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Politics and the English Language

GEORGE ORWELL

George Orwell (1903-1950) is the pseudonym of Eric Arthur Blair,
writer who was the son of an English civil servant during the Raj, the
British rule of India. Orwell was educated in England, but when
financial constraints prevented him from attending university, he
joined the imperial police in Burma, an experience immortalized in
his famous essay “Shooting an Elephant.” He returned fo England five
years later, but in 1928 he moved to Paris. There he fook on a series

of menial jobs, which he described in his first book, Down and Out in
Paris and Llondon (1933). Orwell worked as a schoolt

eacher, fought on the side of
the republicans in the Spanish civil war, and began writing for magazines, oflen
speaking out against economic injustice. He finally gained recognition and consid-
erable financial success with his novels Animal Farm (1945) and Nineteen Eighty-
four (1949). The term Orwellian came to describe mechanisms used by totalitarian
governments to manipulate the populace in order to snforce conformity. In the fol-
lowing essay, which first appeared in Horizon in 1946, Orwell explores the
impoct of totalitarian thinking on language.

NI ost people who bother with the matter at all would admit that the

A English language is in a bad way, but it is generally assumed that we

cannot by conscious action do anything about it, Qur civilization is decadent and

our language — so the argument runs — must inevitably share in the general

collapse. It follows that any struggle against the abuse of language is a sentimental

archaism, like preferring candles to electric light or hansom cabs to aeroplanes.

Underneath this lies the half-conscious belief that language is a natural growth
and not an instrument which we shape for our own purposes.

Now, it is clear that the decline of a language must ultimately have political
and economic causes: it is not due simply to the bad influence of this or that indi-
"dual writer. But an effect can become a cause, reinforcing the original cause
and producing the same effect in an intensified form, and so on indefinitely.
Amzn may take to drink because he feels himself to be a failure, and then fail all

the more completely because he drinks. It is rather the same thing that is happen-

~ ingtothe English language. It becomes ugly and inaccurate because our thoughts

U toolish, but the slovenliness of our language makes it easier for us to have

process is reversible. Modern English,

habits which spread by imitation and
Which can be avoided if one is willing to take the hecessary trouble. If one gets rid

'Lﬁlese habits one can think more clearly, and to think clearly is a necessary first
towards political regeneration: so that the fight agajnst bad English is not

Pecially written English, is full of bad

529



530 CHAPTER? * LANGUAGE

frivolous and is not the exclusive concern of professional writers. [ will come back
to this presently, and 1 hope thatby ¢hat time the meaning of what 1 have said here
will have become clearer. Meanwhile, here are five specimens of the English lan-
guage as it is now habitually written.
These five passages have not been picked out because they are especially

bad — 1 could have quoted far worse if 1 had chosen — but because they illus-
trate various of the mental vices from which we now suffer. They are a little below

the average, but are fairly representative samples. number them so that 1 can

refer back to them when necessary:

(1) Tam not, indeed, sure whether it is not true to say that the Milton who once
enteenth-century Shelley had not become, out of an

seemed not unlike a sev
experience ever more bitter in each year, more alien [sic] to the founder of that

Jesuit sect which nothing could induce him to tolerate.
— ProFESSOR HAROLD Lask

(Essay in Freedoim of Expression)
cks and drakes with a native battery of idioms

(2) Above all, we cannot play du
which prescribes such egregious collocations of vocables as the Basic put up with

for tolerate or put at a loss for bewilder.
— PROFFSSOR LANCELOT Hoopen (Tnterglossa)

by definition it is not neurotic,
1 as they are, are transparent,
1 the forefront of conscious-

(3) On the one side we have the free personality:
for it has neither conflict nor dream. Its desires, suc
for they are just what institutional approval keeps i
ness; another institutional pattern would alter their number and intensity; there
is little in them that is natural, jrreducible, or culturally dangerous. But on the
other side, the social band itself is nothing but the mutual reflection of these self-
he definition of love. Is not this the very picture of a

secure integrities. Recall t
small academic? Where is there a place in this hall of mirrors for either personal-

ity or fraternity?
Essay on psychology in Politics (New York)

(4) All the “best peaple” from the gentlemen’s clubs, and all the frantic fascit
captains, united in common hatred of Socialism and bestial horror of the rising
have turned to acts of provocation:

tide of the mass revolutionary movement,
to foul incendiarism, to medieval legends of poisoned wells, to legalize their
own destruction of proletarian organizations, and rouse the agitated petty’

bourgeoisie to chauvinistic fervor on behalf of the fight against the revolutionarf
way out of the crisis.

—Communist pamphiet

one thorn! and

(5) 1f a new spirit is to be infused into this old country, there is

contentious reform which must be tackled, and that is the humant
vanization of the 8.8.C. Timidity here will bespeak canker and atrophy ©
soul. The heart of Britain may be sound and of strong beat, for instance
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Operators or Verbal False Limbs

These save the trouble of picking out appropriate v_er'ns .and- nouns, and at the
same time pad each sentence with extra syllab.les whlcb give it an appearance of
symmetry. Characteristic phrases are rerl_der inoperative, militate against, make
contact with, be subjected to, give rise to, give groun.ds‘ for, have the effect of, play a
leading part (role} in, make itself felt, t.ak.:e eﬁ?.art, e,xhr.blt a tendency to, se:iveft]i;epur_
pose of, etc., efc. The keynote is, the ehmmaholn of simple verbs. Ins;ea 0 ec;ng a
single word, such as break, stop, speil, mend, kill, a verb becomes a p 1ras;, made up
of a noun or adjective tacked on to some gfeneral.fpl.lrposes verb suc las prove,
serve, form, play, render. In addition, the pass1}re voice is whftrever pozfmb e used in
preference to the active, and noun constructions are used 1nsltead of gerunds (by
examination of instead of by examining). The range of verbs is further cut down
by means of the -ize and de- formations, and the banal sta_temerfts alre given an
appearance of profundity by means of the not un- formation. Simple cm’]]u[}@
tions and prepositions are replaced by such.phrascles as with respe;t :), m;:'"_g
regard to, the fact that, by dint of, in view of, in the 1_111¢'arest5 of, on the ypofdf.fs‘!s
that; and the ends of sentences are saved from anticlimax by such dresolun ing
commonplaces as greatly to be desired, cannot b.e left nut.af c?cc?uﬂti; a e;!e opment
to be expected in the near future, deserving of serious consideration, broug 1t to a sat-
isfactory conclusion, and so on and so forth.

Pretentious Diction

Words like phernomenait, elerent, indr’viduall (as nouP)_, objectiye, ca.tggorngzl, :eﬂ'ee»
tive, virtual, basic, primary, promote, constitute, ex.'n!.nt, exp{a!f, utihze,‘; lr..'tmafe,
liquidate are used to dress up simple statfamem and give anair ofhsvue;.x.tl c lm?a;,:
tiality to biased judgments. Adjectives like epoch—mc}kmg, epic, 1;!01 rcé ‘:mj"?;{he
table, triumphant, age-old, inevitable, iﬂ'exombfle, vert.ta.ble, are us‘e to I?M'f),in
sordid processes of international palitics, while ':Nr'ltmg that a‘um's at!g o:; mnf
war usually takes onan archaic color, its characteristic wqrds being: rea m,F lrd 1
chariot, mailed fist, trident, sword, shield, buckf.er, bnnlner, jackboot, da;z'on oum%;
words and expressions such as cul de sac, ancien régime, deus ex machind, n ; of
mutandis, status quo, Gleichschaltung, Weitanschayu_ng, are used to give ar:hz 1%
culture and elegance. Except for the useful abbreviations L.e., &.8. and e.tc.,E .
no real need for any of the hundreds of foreign phrasles now current in l;gw[v
Bad writers, and especially scientific, political and sociological wnéersé ;rz Sml
always haunted by the notion that Latin or Gree-k words are gran er uas b
ones, and unnecessary words like expedite, ameliorate, predict, extrlaueo_n, g
nated, clandestine, subaqueous and hundreds of .uthers cons'fant Y&z:rxiitwrlt-
from their Anglo-5axon opposite numbers.! The jargon peculiar to

e English flower names which wert

1AD interesting iliustration of this is the way in which th it

ing an
in use till very recently are being ousted by Greek ones, snapdragon becoming

% :]ﬂlcontenfcdsadness runs m
ﬁ@ri Phillipe Pétain (
L Pation from 1940 10 19

Tr ing (hyena, hangman, carmibal, petty bourgeois, these gentry, lacquey, flunkey, mad

dog, White Guard, etc.) consists largely of words and phrases translated from Rus-
sian, German or French; but the normal way of coining a new word is to use a
Latin or Greek root with the appropriate affix and, where necessary, the -ize for-
mation. It is often easier to make up words of this kind (deregionalize, impermis-
sible, extramarital, non-fragmentary and so forth) than to think up the English

- H L s .
words that will cover one’s meaning. The result, in general, is an increase in
slovenliness and vagueness.

Meaningless Words

In certain kinds of writing, particularly in art criticism and literary criticism, it is
normal to come across long passages which are almost completely lackiz;g in
meaning.? Words like romantic, plastic, values, human, dead, sentimental, natural
vitality, as used in art criticism, are strictly meaningless, in the sense that they noE
only do not point to any discoverable object, but are hardly ever expected to do so
by the reader. When one critic writes, “The outstanding feature of Mr. X’s work is
its living quality,” while another writes, “The immediately striking thing about
Mr. X's work is its peculiar deadness,” the reader accepts this as a simple difference
of opinion. If words like black and white were involved, instead of the jargon
words dead and living, he would see at once that language was being used in an
improper way. Many political words are similarly abused. The word Fascism has
now no meaning except in so far as it signifies “something not desirable.” The
words democracy, socialism, freedom, patriotic, realistic, justice, have each of them
several different meanings which cannot be reconciled with one another. In the
case of a word like democracy, not only is there no agreed definition, but the
attempt to make one is resisted from all sides. It is almost universally felt lthat
when we call a country democratic we are praising it: consequently the defenders
of every kind of régime claim that it is a democracy, and fear that they might have
to stop using the word if it were tied down to any one meaning. Words of this
kind are often used in a consciously dishonest way. That is, the person who uses
them has his own private definition, but allows his hearer to think he means
something quite different. Statements like Marshal Pétain® was a true patriot, The

e : ; ;
Jorget-me-not becoming myosotis, etc. Tt is hard to see any practical reason for this change of

faxnien' it is probably d 1e to an instinctive turning-awa ore ely wi a
- P babl: n instinctive t i g ¥ Y

: y from the more homel ord and
Vague feellng that the Greek word is scientific. "

iti::):;; eC’:;forl‘s ca'lth(.:licity of [ferceptiun :cmd image, strangely Whitmanesque in range,

B “cumula?pp(;s'lte’m aesthetic com!::ulsmn, continues to evoke that trembling atmo-

o ive hinting a,t a cruel,. an me>.(0.rably serene timelessness. . . . Wrey Gardiner

¥ aiming at simple bull’s-eyes with precision. Only they are ndt so simple, and through
ore than the surface bitter-sweet of resignation.”

1856-1951), head of the French government during the German occu-

45, was convicted of treason in 1945. — Eds.
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world, The Catholic Church is opposed to persecution,
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Soviet Press is the freest ift the
are almost always made with intent to deceive. Othe
meanings, in most cases more or less dishonestly, are: class, totalitarian, science,

progressive, reactionary, bourgeois, equality.
Now that [ have made this catalogue of swindles and perversions, let me give
another example of the Kkind of writing that they Jead to. This time it must of its
nature be an imaginary one. I am going to translate a passage of good English into
modern English of the worst sort. Here is a well-known verse from Ecclesiastes:

1 returned and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift, nor the battle

to the strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding,

nor yet favour to men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to them all.

Here it is in modern English:

ideration of contemporary phenomena compels the conclu-
¢ failure in competitive activities exhibits no tendency to be
capacity, but that a considerable element of the
y be taken into account.

one. Exhibit (3), above, for instance,

QObjective cons
sion that success O
commensurate with innate
unpredictable must invariabl
This is a parody, but not a very gross
contains several patches of the same kind of English. 1t will be seen that I have not
made a full translation. The beginning and ending of the sentence follow the
original meaning fairly closely, but in the middle the concrete illustrations —
race, battle, bread — dissolve into the vague phrase “success of failure in compet-
itive activities” This had to be so, because no modern writer of the kind [ am dis-
cussing — no one capable of using phrases like “objective consideration of
contemporary phenomena’ __ would ever tabulate his thoughts in that precise

and detailed way. The whole tendency of medern prose is away from concrete
s a little more closely. The first contains
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life. The second contains thirty- of ninety syllables: cighteen of its
words are from Latin roots, and one from Greek. The first sentence contains 51
vivid images, and only ope phrase (“time and chance”) that could be called
vague. The second contains nota single fresh, arresting phrase, and in spite of s

ninety syllables it gives only a shortened version of the meaning contained in the
first. Yet without a doubt it is the second kind of sentence that is gaining ground
in modern English. I do not want to exaggerate. This kind of writing is not yet
universal, and outcrops of simplicity will occur here and there in the worst-
written page. still, if you or 1 were to write a few lines on the uncertainty of
human fortunes, we should probab!y come much nearer to my imaginary seb”
tence than to the one from Ecclestastes.
As I have tried to show, modern writing at
ing out words for the sake of their meaning and inventin
make the meaning clearer. 1t consists in gumming together
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In our time it is broadly true that political writing is blad writing. Where itis
not true, it will generally be found that the writer is some kind of rebel, elxpressmg
his private opinions and not a “party line.” O‘rtlhodo'xy, of whatever codo'r, seems
to demand a lifeless, imitative style. The political dialects to be foun Fm pzm_
phlets, leading articles, manifestos, White Papers and the speecl:les o ]un er-
secretaries do, of course, vary from party to party, but they are all alike in that one
almost never finds in them a fresh, vivid, homemad'e turn of sp:‘aech. ‘When ::)‘ne
watches some tived hack on the platform mec'hamcaﬂy repeating the familiar
phrases — bestial atrocities, iron heel, bloodstained tyranny, f.r'ee peoples of the
world, stand shoulder to shoulder — one cl)ften has a curious fe§lmg tll;athon;]: not
watching a live human being but some klpd of dummy: a feehli]g,w icl su] denly
becomes stronger at moments when the light catches the speaker’s spectacde;?nfj
turns them into blank discs which seem to have no eyes behind thelm. A;) this is
not altogether fanciful. A speaker who uses that kll’{d of phraseo ogy has gone
some distance towards turning himself iulto a n.mchme. Thle appl}‘:;%n:?}ehnomes
are coming out of his larynx, but his brain is not }nvolw?d asit wouh :l if he were

choosing his words for himself. If the speech he is making is one t at. efls ?ccus-
tomed to make over and over again, he may be ﬂln‘uost unconscmdush{? w:iat hdg
is saying, as one is when one utters the responses in church. F%nblt is re 1};'&]
state of consciousness, if not indispensable, is at any rate [avorable to politica
confﬁinc:;?time, political speech and writil?g. are Ia:‘gely thf: defence of the inde-
fensible. Things like the continuance of British rule in India, the I{u551?ndpu;g§s
and deportations, the dropping of the atom bombs on Japan, can 1ln ecf' e
defended, but only by arguments which are too brutal ‘f(.)l’ most .peorp‘le to lee,
and which do not square with the professed aims of polztlFal parties. T m:l Pﬁ 1:[
ical language has to consist largely of euphemisi, questionwl;eggfngt;nm;aii-
cloudy vagueness. Defenceless villages are bombarde.d from t Ealhr, 1 et e
tants driven out into the countryside, the cattle’ mac'hme—g}u‘me , the huts e
fire with incendiary bullets: this is called pacification. MI'HIOIIS of pea;an o
robbed of their farms and sent trudging along the ?oads. with ;?0 nlm.re; an}Je g
can carry: this is called transfer ofpopulariﬂln or rectification of fi ol:mcls. tet(z)pdie s
imprisoned for years withoul trial, or shot in the 'ba.ck olf the nec (;r sbeln o
scurvy in Arctic lumber camps: this is called ehmtf.mtwn -of untre h;]' e e
Such phraseology is needed if one wants to name things w1thou; call:lig rifessor
tal pictures of them. Consider for instance some ccrr?fortible 1,‘ng 1_n Eﬂ]ingoﬁ'
defending Russian totalitarianism. He cannot say outr.lght, 1 be 1;:\7;11 ph
your opponents when you can get good results by doing so.” Probably,
he will say something like this:

i i ibi i s which
While freely conceding that the Soviet régime exhibits cet.'tam ft:atutr}fl!at -
the humanitarian may be inclined to deplore, we must, 1 think, _E:igf;lﬁe e
tain curtailment of the right to political opposition is an unavoida
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tant of transitional periods, and that the rigors which the Russian people have

been called upon to undergo have been amply justified in the sphere of concrete
achievement.

The inflated style is itself a kind of euphemism. A mass of Latin words falls
upon the facts like soft snow, blurring the outlines and covering up all the details,
The great enemy of clear language is insincerity. When there js a gap between
one’s real and one’s declared aims, one turns as it were instinctively to long words
and exhausted idioms, like a cuttlefish squirting out ink. In our age there is no
such thing as “keeping out of polities” All issues are political issues, and politics
itself is a mass of lies, evasions, folly, hatred and schizophrenia. When the general
atmosphere is bad, language must suffer. I should expect to find — this is a guess
which [ have not sufficient knowledge to verify — that the German, Russian and
Italian languages have all deteriorated in the las
dictatorship.

But if thought corrupts language, language can also corrupt thought. A bad
usage can spread by tradition and imitation, even among people who should and
doknow better. The debased language that [ have been discussing is in some ways
very convenient. Phrases like a not unjustifiable assumption, leaves much 1o be
desired, would serve no good purpose, a consideration which we should do well 1o
bear in mind, are a continuous temptation, a packet of aspirins always at one’s
elbow. Look back through this essay, and for certain youwill find that I have again
and again committed the very faults I am protesting against. By this morning’s
post I have received a pamphlet dealing with conditions in Germany. The author
tells me that he “felt impelled” to write it. [ open it at random, and here is almost
the first sentence that I see: “| The Allies] have an opportunity not only of achiev-
ing a radical transformation of Germany’s social and political structure in sucha
way as to avoid a nationalistic reaction in Germany itself, but at the same time of
laying the foundation of a cooperative and unified Europe” You see, he “feels
mpelled” to write — feels, presumably, that he has something new to say — and
yethis words, like cavalry horses answering the bugle, group themselves automat-
ically into the familiar d reary pattern. This invasion of one’s mind by ready-made

phrases (lay the foundations, achieve a radical transformation) can only be pre-
vented if one is constantly on guar

thetizes a portion of one’s brain,

Lsaid earlier that the decadence of our language is probably curable. Those
Who deny this would argue, if they produced an argument at all, that language
merely reflects existing social conditions, and that we cannot influence its devel-
YPment by any direct tinkering with words and constructions. So far as the gen-
gfii tone or spirit of a language goes, this may be true, but it is not true in detail,

Wy words and expressions have often disappeared, not through any evolution-
AY process but owing to the conscious action of a minority. Two recent examples
€ every avenue and leave no stone uniturtied, which were killed by the

t ten or fifteen years, as a result of

d against them, and every such phrase anaes-
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journalists. There is a long tist of flyblown metaphors which could
similarly be got rid of if enough people would interest themselves in the job; and
it should also be possible to laugh the not ur- formation out of existence,’ to
reduce the amount of Latin and Greek in the average sentence, to drive out for-
eign phrases and strayed scientific words, and, in general, to make pretentious-
ness unfashionable. But all these are minor points. The defence of the English
than this, and perhaps it is best to start by saying what it

jeers of a few

language implies MOTE

does not imply.
To begin with it has nothing to do with archaism, with the salvaging of obso-

lete words and turns of speech, or with the setting up of a “standard English”
which must never be departed from. On the contrary, it is espec'mlly concerned
with the scrapping of every word of idiom which has outworn its usefulness. It
has nothing to do with correct grammar and syntax, which are of no importance
so long as one makes one’s meaning clear, of with the avoidance of American-
isms, or with having what is called a “good prose style” On the other hand it is not

concerned with fake simplicity and the attempt to make written English collo-

quial. Nor does it even imply in every case preferring the Saxon word to the Latin
one, though it does imply using the fewest and shortest words that will cover

one’s meaning. What is above all needed is to let the meaning choose the word,
and not the other way about. In prose, the worst thing one can do with wordsisto
surrender to them. ‘When you think of a concrete object, you think wordlessly,

t to describe the thing you have been visualizing you proba-

and then, if you wan
hly hunt about till you find the exact words that seem t0 fit it. When you think of

something abstract you are more inclined to use words from the start, and unless
you make a conscious effort to prevent it, the existing dialect will come rushingin

and do the job for you,at the expense of blurring ot even changing your meaning,

Probably it is better t© put off using words as long as possible and get one’s mean-

ing as clear as one can through pictures of sensations. Afterwards one caft

- choose — not simply accept — the phrases that will best cover the meaning, and
then switch round and decide what impression one’s words are likely 1o make o1
another person. This last effort of the mind cuts out all stale or mixed images, all
prefabricated phrases, needless repetitions, and humbug and vagueness generally
But one can often be in doubt about the effect of aword or a phrase, and one
needs rules that one can rely on when instinct fails. 1 think the following rulesw

cover most cases:

(i) Never usea metaphor, simile or other figure of speech which you are used

to seeing in print.

(ii) Neverusea long word where a short one will do.

seself of the not 1= formation by memorizing this sentence:

10ne can cure or
was chasing a net unsinall rabbit across a not ungreen field.

A nnrunblﬂckd"!
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(iii) Ifitis possible to cuta word out, always cut it out

(iv) Never use the passive where you can use the active

(v) Never use a forei
: gn phrase, a scientific word or a j
kb an Mssti Rl eyl rd or a jargon word if you can

{vi) Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barb
arbarous.

These rules sound elementary, and so the
attitude in any y are, but they demand a dee f
ol kez;gl;j] \:;1;3215 grogvn.used.to writing in the style now fis;};gzie]of
il s aeT 1 an .SUH write bad English, but one could . ?'E-
] quoted in those five speci e mak R
article. pecimens at the beginning of this
[ have not here been considering the literar
uage as an instr : . y use of language, but mer -
%hoﬁght. St C'}-i::gljﬂinﬂ;x?ressmg and not for conceal%ng or I;:cl::lej;lt?;:
words are meauinglf;ss and h ers have come near to cliiming that all abstra gt
political quietism. Sime ;ve!used this as a pretext for advocating a kind! Cf
e £ i nee};ou on’t know what Fascism is, how can Yt;u stru ?
B eniae that the present ni})_F.swaIiow sl'JCh absurdities as this, but one ou ligte
ettt obibl pI;: }Lu:a]bcilaos is co'nnected with the decay of lan gua :
bel end. If you simplify );0:;1%5( ?ut some improvement by starting at thgc vgr_,
oxthodasy, You canfiot speak an ynfflts:; ﬁ::e :Sr; Y&gec} from the worst follies of
stupid remark it idity wi ' 'y dialects, and whe
mg s Vﬂri;t;;osrtigpt;i:yi :V::lul.;e :,)fb: ll}()\;)s,ﬁt\{enlto yourself. Politica]l]lig';;:g: e_a
) narliigts — 5 des all politica parties, from Conservati
o o give ap(;ise:falifi :;,Uf 111;1((; lies sound truthful and 111urd3r5?;:;::1c‘;zsblto
b e ot R le:(: ‘h”Y to puse wind. One cannot change this all ii;
one can even, if one jeers lZuf:ll;nf;o(ilng;S owndhabits, AnEL i et
- . , send S
E’:}:,S; o Z(;}I;: ljlr:;icboot, Achilles” heel, hotbed, me;t}r":; ;:;{r)rz;?;tf:nd u's.eless
P , st, veritable

Questions for Discussion

L. George O
rwell argues against the “beli
: st the “belief that 1 i
e at language is a natural
e whlcl'f we shape for our own purposes” (para. 1 ‘gm“:th i
B s oot ot agree with Orwell’s position S
- eeches b ittetass
B )é;c‘:;(let?porary pnh.ixcmns, find examples of each type of writi
e at;sdcuss(:s: dying metaphors, operators or verbal fa]qe"\;rllll?g
: » meaningle i ; S
ot gless words. Explain why tl ;
S Wy s Smdlilesijnd perversions,” as Orwell calls them‘(ga a:%;xamples o
rwell obj “r ‘ 4
ject to “ready-made phrases” and “mixed metaphors™ (para. 12)?

4. In
: paragraph 12
, Orwell says that every writer “ask[s] himself at least fou
I ques-

tions: Wh
» What am I tryi
ying to say? What words will express it? What image or idi
2 iom



will make it clearer? Is this image fresh enough to have an effect?” What do you
think of these questions? Do you agree or disagree that they are the most essential
questions for writers to ask themselves? Explain why.

5. What does Orwell mean when he asserts, “But if thought corrupts language, lan-

guage can also corrupt thought” (para. 16)?

6. Do you agree with Orwell that “correct grammar and syntax . . . are of no impor-

tance so long as one makes one’s meaning clear” (para. 18)? Explain. If you do agree,
cite examples from your own experience or reading that support your position.

Questions on Rhetoric and Style

1. What is Orwell’s thesis? Does he actually state it, or is it implied?

2. How effective is Orwell’s analogy of the cause and effect of alcohol abuse to the
demise of language (para. 2)?

3. In each of the following paragraphs — paragraphs 4, 5, 12, 15, and 16 — Orwell
uses at least one metaphor or simile. Identify each figure of speech. Then explain
how it works and whether you find it rhetorically effective.

4, Orwell develops his ideas through extensive use of examples. Try rewriting para-
graph 5,6, 7, or 8 without examples, How does the effect of the paragraph change?

5. What is the purpose of the additional information provided in Orwell’s footnotes
for paragraphs 7 and 82 Why do you think Orwell chose to put the information in
footnotes rather than in the main text?

6. Orwell wrote this essay before he was well known for his novels. He uses the first
person, yet he does not directly state his qualifications to speak on language. How
does he establish ethos? Should he have been more direct?

7. How would you describe the overall organization of this essay? Examine its
movement, from the examples in the opening to the rules in the ending.

8. What is Orwell’s purpose in writing this essay? How might the historical context
of post—World War II affect that purpose? Cite specific passages to support your
response.

9. How would you describe the tone of Orwell’s essay? Can you sum it up in on¢
word, or does the essay range from one tone to another? Cite specific passages to

support your response.

10. Find examples in the essay where Orwell is guilty of the four faults that character-

ize the writing he is criticizing,

Suggestions for Writing

1. Using examples from your own writing, observation of popular culture, or reading
of contemporary texts, explain why you do or do not agree with Orwell’s opemag
statement that “the English language is in a bad way.”

2. Working in groups, find examples of writing in current newspapers or maga:?l
or a political speech that illustrate what Orwell calls “staleness of imagery @

nes
id

(Y

wn

(=

lack of precision.'t The:n, revise the writing by applying one or more of the six
rules Orwell prescribes in the penultimate paragraph of his essay,

. Write an essay agreeing or disagreeing with the following assertion by Orwell

(para. !3}: “In our time it is broadly true that political writing is bad writin

Where l.f is not true, it will generally be found that the writer is some kind of rebtg
expressing his private opiniohs and not a ‘party line’ Orthodoxy, of whatevexj
color, seems to demand a lifeless, imitative style.” Support your ;osition with

examples from political speeches newspa i
. per columns and articles ise-
ments, and Web sites. ¢ advertise

. Orwell uses many terms that refer to language. Develop a glossary that has the fol-

lowing components: (1) the term as Orwell uses it, (2) a definition of the term and
(3) an_exampie from your own reading (including advertisements) lnclud; th

following terms, along with any others you note: mixed metaphor, pr;’rezztious di 4
tion, euphemism, parody, idiom, archaic language (“archaisn’™), dia}ecr. -

. Suppose “Politics and the English Language” were being reprinted in a specific

contemporary magazine. Redesign the essay by adding visual images and graphi

displays that will appeal to the magazine’s audience. Do not change Orwe%l’ Il) :
guage; simply download the essay from the Internet, and then redesi nsitag
including graphs, charts, cartoon characters, icons, colar, or differegl fc 4
Explain the rhetorical effect that you intend these changes to ;mve. e

. Compare and contrast paragraph 14 in Orwell’s essay with the following para-

graph from Toni Merrison’s 1993 Nobel Prize s i
! peech. You can listen to thi
at <bedfnréstmartms.cem/fanguag&ofcomp>. i

The sy:stematic looting of language can be recognized by the tendency of its users to
forgo llS. nuanced, complex, mid-wifery properties for menace and subjugation
Oppressive language does more than represent violence; it is violence: doesgn ‘
than represent the limits of knowledge; it limits knowledge. Whether it i]s obsc e
stat? language or the faux-language of mindless media; whether it is the pr zrl;ng
calcified language of the academy or the commodity driven language :\Jf (s):1 ”f
whether it is the malign language of law-without-ethics, or language desi neznt?&
the estrangen1e11t of minorities, hiding its racist plunder in its literary chfek _":
must be rejected, altered and exposed. It is the language that drinks blood, laps v ll

nexjabllities. tucks its fascist boots under crinolines of respectability and p,atr];zt‘iu _
;ls it moves re.[entlessiy mward- H}e bottom line and the bottomed-out mind. Sexist
anguage, racist language, theistic language — all are typical of the policing lan-

guages of mastery, and cannot, do i
i » do not permit new knowledge
mutual exchange of ideas. Sl
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