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Orwell’s

ed Warning

Even the author of 1984 failed to imagine how
readily evervone would embrace doublethink.

BY GEORGE PACKER
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0 HOVEL OF THE FAST CER-

TURY has had moee mfluence than

George Oowell's 1084, The title,

the ud.i-ul.'!i\'a| form of the authod's

Lase EAme, the \-Ln:uhuJur:,.' al the

all-powerful Party that rales the supersate Ocea-
iz with the ideclogy of Ingsoe —dowhlethink, mem-
aryhis, wnperson, thoughterone, Newspeak, Thought
Palice, Rover 101, Big Brother—they've all entered
the English language as instantly recognizable
sgns of a nightmare future. 11 almiost imposable
o talk about pn.||:la|uu'.xla. survelllanos, authoritar-
an politics, or perversions of truth without drop-
ping areference to 1984 Throughout the Cold War,
the nevel found avid underground readers behind
the Iron Curtain who wondered, How did be bnow?
It was also assigned reading for several gen-
erations of American high-school students. 1iirs
encountered 1984 in 1oth-grade English elass.
Orwells novel was paired with Aldous Huxley's
Brave New World, whose hedonistic and pharma-
ceutical ﬂ:.-‘.il!upiu seemmed more relevant to a Cal-
Harmia teen ager in the LoTo% than did the bleak
sadigm of Oceania. T was too young and histor-
weally ignorant to understand where 1984 came
from and uxm.'l!l:.-' what it was war "ng_ ux,uil'_\l.
Maither the book nor its authar stuck with me. In
my 20k, | discovered Orwell's essays and nonfie-
et books and reread them so many mes that
oy |.1u|:lirs started to di legrate, but 1 didn't o
back to 1984 Sinee high schoal, I'd lived through
anather decade of the oth century, including the
calendar year of thetitle, and 1 assumed 1 already

“lemes™ the book. It was oo farmibar to nevisit,

So when 1 recently read the novel again, 1
wasn't prepared for Bs power. You have to clear
away what you think you know, all the termined-
oy and u.'unugmp]u_.' and eultural >r|rin- offs, 1o
umxp!hr (riuinu] urniux and laxlingxneu!nl_-uﬂ af
1984, It is both a profound political essay and a
shocking, heartbreaking work of art. And i the
Trul:lp e, it's a best seller.

The Mintstry of Trah: The Biography of George
Orwell's 1984, by the British music critie Dortan
Lymskey, makes a rich and compelling case for the
movel as the summation of Orwells entire body of
waork and a master key tounderstanding the mod-
ern world. The book was published in 1949, when
Orewell was dying of wberculosis, but Lynskey
dates it |uuumphwul sources back more than a
decade to Orwell's months in Spain as a volunteer
on the republican side of the country
His introduction to totalitacandsm
lona, when agents of the Soviet Union created an
elaborate bie wo discredit Trotskyists in the Span-
sh povernment as fuscist :i|:li|.-s.

Left-wing journalists readily accepred the
fabrication, useful a it was to the canse of come-
munism. Orwell didn’t, exposing the lie with
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eyewliness lestimony in pourmalism that preceded
his elassic book Homage to Carelomia—and thar
made him a heretic on the left. He was stoleal
about the boredom and discomforts of rench
wiarfare—he was shot in the neck and barely es-
up:ﬂ S]Jslinw'll.h his [iFe—but he took the erasune
of truth hard. [t threatened his sense of what
makes us sane, and life worth bving. "History
stopped in 1936," he later told his friend Asthur
Koestler, who knew :xuﬁ.‘l.h_,' what Orwell meant.
After Spain, just about everything he wrote and
read bed 1o the creation of his final masterpiece.
" History stopped,” Lynskey writes, "and Nineteen
Ez‘ﬂl_'p—é'uur began.”

HE EIOGRAFPHICAL STORY ul'rgh—

the ﬂy‘mg_ 'S rade zpin:ﬁ. time 1o finish

his novel in a remote collage o the Isle
of Jura, off Seotland—will be familiar i mamy Or-
well readers. One of Lymskeys contributions ks o
dﬂ!luy!hz notion that its I.errifying wisson camn be
attrbuted Lu,anﬂ 10 somme w.q.'d.immndgﬂ as, the
death wish of a wbercubosis patient. In Gact, termi-
mal ilkness roused in Orwell a rage w live—he got
rermarded on his d:zﬂ\bﬂj—]u:! a5 the mavel's pes-
simisrm 1% relieved, unel e last pages, by Winsgon
Smith's attachment 1o nature, antique objects, the
smiell of coifiee, the sound of a proletaran woman
singing, and above all kis bover, Julia, 1984 s crush-
jnul'yg:'iln,h.ll s dmilyznd. ng,ul'm stirmulants o
corschousness and resktance, According o Lynskey,
“Mothing in Orwell’s lifie and work supports a diag-
noiis of dispair.”

Lynskey trvces the lerry genesis of 1984 o
the utopian fctions of the optimastic 1gth century—
Edward Bellamy's Looking Baockward (1888); the
sc-ii nevels of H. G. Wealls, which Orwell read aga
Ty —amd their dystopian successors in the 20th, in-
chuding the Russian Yevgeny Zarmyatin's We {1504)
and Huxley's Brave New World {1932). The rmost
interesting pages in The Mindstry af Tiath are Lyn-
ahey's aceount of the novel's aftedife. The strugghe
1o claim 1oy began immediately upon publication,
with a battle over its paliical meaning. Conserva-
tive American reviewers concuded thar Orwell's
miadn target wasn'l just the Soviel Unlon but the
left generally. Orwell, fading fast, waded inwitha
sfatement :aep]u'mu'n“ that the novel was not an at-
Lal_'kunzny p:u'LiLuhn posvernment but a satire af
the wralitarian lendencies in Western society and
intelbectuals: " The momal i be drwn from this dan-
gerows nightmane sitution isa simphe ome: Do ler
it hatppers. It alependds an pos” But every work of are
arapes Lhe arissts control—the more popular and
u.lm:ph:x, the greater the rnislmﬂ:lsunﬂ.inp.

Lynskey's account af the reach of 198y i3 reve-
latory. The novel has inspired movies, telavison
shows, plays, a ballet, an opery, a David Bowie al-
bum, imitations, parodies, sequels, rebuttals, Lee

The novel

has acquired
something of
the smother-
ing ublquity
of Big Brother
himself.
—

Harvey Oswald, the Black Panther Party, and the
Jehn Birch Society. It has acquired something of
the smothering ubiquity of Big Brother himself:
1y is watching vou. With the arrival of the year
1984, the culiural zppn.lpcriulimu rose boa deafen-
gy level. That January an ad for the Apple Mae-
mitosh was watched by 96 million people durmg
the Super Bowl and became a marketing legend.
The Mae, represented by a femabe athlete, huds a
s]uﬂgehulnmﬂ at .Lg:.ut tedesereen and enpkujl-_i
the shouting face of 2 man—oppresive technol-
ogy—o the astonishment of a crowd of gray 2on-
bies. The message: "You'll see why 1984 won't be
ke "1pE4""

The argument recurs every decade or so: Or-
well got it wrong. Things haven't turned out that
bad. The Saviet Union is history. Technology ks lib-
erating. But Orwell never intended his novel 1o be
a prediction, only awarning, And 05 as a waming
that 1983 keeps finding new relevance. The week of
Doaald Trmp's maugusation, when the president's
adviser Kellyanne Conway justified his false crowd
estimate by using the phrase alternative faces, the
novel returned o the best-seller lists. A theatrical
adaptation was rushed i Broadwany. The vocabulary
of Mewspeak went viral. An authositadan president
who stood the berm faie ravs om s head, whoonee
said, “What you're seeing and what you're reading
s not what's huppeni:g.- has g‘uﬂ:n 18y a whale
new life.

HAT DOES the novel mean for us?
W Mot Rooem 100 in the Minlstry of Love,
where Winston is interrogated and
tortured unel he loses everything he holds der. We
dion't live mﬁll:rznyl.]'ling_l'l]m a totalitarian syslem.
By definition, x country inwhich you are free o read
Nineteen Eghty-Four i not the country deseribed in
Nineteen Eighty-Four,” Lynskey acknowledges. [n-
stead, we panmud.a'ysunﬂ:r IJ'I::m.msh:p surveil-
Lanee of a telesereen that we bought at the Apple
Store, carry with us everywhere, and tell everything
oy, withoue any coercion by the state. The Minksiry
of Truth is Facebook, Gm.rn]:. amd cable news. We
have met B Brother and be s s
Trump’s dection brought a nush of cautionary
bk with ritkes like Or Tyniany, Fasctmon: A Wam-
|'r:g. il Flone Fasersim Wk, By local booksare set
upa wtalitaran-themed table and phuel] the new
books alongside 1984, They pointed back b the
2oth century—if it happened in Germany, it could
happen here—and warned readers how easily de-
mbcracies collapse. They were alarm bells against
complacency and futalism—"the politics of inev-
'lLabil.iI:].'." i the words of the historian ﬁmhy
Snyder, "a sense that the future 15 just mone of the
present, that the laws aff Progress are knerwn, that
there ane no alternatives, and therefore nothing
r:n]|}' tisbe done.” The w.n'm'nws were ]u:uﬁnd.. bt
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their Emp]'uuis om the mechanisms of eadber dicta-
mrs]i:ps drew u!!!nl.il.nmu}' from the heast of the
malignancy—not the state, but the individual. The
erucial issue was not tha Trump might abolish de-
mocracy but that Armedcans had put him in a posi-
tim to try. Unfreedom today s voluntany, 1t comes
froem the batvom up.

We are living with a new kind of regime that
didn"t exist in Orwell's tme. It combines hard
nationzslism—the diverdon of frusteation and eyni-
clsam it xenophobia and hatred —with soft diserac-
tiom and confusion: a blend of Orwell and Huxh:y.
cruehy' and entertainment. The state of mind tha
the Party enforces through termor in 1984, where
truth becomes sounstable that it ceases toexist, we
now induce in ourselves. Totalitarian propaganda
unafies control over all i:lfunnuthn. il maﬁh_,- i
what the Party says it is—the goal of Newspeak is
o impoverssh language so that polideally incorrect
thoughts are mo bonger posable. Today the problem
i oo much information from too many sounces,
with a resulting plagwe of Fragmentation and divi-
slan—aol excessive zumuﬂyh.l!iuﬂi:q:peurm.
which |m:m1inmypeup|= terwarrk out the facts
Tor themselves, at the merey of thetr o prejudices
ard delusions,

During the rowd VLS. presidential campaign,
propagandises at a Russtan trall fiem used social
media po disseminate a meme: * *The Peaple Will
Believe What the Media Tells Them They Be-
lheve! — George Orwell.” But Orwell never said
this. The moral authority of his name was @olen
and turned into a lie toward that most Orwellian
erxl: the destruction of belief in erath. The Russians
needed pm'l.n-m'm this effort and found them I:vy the
millions, espedally among Amedea’s non-elites. In
1584, working-das peopleare called “proles,” and
Winston believes they're the only hope for the fu-
ture, As Lynskey potnts out, Orwell didn't foreses

“that the common man and wooan would enbres
doublethink as enthusiastically as the intelbectuals
am, without the need for termor or torture, would
choase to believe that twoe plus o wins whatever
they wanted it tobe™

E STAGGER UNDER thedailyload of

doublethink pouring from Trumg, his

enahlers in the Inner Party, his mosth-
precesin the Minktry of Truth, and his foatical sup-
porters among the prodes. Spotting doublethink in
ourselves s much harder. " To see what s in frong of
one'snose needsa constant stsggle,” Oowell wrote.
In front of my nose, in the wordd of enlightened and
progressve peophe whens I live and wodk, a different
sort of doublethink has become pervasdve. 1t not
the claimm that true is fake or that two phs pwo makes
five. Progressive doublethink—which has grown
wirse i reaction o the r.i"hl.ﬂving]dnﬂ—cmulus &
mire insidiows aneu].ily because it aperales in the

The state

of mind that
the Party
enforces
through
terror in
1084, We now
induce in
ourselves.
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mame of all that is geuﬂ. Lis hywwﬂ is_,'um'u-—u
word no one should want o lve without. But today
the demand for justice forces you Lo aceepl contra-
dictions that are the essence of doublethink.

For example, many on the left now share an un-
ul.'klu.rwhd#ﬂ bu!mrmmusmmpthn thata “;Lu]
work of art is made of good politics and that good
pd.ilh.'s s maitl:rufhjl:lt'll.}'.'l'hl: pmﬂ:mﬁ'm: view
il bk or play'ﬂ:pﬂujs mjl}pl.l]i!i.‘.l] stanos, and
Hs stance—even s subject matter—is serutimized
mlightofthe group affiliationof the artise: Personal
identiny plus palitical position equalsaesthetic value.
This runfmimufuul!g{u’i:s ||;uld.u i'uﬂgmﬂiu all
across the wordds of media, the arts, and sducation,
from movie reviews 1o grant committees. Some
pecpbe who register the assumptionas doublethink
rru'ghl. be p:i-mLel'y traubled, bue Lhm_,- don't say
so publicly. Then self-censorship tums into self-
deception, uneil the recagnitbon isell disappears—a.
i O acrepl becmmes alie 0L l'uq;l:l. It this WL,
mtelligent people do the wodk of eliminating their
o unorthodmoy without the Thought Palice.

Orthodoxy i also enforced by social pressure,
nowhere more inu:n:u:ly than on Twiltzr. where
the specter of beimg shamed or “canceled” pro-
duces conformity as much as the prospect of add-
'mg_ Lo yor tribe of followers does. Thi.ipn-_wur:
can be mare pl.nvurﬁll IJ'IHHH.]KITI.Y ar state, because
it speaks in the name of the people and in the kan-
puge of moral outrage, sgainst which there is, in
a way, no defense. Certain commissars with large
fu]|mvi|g} p\al.'ml the FI'EL'ill.I:L" of soctal media and
punish thought eriminals, but most progressives
assent without difficuley o the stifling consensus of
the morment and the malerance it bresds—at out
ul'f!;n', but becauss Ih!}' want to be counted on the
sidde of justice.

This willing constriction ofinelbeciual freedom
will do |;u|in|{ ﬂu.mug,l:. It corrupts the uh'lﬁl.y L
think |.'|=ar|'y. and it undermines both culture and
proygress, Good art doesn't come from wokeness,
and social problems starved of debate can't find
real solutions. "Nul.hing_ 1% ga'meﬂ ]:vy Iu:h'ln“ i
parmat anewwiord,” Orwell wrote iniggé. “What i
needed is the right to pringwhat one believes wo be
rue, without hu\'jnnl!u far b1ﬂ|}in|(wua|:knmi|
from any stde” Mot much has changed since the
g The will o poser still passes through hatred
m the right and virtwe on the left.

18 will abways be an essential book, regard-
bess of changes in idealogies, for its portrayal of
one person strugghing to hold on to what is real
and valuable. "Sandry is not statistical.” Winston
thinks one mght as he slips off to sleep. Truth, it
turns out, i the most l’ragjl! IJiin.g_ i the workd.
The central drama of politics i the one inside

your skull ]
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