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PASSAGE II 

This passage is an excerpt from a critical literary essay on George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four. 

When we are speaking casually, we call Nineteen Eighty-Four a novel, but in a more exacting context we call it 
a political fable. This is not refuted by the fact that the book is preoccupied with an individual, Winston Smith, 
who suffers from a varicose ulcer, or by the fact that it takes account of other individuals, including Julia, Mr. 
Charrington, Mrs. Parsons, Syme, and O’Brien.  

The figures claim our attention, but they exist mainly in their relation to the political system that determines 5 
them. It would indeed be possible to think of them as figures in a novel, though in that case they would have to 
be imagined in a far more diverse set of relations. They would no longer inhabit or sustain a fable, because a 
fable is a narrative relieved of much contingent detail so that it may stand forth in an unusual degree of clarity 
and simplicity. A fable is a structure of types, each of them deliberately simplified lest a sense of difference 
and heterogeneity reduce the force of the typical. Let us say, then, that Nineteen Eighty-Four is a political fable, 10 
projected into a near future and incorporating historical references mainly to document a canceled past. 

Since a fable is predicated upon a typology, it must be written from a certain distance. The author cannot 
afford the sense of familiarity that is induced by detail and differentiation. A fable, in this respect, asks to be 
compared to a caricature, not to a photograph. It follows that in a political fable there is bound to be some 
tension between a political sense, which deals in the multiplicity of social and personal life, and a sense of 15 
fable, which is committed to simplicity of form and feature. If the political sense were to prevail, the narrative 
would be drawn away from fable into the novel, at some cost to its simplicity. If the sense of fable were to 
prevail, the fabulist would station himself at such a distance from any imaginary conditions in the case that 
his narrative would appear unmediated, free, or bereft of conditions. The risk in that procedure would be 
considerable: a reader might feel that the fabulist has lost interest in the variety of human life and has fallen 20 
back upon an unconditioned sense of its types, that he has become less interested in lives than in a particular 
idea of life. The risk is greater still if the fabulist projects his narrative into the future: the reader cannot 
question by appealing to the conditions of life he already knows. He is asked to believe that the future is 
another country and that “they just do things differently there.” 

In a powerful fable, the reader’s feeling is likely to be mostly fear: he is afraid that the fabulist’s vision of any 25 
life that is likely to arise may be accurate and will be verified in the event. The fabulist’s feeling may be more 
various. Such a fable as Nineteen Eighty-Four might arise from disgust, despair, or world-weariness, induced 
by evidence that nothing, despite one’s best efforts, has changed, and that it is too late now to hope for the 
change one wants. 




