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George Orwell’s Socialist Commitment and His Moment of Political Optimism

Most commentators on George Orwell agree that, at least after his participation in the Spanish Civil War, a commitment to socialism was basic to his political and other writing.  This consensus is not even challenged by those commentators who believe that, had Orwell lived longer, he would have become a traditional or neo-conservative.  The dissenters are mainly professedly left-wing critics who contend that Orwell, more or less consciously, undermined the Left from within.  There are also writers on Orwell who sympathise with his socialist politics but think that the pessimism about achieving socialism of his last writings, especially Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four, made his professions of socialism meaningless.

But although the view that Orwell was a socialist is only rarely questioned, his socialism is usually taken for granted rather than clarified and explicated.  As a consequence little attention is paid to his most systematic statement of a socialist commitment: his 1940 The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the English Genius.  In my article’s attempt to understand Orwell’s socialism, however, this book will be given prominence.  It is the culmination of Orwell’s thinking about and participation in socialist politics from 1936 to 1940, it urges radical social change, and it contains Orwell’s most thorough discussion of socialism and socialist strategy.  The book also marks a transition in his politics from a position to the left of the British Labour Party to a left-Labour-Party, democratic-socialist one.  The article’s first sections are on Orwell’s road to socialism, his first published declaration of a socialist politics (The Road to Wigan Pier, 1937), and how his Spanish experiences influenced his political thinking.  The article’s second part will discuss The Lion and the Unicorn, and its final section will confront the question of how the political pessimism of Orwell’s last years affected his socialist commitment.

