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1946 - Wy | Wite
VWHY | WRITE (1946)

From a very early age, perhaps the age of five or six, | knew that when
grew up | should be a witer. Between the ages of about seventeen and
twenty-four | tried to abandon this idea, but | did so with the

consci ousness that | was outraging ny true nature and that sooner or
later | should have to settle down and wite books.

| was the middle child of three, but there was a gap of five years on
either side, and | barely saw ny father before | was eight. For this and
ot her reasons | was sonewhat |onely, and | soon devel oped di sagreeabl e
manneri sns whi ch made nme unpopul ar t hroughout my school days. | had the
lonely child's habit of making up stories and hol ding conversations wth
i magi nary persons, and | think fromthe very start ny literary anbitions
were mxed up with the feeling of being isolated and undervalued. | knew
that | had a facility with words and a power of facing unpleasant facts,
and | felt that this created a sort of private world in which | could get
nmy own back for my failure in everyday life. Neverthel ess the vol une of
serious--i.e. seriously intended--witing which | produced all through
ny chil dhood and boyhood woul d not anmpbunt to half a dozen pages. | wote
nmy first poemat the age of four or five, ny mother taking it down to
dictation. | cannot renenber anything about it except that it was about a
tiger and the tiger had 'chair-like teeth'--a good enough phrase, but |
fancy the poemwas a plagiarismof Blake's 'Tiger, Tiger'. At eleven,

when the war or 1914-18 broke out, | wote a patriotic poem which was
printed in the |local newspaper, as was another, two years later, on the
death of Kitchener. Fromtine to tine, when | was a bit older, | wote
bad and usual | y unfinished 'nature poens' in the Georgian style. | also

attenpted a short story which was a ghastly failure. That was the tota
of the woul d-be serious work that | actually set down on paper during al
t hose years.

However, throughout this time | did in a sense engage in literary
activities. To begin with there was the nmade-to-order stuff which
produced qui ckly, easily and w thout much pleasure to nyself. Apart from
school work, | wote VERS D OCCASI ON, sem -com ¢ poens which | could turn
out at what now seens to ne astonishing speed--at fourteen | wote a
whol e rhymng play, in intation of Aristophanes, in about a week--and
hel ped to edit a school magazi nes, both printed and in manuscript. These
magazi nes were the nost pitiful burlesque stuff that you could inmagine,
and | took far less trouble with themthan | now would with the cheapest
journalism But side by side with all this, for fifteen years or nore, |
was carrying out a literary exercise of a quite different kind: this was
the maki ng up of a continuous 'story' about nyself, a sort of diary

existing only in the mind. | believe this is a conmon habit of children
and adol escents. As a very snall child | used to imagine that | was, say,
Robi n Hood, and picture myself as the hero of thrilling adventures, but

quite soon ny 'story' ceased to be narcissistic in a crude way and became
nore and nore a nere description of what | was doing and the things |

saw. For minutes at a time this kind of thing would be running through ny
head: 'He pushed the door open and entered the room A yellow beam of
sunlight, filtering through the nuslin curtains, slanted on to the table,
where a match-box, hal f-open, |ay beside the inkpot. Wth his right hand
in his pocket he noved across to the window. Down in the street a

tortoi seshell cat was chasing a dead leaf', etc. etc. This habit

continued until | was about twenty-five, right through my non-literary
years. Although | had to search, and did search, for the right words,
seermed to be making this descriptive effort al nmbst against ny will, under
a kind of conpulsion fromoutside. The 'story' nust, | suppose, have

reflected the styles of the various witers | adnmired at different ages,
but so far as | renenber it always had the same neticul ous descriptive
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quality.

When | was about sixteen | suddenly discovered the joy of nere words,
i.e. the sounds and associations of words. The |ines from PARADI SE LOST,

So hee with difficulty and | abour hard
Moved on: with difficulty and | abour hee.

whi ch do not now seemto me so very wonderful, sent shivers down ny
backbone; and the spelling 'hee' for 'he' was an added pleasure. As for

the need to describe things, | knew all about it already. So it is clear
what kind of books | wanted to wite, in so far as | could be said to
want to wite books at that tine. | wanted to wite enornobus naturalistic

novel s with unhappy endings, full of detailed descriptions and arresting
simles, and also full of purple passages in which words were used partly
for the sake of their own sound. And in fact ny first conpleted novel
BURMESE DAYS, which | wote when | was thirty but projected nuch earlier,
is rather that kind of book.

| give all this background informati on because | do not think one can
assess a witer's nmotives w thout knowi ng sonething of his early

devel opnent. His subject matter will be determined by the age he lives in
--at least this is true in tumultuous, revolutionary ages |ike our own--
but before he ever begins to wite he will have acquired an enotiona
attitude fromwhich he will never conpletely escape. It is his job, no
doubt, to discipline his tenperament and avoid getting stuck at sone

i mature stage, in sone perverse mood; but if he escapes fromhis early

i nfl uences altogether, he will have killed his inmpulse to wite. Putting
aside the need to earn a living, | think there are four great notives for
witing, at any rate for witing prose. They exist in different degrees
in every witer, and in any one witer the proportions will vary from
time to time, according to the atnosphere in which he is living. They

ar e:

(i) Sheer egoism Desire to seemclever, to be tal ked about, to be
renenbered after death, to get your own back on the grown-ups who snubbed
you in childhood, etc., etc. It is hunbug to pretend this is not a
notive, and a strong one. Witers share this characteristic with
scientists, artists, politicians, |lawers, soldiers, successfu

busi nessnen--in short, with the whole top crust of humanity. The great
mass of human beings are not acutely selfish. After the age of about
thirty they al nost abandon the sense of being individuals at all--and
live chiefly for others, or are sinply snothered under drudgery. But

there is also the minority of gifted, willful people who are determ ned
tolive their owmn lives to the end, and witers belong in this class.
Serious witers, | should say, are on the whole nore vain and
self-centered than journalists, though less interested in noney.

(ii) Aesthetic enthusiasm Perception of beauty in the external world,
or, on the other hand, in words and their right arrangenment. Pleasure in
the inpact of one sound on another, in the firmess of good prose or the
rhyt hm of a good story. Desire to share an experience which one feels is
val uabl e and ought not to be missed. The aesthetic notive is very feeble
inalot of witers, but even a panphleteer or witer of textbooks will
have pet words and phrases which appeal to himfor non-utilitarian
reasons; or he may feel strongly about typography, wi dth of margins, etc.
Above the level of a railway guide, no book is quite free fromaesthetic
consi derations.

(iii) Hstorical inpulse. Desire to see things as they are, to find out
true facts and store themup for the use of posterity.
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(iv) Political purpose.--Using the word 'political' in the w dest
possi bl e sense. Desire to push the world in a certain direction, to alter
ot her peoples' idea of the kind of society that they should strive after.
Once again, no book is genuinely free frompolitical bias. The opinion
that art should have nothing to do with politics is itself a political
attitude.

It can be seen how t hese various inpul ses nust war agai nst one another,
and how they must fluctuate from person to person and fromtine to tine.
By nature--taking your 'nature' to be the state you have attai ned when
you are first adult--1 ama person in whomthe first three notives woul d
outwei gh the fourth. In a peaceful age | night have witten ornate or
nerely descriptive books, and mi ght have remmi ned al nost unaware of ny
political loyalties. As it is | have been forced into becom ng a sort of
panphl eteer. First | spent five years in an unsuitable profession (the
Indian I nperial Police, in Burma), and then | underwent poverty and the
sense of failure. This increased nmy natural hatred of authority and made
me for the first time fully aware of the existence of the working

cl asses, and the job in Burma had gi ven nme sone understandi ng of the
nature of inperialism but these experiences were not enough to give nme
an accurate political orientation. Then came Hitler, the Spanish Civi
War, etc. By the end of 1935 | had still failed to reach a firm deci sion.
| remenber a little poemthat | wote at that date, expressing ny

di | emma:

A happy vicar | mght have been
Two hundred years ago

To preach upon eternal doom
And wat ch my wal nuts grow;

But born, alas, in an evil tine,

| mssed that pleasant haven,

For the hair has grown on ny upper lip
And the clergy are all clean-shaven.

And later still the tinmes were good

We were so easy to please,

We rocked our troubled thoughts to sleep
On the bosons of the trees.

Al'l ignorant we dared to own

The joys we now di ssenbl e

The greenfinch on the appl e bough
Coul d make my enem es trenble.

But girl's bellies and apricots,
Roach in a shaded stream
Horses, ducks in flight at dawn,
Al'l these are a dream

It is forbidden to dream agai n;

We mai m our joys or hide them
Horses are made of chrom um stee
And little fat nmen shall ride them

| am t he wor m who never turned,

The eunuch wi thout a harem

Bet ween the priest and the conmi ssar
I wal k |ike Eugene Aram

And the comrissar is telling ny fortune
Wil e the radio plays,
But the priest has promised an Austin Seven,
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For Duggi e al ways pays.

| dreant | dwelt in marble halls,
And woke to find it true;

| wasn't born for an age like this;
Was Smith? Was Jones? Were you?

The Spani sh war and ot her events in 1936-37 turned the scale and
thereafter | knew where | stood. Every line of serious work that | have
witten since 1936 has been witten, directly or indirectly, AGAINST
totalitarianismand FOR denocratic socialism as | understand it. It
seems to ne nonsense, in a period |like our own, to think that one can
avoid witing of such subjects. Everyone writes of themin one guise or
another. It is sinply a question of which side one takes and what
approach one follows. And the nore one is conscious of one's politica
bi as, the nore chance one has of acting politically w thout sacrificing
one's aesthetic and intellectual integrity.

What | have npbst wanted to do throughout the past ten years is to nake
political witing into an art. My starting point is always a feeling of
parti sanship, a sense of injustice. Wien | sit down to wite a book, | do
not say to myself, 'l amgoing to produce a work of art'. | wite it
because there is some lie that | want to expose, sone fact to which

want to draw attention, and nmy initial concern is to get a hearing. But |
could not do the work of witing a book, or even a | ong magazi ne article,
if it were not also an aesthetic experience. Anyone who cares to exam ne

nmy work will see that even when it Is downright propaganda it contains
much that a full-time politician would consider irrelevant. | am not
abl e, and do not want, conpletely to abandon the world view that |
acquired in childhood. So long as | remain alive and well | shal

continue to feel strongly about prose style, to love the surface of the
earth, and to take a pleasure in solid objects and scraps of usel ess
information. It is no use trying to suppress that side of nmyself. The job
is to reconcile nmy ingrained likes and dislikes with the essentially
public, non-individual activities that this age forces on all of us.

It is not easy. It raises problens of construction and of |anguage, and
it raises in a new way the problem of truthful ness. Let nme give just one
exanpl e of the cruder kind of difficulty that arises. My book about the
Spani sh civil war, HOMAGE TO CATALONIA, is of course a frankly political
book, but in the main it is witten with a certain detachnent and regard
for form | did try very hard in it to tell the whole truth without
violating my literary instincts. But anbng other things it contains a

| ong chapter, full of newspaper quotations and the like, defending the
Trot skyi sts who were accused of plotting with Franco. Clearly such a
chapter, which after a year or two would lose its interest for any

ordi nary reader, nmust ruin the book. A critic whom| respect read ne a
lecture about it. 'Why did you put in all that stuff? he said. 'You' ve
turned what mnight have been a good book into journalism' What he said
was true, but | could not have done ot herw se. | happened to know, what
very few people in England had been allowed to know, that innocent nen
were being fal sely accused. If | had not been angry about that | shoul d
never have witten the book.

In one formor another this problem conmes up again. The probl em of

| anguage is subtler and would take too long to discuss. | will only say
that of late years | have tried to wite | ess picturesquely and nore
exactly. In any case | find that by the time you have perfected any style
of witing, you have al ways outgrown it. AN MAL FARM was the first book
in which | tried, with full consciousness of what | was doing, to fuse
political purpose and artistic purpose into one whole. | have not witten
a novel for seven years, but | hope to wite another fairly soon. It is
bound to be a failure, every book is a failure, but I do know with some
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clarity what kind of book I want to wite.

Looki ng back through the | ast page or two, | see that | have made it
appear as though ny notives in witing were wholly public-spirited. |
don't want to leave that as the final inpression. All witers are vain,
selfish, and lazy, and at the very bottomof their notives there lies a
nystery. Witing a book is a horrible, exhausting struggle, like a |long
bout of sone painful illness. One woul d never undertake such a thing if
one were not driven on by sone denbn whom one can neither resist nor
understand. For all one knows that denmon is sinply the sane instinct that
makes a baby squall for attention. And yet it is also true that one can
wite nothing readabl e unl ess one constantly struggles to efface one's
own personality. Good prose is |like a wi ndowpane. | cannot say with
certainty which of ny notives are the strongest, but | know which of them
deserve to be followed. And | ooking back through ny work, | see that it
is invariably where | |lacked a POLITICAL purpose that | wote lifeless
books and was betrayed into purple passages, sentences w thout neaning,
decorative adjectives and hunbug generally.
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