OH WELL, IT’S ORWELL
Thoughts on Twenty-Fifty (My New Novel?)

“It was a bright cold day in April and the clocks were striking thirteen”. This, of course, is how Nineteen Eighty-Four begins. I wonder who remembers the even briefer sentence that concludes the novel; more of that later. Indeed that final sentence is not the end: it is followed by an Appendix. Most people, I suspect, having completed a harrowing read give this the skip, but it contains observations as sharp as anything Orwell wrote about how degrading a language will inevitably assist populists and demagogues into positions of power. He called this new slimmed-down, monolithic, neon version of English Newspeak and suggested that at the time of writing (shortly before his death in 1950) the process had begun. He predicted that Oldspeak would be completely replaced by Newspeak come 2050. And Democracy by Totalitarianism.

Therein lie the seeds of this novel I ought to write and of course its title: Twenty-Fifty. A few moments’ thought provided the uncanny parallel between the conformism explored in Orwell’s Cold War world with blind support among Western intellectuals for Soviet Russia (despite the evidence of Stalin’s mounting atrocities) and a conformism becoming equally prevalent in our world which flies the banner of idealism, inclusiveness and libertarianism to disguise a wish to stifle open debate and discordant views. From this we can see increasingly polarised societies in the West (Orwell’s transatlantic continent Oceania) being exploited by those who know how to provoke extreme and simplistic responses to often complex issues. Could Orwell have seen the possibility of this new brand of orthodoxy? Just when it seemed we could safely discard the shackles of a pre-war culture of disapproval and conformism? 

I will have fun inventing my equivalents to Orwell’s fictional Ministries and the Big Brother dogmas that create the Puritan background to the doomed affair between Winston and Julia. The over-riding political system from which everything else flows Orwell called IngSoc. This is based on abbreviating and welding together the words English and Socialism, suggesting that any lies or infringements of liberty are justifiable in order to achieve the greater good of a socialist society within everyone’s lifetime. History would show even if well-intentioned the pill would be a bitter one. 

So I wondered what conjunction of words might sum up our current situation in which much cannot be said through a fear of sounding inappropriate, displaying entitlement or causing trepidation in the listener. We’re told history will show us that much of what we may think inoffensive now was in fact hurtful and disrespectful. It’s safer to be safe, so I settled on SafeSoc as my name for the new political orthodoxy that would see us into the 2050s.

How about Orwell’s Ministries? The Ministry of Love, with its nightmarish Room 101, clearly needs a new name. Reorientation maybe, Reassignment even better. Yes, the Ministry of Reassignment sounded efficient but not too sinister.  The Ministry of Truth, where Winston and Julia both worked, was more of a problem. In Nineteen Eighty-Four they spent much of their time re-writing literature and media of the past to make a seamless narrative to the world they inhabited, which of course would become heaven on earth. I needed to find an agency that more subtly recalibrates heritage and history to make it fit with the prevailing orthodoxy of SafeSoc. It could advise novelists on cultural appropriation, say, or on changing the pronouns in a children’s classic. Or even removing altogether more edgy fiction from school libraries. Actually it’s not completely unimaginable. So in my novel I’m going to call it the Ministry of DeOffending. No one, believe me, would ever again be offended.
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