting in Moscow. Another was alleged to have met Trotsky in a Copenhagen hotel that, it transpired, had been torn down fifteen years earlier.


Orwell didn’t just respect these writers for the information they provided. Their attacks on Stalin were nourished by personal shame and a visceral need to exorcise their credulity and complicity through what Orwell called a “literature of disillusionment.” Former communists in that terrifying, exhilarating first flush of heresy wrote with compelling urgency. Orwell also found their loneliness heroic. Many were ostracised by old friends and snubbed by publishers. Silone, he wrote approvingly, “is one of those men who are denounced as Communists by Fascists and as Fascists by Communists, a band of men which is still small but steadily growing.”


Why did Orwell criticise communism so much more energetically than fascism? Because he had seen it up close, and because its appeal was more treacherous. Both ideologies reached the same totalitarian destination but communism began with nobler aims and therefore required more lies to sustain it. It became “a form of Socialism that makes mental honesty impossible,” and its literature “a mechanism for explaining away mistakes.” He didn’t personally know any fascists and had contempt for those in the public realm such as the poet Ezra Pound and Oswald Mosley, the leader of the British Union of Fascists whom he had seen speak in Barnsley in 1936: “his speech though delivered with an excellent platform technique was the most unutterable bollox.”* But he knew plenty of communists. Among the literary intelligentsia, fascism was a mucky vice, while communism “had an almost irresistible fascination for any writer under forty.” He was still angered by their hypocrisy years later, when he wrote in Nineteen Eighty-Four that the atrocities of the 1930s were “tolerated and even defended by people who considered themselves enlightened and progressive.”


The ex-communists had broken out of the syllogism that bound so much of the left to Stalin: I believe in socialism; the USSR is the only socialist state; therefore I believe in the USSR. Orwell’s rebuttal was twofold: firstly, no ends, however utopian, can be justified by such grotesque means; secondly, Stalin’s Russia was not truly socialist because it denied liberty and justice. But then he had never invested himself, intellectually, emotionally and socially, in the Soviet experiment. Those who had were thrown into an existential crisis.


One of them was Eugene Lyons, a Russian Jewish immigrant who had grown up in the seething tenements of New York’s Lower East Side and become a campaigning journalist for socialist newspapers. In 1922, he became a communist and disowned his more moderate friends. Between 1928 and 1934 he was the United Press’s man in Moscow, explaining the USSR to American readers. At first a staunch defender of Stalin, and the first Western journalist to interview him, he became horrified by the propaganda, persecution and industrialscale dishonesty in which he had participated. Orwell reviewed Lyons’s epic mea culpa in June 1938, and it’s safe to assume that his attention was grabbed by this account of Stalin’s efforts to complete the first Five Year Plan in just four years:




The formula 2 + 2 = 5 instantly riveted my attention. It seemed to me at once bold and preposterous—the daring and the paradox and the tragic absurdity of the Soviet scene, its mystical simplicity, its defiance of logic, all reduced to nose-thumbing arithmetic . . . 2 + 2 = 5: in electric lights on Moscow house-fronts, in foot-high letters on billboards, spelled planned error, hyperbole, perverse optimism; something childishly headstrong and stirringly imaginative.





Within a few months, Orwell was using the unreal equation himself. In a generally positive review of Bertrand Russell’s Power: A New Social Analysis, he challenged the assumption that common sense would win out: “The peculiar horror of the present moment is that we cannot be sure that this is so. It is quite possible that we are descending into an age in which two and two will make five when the Leader says so . . . One has only to think of the sinister possibilities of the radio, State-controlled education and so forth, to realize that ‘the truth is great and will prevail’ is a prayer rather than an axiom.” 


Orwell must also have appreciated Lyons’s description of the personal cost of apostasy. When he returned to New York, Lyons agonised over whether to be honest about what he’d seen. Telling the truth was both a moral obligation and social suicide. Having made his choice, Lyons quickly found himself excommunicated and vilified by his old comrades. To the true believers, his exposure of Stalin’s crimes was an almost spiritual affront, and therefore unforgivable. “I was guilty of the most heinous offence: puncturing noble delusions,” he wrote. The gates of their mythical Russia had to be protected at all costs from the barbaric reality. “So many weary or bored or panicky Americans had made their spiritual homes in its wonder-chambers that anyone who threatened to undermine its foundations was treated as a shameless vandal. Perhaps he was.”


The bitterly ironic title of Lyons’s book was Assignment in Utopia.







   


CHAPTER 2


Utopia Fever


Orwell and the Optimists




What fun it must have been, in those hopeful days back in the ’eighties, working away for the best of all possible causes—and there were so many causes to choose from. Who could have foreseen where it would all end?


—George Orwell, The Adelphi, May 1940





A map of the world that does not include Utopia is not worth even glancing at,” wrote Oscar Wilde in his 1891 essay “The Soul of Man Under Socialism.” “Progress is the realization of Utopias.” Orwell’s response was effectively “Yes, but . . .” He liked the idea of utopia as an inspiring antidote to pessimism and caution but he found any attempt to describe it tedious, and any effort to build it sinister. In the Christmas 1943 issue of Tribune, using the pseudonym John Freeman, Orwell wrote an essay called “Can Socialists Be Happy?,” which contrasted the palpable joy at the end of Dickens’s A Christmas Carol with the unconvincing “permanent happiness” of utopias. The reason people argued and fought and died for socialism, he said, was for the idea of brotherhood, not “some central-heated, air-conditioned, strip-lighted Paradise.” Of course the world could, and should, be improved, but never perfected. “Whoever tries to imagine perfection simply reveals his own emptiness.”


Historically, utopia preceded dystopia the same way that heaven came before hell. Perhaps it’s a credit to humanity that people were designing the ideal society long before they imagined the opposite. The earliest blueprint was Plato’s Republic, a Socratic dialogue that was an acknowledged precursor to Thomas More’s 1516 book Utopia. More’s coinage derived from the Greek ou (not) and topos (place): utopia is a place that doesn’t exist. But ou was easily confused with eu (good) and whether or not More’s word was an intentional pun, utopia acquired a more specific meaning: an earthly paradise. In politics, the latter interpretation took over, but in literature the ambiguity remained, which is how Orwell could describe Nineteen Eighty-Four as “a Utopia.” He made a distinction between “favourable” and “pessimistic” utopias because it would not have occurred to him to call the latter dystopias. Even though the word dystopia (literally “the not-good place”) was used by John Stuart Mill in 1868, it lay dormant for close to a century, eclipsed by Jeremy Bentham’s cacotopia (“the bad place”) or by anti-utopia, until it was revived in 1962 by the poet and scholar Chad Walsh. Orwell’s novel has become synonymous with a word he never used.


Orwell was well-versed in utopian literature. He wrote more than once about Samuel Butler’s 1872 satire Erewhon, William Morris’s 1890 socialist fantasy News from Nowhere, and the many contributions of H. G. Wells, but was rarely convinced that utopian ideas made for satisfying fiction. “Happiness is notoriously difficult to describe,” he wrote in his essay on Gulliver’s Travels, “and pictures of a just and well-ordered society are seldom either attractive or convincing.” As early as Down and Out in Paris and London, he considered the promise of “some dismal Marxist Utopia” an obstacle to socialism. At root, he thought utopias sounded boring and joyless and didn’t believe people really wanted them. “On the whole human beings want to be good,” he wrote in his 1941 essay “The Art of Donald McGill,” “but not too good, and not quite all the time.”


Given Orwell’s interests, the most puzzling lacuna in his writing is any reference to the book that turned the practice of designing ideal societies into a cultural phenomenon that swept the final years of the nineteenth century. In the entirety of his collected works, there is not a single reference to Edward Bellamy.


In August 1887, Edward Bellamy was a little-known author and journalist from Massachusetts. He was an earnest, sensitive thirty-seven-year-old with a doleful expression, a tremendous moustache and a burning sense of moral conviction. The suffragist Frances Willard described him as “quiet, yet observant, modest but perfectly self-poised, with mild and gentle tones, yet full of personality, and vibrating with purposes.” When he looked around at the United States of America in the Gilded Age Bellamy saw a “nervous, dyspeptic, and bilious nation,” wracked by grotesque inequality. Millionaire dynasties controlled the industrial economy, while the labouring classes worked sixty-hour weeks for low pay in unsafe factories and sweatshops, and lived in foul slums. The march of technology produced miracles—the electric lightbulb, the phonograph, the telephone—while poisoning rivers and blackening the sky. The economy staggered under the blows of panics and recessions. An epidemic of labour strikes swept the country from sea to sea.


To Bellamy, the status quo was not just unjust; it was untenable. He believed that he was living in critical times and that a great transformation was surely imminent, for good or ill. The fate of America would decide the fate of the world. “Let us bear in mind that, if it be a failure, it will be a final failure,” he wrote. “There can be no more new worlds to be discovered, no fresh continents to offer virgin fields for new ventures.”


That August Bellamy finished a novel which reframed the turbulence of the 1880s as the painful but necessary precursor to a peaceful socialist utopia. “I am particularly desirous that it should see the light as quickly as possible,” he wrote to his publisher. “Now is the accepted time, it appears to me, for a publication touching on social and industrial questions to obtain a hearing.”


Looking Backward 2000–1887 certainly did that. Published in 1888, it became the most widely read novel in the United States since Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the most imitated since Jane Eyre. Like many surprise bestsellers, Bellamy’s book synthesised extant trends, capitalising on the popularity of utopian visions such as W. H. Hudson’s A Crystal Age and radical tracts like Henry George’s phenomenally successful Progress and Poverty by merging the two forms. In America, according to the journalist Henry Demarest Lloyd, it was “debated by all down to the boot-blacks on the curbstones.” In Britain, it became such a talking point that it was considered an oversight in intellectual circles not to have read it. “I suppose you have seen or read, or at least tried to read, ‘Looking Backward,’” the socialist writer and designer William Morris wrote to a friend in 1889. In Russia, where it sold briskly, it was praised by Chekhov, Gorky and Tolstoy, who called it “an exceedingly remarkable book.” Its American admirers included Jack London, Upton Sinclair, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, and two future leaders of the Socialist Party. Mark Twain dubbed it “the latest and best of all the Bibles.”


Like the Bible, Looking Backward attracted apostles, compelled to spread the good news about Bellamy’s middle-class, respectable, distinctly American form of socialism, which he called Nationalism. “Bellamy is the Moses of today,” wrote one convert. “He has shown us that the promised land exists.” Bellamy’s admirers formed the first Nationalist Club in Boston in 1888; within three years there were more than 160 across the nation, attracting journalists, artists, lawyers, doctors, businessmen and reformers, among them the crusading attorney Clarence Darrow and the feminist Charlotte Perkins Gilman. In rural areas, travelling salesmen sold the book door to door. The newly formed Populist Party, which won five states in the 1892 presidential election, drew much of its progressive platform from Bellamy’s ideas. Residents of downtown Los Angeles can still see for themselves the life-changing power of Looking Backward. Architect George Wyman based the Bradbury Building, later the location for the final act of Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner, on Bellamy’s description of the department store of the future.


Just as Orwell was beginning his journalistic career, the Great Depression revived interest in Bellamy’s cheering prophecy. President Roosevelt read and discussed Bellamy, and his New Deal administration included the author’s biographer, Arthur E. Morgan. In 1935, The Atlantic Monthly named Looking Backward the second most important book of the past fifty years, claiming that only Das Kapital had done more to shape the world. The Labour leader Clement Attlee derived his enthusiasm for a “cooperative commonwealth” from Looking Backward and told the writer’s son Paul that his post-war government was “a child of the Bellamy ideal.” The book was still so well-known in America in 1949 that Harry Scherman, president of the Book-of-the-Month Club, described Nineteen Eighty-Four as “Bellamy’s Looking Backward in reverse.”


It might seem strange that one of the most culturally influential books in the history of literature is now so little-known—until you read it. Stories endure; manifestoes thinly disguised as novels become slaves to history.


Julian West is a feckless aristocrat living in complacent luxury in Boston in 1887, preparing to marry his saintly fiancée. Suffering from insomnia, he is mesmerised by a quack doctor and falls into a trance in a soundproof subterranean vault. Like Rip Van Winkle, he oversleeps, and wakes up over a century later in the home of one Doctor Leete, who proceeds to explain how society has attained perfection based on “the solidarity of the race and the brotherhood of man.” Narrated by Julian, the novel is little more than a series of conversations about policy. Bellamy later admitted that he added a romance subplot “with some impatience, in the hope of inducing the more to give it at least a reading.” Considering that the only women Julian meets are Doctor Leete’s wife and his daughter Edith, the reader is not exactly on tenterhooks.


Although Bellamy predicted, in passing, such innovations as the debit card and the clock radio, he was no Jules Verne. In order to make his utopia appealing to “the sober and morally-minded masses of American people,” Bellamy had to make it accessible. Like Louis-Sebastién Mercier’s The Year 2440: A Dream If Ever There Was One, a publishing sensation in pre-Revolutionary France, Bellamy’s utopia had a date and a map reference.* Bellamy originally planned to describe “a cloud palace for an ideal humanity” but “stumbled over the destined cornerstone of the new social order.” In a postscript to the second edition he said that it was “intended, in all seriousness, as a forecast.”


Doctor Leete is a tireless exposition machine. In each chapter Julian, as a surrogate for the nineteenth-century reader, asks how this or that development could be possible, and Leete blandly replies that nothing could be simpler: it is all “the logical outcome of the operation of human nature under rational conditions.” This was a common view among socialists in the 1880s. In his 1946 essay “What is Socialism?,” Orwell wrote that until the Russian revolution, “all Socialist thought was in some sense Utopian,” because it had not yet been tested in the real world. “Only let economic injustice be brought to an end and all other forms of tyranny would vanish too. The age of human brotherhood would begin, and war, crime, disease, poverty, and overwork would be things of the past.”


In Doctor Leete’s world, equality is the skeleton key that unlocks everything. The new system, which conscripts every citizen into an “industrial army,” does away with the need for lawyers, lawmakers, soldiers, clergymen, taxmen and gaolers. Women are equal, albeit segregated into a separate industrial army. The air is clean, work is painless, lying is almost obsolete, and life expectancy exceeds eighty-five. People are fitter, kinder, happier and better in every way. Here are all the standard fixtures that Orwell mocked in his review of Herbert Samuel’s 1942 utopia An Unknown Land: “the hygiene, the labour-saving devices, the fantastic machines, the emphasis on Science, the all-round reasonableness tempered by a rather watery religiosity . . . There is no war, no crime, no disease, no poverty, no class-distinctions, etc., etc.” Looking Backward is a very etcetera kind of book.


Bellamy’s vision suffers from one extraordinary omission. Not long after Julian wakes up, Doctor Leete takes him to the roof of his house and shows him the view. Julian sees miles of boulevards, buildings, trees, parks and fountains, arranged in exquisite harmony, but no human beings. It is like an architect’s diorama before the miniature figurines have been inserted. When the masses do at last appear, the prose convulses with horror. So effectively has Bellamy acclimatised the reader to the placid efficiency of 2000 that when Julian wakes up to find himself back in the Boston of 1887, the grimy hubbub shocks the senses. Designed to defamiliarise the present and jolt the reader into political action, the sequence also reveals that Bellamy was the kind of paternalistic socialist who loved the working man in theory but struggled with the actuality. Before Julian wakes up yet again to find that 1887 is a nightmare and 2000 the reality, he recoils from the “festering mass of human wretchedness” before him. Sadly observing their “brutish masks,” he says, “They were all quite dead.” If there is hope, it does not lie in the proles.


“The only safe way of reading a utopia,” William Morris wrote in his wary review of Looking Backward, “is to consider it as the expression of the temperament of its author.”


Ironically for a reformer, Bellamy confessed to a “deep-seated aversion to change.” One of four sons of a popular Baptist minister and a puritanical Calvinist, he spent almost his entire life in Chicopee Falls, Massachusetts, a formerly idyllic town transformed into an industrial powerhouse. From the windows of the Bellamys’ two-storey house beside the Connecticut River, young Edward could see it all: the smoke-belching mills and foundries, the shabby tenements crammed with immigrant labourers, and the grand mansions of the factory owners, who reminded him of feudal barons. When he was fourteen he had a religious epiphany and “saw the world with new eyes.”


As a precocious student at Union College in Schenectady, New York, Bellamy first encountered the utopian socialism of the late French thinkers Henri de Saint-Simon and Auguste Comte. In 1868, he spent a year in Germany with his cousin William Packer. There he became hideously aware of “the inferno of poverty beneath our civilization” and spent long hours with William earnestly pondering “some plan for equalising human conditions.” Back home in Chicopee Falls, Edward passed the bar but promptly quit the law after he was hired to evict a widow for non-payment of rent, and turned to journalism. He spent 1872 exposing parlous living conditions and political chicanery for the Evening Post in New York, a tough, seething city under the thumb of wealthy power broker Boss Tweed and his outrageously corrupt Tammany Hall Democratic Party machine. “Hard to live,” Bellamy wrote in his notebook. “Sees lots of suffering, becomes a Nationalist.”


Witnessing poverty at home and abroad shook Bellamy’s faith in God and made him determined to solve the “mystery” of life for himself with a universal theory which would unite politics, economics, society, art and religion. Bellamy laid out his mystical species of socialism in his 1873 essay “Religion of Solidarity,” in which each human being is a manifestation of the infinite “not-self” and true happiness is only attainable by putting the interests of the commonweal before individual desires. He wanted to make others see the world with new eyes.


Bellamy’s essay coincided with the financial panic of 1873. During industrial capitalism’s first depression, ten US states, hundreds of banks, thousands of businesses and more than one hundred railroads went bankrupt. The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 was America’s first nationwide labour dispute, suppressed only after forty-five days of riots and bloodletting. There were street battles in Chicago and Baltimore, a massacre in Pittsburgh, martial law in Scranton. Even once the economy rallied in 1879, American capitalism felt unnervingly fragile. In the first chapter of Looking Backward, Julian observes that some of his gilded contemporaries fear “an impending social cataclysm.” This anxiety, mirrored across the Western world, inspired a vogue for post-apocalyptic novels like Richard Jefferies’s After London and Joaquin Miller’s The Destruction of Gotham—the 1880s equivalent of disaster movies.


During the depression, Bellamy wrote wonkish editorials for The Springfield Union, a Massachusetts newspaper, and several novellas and short stories driven by ideas rather than persuasive characters. In 1880, Edward and his brother Charles launched the Daily News, “the people’s newspaper,” which diligently covered labour disputes. Edward was sympathetic to the strikers’ plight but thought that the unions didn’t aim high enough. The goal should be an entirely new system, not just a better deal for particular interest groups. Marriage and parenthood spurred Edward to imagine the better world which, he hoped, his children might inhabit. “When I came to consider what could be radically done for social reorganization,” he confided to his notebook, “I was helped by every former disgust with the various socialist schemes.”


Bellamy started writing Looking Backward in the midst of his country’s first Red Scare. On May 4, 1886, a dynamite bomb killed seven police officers during a workers’ rally in Chicago’s Haymarket Square. Most of the era’s violence was committed by the state or the bosses’ armed thugs—the police shot dead several protesters at Haymarket—but the conviction, on outrageously flimsy evidence, of eight anarchists enabled a crackdown on anarchists, socialists and labour unions. Any successful prospectus for socialism would therefore need to be as unthreatening as possible.


To Bellamy, like Orwell fifty years later, socialism was a tremendous product with terrible salesmen. “In the radicalness of the opinions I have expressed I may seem to outsocialize the socialists,” he wrote to his friend and fellow utopian William Dean Howells, “yet the word socialist is one I never could well stomach. In the first place it is a foreign word in itself and equally foreign in all its suggestions. It smells to the average American of petroleum, suggests the red flag, with all manner of sexual novelties, and an abusive tone about God and religion.” (Orwell, too, complained of the “smell” of socialism.) In Looking Backward, Doctor Leete explains that “the followers of the red flag” in the 1880s “so disgusted people as to deprive the best considered projects for social reform of a hearing.” In fact, he reveals, they were secretly paid by the capitalist monopolies to discredit radical ideas with violent rhetoric, leading Julian to raise the popular conspiracy theory that the real Haymarket bomb-thrower was a capitalist stooge.


In such a tense climate, Bellamy proposed evolution rather than revolution. Just as in his journalism he advised reformers to be clear, direct and polite, in his novel he tidied up and smoothed out socialism until it no longer appeared remotely dangerous. He reassured his wealthier readers that they need not feel nervous or guilty, because they, too, were blameless victims of “a hideous, ghastly mistake, a colossal world-darkening blunder,” i.e., capitalism. Once that has been removed, without a drop being shed, in Looking Backward, so too has all tension between social classes, sexes, races and regions, for all time. This kind of utopian assumption confounded Orwell, who thought that one of the left’s great fallacies was “the belief that the truth will prevail and persecution defeats itself, or that man is naturally good and is only corrupted by his environment.”


Bellamy’s dramatisation of exactly that belief made Looking Backward a flat novel but a seductive political argument. America in 1888 was eventful to a fault; by comparison, a future in which all our hero has to do is sit in a nice house while Doctor Leete explains things to him must have seemed very attractive. Heaven is a place where nothing ever happens.


The publication of Looking Backward transformed a provincial journalist into one of the most celebrated thinkers in the world. Nationalist Clubs launched dozens of newspapers, two of which Bellamy edited himself, and gave the nascent Populists an intellectual framework, although he disapproved of their fiery rhetoric. In his preamble to the Populists’ manifesto in the 1892 election, Ignatius Donnelly fulminated, “A vast conspiracy against mankind has been organised on two continents, and it is rapidly taking possession of the world. If not met and overthrown at once it forebodes terrible social convulsions, the destruction of civilization, or the establishment of an absolute despotism.”


Donnelly, a Minnesota congressman who was variously known as “the Tribune of the People” and “the Prince of Cranks,” was one of the people responsible for injecting conspiracy theories into the bloodstream of American politics. He wrote his own hair-raisingly lurid utopian novel, Caesar’s Column, in which paradise is carved out in a Swiss-owned Uganda while American capitalism perishes in blood and fire; the titular column consists of a quarter of a million corpses, piled high in New York’s Union Square and covered in cement. In the 1896 election, the Populists endorsed the Democratic candidate William Jennings Bryan, whose rabble-rousing style was too salty for Bellamy’s palate. When Bryan was soundly defeated, the Nationalist moment was over.


Bellamy’s influence, however, transcended the movement. Among American socialists, he was more widely read than Marx. Eugene Debs, co-founder of the Socialist Party of America, claimed that Bellamy “not only aroused the people but started many on the road to the revolutionary movement.” Britain’s fledgling Fabian Society, whose Beatrice Webb toyed with writing her own Bellamyite utopia, Looking Forward, asked Bellamy to write the introduction to the American edition of Fabian Essays in Socialism. He had fans among the women’s movement, too. Frances Willard joked that perhaps Edward was secretly “Edwardina”: “a big-hearted, big-brained woman.”


Bellamy died of tuberculosis in 1898, at the age of forty-eight. His swansong was the 1897 novel Equality, a diligent exercise in filling in the gaps left by Looking Backward, while responding to his critics. Bellamy took pains to respect personal liberty, empower women and emphasise America’s founding values, claiming that economic equality was “the obvious, necessary, and only adequate pledge of these three birthrights—life, liberty, and happiness.” For many of Bellamy’s later admirers, Equality was even more significant than its predecessor. Its best chapter, “The Parable of the Water Tank,” was extracted as a pamphlet, selling hundreds of thousands of copies in Russia. Peter Kropotkin, the world’s most famous anarchist, exclaimed, “What a pity that Bellamy has not lived longer!”


In literary terms, Looking Backward was a dandelion clock, each scattered seed producing a bloom. The utopian template that Bellamy popularised proved extremely attractive to first-time novelists, removing the need for psychologically rich characters or dynamic narratives. All writers had to do was transport their curious observer to another land, by airship or shipwreck, dream or trance, locate a helpful guide with time on his hands, and describe the society that dramatised their political beliefs. They came in their scores: serious thinkers and obsessive eccentrics, dry pragmatists and wild-eyed prophets, dreamers and cranks, covering every conceivable fin-de-siècle obsession, from vegetarianism and electric lighting to eugenics and imperialism. There were more than 150 responses to Bellamy in the United States alone, many of which were direct homages or ripostes with titles like Looking Forward, Looking Ahead, Looking Further Backward or Mr. East’s Experiences in Mr. Bellamy’s World. Some were essentially fan fiction by virtue of reusing Julian West for their own ends. Even the Wizard of Oz was a Bellamyite, to judge by L. Frank Baum’s description of his egalitarian society in The Emerald City of Oz.


As early as 1890, a writer for The Literary World was complaining that “books on the twentieth or twenty-first century are getting to be so numerous that the whole subject will soon be a deadly bore,” and the craze was only getting started. As the United States raced feverishly towards the new century, its upheavals continued to nourish wild imaginations. The Panic of 1893 knocked the economy off its feet for another four years. More cheeringly, the World’s Fair in Chicago that year introduced millions of Americans to such futuristic novelties as the dishwasher, the travelator, the zipper and the Ferris wheel. It was at the fair that Baptist minister Francis Bellamy—Edward’s cousin—launched the Pledge of Allegiance into national life and the celebrated historian of the American West Frederick Jackson Turner declared, “The frontier has gone, and with its going has closed the first period of American history.” New frontiers—social, political, spiritual, technological—were required.


Scores of writers were inspired to delineate a golden future which reflected their own political priorities. William Morris told a friend that his utopia News from Nowhere was conceived as “a counterblast” to the “cockney paradise” of Looking Backward. Set in 2102, Morris’s ideal society is agrarian rather than urban, anarchistic rather than centralised, and motivated by pleasure, not duty. It became an international bestseller and inspired Ebenezer Howard to start the garden city movement, but its many fans did not include Orwell, who called it “a sort of goody-goody version of the Wellsian Utopia.” “Everyone is kindly and reasonable, all the upholstery comes from Liberty’s, but the impression left behind is of a sort of watery melancholy.”


Like the Austrian economist Theodor Hertzka’s Freeland and Bellamy’s friend William Dean Howells’s trilogy about the pastoral utopia of Altruria, News from Nowhere gained a substantial following, but most of the post-Bellamy novels made only a modest impact.


In The Human Drift, King Camp Gillette, the razor magnate, relocated every American to one giant city, Metropolis, powered by Niagara Falls; each copy of the book optimistically included a certificate of membership for the United People’s Party, a real-life organisation of which no more was heard. Maine businessman Bradford C. Peck used The World a Department Store to promote the cooperative movement. For J. McCullough, author of Golf in the Year 2000, or, What We Are Coming To, utopia meant uninterrupted golf. Sutton E. Griggs, a Baptist minister and son of a former slave, self-published the first black utopia, Imperium in Imperio, about a secret underground government of African-Americans in Waco, Texas. Feminist utopias such as Elizabeth Corbett’s New Amazonia: A Foretaste of the Future and Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s more successful 1915 novel Herland were absent of men, and therefore of violence. Such utopias made readers believe that fundamental change was possible, however helpless they might feel in real life.
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