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Coming to an Awareness of Language
Malcolm X

Born Malcolm Little in Omaha, Nebraska, Malcolnt X (1925 -1965) 1was the son of a
Baptist minister who espoused the cause of black nationatism, After maving to Lansing,
Michigan, the Little family suffered the torching of their home and the murder of tcir
father by white supremacists, In junior high school, Malcolm Little expressed a desire to
study imw, a dreanr one of his teachers called "no realistic goal for n nigger.” Eventuaily,
Malcolm settled in New York City and entered the Harlent underworld, where he became
knotwn as “Big Red.” In 1946, he was convicted of burglary. While in prison, he took it
upont himself to improve his education, as narrated in this selection, and he studied the
writings of Elijal Muhaniad, leader of the Nation of Islam. Paroled inn 1952, he changed
his surname to X to replace his lost African name (he considered Little a “slave name”).

Working with Elijah Mulwmmad, Malcolm X established new mosques i Detroit
aid Harlem, increasing Nationt of Islam membership from 500 fo 30,000 from 1952 to
1963, In 1964, however, he scvered his relationship with Elijah Mubanmad, after learn-
ing that his spiritual mentor had conunitted adultery with six women and had fathered
several illegitimate chitdren. He then embarked on a pilgrimage to Mecca, Islam's holiest
city, from which he returned embracing a niore peaceful and tolerant form of Islam and
abandoning his cumity for white people, whom he had once ealled “devils.” After a speech
in Harlem's Audubon Ballroons in February 1965, Mafcolm X was murdered by three
goumen. All three men, members of the Nation of Islant, 1vere convicted of first-degree
nterder. This selection is taken from the Autobiogtaphy of Malcolm X, which ie wrote
with the help of Alex Haley, the author of Roots.

I've never been one for inaction. Everything I've ever felt sirongly about, I've
done something about. I guess that’s why, unable to do anything else, I soon
began writing to people [ had known in the hustling world, such as Sammy
the Pimp, John Hughes, the gambling house owner, the thief Jumpsteady, and
several dope peddlers. I wrote them all about Allah and Islam and Mr. Elijah
Muhammad. I had no idea where most of them lived. | addressed their letters
in care of the Harlem or Roxbury bars and clubs where I'd known them.
Inever got a single reply. The average hustler and criminal was too -
uneducated to write a letter, I have known many slick, sharp-looking
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hustlers, who would have you think they had an interest in Wall Street;
privately, they would get someone else to read a letter if they received
one. Besides, neither would 1 have replied to anyone writing me some-
thing as wild as “the white man is the devil.”

1 What certainly went on the Harlem and Roxbury wires was that
Detroit Red was going crazy in stir, or else he was trying some hype to
shake up the warden’s office.

i During the years that I stayed in the Norfolk Prison Colony, never did
any official directly say anything to me about those letters, although, of
course, they all passed through the prison censorship. I'm sure, however,
they monitored what I wrote to add to the files which every state and
federal prison keeps on the conversion of Negro inmates by the teachings
of Mr. Elijah Muhammad.

5 But at that time, T felt that the real reason was that the white man
knew that he was the devil.

6 Later on, I even wrote to the Mayor of Boston, to the Governor of
Massachusetts, and to Harry S. Truman. They never answered; they prob-
ably never even saw my letters. [ handscratched to them how the white
man’s society was responsible for the black man's condition in this wil-
demness of North America.

7 It was because of my letters that | happened to stumble upon starting
to acquire some kind of a homemade education.

8 1 became increasingly frustrated at not being able to express what
| wanted to convey in letters that I wrote, especially those to Mr. Elijah
Muhammad. In the street, I had been the most articulate hustler out
there—I had commanded attention when I said something. But now, try-
tng to write simple English, I not only wasn't articulate, I wasn’t even
functional. How would I sound writing in slang, the way I would say it,
something such as, “Look, daddy, let me pull your coat about a cat, Elijah
Muhammad—"

Y Many who today hear me somewhere in persen, or on television, or
those who read something I've said, will think I went to school far beyond
the eighth grade. This impression is due entirely to my prison studies.

w0 It had really begun back in the Charlestown Prison, when Bimbi first
made me feel envy of his stock of knowledge. Bimbi had always taken
charge of any conversation he was in, and I had kried to emulate him. But
every book I picked up had few sentences which didn‘t contain anywhere
from one to nearly all of the words that might as well have been in Chinese.
When 1 just skipped those words, of course, I really ended up with little
idea of what the book said. So I had come to the Norfolk Prison Colony
still going through only book-reading motions. Pretty soon, I would have
quit even these motions, unless | had received the motivation that I did.

il I saw that the best thing I could do was get hold of a dictionary—to
study, to learn some words. [ was lucky enough to reason also that
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I should try to improve my penmanship. It was sad. I couldn’t even write
in a straight line. It was both ideas together that moved me to request a
dictionary along with some tablets and pencils from the Norfolk Prison
Colony school.

I spent two days just riffling uncertainly through the dictionary’s 1z
pages. I'd never realized so many words existed! I didn't know wiich
words I needed to learn. Finally, just to start some kind of action, I began
copying,.

In my slow, painstaking, ragged handwriting, I copied into my tablet 3
everything printed on that first page, down to the punctuation marks.

[ believe it took me a day. Then, aloud, I read back, to myself, every- 14
thing ['d written on the tablet. Over and over, aloud, to myself, [ read my
own handwriting.

I woke up the next moming, thinking about those words—immensely 13

proud to realize that not only had I written so much at one time, but I'd
written words that [ never knew were in the world. Moreover, with a
little effort, 1 also could remember what many of these words meant.
[ reviewed the words whose meanings I didn't remember. Funny thing,
from the dictionary first page right now, that “aardvark” springs to my
mind. The dictionary had a picture of it, a long-tailed, long-eared, bur-
rowing African mammal, which lives off termites caught by sticking out
its tongue as an anteater does for ants.

I was so fascinated that I went on—I copied the dictionary’s next 1
page. And the same experience came when I studied that. With every
succeeding page, [ also learned of people and places and events from his-
tory. Actually the dictionary is like a miniature encyclopedia. Finally the
dictionary’s A section had filled a whole tablet—and I went on into the
B's. That was the way I started copying what eventually became the entire
dictionary. It went a lot faster after so much practice helped me to pick up
handwriting speed. Between what I wrote in my tablet, and writing let-
ters, during the rest of my time in prison I would guess [ wrote a million
words.

I suppose it was inevitable that as my word-base broadened, I could 1
for the first time pick up a book and read and now begin to understand
what the book was saying. Anyone who has read a great deal can imagine
the new world that opened. Let me tell you something: from then until
[ left that prison, in every free moment I had, if I was not reading in the
library, I was reading on my bunk. You couldn’t have gotten me out of
books with a wedge. Between Mr. Muhammad's teachings, my correspon-
dence, my visitors . . . and my reading of books, months passed without
my even thinking about being imprisoned. In fact, up to then, I never had
been so truly free in my life.

1965
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o -yeay sentence of Richard Loving, who was iEH..H._.m hisx
whehyas block, pravided they got out of the state of Virgighes .
%7 the Supreme Court found such lawa to be yr€onstitutionsl. Only

ago and it was a crime for a black ¥oman tv many a white
man, PachapNwenty-five years from now we will ffid it just as incredible that
two peiple of B¢ same sex were not entiled ffegally commit themselves o
each other. Love eng commibnent are rarg,Zhough; it seemsabsurd to thwart

them In any guise.
!

i ’, ONS

1 .ssh.._» is the precits subjpét maXer of Quindien's column? How far ofeld
doey she siray from thgfsubject mdwgr?  *

2. What do you think of the perzonclity $hqt lies bahind this piece? What seem
iz be Quindlen'sAalues? Compare them\p the values nm_x_:m& by Brent
Staples, har fefifw New Yotk Times writer, W his Op-Ed in this section. )

3. Compare Qdindlen to Molly Ivins in “Get a Kilifg, Get ¢ Dog, but Get Rid
of Guns,” both journalists writing columny. How doss Quindlen begin?
Whiit i her hook? Why dosm'’t Ivins provide o similar haok w an svent in

thecdaws?

Russell Baker; AMERICAN FAT

Americans don't ike-plain talk anymore. Nowsdays they like fat talk. mrm_s..
them a lean, plain wonl that cuts to the bone and watch them lard it with
thick greasy syllublex front and back until it wheezes and gasps for breath as it
comes lumbering down upon some paos threadbare seatence like o sack of
iron on a swayback horse.

“Facllilate™ s typical of the ce. A genermbon
crats would have said “facilitate” in public. N
cilitate” viterers. -

*Bacilitate” is nothing mote than a gout-ridden, Snugmw.m “ease” Why
has “¢ase” fallen into disuse among us? It is a Jovely little bright make of a
word which comes hissing quiclly off the tongue and carries us on, without
fuss and Frznch horns, to the abject which is being eased. )

This is English at its very best. Easing is not one of the :m,-nnn events of life;
it does not call for Beethoven; it is not an idea to get drunk on, to wallow in,
to enbasc in multiple oleaginous syllabibication until it becores s pompous
ass of a word like “Bcilitate.”

only sissics and bureay-
ys wt are & nation of “&-

’

ﬁmﬁr for Beker's reguls "Olaerver” cokumn In the New Yotk Times; collected la So This I
Pesroteiée { 19T

“tend it, make more of it, score it for kettle drums, by dec)

AMERICAN FAT

A radio announcer was interviewing a doclorthe other Hay. .;n_, doctor
worked in a hospital in which he apparently—one never rbally hears more
than 3 percent of anythiog seid on radio—controlled the destinies of mety
social mishts, The announcer asked the purpose of his wosk

The doctor said it was “to Bcilitate the reentry into society a¢ Runctioning
membens®~—the mind's Avtomatic Dither Cutoff went to work at this stage,
and the sest of the doctor’s answer was lost, but it was tao Jate. Seeds of gloom
hud been planted.

The doctor’s passion for fat English hud told teo much. One shuddered for

‘the pationts at his hospital - "insbtutional complex,” he probably called it—

for it must be a dreadful thing to find onesclf at the mercyjof & man whose
tongue drips the ftty greases of “facilitate.” He doubtless, almost surely, says”
"ulilize” too, when he means “use,” and “implsment” when|he means “do."

Getting his patients out of the hospital and back home ha} become for this
doctor "the reentry into society,” a techaological chore of the sant pedoamed
in outer spuce, Having Bcilitated their reentry into society, He will be able to
greet them s "funchoning members.”

How dreadful it sust be, caged up and antisocial in a bea)tifully sterilized
container for misfils, for e patient to Gnd himself at the mergy of men whose
English i Et, who see him as sn exercise in enpineenng ard who are deter-
mined to tumn him into “a functioning member

Peace, dactont Of couns it is merely a manner of ypeakipg, althaugh the
“merely” roay not be quite so mere os it sounds.

We are what we think, and very ofien we think what we say rather than
what we ssy we think.

Loog words, fat talk—they may tell us something 2bout ojarselves. Has the
passion for fat in the langusge increased as selfconfidencd has waned? We
associate plain tlk with the age of national confidence. [t is the sranger
telling the black hat, "When you call me that, smile.” It isjthe campaign of
1948 when a President of the United States could open a speech by saying.
"My name’s Truman. I'm President of the United States dnd I'm bying to
keep my job.” .

Since then campaign lalk has become fatter and mdre pompous, as
though we need sounds that scem weighty to conceal a thirlness of the spirit
from which they emanate. But politicians are not our cotrugters here; we are
all in Jova with the Et sound.

There is the radio disk jockey who cannot bring himself to say that the
temperature at the studio is "now” foety-five degrees but mudt Btten it up, ex-

aring that the tem-
perature at the studio is "eurrently” forty-five degrees, and ofien, camied inlo
tliteracy in his passion for fat t2lk, "presently” forty-five degless. :

Newspapers seem to be the fther and mother of &L The bembing is never
the stark, hﬂ:._nmn “intense,” but always the drawled, ovecwhight "intensive.”
Presidents are rarely allowed to “say” the weather is imprdving; the papens
have them “declare™ it, “state” it, “issue a challenge for the|Weather Burcau .

lo deny” it. Sty

Why do we Hke our words so fat but our woraen so u_&.:..ﬂq




Thinking as a Hobby
by William Golding

Wiile { was still a boy, | came to the conclusion that there
were three grades of thinking; and since | was later to claim thinking
as my hobby, | came to an even stranger concluston - nameiy, thatl
myself could net think at all.

! must have been an unsatisfactory child lor grownups to
deai with. | remember how incomprehensible they appeared to me
at first, but not, of course, how | appeared to them. it was the
headmaster of my grammar schooi who first brought the subject of
thinkingbefore me ~ though neither in the way, nor with the result
he intended. He had some statuestes in bis study. They stood on a
high cupbaard behind his desk. One was a lady wearing nothing but
a bath towel. She seemed frozen in an eternal panic jest the bath
towel slip down any farther, and sinee she had no arms, she was in
an unfortupate position to pull the towel up again. Next to her,
¢rouched the statuctte of 2 leopard, ready to spring down at the top
drawer of a filing cabinet labeled A-AH. My innocence interpreted
this as the victim’s last, despairing cry.

Beyond the leopard was a naked, muscular gentleman, who
sat, locking down, with his chin on his fst and his clbow on his knee
He seemed utterly miserable. Some time later, { learned about these
statuettes. The headmaster had placed them where they would face
delinquent children, because they symbeolized to him the whole of
life. The naked lady was the Venus of Milo. She was Love. She was
not worried about the towel. She was just busy being beautiful. The
leapord was Nature, and he was being natural. The naked, muscular
gentleman was not miserable. He was Redin’s Thinker, an Image of
pure thought.

[t is easy to buy small plaster models of what you think life is
like. I had better explain that [ was a frequent visitor to the
headmaster's study, because of the fatest thing | had done or left
undone. As we now say, { was not integrated. | was, ifanything,
disintegrated; and | was puzzled. Grownups never made sense.
Whenever | found myself in a penal position before the headmaster's
desk, with the statuettes glimmering whitely above hiin, | would sink
my head, clasp my hands behind my back, and writhe ane shoe over
the other. The headmaster would look opaquely at ine through

flashing spectacles. “What are we going to do with you?”

Well, what were they going ta do with me? 1 would writhe my
shoe some more and stare down at the worn rug. "Look up, boy!
Can't you took up?” Then 1 would look at the cupboard, where the
naked lady was frozen in her panic and the muscular gentleman
contemplated the hindguarters of the leopard in endless gloem. 1 had
nothing to say to the headmaster. His spectacles caught the light so
that you could see nothing hiuman behind them. There was no
possibility of communication.

"Den't you ever think atall?” Ne, | didn‘t think, wasn’t
thinking, couldn’t think - | was simply waiting in anguish for the
interview to stop. "Then you'd better learn « hadr't you?” On ene
occasion the hcadmaster leaped to his feet, reached up and plonked
Rodin’s masterpicce on the desk before me. “That's what a man locks
like when he's really thinking.” 1 surveyed the gentleman without
interest or comprehension. “Go back to your class. "Clearly there
was something missing in me. Nature had endowed the rest of the
huinan race with a sixth sense and left me out. This must be so, !
mused, on my way back to the class, since whether I had broken a
window, or failed to remember Boyle's Law, or been late for school, i
my teachers praduced me one, adult answer: "Why can’t you think?” -
As | saw the case, | had broken the window becausc | had tried to hit
fack Arney with a cricket ball and missed him; | could not remember
Boyle's Law because 1 had never bothered to learn it: and ] was late
for schoo! because | preferred looking over the bridge into the river,
In fact, | was wicked. Were my teachers, perhaps, so good that they
could not understand the depths of my depravity? Were they clear,
untormented people wha could direct their every action by this
mysterious business of thinking? The whole thing was
incomprehensible. In my carlier years, } found even the statuette of
the Thinker confusing. | did not believe any of my teachers were
naked, ever. Like someone bora deaf, but bitterly determined to find
out about sound, | watched my teachers to find out about
thought Therc was Mr. Houghton. He was always telling me to think.
With a modest satisfaction, he would tell that he had thought a bit
himself. Then why did he spend so much time drinking? Or was
there more sensc in drinking thon there appeared to be? Butif not,
and if drinking were in fact ruinous to health - and Mr. Houghton
was ruined, there was ne doubt about that - why was he always




talking about the clean life and the virtues of fresh air? He would
spread his arms wide with the action of a man who habltually spent
his time striding along mountain ridges. "Open air does me good,
boys - | know it!" Sometlmes, exalted by his own oratory, he would
leap from his desk and hustie us outside into a hideous wind.

"Naw, boys! Deep breaths! Feel it right down inside you -
huge droughts of God's good air!" He would stand before us,
rejoicing in his perfect health, an open-air man. He would put his
hands on his waist and take a tremendous breath. You could hear
the wind trapped in the cavern of his chest and struggling with ali
the unnatural impediments. His body would reel with shock and his
ruined face go white at the unaccustoned visitation. He would
stagger back to his desk and collapse there, useless for the rest of the
marning. Mr. Houghton was given to high-minded monologues about
the good life, sexless and full of duty. Yet in the middie of one of
these monologues, If a girl passed the window, tapping along on her
neat little feet, he would interrupt hits discourse, his neck would turn
of itself and he would watch her out of sight. In this instance, he
seemed to me ruled not by thought but by an invisible and
irresistible spring in his nape. His neck was an object of great
interest to me. Normally it bulged a bit ovar liis collar. But Mr.
Houghton had fought in the First World War alongside both
Americans and French, and had come - by who knows what illogic? -
to a settled detestation of both countries. If either country happened
to be prominent in current affairs, no argument could make Mr.
Houghton think weil of it. He would bang the desk, his neck would
bulge still further and go red. *You can say what you like,” he would
cry, "but I've thought about this - and I know what [ think!" Mr.
Houghton thought with his neck.

There was Miss. Parsons. She assured us that her dearest
wish was our welfare, but ! knew even then, with the mysterious
clairvayance of childhood, that what she wanted most was the
husband she never got. There was Mr. Hands - and 50 on. { have
dealt at length with my teachers because this was my introduction to
the nature of what is commonly called thought. Through them |
discovered that thought is often full of uncoascious prejudice,
ignorance, and hiypocrisy. it will lecture on disinterested purity
while its neck is being remorselessly twisted toward 3
skirt. Technically, it is about as proficient as most businessmen's

golf, as honest as most politician’s intentions, or - to come near my
own preoccupation - as coherent as most books that get written. (¢
is what | came to call grade-three thinking, though more properly, it
is feeling, rather than thought True, often there is a kind of
innocence in prejudices, but in those days | viewed grade-three
thinking with an intolerant contempt and an incautious mockery. |
delighted to confroat a pious lady who hated the Germans with the
proposition that we should love our enemies. She taught me a great
truth in dealing with grade-three thinkers: because of her, | o
longer dismiss liphtly a mental process which for nine-tenths of the
population is the nearest they will ever get to thonght. They have
immense solidarity. We had better respect them, for we are
outnumbered and surrounded. A crowd of grade-three thinkers, all
shouting the same thing, all warming their hands at the fire of their
own prejudices, will net thank you for pointing out the
contradictions in their beliefs.

Man is a greparious animai, and enjoys agreement as cows
will graze all the same way on the side of a hill. Grade-two thinking
is the detection of contradictions. | reached grade two when |
trapped the poos, pious lady. Grade-two thinkers do not stampede
casily, though often they fall into the other fauit and Jag
behind. Grade-two thinking Is a withdrawal, with eyes and ears
open. It became my hobby and brought satisfaction and loneliness in
either hand. For grade-two thinking destroys without having the
power to create. It set me watching the crowds cheering His Majesty
the King and asking myself what ali the fuss was about, without
giving e anything positive to put in the place of that heady
patriotism. But there were compensations. To hear people justify
their habit of hiunting foxes and tearing them to pieces by claiming
that the faxes like it. To her our Prime Minister talk about the great
benefit we conferred on India by jailing people like Pandit Nehru and
Gandhi. To hear American politicians talk about peace in one
sentence and refuse to jain the League of Nations in the next. Yes,
there were moments of delight. But | was growing toward
adolescence and had to admit that Mr. Houghton was not the only
one with an irresistible spring in his neck. L, too, feit the compulsive
hand of nature and began to find that pointing out contradiction
could be costly as wel as fus.

There was Roth, for example, a serious and attractive givl, |




was an atheist at the time. Grade-two thinking is a menace to religion
and knocks down sects like skittles. 1 put mysell In a position to be
converted by her with an hypocrisy worthy of grade three. She was
3 Methodist - or at least, her parents were, and Ruth had to foliow
suit. But, alas, instead of relying on the Holy Spirit to convert me,
Ruth was foolish enough to apen her pretty mouth in argument. She
claimed that the Bible (King James Version) was literally inspired. |
countered by saying that the Catholics belleved in the literal
inspiration of Saint Jerome's Vulgate, and the two books were
differcnt. Argument flagged. At last she remarked that there were an
awful lot of Methodists and they couldn’t be wrong, could they - not
all those millions? That was too easy, said | restively {for the nearer
you were to Ruth, the nicer she was to be near to) since there were
more Roman Catholics than Methodists anyway: and they couldn’t be
wrong, could they - not all those hundreds of millions? An awful
flicker of doubt appeared in her eyes. |slid my armround her waist
and murmured breathlessty that if we were counting heads, the
Buddhists were the boys for my money. But Ruth has really wanted
to do me good, because § was so nice. The combination of my arm
and those rountless Buddhists was too much for her. That night her
Father visited my father and left, red-cheeked and indignant. [was
given the third degree to find cut what had happened. It was lucky
we were both of us only fourteen. 11ost Ruth and gained an
undeserved reputation as a potential libertine. So grade-two
thinking could be dangerous.

It was ip this knowledge, at the age of fifteen, that |
remember making a comment from the heights of grade two, ¢n the
limitations of grade three. One evening | found myself alone in the
schoo! hall, preparing it for a party. The door of the headmaster's
study was open. 1 went in. The headmaster bad ceased to thump
Rodin's Thinker down on the desk as an example to the
young. Perhaps he had not found any more candidates, but the
statuettes were still there, plimmering and gathering dust on top of
the cupboard. 1stood on a chair and rearranged them. | stood Venus
i her hath towel on the filing cabinet, so that now the top drawer
caught its breath in a gasp of sexy excitement. "A-ah!” The
portentous Thinker | placed on the edge of the cupboard so that he
loeked down at the bath towel and waited for it to slip. Grade-two
thinking, though it filled life with fun and excitement, did not make

for content. To find out the deficiencies of our elders bolsters the
young ego but does not make for personal seeurity. | found that
grade two was not only the paower to point out contradictions. It
took the swimmer some distance from the shore and ieft him
there, out of iis depth. 1 decided that Pantius Pilate was a typical
grade-two thinker. "What is truth?" he sald, a very commeon grade
two thought, but one that is used always as the end of an argument
instead of the beginning,

There is stilf a higher grade of thought which says, "What is
truth?” and sets out to find it. But these grade-one thinkers were few
and far between. They did not visit my grammar school in the flesh
though they were there in books. 1aspired to them partly because |
was ambitious and partly because | new saw my hobby as an
unsatisfactory thing if it went no further. Ifyou set out to climb a
smountain, however high you climb, you have failed if you cannot
reach the top.

| did meet an undeniably grade oae thinker in my first year at
Oxford. } was looking overa small bridge in Magdalen Deer Park, and
a tiny mustached and hatted figure came and stood by my side. He
was a German who had just fled from the Nazis to Oxford as a
temporary refuge. His name was Einstein. But Professor Einstein
knew no English at that time and | knew only two words of
German. 1beamed at him, trying wordlessly to convey by my
bearing all the affection and respect that the English felt for him. itis
possible - and | have to make the admission - that | felt here were
two grade-one thinkers standing side by side; yet I doubt if my face
conveyed more than a formless awe. | would have given my Greek
and Latin and French and a good slice of my English for enough
German to communicate. But we were divided; he was as
inscrutable as my headmaster. For perhaps five minutes we stood
together on the bridge, undeniable grade-one thinker and breathless
aspirant.

With true greatness, Professor Einstein realized thatany
contact was better than none. He pointed to a trout wavering in
midstream. He spoke: “Fisch.” My brain reeled. Here | was, mingling
with the great, and yet helpless as the veriest grade-three
thinker. Desperately | sought lor seme sign by which [ might convey
that 1, top, revered pure reason. | nodded vehemently, In a brilliant
flash ! used up half of my German vacabulary. “Fisch. Ja. fa.” For




perhaps another five minutes we stood side by side. Then Professor
Einstein, his whole figure still conveying good will and amiability,
drifted away out of sight.

1, too, would be a grade-one thinker. | was irrelevant at the
best of times. Political and religious systems, social customs, loyalties
and traditions, they al} came tumbling down {ike so many rotten
apples off a tree. This was a fine hobby and a sensible substitute for
cricket, since you could play it all the year round. | came up in the
end with what must always remain the justification for grade-one
thinking, its sign, seal, and charter. | devised a coherent system for
living. 1t was a moral system, which was wholly logical. Of course, as
I readily admitted, conversion of the world to my way of thinking
might be difficult, since my system did away with a number of trifles,
such as big business, centralized government, armics, marriage... It
was Ruth alt over again. | had some very good friends who stood by
me, and still do. But my acquaintances vanished, taking the girls
with them. Young women scemed oddly contented with the world as
it was. They valued the meaningless ceremony with a fing. Young
men, while willing to concede the chaining sordidness of marriage,
were hesitant about abandoning the organizations which they hoped
would give them a career. A young man on the first rung of the Royal
Navy, while perfectly agrecable to doing away with big business and
marriage, got as red-necked as Mr. Houghton when [ proposed a
world without any battleships init. Had the pame gone too lar? Was
it a game any longer? In those prewar days, | stood to lose a great
deal, for the sake of a hobby. Now you are expecting me to describe
how 1 saw the lolly of my ways and came back to the warm nest,
where prejudices are so often called loyalties, where pointless
actions are hallowed into custom by repetition, whera we are
content to say we think when all we do is feel. But you would be
wrong. | dropped my hobby and turned professional.
1f 1 were to go back to the headmaster's study and find the dusty
statuettes still there, ! would arrange them differently. | would dust
Venus and put lier aside, for 1 have come to love her and know her
far the fair thing she is. But [ would put the Thinker, sunk in his
desperate thought, where there were shadows before him - and at
his back, ! would put the teopard, crouched and ready to spring,




Politics and the English Language
By George Orwell

Most people who bother with the matter at all would admit that the English language is {
in a bad way, but it is generally assumed that we cannot by conscious action do

anything about it. Our 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 1o electric light or
hansom cabs to aeropianes. Underneath this lies the half-conscious belief that

language is a natural growth and not an instrument which we shape for our own

purposes.

i Now, it is clear that the decline of a language must ultimately have political and 2
| economic causes: it is not due simply to the bad influence of this or that individual '
- writer. But an effect can become a cause, reinforcing the original cause and praducing

I_ the same effect in an intensified form, and so on indefinitely. A man may take to drink

= because he feels himself to be a failure, and then fail all the more completely because

he drinks. Itis rather the same thing that is happening to the English language. It

becomes ugly and inaccurate because our thoughts are foolish, but the slovenliness of

our l[anguage makes it easier for us to have foolish thoughts. The point is that the

process is reversible. Modern English, especially written English, is full of bad habits

which spread by imitation and which can be avoided if one is willing to take the

necessary trouble. If one gets rid of these habits one can think more clearly, and to think
clearly is a necessary first step toward political regeneration: so that the fight against

bad English is not frivolous and is not the exclusive concern of professional writers. { will
come back lo this presently, and | hope that by that time the meaning of what | have

said here will have become clearer. Meanwhiie, here are five specimens of the English
language as it is now habitually written.

These five passages hava not been picked out because they are especially bad — 1 a
could have quoted far worse if | had chosen — but because they illustrate various of the
mentai vices from which we now suffer. They are a little below the average, but are
falrly representative examples. | number them so that | can refer back to them when
necessary:

1. 1 am not, indeed, sure whether it is not true to say that the Miiton who once
seemed nat unlike a seventeenth-century Shelley had not become, out of an
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 Laski (Essay in Freedom of Expression)

2. Above all, we cannot play ducks and drakes with a native battery of idioms
which prescribes egregious collocations of vocables as the Basic put up with for
tolerate, or put at a loss for bewilder.

Professor Lancelot Hogben (Interglossia)

3. On the one side we have the free personality: by definition it is not neurotic, for
it has neither conflict nor dream. is desires, such as they are, are transparent,
for they are just what institutional appraval keeps in the forefront of
consciousness; another institutional patterm would alter their number and
intensity; there is little in them that is natural, irreducible, or culturally dangerous.
But on the other side, the social bond itself is nothing but the mutual reflection of
these self-secure integrities. Recall the definition of love. is not this the very
picture of a small academic? Where is there a place in this hall of mierors for
either personality or fraternity?

Essay on psychology in Politics {New York)

4. All the ‘best people’ from the genllemen's clubs, and all the frantic fascist
captains, united in common hatred of Saclalism and bestial horror at the rising
tide of the mass revolutionary movement, have turned to acts of provocation, to
foul incendiarism, to medieval legends of paisoned wells, to legalize their own
destruction of proletarian organizations, and rouse the agitated petty-bourgecise
to chauvinistic fervar on behalf of the fight against the revolutionary way out of
the crisis,

Communist pamphlet
5. f a new spiritis to be infused into this old country, there is one thorny and
contentious reform which must be tackled, and that is the humanization and
galvanization of the B.B.C. Timidity here will bespeak canker and atrophy of the
soul. The heart of Britain may be sound and of strong beat, for instance, but the
British lion's roar at present is like that of Bottom in Shakespeare's A Midsummer
Night's Dream - as gentle as any sucking dove. A virile new Britain cannot
continue indefinitely to be traduced in the eyes or rather ears, of the world by the
effete fanguors of Langham Place, brazenly masquerading as ‘standard English'.
When the Voice of Britain is heard at nine o'clock, better far and infinitely less
ludicrous to hear aitches honestly dropped than the present priggish, inflated,
inhibited, school-ma'amish arch braying of blameless bashiul mewing maidens!

Letter in Tribune

Each of these passages has faulls of its own, but, quite apart from avoidable
ugliness, two qualities are common to all of them. The first is staleness of




imagery; the other is lack of precision. The writer either has a meaning and
cannot express it, or he inadvertently says something else, or he is almost
indifferent as to whether his words mean anything or not. This mixture of
vagueness and sheer incompatence is the most marked characteristic of modern
English prose, and especially of any kind of political writing. As soon as certain
topics are raised, the concrete melts into the abstract and no one seams able to
think of turns of speech that are not hackneyed: prose consists less and less of
wordsphrases tacked together like the sections of a prefabricated hen-house. |
list below, with notes and examples, varicus of the fricks by means of which the
work of prose-construction is habitually dodged. chosen for the sake of their
meaning, and more and more of

DYING METAPHORS. A newly invented metaphor assists thought by evoking a visual (f
image, while on the other hand a metaphor which is technically 'dead’ (e. g. iron
resclution) has in effect reverted to being an ordinary word and can generally be used
without loss of vividness. But in between these two classes there is a huge dump of
worn-out metaphors which have lost all evocative power and are merely used because
lhey save paople the trouble of inventing phrases for themselives. Exampies are: Ring
the changes on, fake up the cudgel for, loe the line, ride roughshod over, stand
shoulder to shoulder with, play into the hands of, nc axe to grind, grist to the mill, fishing
in troubled waters, on the order of the day, Achilles’ heel, swan song, hotbed. Many of
these are used without knowledge of their meaning {what is a ‘rift', for instance?), and
incompatible metaphors are frequently mixed, a sure sign that the writer is not
interested in what he is saying. Some metaphors now current have been twisted out of
their original meaning without those who use them even being aware of the fact. For
exampie, toe the line is sometimas writien as fow the line. Another exampile is the
hammer and the anvil, now always used with the implication that the anvil gets the worst
of it. In real life it is always the anvil that breaks the hammer, never the other way about:
a writer whao stopped to think what he was saying would avoid perverting the original
phrase.

OPERATORS OR VERBAL FALSE LIMBS. These save the trouble of picking out 5
appropriate verbs and nouns, and at the same time pad each sentence with extra '
syllables which give it an appearance of symmetry. Characteristic phrases are render
inoperative, militate against, make contact with, be subjected to, give rise to, give
grounds for, have the effect of, play a leading part {role} in, make itself felt, take effect,
exhibit a tendency to, serve the purpose of, etc., etc. The keynote is the selimination of
simpie verbs. Instead of being a single word, such as break, stop, spoil, mend, kill, a
verb becomes a phrase, made up of a noun or adjective tacked on to some general-
purpose verb such as prove, serve, form, play, render. in addition, the passive voice is
wheraver possible used in preference to the active, and noun constructions are used
instead 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 statements are




given an appearance of profundity by means of the not un- formation. Simple
conjunctions and prepositions are replaced by such phrases as with respect to, having
ragard to, the fact thal, by dint of, in view of, in the interests of, on the hypothesis that;
and the ends of sentences are saved by anticlimax by such resounding commonplaces
as greatly to be desired, cannot be left out of account, a development to be expected in
the near future, deserving of serious consideration, brought to a salisfactory conclusion,
and so on and so forih,

PRETENTIOUS DICTION. Words like phenomenon, element, individual (as noun),
objective, categorical, effective, virlual, basic, primary, promots, constitute, exhibit,
exploit, utilize, eliminate, liquidate, are used to dress up a simple statement and give an
air of scientific impartiality to biased judgements. Adjectives like epoch-making, epic,
historic, unforgettable, triumphant, age-old, insvitable, inexorable, veritable, are used to
dignify the sordid process of intemational politics, whiie writing that aims at glorifying
war usually takes on an archalc colour, its characteristic words being: realm, throne,
chariot, mailed fist, lrident, sword, shield, buckler, banner, jackboot, clarion. Foreign
words and expressions such as cul de sac, ancien regime, deus ex machina, mutatis
mutandis, status quo, gleichschaltung, wellanschauung, are used to give an air of
culture and elegarnce. Except for the useful abbreviations /. e., e. g. and elc., there is no
real need for any of the hundreds of foreign phrases now current in the Engiish
fanguage. Bad writers, and especially scientific, political, and sociological writers, are
nearly always haunted by the notion that Latin or Greek words are grander than Saxon
onas, and unnecessary words like expedite, ameliorate, predict, extraneous,
deracinated, clandestine, subaqueous, and hundreds of others constantly gain ground
from their Anglo-Saxon numbers(1}, The jargon peculiar to Marxist writing (hyena,
hangman, cannibal, petty bourgeois, these gentry, lackey, flunkey, mad dog, White
Guard, eic.) consists largely of words transiated from Russian, German, or French; but
the normal way of coining a new word is to use Latin or Greek root with tha appropriate
affix and, where necessary, the size formatian, It is often easier to make up words of
this kind (deregionalize, impermissible, extramarital, non-fragmentary and so farth) than
to think up the English words that will cover one's meaning. The resuit, in general, is an
increase in slovenliness and vagueness.

L

MEANINGLESS WORDS. In certain kinds of writing, particularly in art eriticism and ]
literary criticism, it is normal to come across long passages which are almost completely '
lacking in meaning(2). Words like romantic, plastic, values, human, dead, senlimential,
natural, vitality, as used in art criticism, are strictly meaningless, in the sense that they

not only do not point to any discoverabie 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 acceps this as a simple difference opinion, If words

like black and while were involved, instead of tha jargon words dead and living, he

would see at once that language was being used in an improper way. Many political
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words are similarly abused. The word Fascism has now no meaning except in so far as
it signifies ‘something not desirable’. The wards democracy, socialism, freedom,
patriotic, realistic, justice have aach of them several different meanings which cannot be
recanciled 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 rasisted from all sides. It is almost
universally felt that when we call a country democratic we are praising it: consequently
the defenders of every kind of regime claim that it is a democracy, and fear that they
might have to stop using that word if it were tied down to any one meaning. Words of
this kind are often used in a consclously dishonest way. That Is, the person who uses
them has his own private definition, but allows his hearer to think he means something
quile different. Statements like Marshal Petain was a true patriot, The Soviet press is
the freest in the world, The Catholic Church is apposed to parseculion, are almost
always made with intent io deceive. Other words used in variable meanings, in most
cases more or less dishonestly, are: ¢/ass, fotalitarian, science, progressive,
reactionary, bourgeois, equality.

Now that | have made this catalogue of swindies and perversions, iet me give another
example of the kind of writing that they lead to. This time it must of its nature be an .
imaginary one. | am going {o translate a passags of good English into modermn English

of the worst sort. Here is a well-known verse from Ecclesiastes:

| retumed 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 modermn English:

Objective considarations of contemporary phenomena compel the conclusion that o
success or failure in competitive activities exhibits no tendency to be commensurate

wilh innate capacity, but that a considerable element of the unpredictable must
invariably be taken into account.

This is a parody, but not a very grass one. Exhibit {3) above, for instance, contains
several patches of the same kind of English. it will be seen that | have not made a full (0
translation. The beginning and ending of the sentence follow the original meaning fairly
closely, but in the middle the concrete illustrations — race, battle, bread — dissolva into
the vague phrases 'success or fallure in competitive activities'. This had to be so,
because no modem writer of the kind | am discussing — no one capable of using
phrases like ‘objective considerations of contemporary phencmena' — would ever
tabulate his thoughts in that precise and detailed way. The whole tendency of modem
prose is away from concreteness. Now analyze these two sentences a little more
closely. The first contains forty-nine words but only sixty syliables, and all its words are
those of everyday life. The second contains thirty-eight words of ninety syllables:
eighteen of those words are from Latin rools, and one from Greek. The first sentence




contains six vivid images, and only one phrase (‘lime and chance') that could be called
vague. The second contains not a single fresh, arresting phrase, and in spite of its
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 modemn
English. | do not want to exaggerate. This kind of writing is not yet universal, and
outcrops of simplicity wili occur hers and thera in the worst-written page. Siill, if you or |
were told to write a few lines on the uncertainty of human fortunes, we should probably
come much nearer fo my imaginary sentence than to the one from Ecclesiastes.

As [ have tried to show, modern writing at its worst does not consist in picking aut words o)
for the sake of their meaning and inventing images in order to make the meaning
clearer. It consists in gumming together long strips of words which have already been
set in order by someone else, and making the results presentable by sheer humbug.
The atfraction of this way of writing is that it is easy. It is easier — even quicker, once
you have the habit — to say In my opinion it is not an unjustifiable assumption that than
to say / think. If you use ready-made phrases, you not only don't have to hunt about for
the words; you aiso don't have to bother with the rhythms of your sentences since these
phrases are generally so arranged as to be more or less euphonious. When you are
camposing in a hurry — when you are dictating to a stenagrapher, for instance, or
making a public speech — itis natural to fall into a pretentious, Latinized style. Tags like
a consideration which we should do weil 1o bear in mind or @ conclusion {o which all of
us would readily assent will save many a sentence from coming down with a bump. By
using stale metaphors, similes, and idloms, you save much mental effort, at the cost of
leaving your meaning vague, not only for your reader but for yourself, This is the
significance of mixed metaphors. The sole aim of a metaphor is to call up a visuat
image. When these images clash — as in The Fascist octopus has sung its swan song,
the jackboot is thrown into the melling pot — it can be taken as certain that the writer is
not seeing a mental image of the objects he is naming; in other words he is not really
thinking. Look again at the examples | gave at the beginning of this essay. Professor
Laski (1) uses five negatives in fifly thres words. One of these is superfluous, making
nonsense of the whole passage, and in addition there is the slip — alien for akin —
making further nonsense, and several avoidable pieces of clumsiness which increase
the general vagueness. Professor Hogben (2) plays ducks and drakes with a battery
which is able to write prescriptions, and, while disapproving of the everyday phrase put
up with, is unwilling 1o look egregious up in the dictionary and see what it means; (3), if
one takes an uncharitable attitude towards it is simply meaningless: probably one couid
work out its intended meaning by reading the whole of the article in which it oceurs. In
(4), the writer knows more or less what he wants to say, but an accumulation of stale
phrases chakes him like tea leaves blocking a sink. In (5), words and meaning have
almost parted company. People who write in this manner usually have a general
emotional meaning — they dislike ane thing and want to express solidarity with another
— but they are not interested in the detait of what they are saying. A scrupulous writer,
in every sentence that he writes, will ask himsalf at least four questions, thus: What am |
trying to say? What words will express it? What image or idiom will make it clearer? Is
this image fresh enough 1o have an effect? And he will probably ask himself twa more;
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Could | put it more shortly? Have | sald anything that is avoidably ugly? But you are not
obliged to go to all this trouble. You can shirk it by simply throwing your mind open and
letting the ready-made phrases come crowding in. The will construct your sentences for
you — even think your thoughts for you, to a certain extent — and at need they will
perform the important service of partially concealing your meaning even from yourseif. It
is at this point that the special connection between politics and the debasement of
language becomes clear.

In our time it is broadly true that political writing is bad writing. Where it is not true, it will /-
generally be found that the writer is some kind of rebel, expressing his private opinions
and not a ‘party line’. Orthodoxy, of whatever colour, seems {0 demand a lifeless,
imitative style. The political dialects to be found in pamphlets, leading arlicles,
manifestos, While papers and the speeches of undersecretaries do, of course, vary
from party to party, but they are all alike in that one almost never finds in them a fresh,
vivid, homemade tumn of speech. When ane watches some lired hack on the plaiform
mechanically repeating the familiar phrases — bestial, atrocities, iron heel, bloodstained
tyranny, free psoples of the world, stand shoulder to shoulder — one often has a

curious feeling that one is not watching a live human being but soms kind of dummy; a
feeling which suddenly becomes stronger at moments when the light catches the
speaker’s spectacles and tums them into blank discs which seem to have no eyes
behind them. And this is not altogether fanciful. A speaker who uses that kind of
phraseology has gone some distance toward tuming himself into a machine. The

. appropriate noises are coming out of his larynx, but his brain Is not involved, as it would
be if he were choosing his words for himself. If the speech he is making is one that he is
accustomed to make over and over again, he may be almost unconscious of what he is
saying, as one is when one utters the responses in church. And this reduced state of
consciousness, if not indispensable, is at any rate favourable to paliticat conformity.

In our time, political speech and writing are largely the defence of the indefensible.
Things like the continuance of British rule in India, the Russian purges and deportations,
the drapping of the atom bombs on Japan, can indeed be defended, but only by
arguments which are too brutal for most people to face, and which do not square with
the professed aims of the political parties. Thus political language has to consist largely
of euphemism, question-begging and sheer cloudy vagueness. Defenceless villages are
bombarded from the air, the inhabitants driven aut into the countryside, the cattle
machine-gunned, the huts set on fire with incendiary bullets: this is called pacification.
Millions of peasants are robbed of their farms and sent trudging along the roads with no
more than they can carry: this Is called transfer of papuiation or rectification of frontiers.
People are imprisoned for years without trial, or shot in the back of the neck or sent to
die of scurvy in Arctic lumber camps: this is called elimination of unreliable elements.
Such phraseclogy is needed if one wants to name things without calling up mental
pictures of them. Consider for instance some comfortable English professor defending
Russlan totalitarianism. He cannot say outright, ‘I believe in killing off your opponents

when you can get good results by doing so’. Probably, therefore, he will say something
like this:




‘While freely conceding that the Soviet regime exhibits certain features which the
humanitarian may be inclined to deplore, we must, | think, agree that a certain
curtailment of the right to political opposition is an unavoidable concomitant of
transilional 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 itself is a kind of suphemism. A mass of Latin words falls upon the £
facts like soft snow, blurring the outline and covering up all the details. The great enemy

of clear language is insincerity. When there is a gap between ona's real and one's

declared aims, one tums as it were instinctively o long words and exhausted idioms,

like a cuttlefish spurting out ink. In our age there is no such thing as ‘keeping out of

politics'. All issues are political issues, and poiitics itself is 2 mass of lies, evasions, folly,
hatred, and schizophrenia. When the general atmosphere is bad, language must suffer.

| 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 last ten

or fifteen years, as a resuit of dictatorship.

But if thought corrupts language, language can also corrupt thought. Abad usage can | /
spread by tradition and imitation even among people who should and do know better. !
The debased language that | have been discussing is in some ways very convenient,
Phrases like a not unjustifiable assumption, teaves much to be desired, would serve no
good purpose, a consideration which we should do well o bear in mind, are a

continuous temptation, a packet of aspirins always at one's elbow. Look back through

this essay, and for certain you will find that | have again and again committed the very
faults | am protesting against. By this morning's post | 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 | see: ‘[The Allies] have an opportunity

not only of achieving a radical transformation of Germany's social and political structure

in such a way as {o avoid a nationalistic reaction in Germany itself, but at the same time

of laying the foundations of a co-operative and unified Europe.’ You see, he ‘feels
impelled’ to write — feels, presumably, that he has something new to say — and yet his
words, like cavalry horses answering the bugle, group themselves automatically into the
famillar dreary pattem. This invasion of one's mind by ready-made phrases (Jay the
foundations, achieve a radical transformation) can only ba prevented if one is constantly
on guard against them, and every such phrase anaesthetizes a portion of ane's brain.

| said earlier that the decadence of our language is probably curable. Those who deny

this would argue, if they praduced an argument at all, that language merely reflects |
existing social conditions, and that we cannot influence its development by any direct
tinkering with words and constructions. So far as the general tons or spirit of a language
goes, this may be true, but it is not true in detail. Silly words and expressions have often
disappeared, not through any evolutionary process but owing to the conscious action of

a minority. Two recent examples were explore every avenue and leave no stohe

untumed, which were killed by the jeers of a few journalists. There is a long list of

—
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flyblown metaphors which could similarly be got rid of if enough people wouid interest
themselves in the job; and it should also be possible to laugh the not un- formation out
of existence(3), to reduce the amount of Latin and Greek In the average sentence, to
drive out foraign phrases and strayed scientific words, and, in general, to make
pretentiousness unfashionable. But all these are minor points. The defence of the
English language implies more than this, and perhaps it is best to start by saying what it
does not imply.

To begin with it has nothing to do with archaism, with the salvaging of obsolete words 1
and turns of speech, or with the setting up of a ‘standard English' which must never be ) )
departed from. On the contrary, it is especially concerned with the scrapping of every
word or idiom which has outwom its usefulness. [t has nothing to do with correct
grammar and syniax, which are of no importance so long as one makes one's meaning
clear, or with the avoidance of Americanisms, or with having what is called a ‘good
prose style’. On the other hand, it is not concemed with fake simplicity and the attempt
to make written English colloquial. Nor does it even imply in every case preferring the
Saxon word to the Lafin ane, though it does imply using the fewest and shortast 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 around. In prose, the worst thing one can do with words is
surrender to them. When you think of a concrete object, you think wordlessty, and then,
if yau want to describe the thing you have been visualising you prabably hunt about until
you find the exact words that seem to fit it. When you think of something abstract you
are more inclined to use words from the start, and uniess you make a conscious effort
to prevent it, the existing dialect will come rushing in and do the job for you, at the
expense of blurring or even changing your meaning. Probably it is better to put off using
words as long as possible and get one's meaning as clear as one can through pictures
and sensations. Afterward one can choose — not simply accept — the phrases that will
best cover the meaning, and then switch round and decide what impressions one's
words are likely to make on another person. This last effort of the mind cuts out ail 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 a word or a
phrase, and ona needs rules that one can rely on when instinct fails. | think the faflowing
rules will cover most cases;

1. Never use a metaphor, simile, or other figure of speech which you are used to
seeing in print.

Never use a lang word where a short one will do.

If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.

Never use the passive where you can use the active.

Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word, or a jargon word if you can think of
an everyday English equivalent.

6. Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barbarous.

bW

These rules sound elementary, and so they are, but they demand a deep change of
attitude in anyone who has grown used to writing in the style now fashionable. One
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could keep all of them and still write bad English, but one could not write the kind of stuff
that | quoted in those five specimens at the beginning of this article.

| have not here been considering the literary use of language, but merely language as Iz
an instrument for expressing and not for concealing or preventing thought. Stuart Chase
and others have come near to claiming that all abstract words are meaningless, and
hava used this as a pretext for advocating a kind of political quietism. Since you don't
know what Fascism Is, how can you struggle against Fascism? One need not swallow
such absurdities as this, but one ought to recognise that the present political chaos is
connected with the decay of language, and that one can probably bring about some
improvement by starting at the verbal end. If you simpiify your English, you are freed
from the worst follies of orthodoxy. You cannot speak any of the necessary dialects, and
when you make a stupid remark its stupidity will be obviaus, even to yourself, Political
language - and with variations this is true of all palitical parties, from Conservatives to
Anarchists — is designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable, and to
give an appearance of solidity to pure wind. One cannat change this all in a moment,
but one can at least change one's pwn habits, and from time ta time one can even, if
one jeers loudly enough, send some wom-out and useless phrase — some jackboot,
Achilles’ heel, hotbed, melting pot, acid test, veritable inferno, or other lump of verbal
refuse — into the dustbin where it belongs.

m—d

1946

1) An interesting illustration of this is the way in which the English flower names which
were in use till very recently are being ousted by Greek ones, Snapdragon becoming
antirrhinum, forget-me-not becoming myosotis, etc. it is hard to see any practical reason
for this change of fashion: il is probably due to an instinctive turning-awayfrom the more
homely word and a vague feeling that the Greek word is scientific, {back)

2) Example: ‘Comfort's catholicity of perception and image, strangely Whitmanesque in
range, almost the exact opposite in aesthetic compuision, continues to evoke that
trembling atmospheric accumulative ginting at a cruel, an inexorably selene
timelessness... Wrey Gardiner scores by aiming at simple bull's-eyes with precision.
Only they are net so simple, and through this contented sadness runs more than the
surface bitter-sweet of resignation'. (Poetlry Quarterly.) [back]

3) One can cure oneseif of the not un- formation by memorizing this sentence: A not
unblack dog was chasing a not unsmall rabbit across a not ungreen field. {hack]

THE END
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