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The Language Of (Velvet) Totalitarianism
BOOK REVIEW
Totalitarian Language: Orwell's Newspeak and Its Nazi and Communist Antecedents. By John W. Young. University Press of Virginia, Virginia, 1991. 320 pages. $36.50.
Following the momentous political changes that have occurred since 1989, the issues discussed in this book are both timely and important. The book is described on the cover as a "rare analysis of the language of totalitarianism," which, as the title suggests, takes Orwell's 1984 and the concept of Newspeak as the major topic of analysis. The author's politics appear to be conservative (he is said to have contributed to American Conservative Opinion Leaders), and his professional age (he is an assistant professor of political science at Andrews University) quite young for such an ambitious project. But wisdom is not the prerogative of the old, and after having read the book I have to agree with another reviewer, cited on the cover, that the author's "scholarship and the coherence of the argument which supports his tone of authority are impressive." This is not to say that his analysis can be accepted as definitive on all counts: later I take up one or two matters which seem to me to bear further examination.
My credentials as reviewer are hardly conventional for this book. My disci​pline is psychology, my main area of specialization is experimental psycho-physiology. I have publications in the philosophy of science, but I have no formal qualifications either in political psychology or psycholinguistics. Personally, however, as one born in 1940 in Budapest to Jewish, bourgeois parents, I have some direct experience of both the Nazi and Communist totalitarian regimes, and my growing up and being educated in Australia from 1949—65 provided some sharp experiential contrasts between totalitarian and democratic societies. I have been in Canada since 1967 and have taken an interest in issues of freedom of thought in universities (e.g., Furedy, 1994). I am president of the Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship, and, like the author of this book, I am a devoted Orwell fan.
Young's work provides a detailed analysis of Newspeak, as presented in 1984, as well as of the Nazi and Communist systems, which have shaped the major totalitarian societies of this century. After setting the stage in an introduc-
tory section that relates language to the civil social order, he discusses New-speak, Nazi German, and Communist discourse. The third section begins with a chapter on the problem of defining "communist language." Young opts to treat only the "lodestar" of the "official language of the Soviet Union from Lenin's time to Chernenko, of East Germany and Cuba, and of mainland China under Mao" (p. 131). Five appendices which cover topics like "Communist Bipolar Word Pairs" (D) and "Newspeak, Cablese, and Bureaucratic Code Language" enrich the analysis and provide contemporary relevance to the work.
Even if one may disagree with certain details, the general importance and relevance of such analyses is that they serve to refute those intellectuals who seem unable to oppose both the extremes of the right and the left. Those imbued with a blind hatred of the left defended the fascists and Nazis of the thirties, supported (in North America) McCarthyism in the fifties, and minimized the crimes against humanity of rightist South American dictators like Pinochet in the seventies and eighties. Similarly, those who have tended to label any position that values individual liberties over collective rights as "fascism," offered blind sup​port for Soviet "democratic" forces of the thirties, overlooked Stalin's scale of butchery that exceeded even that of Hitler's, lauded communist "democratic" forces in the sixties and seventies, turning a blind eye to the totalitarian actions of these regimes (perhaps the grossest example of this was the spectacle of many Western intellectuals' support for China's violations of human rights both before and after the "Cultural Revolution"), and suggested (especially during the Ameri​can involvement in Vietnam) that there was essentially no difference between the American and Soviet "imperialist" systems.
Needless to say, George Orwell was no such dupe. It was the Spanish Civil War that opened his eyes to the evils of totalitarianism, whether it originated from the left (his original preference) or the right. Orwell, of course, was not alone in this view, but he was unique in the clarity and courage with which he expressed himself, steering an uncompromising middle course between the Scylla of Uncle Joe's Workers' Paradise and the Charybdis of Uncle Adolf's Aryan Utopia. Animal Farm (rejected by more than 30 publishers, including an American firm that wrote back to Orwell that they were not interested in chil​dren's books about animals) pointed this middle way in simple, Swiftian satire. It continues to provide parallels for and ammunition against current intolerant regimes and movements.
It was Orwell's later work, 1984, which provided a more systematic exposi​tion of the fact that Communism and Nazism share more fundamental commu-nalities than differences. The communalities are the features of totalitarianism, in comparison with which such differences as the identity of the scapegoats (bour​geoisie and Jews, respectively) are of relatively minor import. The most impor​tant of the communalities is totalitarian language. As Young notes, scholars have not paid much attention to a systematic analysis of totalitarian language, espe-
cially when it comes to dealing both with Nazi and Communist language (p. 11), and so we are left with the Newspeak concept of 1984, written not by a scholar but by a journalist. It is the Newspeak concept that is the subject of Young's analysis.
That analysis, as I have already indicated, is thorough and scholarly. The author is not only steeped in Orwell's works, but also shows a very thorough acquaintance with the two totalitarian systems he writes about, as well as with the main themes of what Bronowski called "the democracy of the intellect." In the concluding section, where he discusses the issue of the extent to which thought control actually succeeded under the Nazi and Soviet regimes, he pro​vides anecdotes that constitute a testament to the human spirit. In doing so, he also refutes the current popular position of linguistic determinism—that "the word comes before our understanding of reality" (p. 13).
An aspect not explored by Young is the possibility that the roots of linguistic determinism lie in the instrumentalist approach to truth suggested first by the Sophist Protagoras, according to whom "man was the measure," in contrast to the Socratic realist view that truth was determinable independently of a person's beliefs. The Protagorean homo mensura position is espoused especially by the majority of social scientists, many of whom accept the doctrine of constructiv​ism, according to which "we do not discover facts; we invent them" (Scarr, 1985, p. 499). I think Young's analysis would have been illuminated by reference to the writings of philosophers like Karl Popper (e.g., Popper, 1959), especially as regards the distinction between scientific and nonscientific modes of thought. Popper's criterion of demarcation (between the scientific and the nonscientific) is that of falsifiability. It is interesting that totalitarian doctrines are unfalsifiable, just because basic terms are used in an infinitely elastic way.
Another aspect of Young's analysis that warrants more attention is the distinction between totalitarian and nontotalitarian systems, and the role of dou​blespeak in democratic societies. In this connection, while the contrast is usually in terms of the totalitarian-democratic continuum, for this analysis a more appro​priate continuum may be a totalitarian-libertarian one. In this view, the scale represents varying amounts of individual freedom and independence of thought. The difference implied is, recalling the case of Socrates, that democracy is no guarantor of individual intellectual liberty of the classic J. S. Mill variety. Hence one should not assume that Western-style democracies impose no conformist restrictions on free speech and thought. Witness the "hate laws" in Canada, as one example, or the "speech codes" being introduced in many North American universities as another. Such restrictions may be all the more effective because those who go against them do not achieve "martyr" status, and the majority conform just because nonconformity seems not to be worth the trouble. But when most journalists cease to make critical statements about different cultures, and when most professors cease to speak on controversial matters so as not to rock
the boat, are we not on the way to a velvet form of doublespeak even in the "free world"?
Of course the absence of physical coercion against freedom of speech is a critical and treasured feature of democratic society. But the presence of subtle doublespeak, especially on university campuses, should be a cause for concern. Young notes that from Thucydides to Orwell there has been a concern for the same totalitarian linguistic "phenomenon: the appearance in time of turmoil of the political pathologue in whose mouth a word means its opposite. The Jacobin who calls compulsion freedom, the tyrant who calls tyranny a protectorate, the totalitarian who calls dictatorship democracy are particular variations of the same general type" (p. 23). Still, no such "time of turmoil" is evident in leading universities in current North American democracies. Yet in many of these institu​tions, indoctrination is called "education," and administrators "mandate" faculty to attend sexual-harassment "education" seminars to which almost all go, be​cause it is less trouble than making a fuss or being subject to a charge of "insensitivity." Is there not at least some relation between these North American professors who are "educated" in this sense, and their counterparts in the past Soviet system and the present Chinese one, where Marxist "education" seminars were and are "mandated"? Vigilance against all forms of Newspeak is still the price of liberty of thought, even in democratic countries. Young's scholarly, mature, and riveting analysis of totalitarian language constitutes a significant contribution to the spirit of freedom.
John J. Furedy

Univ. of Toronto
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