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Down and Out in Paris and London is typically

perceived as non-political. Orwell's first book, it

examines his life with the poor in two cities. Although on

the surface Down and Out seems not to be about politics,

Orwell covertly conveys a political message. This is

contrary to popular critical opinion. What most critics

fail to acknowledge is that Orwell wrote for a middle- and

upper-class audience, showing a previously unseen view of

the poor. In this he suggests change to the policy makers

who are able to bring about improvements for the

impoverished.

Down and Out is often ignored by both critics and

readers of Orwell. With an examination of Orwell's

politicizing background, and of the way he chooses to

present himself and his poor characters in Down and Out, I

argue that the book is both political and characteristic of

Orwell's later work.
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CHAPTER I

ORWELL'S PAST AND MOTIVATION

"I don't know anything about politics," claims the

narrator in Down and Out in Paris and London (44), and

critics have, unfortunately taken him at his word.

Published in 1933, George Orwell's first book may seem to

be a mere frank, mostly autobiographical account of his

life among the poor between 1929 and 1933. But, as I shall

argue in what follows, Down and Out is a misunderstood

work. Although on the surface Down and Out seems not to be

about politics, Orwell covertly-conveys a political

message. Read deeply, Down and Out will emerge as a

product of Orwell's longing to tell the truth about the

lives of the poor, and it is a political truth he tells.

As a representative of the affluent members of society, he

gives his peers an authoritative view of the inadequate

ways in which the government and the middle- and upper-

classes deal with the destitute.

If critics disagree about how to categorize the work

properly and how to describe it accurately, if they even

dispute Orwell's motives for living with the impoverished,

most of them do agree on one thing: that Down and Out is

not political. Indeed, many critics consider the book

I
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merely an account of Orwell's life as a poor man. As I

shall argue, this is an incomplete assessment. Orwell

politicizes this life in several ways: in the way he

presents himself, in the way he presents the poor, and in

the way he chooses an audience to which to present the

book. He presents himself as a middle-class man, a

trustworthy one, one educated and favored enough to be able

to give a true picture of the lives of the lower-class. By

constructing carefully both his poor characters and his own

character, Orwell is able to convey the misery and boredom

faced by the impoverished. He directs his narrative to the

complacent middle- and upper-class people he had known in

his youth. These people are the policy makers who are able

to affect changes for the poor. The problems of the poor

are told to the wealthy by one of their own.

Orwell has himself contributed to critical error. In

1947, Orwell wrote, "Every line of serious work I have

written since 1936 has been, directly or indirectly,

against totalitarianism and for democratic socialism" ("Why

I Write" 318). Certainly Orwell is best known for his

later or post-1933 political works, and the connection

between Orwell in 1933 and the Orwell who was one of the

most politically influential writers of his generation may

not seem immediately obvious. It is no wonder that Down

and Out is often ignored by both critics and readers; it
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lacks candid politicizing. Nevertheless, it is a mistake

to disregard Down and Out's politics just because it does

not wear these politics on its sleeve. Those willing to

look beyond a "non-political" facade will find Orwell's

desire to show an undistorted picture of the poor to those

in charge of political decision-making.

Down and Out's autobiographical tone necessitates an

examination of Orwell's earlier life and what led him to go

"down and out." Orwell's significant early experiences

served many functions in forming his later political

beliefs; they will also serve to prove that Orwell was

already as politicized as he would ever be before

the composition of Down and Out. Critics willingly accept

that Orwell's past before he was down and out (in boys'

school and in Burma) was politicizing. Yet most critics

fail to view Down and Out as political. However, if

Orwell's background can be seen as a source of his later

political intentions, it could surely have had some effect

on Down and Out. Orwell did not suddenly become political

in his later works, but rather he became more literate in

the language of politics.

Surveying Orwell's background will establish him as an

unhappy member of the middle-class who often felt like an

outcast. These feelings of ostracism gave him an affinity

for society's underlings.
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He was born Eric Blair in 1903 (he first chose the

pseudonym, "George Orwell," when he published Down and Out)

to an Anglo-Indian family with a heritage of service to the

British Empire-- but with little money. His enrollment in

elite boarding schools (from ages 8 to 18) as a scholarship

student made him feel an outsider from his wealthier

classmates, much as the separation from his family,

friends, and the outside world at a young age made him feel

alienated from both his family and the world at large. In

his essay "Such, Such Were the Joys . . ." he describes the

experience: "At eight years old you were suddenly taken out

of this warm nest and flung into a world of force and fraud

and secrecy, like a goldfish into a tank full of pike"

(31). Bullied relentlessly byrhis schoolmates at St.

Cyprian's preparatory school, Orwell defined himself as an

inferior outcast. This sense was magnified for Orwell

because his family was not wealthy; neither the staff nor

the students neglected to remind him that he was poor

(Hollis 41-42).

Orwell's experiences at St. Cyprian's, before he went

to Eton, gave him insight into the sometimes unusual

thinking of the oppressed. In "Such, Such Were the

Joys . . .," he tells of numerous cruel acts by the

headmaster's wife, who was in charge of discipline, but

"hardly pretended to dispense justice." She frequently
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beat and humiliated all but the few very wealthy students,

but "we all fawned over her in the most abject way" (32).

His prep school experience had a great deal to do with

Orwell's concern and empathy for the downtrodden. Of his

experience Smith and Mosher note:

Prep school does have something in common with

the police state; in part, the psychology of

submissiveness which encourages underlings to

feel, often, that tyranny is proper and

legitimate. The problem is not why dogs bite the

hand that feeds them, but why they lick the hand

that beats them. (33)

Orwell's later ironically militant attitude (in 1984 and

other works) towards "the hand-that beats" is beginning to

become apparent in Down and Out. Evidently he finally

tired of "fawning." His experiences as one of the

downtrodden outsiders eventually led to this attitude.

Because of the Blair family's lack of money and Eric's

lack of effort at Eton, he joined the imperial service in

Burma, rather than pursue the "Oxbridge" education of his

wealthy classmates. His future followed a path different

from that which his friends pursued. This difference added

to his feeling that he did not quite fit in with those who

did what was normally expected of those who graduate from

Eton and typically further their education at Oxford,
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Cambridge, or another prestigious university. He served in

the Imperial Police in Burma for six years. This

experience affirmed his feelings of insecurity and

isolation from his family, his friends, and his country.

He was merely at the periphery of the Empire, but he was

also an outsider to the Burmese. He felt accepted neither

by the people of Burma nor by those who sent him there. He

had also become sickened by his role as oppressor of the

Burmese. He perplexed his family when he quit his fairly

well paying job in Burma to pursue a career writing in

Paris, with meager financial support from his aunt. After

he was robbed of almost all of his money, his adventures

chronicled in Down and Out began (Gardner 16-17). In Down

and Out, Orwell alludes frequently to the fact that these

experiences are new to him. He never pretends to be

anything but an educated man who suddenly finds himself

without funds.

Yet unlike most people in the slums, a man with

Orwell's connections could have returned to a comfortable

lifestyle anytime he chose. So why did Orwell live among

the poor? Orwell himself offered an explanation (which is

widely questioned by critics) in The Road To Wigan Pier, by

writing that his job as a policeman in Burma had filled him

with guilt and disgust. By joining the police and

oppressing the poor Burmese, he was, in a sense, betraying
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his own kind. He claims that he chose to experience a life

of scarcity to expunge the guilt he felt from his time in

Burma. This seems a plausible explanation considering his

past. His boarding school experience made him feel

inadequate. He was made to feel guilty and unworthy of the

charity which gave him his scholarship. He might

understandably latch onto guilt feelings whenever the

opportunity arose. According to his sister, Avril Dunn, he

was so used to the Burmese servants, that he threw

cigarette butts and matches on the floor for others to

clean (257). Eric Blair did become an oppressor in Burma.

He did not enjoy the role he had previously been denied.

Rather than relish the experience, he saw a need for

changes in both awareness and attitudes.

However, some critics refuse to believe that Orwell

turned poor merely out of guilt. Edward M. Thomas says

that "his rejection of the respectable world is bound up

with class feeling, and his own early background and

schooling" (20). Thomas contends that in Orwell's books,

Orwell's descriptions of people in the same middle-class

situation in which he was raised are colorless and drab.

In Coming Up for Air, Hilda lacks "any interest in things

for their own sake. The idea of doing things because you

enjoy them is something she can hardly understand" (139).

Orwell's schooling and background gave him an affinity for
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the downtrodden. But he was not drawn to them, as Thomas

suggests, because of their "less neurotic way of living"

(202). Orwell is repelled by the actions of both the

middle-and the upper-classes. But he does not reject "the

respectable world" because of his particular upbringing.

The fact that he chose to return to the "respectable

world," and his disgust at much of what he observed as one

of the poor show that he also found poor people drab. He

is drawn to live among the poor because of he is mortified

at having embraced the role of oppressor.

Tom Hopkinson also believes that Orwell's motivation

was a sort of rebellion. He says that Orwell

wanted to plunge himself into the destructive

element he has been brought up to dread; to

experience failure in its most painful form; to

rub shoulders with mankind at its lowest and

dirtiest; to commit an act of public defiance

against the money values of the present day

world. (13)

Orwell felt no need to be publicly defiant. He does not

write his adventures with the poor as a great rebel

thumbing his nose at society. His tone is factual and

calm. He did not wish to join the poor because he was

"brought up to dread" them. When he became poor, Orwell

sought expiation, not rebellion against his upbringing.
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Hopkinson is not alone in his notion that Orwell

sought failure in "its most painful form." Dan Jacobson

agrees:

There was only one way Orwell could confront and

overcome his own conviction that he was doomed to

be a worthless failure. That was by failing.

The ex-policeman, ex-public schoolboy, could

disprove the harshest judgments he had made

against himself, and believed others to have

made, only by voluntarily taking it on himself to

serve out the harshest sentence society could

impose upon those it rejected and condemned. (50)

Orwell was bothered by his guilt, not by a fear of failure.

He was not discharged from his-job in Burma; he resigned.

His experience in prep school was not academically a

failure; he won a place at Eton. The reason he did not go

on to an Oxbridge education was his lack of effort at Eton.

He was thwarted not by a lack of ability but by a lack of

effort. Orwell "served his sentence" to be free from his

guilt, not to fail intentionally to overcome a fear of

failure.

Richard Mayne concedes that Orwell's time in England

was deliberately squalid. However, Mayne feels, "to

suggest that he went to Paris looking for squalor and

failure is too much. Living 'abroad' is a way of buying
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time, freedom, and detachment" (41). Orwell's time in

Paris is decidedly presented as more lighthearted than his

time in London. But this does not indicate that they were

times filled with fun. Orwell's descriptions of the

grueling work and filthy conditions do not appear to come

from one who is "buying time and freedom." Mayne even goes

so far as to imply that Orwell exaggerates the foulness of

his Parisian surroundings:

I imagine, some of the atmosphere that Orwell

found in Paris was his own very English reaction

to a French norm. . . . Parts of the city still

strike the English or American visitor as both

'leprous' and 'rackety,' but this doesn't make

all of them 'representative slums.' (42)

Unlike most visitors, Orwell experienced Paris as a

resident, and a poor one at that. This would give him time

to overcome any initial shock about the differences between

Paris and England. His evaluation of the city would tend

more toward realism than that of a typical tourist. It is

important to remember that Mayne bases his Orwellian over-

reaction theory on his own visit to Orwell's area of

Paris-- forty years after Orwell was there. It is

conceivable that an area could change in forty years,

especially an area that experienced World War II.

Even Orwell's friend Malcolm Muggeridge questions
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Orwell's desire "To purge himself of his involvement with

the Raj. . . . From our conversations on the subject, and

a careful reading of Burmese Days, I consider this to be a

great oversimplification" (171). Orwell certainly used

much of his personal experience in Burmese Days, but it is

decidedly a work of fiction. Even so, there are passages

that support Orwell's own stated reason for becoming poor.

The novel's protagonist, John Flory, hates "The lie that

we're here to uplift our poor black brothers instead of to

rob them." Flory laments "The everlasting sense of being a

sneak and a liar that torments us and drives us to justify

ourselves night and day" (36). If it can be argued that

Burmese Days is a reflection of Orwell's feelings about his

life in Burma, this passage certainly supports the notion

that Orwell suffered great guilt from his experience there.

Still Muggeridge contends that Orwell felt no

extraordinary guilt because,

Indian independence, when it came, gave him

no particular satisfaction, but he saw it as

an act of retribution. Orwell's mania to

identify himself with the poor and outcast

in England had the same sort of basis. They

had been wronged by his class, and he must

somehow make it up. (171)

At the point in Orwell's life when he sought out the poor,
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he had not previously had much contact with the needy. He

did not feel it necessary to compensate for the

shortcomings of his class. If Indian independence gave him

no particular satisfaction, this suggests that Orwell's

action was selfish. He had to deal with his own personal

guilt. He obviously was concerned for the poor, but he

initially set out to become poor to expiate his own guilt

at having become a tyrant in Burma. He was interested in

changing things for the poor after he became acquainted

with them. However, his initial motivation for being poor

was his shame at becoming what he had previously feared.

Behind Orwell's motivation is what makes the book

unique: its view of the poor from an unusual perspective.

Down and Out has been eompared to several works. While

these comparisons are somewhat justified, they fail to take

into account Orwell's personal involvement. The most

common comparison is to Jack London's The People of the

Abyss (1903), which Orwell read at Eton. Orwell borrowed

several of London's techniques, including the way each man

began his journey into the underworld by buying a set of

old clothes (Tambling 110). Unlike Orwell, however, London

does not fully immerse himself in the lifestyle of the

people he observes in London's East End. He chooses to

live in a rather comfortable flat near the East End, "to

assure myself that good clothes and cleanliness still
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existed" (19). London observes; Orwell participates.

The People of the Abyss might have served as an

inspiration for Orwell, but he did not choose to adopt the

somewhat impersonal tone of London's work. It has also

been suggested that Orwell was inspired by two other books

of social commentary that he read at Eton, Seebohm

Rowntree's Poverty, A Study of Town Life, and Charles

Booth's The Life and Labour of the People of London (Bal

81). Like London's book, these two works undoubtedly gave

the young Eric Blair an awareness of the poor, but they

were also written more like sociological studies. Lionel

Trilling has stated that Orwell is more a contemporary of

William Cobbett and William Hazlitt than of any twentieth-

century writer. Like Gobbett,-"he had the passion for the

literal actuality of life as it is really lived which makes

Cobbett's Rural Rides a classic, although a forgotten one"

(35). As with the earlier comparisons, these have elements

of truth. However, again these comparisons do not take

into account Orwell's unique vision. Orwell shares

Cobbett's interest in an accurate depiction. However, in

Rural Rides, Cobbett for the most part shares his interest

in agriculture and landscape. Cobbett is concerned about

the laboring poor, but he does not escape into their world

in the way that Orwell does. Orwell's perspective, his

audience, and the fact that he is mostly concerned with
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city life in the late 1920s set his book apart.

But Trilling's comment about Orwell's "passion for the

literal actuality of life" is very astute. Perhaps this

passion drew him to stay down and out. Before Down and Out

was published, Orwell tried to get himself thrown into

prison in order to write about prison life. He did manage

to go to jail, but only for a few hours. His friend and

lover at the time, Kay Ekevall, said that he again

attempted incarceration when he was drunk and hit a

policeman, but the officer just told his friends to take

him home. According to Ekevall, "he was very honest in

that respect, he always wanted to have first-hand

information about everything." Ekevall also said that he

had a "sort of predilection for the sordid" (98). Clearly

Orwell finds the people he meets among the poor

interesting. Of the people he meets in Paris he writes,

"It would be fun to write some of their biographies" (9).

Although Orwell often becomes irritated with his fellow

tramps and refuses to portray them in a flattering light

much of the time, they obviously intrigue him.

Yet Orwell's search for realism is at the center of

his political message. He cannot stop and enjoy the "fun"

of writing biographies. Orwell is obliged to send his

message to the middle- and upper-classes. Orwell's past

and guilt led him down and out. His personal experiences
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with the poor gave him the desire to enlighten those in his

class. By showing the true lives of the poor, Orwell hoped

to move the policy makers to affect changes for the poor.

Orwell uses the characters' experiences in Down and Out to

show the diverse personalities of the poor who cannot be

fairly considered a homogeneous "mob." Orwell also shows

his personal reactions to all that he sees, giving his

unique perspective to those with a privileged background

similar to his own.



CHAPTER II

GIVING THE WEALTHY AN ACCURATE PICTURE

In Down and Out in Paris and London, Orwell lives

among the poor, as one of the book's "characters." In The

Road to Wigan Pier, Orwell admits that "nearly all the

incidents described there [in Down and out] actually

happened, though they have been rearranged" (152). This

"rearranging" and invention of situations has given some

critics and publishers problems in categorizing the book.

Some critics have called the book a novel (Howe 158; Karl

153). In 1940, Penguin classified its first paperback

edition of the book as a novel. Gallimard's 1935 FrencV

translation of Down and Out, LA Vcahe enragee, was also

categorized as a novel. This label is imprecise, as is

considering the book a pure autobiography. Raymond

Williams called the book "in effect a journal. .

The author is present, but only insofar as these things are

happening to him along with others. His character and

motivations are sketched as briefly as those of anyone else

met in the kitchen or on the road" (41). In view of

Orwell's supposed detachment, it seems inaccurate to call

the book something as personal as a journal. It is also

arguable that Orwell's character is only "briefly
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sketched." The reader is frequently made aware of

Orwell's personal feelings about the circumstances he

finds. However, despite the personal nature of the book,

the characters are of equal importance, so "journal" seems

too personal a term. Perhaps the best way to categorize

the book is that of David Kubal, who called Down and Out a

"dramatic autobiography" (60). This classification allows

for Orwell's "rearranging" of facts, but does not reduce

the book to the purely fictional status of a novel. Down

and Out is essentially the truth, and deals with Orwell's

personal experiences. There is more of "autobiography"

than "novel" about it.

It is not easy to categorize Down and Out because it

is an unusual work. This is possibly why so many critics

dismiss it as non-political. Even Orwell had problems with

Down and Out. Initially he submitted the book solely to

two publishers. Both declined to publish Down and Out,

including Faber and Faber whose reader T. S. Eliot rejected

it in 1932 (Ferrell 95). After only two rejections, he

left the manuscript with his friend Mabel Fierz, telling

her to burn it and keep the paper clips. Fortunately, she

submitted it to the radical Gollancz publishing house which

accepted it.

In addition to his willingness to destroy the book,

Orwell also chose to release it using a pseudonym. Some
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might argue that this shows that he had little confidence

in his work. However, Orwell knew that firsthand

descriptions of the poor were not exactly what the public

might expect from an Etonian. In as much as the public

might not accept a poor Etonian, and because he had no wish

to embarrass his family with such a shocking book, Eric

Blair became George Orwell. He submitted four pseudonyms

(including H. Lewis Allways and P. S. Burton), but said he

"rather favoured" George Orwell (Hammond 18). His

publisher suggested "X," feeling the book might have more

impact from an anonymous author, but Blair refused, feeling

that if the book were successful, he would be able to use

his pseudonym again. His faith in Down and Out was perhaps

wary, but he did not reject the possibility of its being a

success.

Even though Orwell took great pains to shield his

family from any embarrassment by choosing a pseudonym, he

does not assume a different background in Down and Out.

Nor should he assume such a background, given the political

nature of his enterprise. The reader is left with no

doubts that it is an educated man who is experiencing

poverty, and the suggestion is that the educated man enjoys

no asylum from destitution. Orwell fears that the poor in

England will not accept him because of his civilized

speech, but few even notice it. He meets another tramp who
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is evidently educated and makes fun of the other tramps.

The tramps do not look up to this educated tramp. He is a

drunk and an object of ridicule. Perhaps this illustrates

why Orwell should not have feared being ostracized for his

speech: among the poor are educated people who have fallen

on hard times.

So the wealthy themselves are not immune to hard

times. Orwell terms poverty "the thing you have feared all

your life," yet there is some relief, "almost pleasure," in

experiencing it and surviving it. "You have talked so

often of going to the dogs-- and well, here are the dogs,

and you have reached them and you can stand it" (17).

Aside from being a wonderful sentence, this again alludes

to the expected readership of- the book. Orwell does not

use the first person in expressing these fears. If he were

mainly concerned with personal revelation, he would have

used "I." He is writing for those who share his background

and his hidden fears. Perhaps the wealthy are repulsed by

the poor because they serve as a reminder of what could

happen if they lost their own wealth and power. Orwell

chose poverty, and that sets him apart from the truly poor.

He can communicate with the prosperous as one of their own.

Despite the fact that he chose to publish Down and

out under a pseudonym, in the text Orwell does not try to

hide the fact that he is educated. He writes to the upper
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classes because he is one of them. Ian Slater asserts,

"Though Eric Blair in 1928 was not rich or even well-to-do,

he was a member of the somewhat privileged 'lower-upper-

middle class,' and well understood fear of the mob, because

he had it himself" (68). He understands their "fear of the

mob" and mistreatment and suspicion of the lower classes

from personal experience.

Still some have found fault with Orwell's perspective.

The reviewer for The New English Weekly claimed that

Orwell's ability to escape the situation left him "unable

to give a real picture of the mind of a man who is really

down and out, and whose only prospect is starvation or

prison" (428). The reviewer misses the point of the book.

Orwell was not claiming to present the mind of a truly poor

man. If that were the case, he would have made one of the

people he encountered the main focus of the book. As

George Woodcock says, "At first Orwell endures poverty

alone, and the shifts he does adopt reveal the reactions

proper to his social position" (115).

The point is that Orwell is a man viewing the poor in

an untypical way. He has learned that "they are ordinary

human beings, and that if they are worse than other people

it is the result and not the cause of their way of life"

(205). His purpose is to expose the false way in which the

upper classes view the poor, much in the same way he viewed
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them before he became acquainted with them on a more

personal basis. John P. Frazee claims that the most

important aspect of the rhetoric of Down and Out is that

Orwell "resembles, and by resembling gains the trust of,

Orwell's English, middle-class reader" (35). Orwell

clearly directs his narrative at those who are not poor.

For example, in Down and out Orwell shows that poverty

is filled with secrecy and deception. He tells of having

to put on the appearance of having some wealth while in

Paris. The idea of keeping up appearances is a middle-

class idea. The poor are used to their circumstances and

have learned not to be ashamed. Francis Hope sees evidence

of "the frantic bourgeois refusal to admit poverty, which

comes oddly from someone determined to write with utter

frankness about it" (12). It is rather odd that Orwell

spends almost an entire chapter discussing things like

running out of the bakery because the bread costs more than

"you" expected, and how sometimes "you" have to buy a drink

to keep up appearances. "You thought it [poverty] would be

quite simple; it is extraordinarily complicated" (13).

When Orwell first loses his money, one of the main

things that complicates poverty is the fear of what others

might think. This fear is obviously common to the upper

classes. The fact that Orwell uses "you" when describing

this fear points to his having conceived of his audience as
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being comprised of the rich; the poor have seen these

things first-hand and have probably long ago dispensed with

any feelings of shame. Orwell writes his book to the

uninformed upper classes. It is what Patrick Reilly terms,

"a teach-yourself poverty course." He also claims, " 'You'

and Orwell, pupil and instructor, are the most important

characters in the book" (133-134). The audience and the

author share the same background.

Notable is the fact that he spends time telling how

"you" have to strive to keep up appearances, speaking to

his fellow members of the upper classes. Earlier in the

book, he tells of those in the Paris slums. "Poverty frees

them from ordinary standards of behavior, just as money

frees people from work' (3). -Orwell's efforts to belong

with the poor are never quite compete. He still sees the

poor as "them" and realizes that he is different. He also

sees this difference in his audience, who would likely view

the poor as "them." By directing his tale to "you," Orwell

gives a new perspective to the wealthy. As an Eton

graduate, Orwell addresses the wealthy with the unique

perspective of a peer. By making the rich see the faults

in their neglect of the poor, Orwell gives them a new

perspective. Down and Out is political because Orwell

shows the terrors of poverty to an audience able to affect

changes for the poor.
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Yet Orwell's condemnation of poverty is not merely

rhetorically indirect. He does stop to comment explicitly

on the situations he has experienced. He ends both the

Paris and London sections with chapters denouncing the

conditions of the poor. However, it is through his

characters that Orwell is the most politically powerful.

He shows the poor as diverse people, enduring needless

humiliation and abhorrent circumstances.

Nevertheless, a common critical reaction to Down and

out is that of the leftist writer, C. Day Lewis, who wrote

a favorable review of the book for Adelphi (382). Day

Lewis was intrigued by the facts presented in the book, but

he noted that Orwell never really explained their

significance. Orwell's explanations were few because he

allows the reader to interpret the facts. Anyone preaching

Socialism or fairness to all would surely be moved by the

unjust manner in which the poor are treated. Moving the

decision makers is Orwell's aim.

Moreover, at the end of the Paris section of Down and

out, Orwell claims that the wealthy perpetuate purposeless

work for the poor because of a "fear of the mob." The mob

must be kept busy, or they might revolt. Calling this fear

"superstitious," Orwell says its basis is "that there is

some mysterious, fundamental difference between rich and

poor, as though they were two different races, like negroes
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and white men" (121). Orwell points out that the only

difference is income. Later in the book, he speaks of the

fear of the English "tramp-monster." What people forget is

that "a tramp is only an Englishman out of work" (205).

Accordingly, Orwell's main concern is that the poor

are seen as intrinsically different from the rest of

society. As he sees it, "the trouble is that intelligent,

cultivated people, the very people who might be expected to

have liberal opinions, never do mix with the poor" (121).

Orwell's purpose in Down and Out is to give the

intelligentsia a true picture of the lives of the poor. He

wants to portray their unique characteristics and destroy

the notion of the poor as a separate mob.

Orwell similarly fears that the learned people who

could help the poor are afraid of the poor because they do

not mix with them. Orwell wants the liberal thinkers to

see that the poor are often required to hold useless jobs

or tramp around England needlessly. one of Orwell's

examples is the job of Plonceur (dishwasher) he holds in

Paris. What greatly troubles Orwell about the Ploneur is

that "educated people, those who should be on his side,

acquiesce in the process, because they are afraid of him"

(122). Orwell writes for an educated reader. Orwell feels

degraded when he first becomes a tramp in London. He wants

his wealthy readers to see how wrong it is that anyone
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should feel humiliated. "Dressed in a tramp's clothes it

is very difficult, at any rate for the first day, not to

feel that you are genuinely degraded. You might feel the

same shame, irrational but very real, your first night in

prison" (130). An upper class person probably would not

understand that it is "irrational" to feel degraded in

prison or in rags. He or she might refer to it as an

"understandable" feeling. This is the type of subtle

political statement Orwell is making. No one in any

circumstance should feel degraded, nor is it reasonable to

find it acceptable for others to be degraded.

Nonetheless, Orwell displays his upbringing when even

he is guilty of being disgusted by the poor. His first

night in London at a doss-house, someone spends much of the

night coughing in a "loathsome manner," making "an

extremely repellant sound." When Orwell sees him, he has

a "grey, sunken face like that of a corpse, and he was

wearing his trousers wrapped round his head as a nightcap,

a thing which for some reason disgusted me very much"

(132). Orwell does not offer any particular reason for the

disgust he feels. It is just "for some reason."

Orwell thoroughly describes the grotesque sounds the

man makes throughout the night, but oddly his revulsion is

spurred by the man's wrapping his trousers around his head.

Granted, this is not normal behavior, but it is certainly
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less distasteful than the noises the man emits. In the

same paragraph, he describes the bed sheets which "stank so

horribly of sweat I could not bear to put them near my

nose," and a man who noisily uses his chamber pot several

times during the night. It is no wonder he claims he was

disgusted with the man's trousers as nightcap "for some

reason." It is the only thing in the doss-house that could

not be categorized as disgusting. Odd perhaps, but not

particularly disgusting. Orwell's use of "for some reason"

shows his surprise at his negative feelings.

Although it seems implausible, perhaps Orwell was

disgusted only by the man's odd use of his trousers.

Orwell probably did find it distasteful, and the

implication that it could have~been a slight over-reaction

makes a broad statement. The poor live in abhorrent

conditions, yet that is not what worries the upper classes.

Instead, it is the strange things the poor do. The upper

classes are content for the poor to live in deplorable

conditions, but are uncomfortable with the odd things the

poor do that they might have to view. Orwell wants the

wealthy to see the reality of the way the poor are forced

to live. He also wants to show how ridiculous it is to be

disgusted by the poor; they are victims and should not be

looked upon with loathing.
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Orwell is further disturbed that the poor are required

to perform basically useless jobs and follow unreasonable

rules because of the notion that it would be dangerous for

them to have leisure. He compares the work of a Plongeur

to that of a slave. He observes that Ploneurs have no

funds to marry, no time to find another job, nor enough

leisure time to consider forming a union and striking for

better treatment. Plonqeurs also accept silly traditions

that seem to have no particular reason. When he first

enters the restaurant as a Plongeur, Orwell must shave his

moustache because only cooks wear moustaches. No one can

tell him a reason, only that it is the custom. This is the

type of thinking which pervades the hotel atmosphere.

Things which make no logical sense are not explained, but

they are merely accepted. Plongeurs accept things as they

are because they lack the time to question.

The tramps in England also follow unexplained rules,

the most illogical being that they are forced to keep

moving. They may not stay in any of the state run

dormitories ("spikes") more than once a month. Orwell

laments the waste involved: "Each day they expend

innumerable foot-pounds of energy-- enough to plow

thousands of acres, build miles of road, put up dozens of

houses-- in mere, useless walking" (207). In one of his

few blatant suggestions of how to solve the problems the
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tramps face, Orwell does suggest tramp-maintained vegetable

gardens for the spikes (183). Alex Zwerdling calls the

idea of vegetable gardens for the workhouses "roughly

comparable to a scheme for improving hell by planting trees

in its streets" (67). Perhaps Zwerdling is missing the

point of Down and Out. Orwell is merely reporting back to

his class. He is not trying to solve the entire problem

himself. Orwell also realizes that change is difficult and

that small suggestions are the beginning of useful ideas.

Orwell was certainly close to the situation; he must have

had some insight into remedying it.

Likewise Orwell gained insights into the lives of the

poor which were possibly previously ignored by the wealthy.

Orwell makes clear that there are two completely

different worlds existing side-by-side. He states that the

lodging-houses in England where the poor live "are

profitable concerns and are owned by rich men" (134). The

poor in London live in deplorable conditions, while the

rich make money from these lodging-houses. These

situations cause the poor to stick together; they know the

rich will not help them because they choose to stay

uninvolved and make money from the sub-human conditions of

the lodging-houses. The notion of the rich and the poor

being close together but actually being very far apart is

best illustrated in the Parisian hotel restaurant where
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Orwell works. He ironically tells of the filth in the

kitchen never seen by the unsuspecting diners on the other

side of the kitchen door. "Dirtiness is inherent in hotels

and restaurants, because sound food is sacrificed to

punctuality and smartness" (79). A waiter has two

different personalities. When an apprentice breaks a

bottle of wine, the waiter fiercely curses him, and then,

"Words failing him, he turned to the door; and as he opened

it he farted loudly, a favourite Italian insult. Then he

entered the dining-room and sailed across it dish in hand,

graceful as a swan" (68). Orwell sees that there are

literally two different worlds, side-by-side. However,

just as in society, the rich do not understand or view

accurately those with whom they coexist.

While pointing to the differences between the rich and

the poor, Orwell also points to some similarities. Within

the hotel itself there is an elaborate class system; the

different classes of workers are almost as separate from

each other as they are from the guests. Jeffrey Meyers

correctly states, "One of the larger ironies of the book is

that Orwell fled this unjust social hierarchy only to find,

among the down-and-out, an even more elaborate and rigidly

military caste system" (77). Even the poor mimic the

inequitable society which Orwell protests. This

illustrates the absurdity and unfairness of such a system
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to Orwell's unsuspecting reader. The reader is made to

sympathize with the plight of the Plonguer before Orwell

points out that the reader is contributing to the

plonguer's troubles by allowing his work to continue.

Surprisingly, one friend whom the lowly Orwell finds

in the Hotel X. happens to be a waiter. Valenti treats him

"almost as an equal," but only when they are alone, "for it

does not do for a waiter to be friendly with plongeurs"

(66). Valenti tells Orwell about a time when he was out of

work. "Well, I'm not a poor devil of a plongeur, I'm a

waiter, and I went five days without eating, once" (82).

Valenti looks "just like an Eton boy," but has worked since

he was twelve. Valenti is one of the few characters in the

book who appears to be-better off than he is. He may look

like he came from Eton, but his life has not gone very

smoothly. However, Valenti shares the dream of all

waiters, to own his own restaurant one day, and therefore

is not to be pitied. He does not let the past worry him,

as he has hope for the future.

Valenti and other waiters are proud of their social

status. Even Rlonieurs can be proud. Mario is a hard-

working, able Elonceur. He performs his job so well that

he is paid twice the usual Ploncieur's salary. Although

there is a definite class system, "everyone in the hotel

had his sense of honour, and when the press of work came we
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were all ready for a grand concerted effort to get through

it" (78). The staff must work together, so there is some

sense of community. Although the work is grueling, it does

give the workers a goal. The plonguer's pride in his work

despite his humble circumstances, and the waiter's hope for

the future make the poor seem more accessible. The way the

workers care about their "business" illustrates their

similarity to the middle-class, who are society's "more

productive"' members.

Unlike the workers in France, most of the tramps

Orwell meets in England have no goals. The atmosphere in

Paris is more cheerful, chiefly because the people there

have an assurance about the future, and find fulfillment in

their jobs. Orwell points to the necessity of work and

purpose, especially for the uneducated. He says that, "an

illiterate man, with the work habit in his bones, needs

work more than he needs money" (182). Orwell believes that

most wealthy people view the poor as lazy, but this

perception is far from accurate. He argues that an

educated man at least can fill up his time:

That is why it is such nonsense to pretend that

those who have come down in the world are to be

pitied above all others. The man who really

merits pity is the man who has been down from the

start, and faces poverty with a blank,
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resourceless mind. (182)

This concept is unfamiliar to the wealthy who might feel

more sympathetic toward one of their own who has fallen

upon hard times. The idea of the poor especially needing

work because of their lack of education illustrates

Orwell's desire to give a new perspective to the wealthy.

This idea is further strengthened by the fact that the

two most "successful" men Orwell meets among the poor are

intelligent. Boris and Bozo represent two men who have

accepted their circumstances well. Boris has a bad leg,

and he is skilled only in restaurant work. Boris does not

feel shame; his dignity has to do with knowing that he is

intelligent. Boris is a realist, but he does not let

life's reality distress him. Orwell's portrayal of this

man, able to see life's humor and look with hope toward the

future, gives the upper classes something to contend with.

The poor can have the sort of dignity that Boris possesses,

and can be confident of what some might gloomily predict as

a hopeless future. Although he is trained only as a

waiter, Boris dreams of someday owning a restaurant and

growing rich. "All waiters, I afterwards found, talk and

think of this; it is what reconciles them to being waiters"

(21). This hope sustains the waiters; this is entirely

different from the hopelessness Orwell finds in England.

Boris is in terrible shape when Orwell finds him. He
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sleeps on the floor of a bug-infested room, has no money

and is weak from hunger. After Orwell buys him some bread,

Boris revives and assures Orwell not to worry. Boris tells

Orwell several ideas he has to make money. "Never worry,

mon ami. Nothing is easier to get than money" (26). Boris

also emphasizes the importance of intelligence: "a man with

brains can't starve. What things a man can do with brains!

Brains will make money out of anything" (28). Boris knows

that he will survive hard times because he has done so

before and because he is intelligent.

Like Boris, Bozo takes comfort from his intelligence.

Bozo is the one person Orwell meets in London who does not

fit the stereotype of the typical tramp. Orwell obviously

finds him intriguing. -"He had-managed to keep his brain

intact and alert, and so nothing could make him succumb to

poverty" (169). Bozo makes his living as a screever, or

pavement artist, on the Embankment. He is a "serious

screever" who draws political cartoons and uses artists'

colors rather than ordinary chalk. Because Bozo's leg has

been injured in a serious accident, he is unable to work.

This disability does not particularly bother him. "He

seemed a very unusual screever, and he was, moreover, the

first person I had heard maintain that poverty did not

matter." Orwell tells Bozo that he has found that taking

away a man's money seems to make him fit for nothing. Bozo
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disagrees:

No, not necessarily. If you set your mind to it,

you can live the same life, rich or poor. You

can still keep on with your books and your ideas.

You just got to say to yourself, "I'm a free man

in here"-- he tapped his forehead-- and you're

all right. (167)

Bozo cannot be bothered by his circumstances because he

knows his intelligence is intact.

Because he is secure in his intelligence, Bozo does

not try to please anyone with his actions. He lives for

himself. Members of the lower class may be intelligent,

but they differ from the upper class in more ways than

income. Bozo does not-sound intelligent, but he is very

bright. In Down and Out, Orwell rarely recounts his own

dialogue. He does so only to illustrate a point, as in an

encounter with Bozo. Bozo amazes Orwell with his knowledge

of astronomy and impresses him by saying, "The stars are a

free show; it don't cost anything to use your eyes." Orwell

responds in a manner which displays his upbringing, "What a

good idea! I should never have thought of it" (166). Bozo

and Orwell are both intelligent, yet Bozo's speech makes

him appear uneducated. Bozo's speech is idiosyncratic:

"Cockneyfied and yet very lucid and expressive. It was as

though he had read good books but had never troubled to
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correct his grammar" (163). Orwell's diction differs

greatly from Bozo's. But despite all outward appearances

to the contrary, the point here is that Orwell feels so

much like this "uneducated" man. Therefore, the poor can

be smart, alert, charming, and should be beter looked

after, despite their unkempt appearance or lack of standard

usage.

Although he might initially appear to be a "typical"

tramp, Bozo has self-respect and wisdom. Bozo also

impresses Orwell with his French, his literary knowledge,

and his gift for phrases. Bozo's bad leg left him with no

hope but a future of begging. Yet:

With all this, he had neither fear, nor regret,

nor shame, nor self-pity. He had faced his

position, and made a philosophy for himself.

Being a beggar, he said, was not his fault, and

he refused either to have any compunction about

it or to let it trouble him. (168)

Bozo is an atheist and takes "a sort of pleasure in

thinking that human affairs would never improve" (169).

In spite of the fact that he sees little hope

anywhere, he carries on. After a horrible day during which

Bozo has walked several miles in the rain on his deformed

leg and has made only a small amount by illegally begging

outright, he must sell something to pay for his bed. He



36

sells his razor and then laughs that he sold it before he

shaved. Orwell is amazed that he can still laugh. "One

could not help admiring him" (188). Bozo refuses to dwell

on the negative things he must face. However, both Boris

and Bozo are unusual: they survive so well because they are

confident in their intelligence. In spite of the fact that

many are smart, the poor are often required to hold useless

jobs, such as needlessly grueling restaurant work or

begging. Intelligent people should not be required to hold

useless jobs. Therefore, the poor should not hold useless

jobs. This is what Orwell wants the liberal thinkers to

see.

Additionally Orwell wishes to show the devastating

effects that malnutrition has an the poor. For example, by

blaming lack of nourishment for many of the tramps' flaws,

Orwell also challenges "the generally accepted idea that

tramps are dangerous characters" (204). At one point,

Orwell and Paddy have done some work, and the maid is told

to bring them tea. "I remember the terrified way in which

she brought it out, and then losing her courage, set the

cups down on the path and bolted back to the house,

shutting herself in the kitchen. So dreadful is the name

of 'tramp"' (194). Even a maid, who is also part of the

lower class, is terrified of tramps. Orwell says that this

is a terrible misconception. He points to "the abject
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wormlike gratitude with which they normally accept charity"

(186). He feels that his friend Paddy "would sooner take a

blow than give one" (151). Paddy and the other tramps are

not weak because of some personality deficiency, but

because they are malnourished.

Similarly, even usually hopeful Boris becomes

depressed about his prospects when he is hungry, but "food

seemed to act on his system like a magic cocktail" (28).

With the poor in Paris and the tramps in London, Orwell

often points to the negative effects of malnutrition.

Malnutrition and lack of work affect Boris's manners as

well as his mood. When the chef du personnel at the Hotel

X. offers Orwell a job, Orwell tells him he will leave when

the Auberge restaurant-opens. rAs the hotel hires men by

the month only, Orwell loses his job opportunity. Boris is

furious:

For the first time since I had known him he

forgot his manners and called me a fool.

"Idiot! Species of idiot! What's the good

of my finding you a job when you go and chuck it

up the next moment? How could you be such a fool

as to mention the other restaurant? You'd only

to promise you would work for a month."

"It seemed more honest to say I might have

to leave," I objected.
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"Honest! Honest! Who ever heard of a

plongeur being honest? . . . Do you think a

plongeur can afford a sense of honour?" (58)

Despite all that he has suffered, Boris is rude only

when Orwell attempts honesty. Orwell does not include this

to suggest that Boris is a bad person. In fact, Orwell

later realizes, "how foolish it had been to have any

scruples, for the big hotels are quite merciless towards

their employees" (59). Here Orwell shows that the

restaurant workers are dishonest out of necessity. One

must become corrupt to work in a corrupt system. Orwell

returns to the hotel a more dishonest man and is given the

job. The restaurant workers wish to survive in a business

where they are poorly paid and-poorly treated. The owners

take advantage of them and collect the profits.

Indeed the workers can afford neither morals nor

manners. Orwell himself loses his manners when he becomes

overworked in his grueling job as a Plongeur at the Auberge

restaurant. After a few days, the cook and Orwell spend

all their time quarreling. Orwell calls the cook terrible

names, and jeers at her when she cries. "This is the kind

of effect that fatigue has upon one's manners" (114). This

suggests that because of extreme exertion, the workers do

not have the "luxury" of being polite or ethical. The

grueling work destroys even well-bred Orwell's manners.
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The poor are not rude or unscrupulous because they are

inferior. In a job in a Paris restaurant, Orwell and his

co-workers work seventeen hours a day, seven days a week.

Orwell claims that these hours are "nothing extraordinary

in Paris" (108). His experience has taught him a valuable

lesson: "When one is overworked, it is a good cure for

self-pity to think of the thousands of people in Paris

restaurants who work such hours, and will go on doing it,

not for a few weeks, but for years" (113).

Therefore, in that situation, the restaurant owner is

the only one who remains polite. He is in the restaurant

the same hours as the rest but is not fatigued because he

does no work. When Orwell leaves the restaurant at 12:30

a.m., the owner stops him and offers him a glass of brandy,

"as courteously as though I had been a Russian duke instead

of a Plonaeur. He treated all of us like this. It was our

compensation for working seventeen hours a day" (111).

Obviously this is not adequate compensation. The

restaurant work becomes so grueling that Orwell leaves the

restaurant after ten days and goes to England. The owner's

polite attitude contrasts the attitudes of his overworked

employees. It is another case of the wealthy and the poor

existing side-by-side. The owner feels that a glass of

brandy can undo the near impossible task he asks of his

workers. This is reminiscent of society's inadequate
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attempts to help the poor.

It can be argued that society does not help the poor

because they are so misunderstood. Orwell strives to show

that the poor should not be quickly judged because they are

unique and diverse. On the surface the poor often appear

dirty, foul and uneducated. Orwell's goal is to teach the

rich to look beyond the initial outward appearance of the

poor.

Better than any character in the book, Charlie

illustrates how wrong hasty judgments of the poor can be.

Charlie first tells a hideous tale of his brutal rape of a

frightened young prostitute. Orwell considered this

episode "the only bit of good writing in the book," and was

distressed at the possibility of its being censored from

the manuscript (The Collected Essays 1: 84). The fact that

Charlie's distasteful tale is the first lengthy anecdote in

the book may be as Keith Aldritt suggests, "one of Orwell's

several devices for shocking his middle-class reader."

Aldritt feels that "Charlie and his wickedness are a

pathetically superannuated set of weapons for such a

purpose" (48). I doubt that Charlie appears in the book

only for shock value.

Charlie's tale is dreadful, but his comments on love,

and Orwell's later revelations about him are too complex to

dismiss as devices designed with only the purpose of
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shocking. For one thing, Charlie is not stereotypically

appalling. As Richard Smyer points out, he "is a playful

infant, not the jaded rake he pretends to be while in his

cups" (19). Later in the book, Charlie is drunk and dances

while "pinching the women's breasts and declaiming poetry"

(92). It seems strange that his speech consists of poetry

and not the obscenities one might expect.

Charlie's other story about himself concerns his

girlfriend Yvonne for whom he apparently feels genuine

affection. Charlie is a dishonest person, but it is

interesting to note his capability of a long term

relationship. Also, he shows some compassion for Yvonne.

When they have been without food for three days, Yvonne

walks up and down their room "howling like a dog that she

was dying of starvation. It was terrible." In the midst

of this, and suffering with his own starvation, Charlie

realizes, "To get money easily one must be a woman. Has

not every woman something to sell?" (97) A reader might

naturally assume that he will suggest that Yvonne turn to

prostitution. Yet this suggestion never occurs. Instead,

he formulates an idea for her to become fed at the

hospital. She manages to smuggle out some food for him,

but she receives most of the food herself. It is also

interesting that this somewhat unselfish solution was

formulated in the midst of starvation, a common theme



42

throughout the book. Pages are devoted to the ill effects

of poor nutrition. If there is one malady a reader of Down

and Out ought to feel sympathy and understanding towards,

it is starvation. But Charlie rises above his own problem,

and does not throw Yvonne out or suggest she pursue

prostitution, either of which could be expected and even

understandable. Charlie is not a saint, but his sins do

not seem so great as we learn more about him.

Charlie's last story is not even about him, but

concerns Roucolle, the miser. It is prefaced with a

telling statement: "Very likely Charlie was lying as usual,

but it was a good story." Charlie may be a disgusting liar

and a drunk, but he could tell a good story. Orwell

naturally would feel that this-is a redeeming trait. I

cannot help but agree. In a book filled with anecdotes,

the ability to tell a good story should be valued.

Charlie's stories take up three of the first 23 chapters of

the book. His last story ends the Paris portion of the

book. Much of what we learn about Charlie comes through

stories he tells about himself. Orwell has given Charlie a

voice, and has allowed Charlie to speak for himself.

Charlie's stories reveal both the repugnant and interesting

sides of the life the narrator leads in Paris. Notably the

final two words before Orwell crosses the English Channel

are "Charlie said."
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However, Bernard Crick dismisses Charlie's stories

about himself and Roucolle as "padding" and criticizes

all those long florid anecdotes told by one of

the characters, like the scarlet brothel story

and the equally stock, rather nasty, indeed

positively anti-Semitic anecdotes about the

swindling Jew who is himself swindled over the

face powder that looks like cocaine. (123)

Orwell was known for his assiduousness and great desire to

become a writer. Even his brother-in-law Humphrey Dakin,

who had few nice things to say about Orwell, admitted his

great commitment to his writing (Stansky and Abrahams, The

Unknown Orwell 263). It is hard to believe that such a

persevering and diligent writer would add characters such

as Charlie and Roucolle only as "padding." Charlie's

progression illustrates that the poor should not be too

quickly judged.

Lynette Hunter says that the story about Roucolle "can

be read as a parable of being taken in by something that

appears to be the real thing, but is not" (18). The order

of Charlie's stories, first his sadistic tale, then his

story of Yvonne, and finally his story of the miser, do

show a sort of progress. Not only does Orwell learn, but

the reader views Charlie with a bit more warmth. Charlie,

we have been told, loves to talk about himself, yet his
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final story is about someone else. Charlie's grotesque

initial story makes it hard to muster any compassion for

him, but as we learn more about him, he does not seem so

repulsive. We learn that like the face powder that

Roucolle thought was cocaine, Charlie is less harmful than

he initially appeared. As Orwell's primary concern is

giving middle-class readers a new perspective on people

they have perhaps falsely judged, Charlie is a perfectly

appropriate character.

Whatever reasons Orwell had for his "coarse comments,"

the story of Roucolle is interesting because it points

toward the already mentioned ambiguity. Roucolle's story

fits Orwell's goal perfectly. Roucolle was so miserable

over being sold face powder that he thought was cocaine

that he died of a broken heart. He ate damaged vegetables

and cat's meat, wearing newspaper for underclothes, and

pants made from a sack. Yet he had over half a million

francs. Roucolle fascinated the unusual characters in

Orwell's Parisian quarter. A book about poverty would not

necessarily include a character with great wealth, albeit a

miser, who is depicted as one of the down and out.

Interestingly, in a way, Roucolle chose to be down and out,

much the same as Orwell himself did. Both were able to

escape life in this poor quarter filled with odd people,

yet neither made that choice. Roucolle was propelled to
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stay there because of his desire for wealth, Orwell for his

own personal reasons.

On the other hand, with only one exception, the

characters with wealth or position in the book do not

understand or have empathy for the poor. Wealthy women

avert their eyes from Orwell. Pious religious figures

appear throughout the book, their efforts to help the poor

mocked and unappreciated. The one religious figure who

escapes the wrath of the tramps is a clergyman who

distributes meal tickets near the Embankment. His manner

is shy, and he does not wait to be thanked. "The

consequence was that, for once, there was genuine

gratitude, and everyone said that the clergyman was a

good feller" (187). Orwell surely saw the irony of

the tramps' complimenting the clergyman with unprintable

words, but he also realized how unusual it was that a

charitable act was appreciated by the tramps. As Roger

Rees so perceptively notes:

The point, of course, is that his clergyman did

not try to kid himself or them by trying to "talk

brother talk." He felt and acknowledged the

shamefulness of the whole situation. Men without

money, some of them subnormal and others skilled

workers unable to find work, queuing up for

official charity in the heart of London, a world
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centre of civilization. (26)

Rees and Orwell correctly perceive that this is the truly

sad thing about the poor. Not only are they destitute, but

they are surrounded by opulence and supposed civilization.

Unlike most, this clergyman realizes the shame of the

situation.

Orwell's experiences with the poor gave him a new

perspective on their lives, and the fallacies surrounding

them. Through this enlightenment, Orwell began to realize

the ineffectiveness of the solutions offered by society to

cure the problems faced by the poor. Many of the poor's

negative traits stem from their hunger or the way they are

treated by society's wealthier members. Orwell's goal in

Down and Ot was to convey thertruth to his peers. As

Basil de Selincourt states, "Mr. Orwell has practical

suggestions to make, but of course his chief contribution

is that he helps us to see things from below instead of

from above" (388). This gift was evident throughout his

career. Orwell's ability to see things from a new

perspective and his concern for the poor never left him.



CHAPTER III

ORWELL'S FUTURE INFLUENCED BY HIS PAST

V. S. Pritchett called George Orwell "the wintry

conscience of a generation" (110). Orwell's first book was

political because it showed his peers the truth of the life

of the poor. Although Down and Out lacks the candid

politicizing of Orwell's later works, it clearly points

toward his future as one of his generation's best-known

political writers. Orwell's past and motivation for being

poor indicate a kinship with the downtrodden., This kinship

is the beginning of Orwell's politics. Throughout his

life, he was to empathize with those who were treated

unjustly. Down and Out begins this trend in Orwell's

career, and it is wrong to believe that it is vastly

different from Orwell's later works. His identification

with those who need money and respect in many ways points

toward his later political beliefs.

Therefore, one of Orwell's unique accomplishments,

which began with Down and Out, was his willingness to

identify himself with the poor. John Rodden writes about

the making of "St. George Orwell," and expounds on

comparing him to St. Francis Bernardone, a comparison made

earlier by John Atkins. "His uniqueness lay in his public

47
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identification with the poor . . . not in the fact that

he abandoned a life of privilege for one of extreme

poverty" (334). Like Francis, Orwell's public

identification with the poor showed the seriousness of his

concern for them. It could be argued that a book published

under a pseudonym does not constitute public identification

with the poor. However, Orwell's choice of using an alias

was not due to a desire to disassociate himself from the

poor, but it was there in case the book was not a success

and to spare his family any embarrassment. Furthermore, he

proved throughout his life that he was not ashamed of any

affiliation with the poor.

Furthermore, Orwell's fascination with poverty was by

no means limited to his first book. He wrote several other

books about the financially impoverished including the

novels, A Clergyman's Daughter, Keep the Aspidistra Flying,

and the autobiographical The Road to Wigan Pier, and he

describes the poor in several other works including the

essay "How the Poor Die," and the proles of 1984. His

experiences with the poor inspired aspects of his later

works.

For example, Orwell's experience as a Plongeur

influenced his later literary work. His description of the

kitchen-- "cellar beneath a cellar"-- has been called the

"prototype for Room 101" in 1984 (Small 166). At the end
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of the Paris section of Down and Out, Orwell makes a case

that plongeurs perform an unnecessary job and are kept in

such horrid conditions so they will not rebel. John Atkins

believes, "'From this observation Orwell drew one of the

bases of the society described in 1984, a state of

perpetual warfare which kept the proletariat physically and

emotionally engaged" (95). Phillip Rieff adds that Down

and out led to 1984: "Only when he collapsed poverty into

politics in 1984, did Orwell locate that vast audience with

money that could not be troubled by his original version of

the politics of poverty-- the simple absence of money"

(48). Orwell's life among the poor is significant as the

subject matter for his first published book; it was the

starting point not only for hi8 later political beliefs,

but also for his wide acceptance as an author.

Down and Out also began a trend that would always

follow Orwell: controversy. The first concerns the Jewish

miser Roucolle. Roucolle receives only one brief mention

before his story is told, but his short-lived appearance

became one of the controversial points of Down and out.

Its publisher, Victor Gollancz, received several angry

letters about the insulting remarks concerning Jews in the

tale about Roucolle, and a few other places where Jews are

negatively stereotyped in Down and Out. What particularly

upset S. M. Lipsey was the fact that a Jewish publisher
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would print such offensive material. Gollancz responded

that he detested patriotism, particularly Jewish

patriotism, and told Lipsey, "If Down and Out in Paris and

London has given a jar to your Jewish complacency, I have

one additional reason to be pleased for having published

it" (Edwards 216).

Orwell himself has been criticized for unfavorably

portraying the Jewish characters in Down and Out. Some

critics have questioned Orwell's compassion and supposedly

liberal attitudes. He tells of a Jewish pawnshop owner who

routinely cheats his customers (15). His Russian friend

Boris tells him that in the Russian Army it was considered

bad form to spit on a Jew because, "a Russian officer's

spittle was too precious to be-wasted on Jews" (34).

Daphne Patai feels that his "coarse comments" are due to

the fact that this is a young man's book and Orwell has not

yet developed his future "self-righteous persona" at this

time in his life (69). It is also plausible that Orwell

included these depictions to demonstrate the typically

unfair way in which Jewish people are often perceived. He

is writing for an audience filled with prejudice. He is

possibly taking the opportunity to expose this bigotry.

Another controversy stemmed from Orwell's account of

restaurant work. A review of Down and Out was published in

the London Times Literary Supplement. M. Humbert Possenti
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wrote to the London Times to complain that Orwell was

uninformed, and Parisian restaurants have clean kitchens.

Orwell responded in his own letter to the 'imes, claiming

that he was referring to one particular hotel, and M.

Possenti did not know which one, so he was unable to judge

Orwell's statement. The Licensed Victualler's Gazette

reported, "I am not sure that M. Possenti has 'drawn' the

author very successfully in regard to his own contention

that the facts are not as stated, or, on the other hand,

that the author has cleared himself of the charge of

defaming Paris restaurants" (8). In a letter to Eleanor

Jaques, Orwell wrote, "I have since also been criticised in

the Licensed Victuallers Gazette, but I think they are

beneath answering" (The Collected Letters 1: 117).

Although Down and Out was somewhat controversial, and

many of its themes appear in later Orwell works, some

critics fail to see its significance. Jenni Calder

believes that "Down and Out is perhaps the least passionate

of Orwell's books. . . . he appeals to the warmth of

common sense rather than the coldness of theory" (33).

Orwell's two most famous works, Animal Farm and 1984, are

not filled with "the coldness of theory." Both books (like

Down and Out) point to what happens when society functions

in an inequitable manner. The entire book influenced

Orwell's later works, but Laurence Brander says that Orwell
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changed as an author only when he wrote about the tramps in

London: "The reforming zeal crept in and never left him"

(58). However, Orwell ends the Paris portion of the book

arguing that Plonaeurs are not necessary for society to

function properly. His reforming zeal began with his

restaurant experience in Paris. It is true, as Calder

argues, that Orwell did not apply "cold theory" in Down and

Out. But Orwell did have his zeal for reform in tact, and

as in his later, more famous works, he points to a society

that treats some of its members unfairly. His gifts did

not particularly lie in "cold theory." It cannot be

ignored that Orwell never fully embraced socialism in the

way that is commonly believed.

Orwell always disagreed with certain facets of

socialism. He referred to the leading Leftist authors such

as W. H. Auden and Stephen Spender as "the pansy Left"

(Stansky and Abrahams, Orwell: The Transformation, 28).

In "Writers and Leviathan," Orwell states:

To yield subjectively not merely to a party

machine, but even to a group ideology, is to

destroy oneself as a writer. We feel this

dilemma to be a painful one, because we see the

need of engaging in politics while seeing what a

dirty, degrading business it is. (414)

Although this essay was written in 1948, we can see
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evidence of the idea in 1933. Despite the fact that Orwell

is mainly known as a political writer, his ambivalence

toward organized political parties followed throughout his

life.

Similarly, throughout his life, Orwell never really

fit in with others. W. W. Robson describes him as an

isolated figure:

isolated socially, because though he kept his old

school friends, he could not identify himself

with the social class to which they belonged;

isolated politically because though he despised

the appeasing Conservative governments of the

day, he could not identify himself with the

'Popular Front' promoted by the Stalinists. (150)

Orwell's life with the poor gave him some sense of

belonging, but he never really felt at one with the poor.

Orwell was intrigued by the poor, but he never considered

living with them for his entire life. His friend Anthony

Powell said, "With all his willingness to face hard times--

almost welcoming them-- Orwell was by no means a confirmed

enemy of good living . . ." (239). In fact, the

proletarian writer Jack Common was disappointed in Orwell

and called him, "A sheep in wolf's clothing" (Thompson 18).

Orwell's blend of wanting to be with the poor despite his

revulsion at so much of their lifestyle is telling.
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In particular the episode where the starving Orwell

throws out a bowl of milk because a bug has landed in it

illustrates Orwell's personal aversion to dirt. As Roberta

Kalechofsky notes, this is reminiscent of 1984's Winston

Smith and the fact that he never considers seriously the

idea of disappearing into prole society (123). Orwell's

aversion to dirt and acute sense of smell made him unable

to ignore the filth associated with poverty. Some have

found this to be a major flaw of Down and Out. Adrian

Cunningham's review claims: "There is much that he

distorts, he seems to have had a neurasthentic [sic]

aversion to dirt and physical contact, and a masochistic

fascination about them" (24). Orwell faced his own hatred

and fear of dirt when he became poor. According to Peter

Lewis, "fear is one of the strongest characteristics of the

book-- it rises from its pages like a faint but compulsive

smell. It was highly characteristic of Orwell to want to

find out if he could stand it. It was almost like proving

his manhood" (19). An impoverished existence in both Paris

and London shares the common factor of dirt.

Surprisingly Orwell sees all this dirt as an asset.

The common lodging houses are stuffy, noisy and dirty

compared to the Salvation Army's shelters. However, Orwell

prefers the "laissez-faire atmosphere and the warm home-

like kitchens" of the dirtier lodging houses (212). In The
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Road to Wigan Pier, Orwell asserts that "the price of

liberty is not so much eternal vigilance as eternal dirt"

(72). Orwell's experience with the poor taught him the

importance of a willingness to know them on a personal

level. Without his experience with the poor, Orwell might

never have emerged into such a bold writer. When he faced

his fear of filth, Orwell learned that the poor are often

surrounded by dirt, something the sterile upper-class

cannot understand.

This sterility was one of Orwell's major complaints

with socialism. According to Richard Voorhees, Orwell felt

that:

the motive of many a socialist was simply an

excessive sense of order. He objected to society

as it was, not because it was miserable or

because it was not free, but just because it was

untidy; he wished to transform the sprawling

expansiveness of normal human beings into the

neatness of a chessboard. (111)

Orwell finds interest mixed with revulsion in dirt, and too

much state control would make things too clean and sterile.

Orwell's foray into poverty showed him the importance of

personal involvement.

So Orwell's facing the fear of poverty and dirt, his

"proving his manhood," made him realize that too much
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interference from an uninformed, uninvolved government was

worse than no government intervention at all. He learned

that people must be willing to go beyond what is pleasant

and familiar to learn the truth. He clearly believed in

individual involvement as a way to get a more accurate view

of any problem, and this is a technique which he first used

in Down and Out.

Thus Down and Out should appeal to any reader of

Orwell because it shows Orwell's personal involvement with

the problem. As David Wykes has pointed out:

It established a pattern for Orwell's non-

fictional writings by taking experiences not very

distant from the everyday-- 'in front of your

nose' was his favorite phrase-- and showing what

they were like from the inside. Eating in a

restaurant, encountering the homeless or

unemployed, putting coal on the fire, or reading

in the papers about a war in Spain: with Orwell

as a guide one gets the unaccustomed view. He

has been on the other side. (110)

Because Orwell is "one of us," we are interested in his

view of the other side. George Orwell was not afraid to

experience the things he wrote about. His search for

accuracy and reality gives his writing credence and truth.

He began this style with Down and Out and successfully used
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it again in more political works. In Down and Out he

begins his commitment to showing the underside of life.

His work constantly strives to show reality to people who

have chosen to look the other way. Orwell's interest in

changing the perception of the poor was considerable. His

personal identification with the upper classes only served

to make this more meaningful. He wanted to open their eyes

just as his had been opened.

M. H.'s 1933 review in the Manchester Guardian agrees

that Orwell, "has written a book which might work a

revolution in the minds of those who are totally unable to

look on down-and-outs as other that something entirely

unlike themselves . . ." (5). Ethel Mannin disagrees:

"Unfortunately it is not the intelligentsia that has to be

converted to the socialist aims and ideal, but the

proletariat itself" (10). Perhaps the proletariat are not

involved in Socialist causes because they are, as Orwell

suggests, too tired, too malnourished, or too uneducated.

The poor would gratefully accept constructive reform. They

do not appreciate the misguided efforts of charitable

institutions or government because they are not effective.

The poor are not the ones in control of government, so they

are unable to make changes.

To sum up, the goal of Down and Out is to educate the

wealthy on their neglect of the poor. Because the wealthy
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and educated are in power, it is up to them to correct

these problems, but awareness must precede action. Still

Alex Zwerdling questions Orwell's motives: "to turn himself

into a derelict did not make life any more tolerable for

his fellow victims; it had no social utility but merely

assuaged his own conscience" (17). Orwell initially became

poor to ease his personal guilt, but he wrote Down and out

for the purpose of enlightening his peers. It is

impossible to say who the book has affected through the

years. To suggest that Down and Out has had no social

utility seems a bold and unprovable statement. Orwell's

goal in Down and Out and in many later works was to point

out problems to those who could make changes. As Granville

Hicks says of Orwell, "He never doubted that poverty could

be abolished, and should be, and he believed that it would

be if the respectable middle-class ceased to hide behind

protective generalizations" (8).
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