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THE ENDURING
RELEVANCE OF
ORWELL'S
POLITICS AND THE
ENGLISH
LANGUAGE

In 1946, George Orwell
publ ished  a  short ,
polemical  essay  titled
" P o l i t i c s  a n d  t h e
English  Language."
Though  written  in  the
aftermath of World War
I I  a n d  t h e  r i s e  o f
totalitarian regimes, its
insights  have  proven
remarkably  prophetic.
In  our  era of  clickbait

headlines,  political
s p i n ,  a n d  v i r a l
m i s i n f o r m a t i o n ,
Orwell's critique of how
language  is  corrupted
by  political  power  is
more urgent than ever.
This  article  explores
the core arguments of
Orwell 's  essay,  i ts
historical  context,  and
why writers, politicians,
and  ordinary  citizens
must  st i l l  heed  i ts
warn ings .  We  wi l l
examine  how  stale
metaphors, pretentious
d i c t i o n ,  a n d
meaningless  words
continue  to  obscure
t r u t h  a n d  e n a b l e
m a n i p u l a t i o n — a n d
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what we can do about
it.

THE CORE
ARGUMENT:
LANGUAGE AS A
TOOL OF
POLITICAL
MANIPULATION

Orwell  begins  "Politics
a n d  t h e  E n g l i s h
Language"  w i th  a
seeming ly  s imple
obse rva t i on :  t he
English language is in a
state  of  decay.  He
argues that this decline
is not merely a matter
of  aesthetics  but  has
profound  pol i t ical
c o n s e q u e n c e s .
According  to  Orwell,
sloppy  and  dishonest
language  makes  it
easier  for  people  to
t h i n k  s l o p p y  a n d
dishonest  thoughts.
T h e  c o n n e c t i o n
between language and
politics is bidirectional:
as  political  corruption

g r o w s ,  l a n g u a g e
becomes  vaguer  and
more  euphemistic;  as
language degenerates,
citizens  become  less
a b l e  t o  p e r c e i v e
polit ical  reality.
Orwell  identifies
several bad habits that
plague  modern  prose:
dy ing  metaphors ,
operators  or  verbal
false limbs, pretentious
d i c t i o n ,  a n d
meaningless words. He
p r o v i d e s  v i v i d
examples, such as the
overuse of phrases like
"the  hammer  and  the
anvil"  or  "Achil les'
heel,"  which  writers
deploy  without  any
concrete  image.  He
also  cr i t ic izes  the
inflation  of  simple
verbs  (e.g.,  "to  make
contact  with"  instead
of  "to meet")  and the
u s e  o f  L a t i n i z e d
vocabulary  to  sound
scientific  or
authoritative.  These
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linguistic tricks, Orwell
i n s i s t s ,  a r e  n o t
innocent  sty l is t ic
choices. They are often
used to avoid taking a
clear  position  or  to
dress up ugly realities
in pleasing garb.

The
Political
Use of
Euphemis
m
Perhaps  the  most
famous passage in the
essay  concerns  the
ways  political  speech
c a n  " d e f e n d  t h e
indefensible."  Orwell
points out that when a
polit ician  wants  to
describe  something
l i k e  t h e  m a s s
d i s p l a c e m e n t  o f
people, he will not use

p l a i n  l a n g u a g e .
Instead,  he  will  say
"transfer of population"
or  "rectification  of
f r o n t i e r s . "  S u c h
p h r a s e s  h a v e
emotional connotations
but convey no concrete
mental  image.  They
allow  the  speaker  to
avoid picturing what is
actually  happening:
human  beings  being
uprooted  from  their
h o m e s ,  f a m i l i e s
separated,  suffering
inflicted.  This  is  the
v e r y  e s s e n c e  o f
propaganda—the  use
of  language  to  make
atrocity  seem  neutral
or even benign.
Orwe l l ' s  ana lys i s
anticipates the modern
p h e n o m e n o n  o f
"doublespeak,"  a  term
derived from his novel
Nineteen  Eighty-Four.
In the essay, he shows
how political  language
is  designed  to  make
lies sound truthful and
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murder  respectable.
This happens not only
in  totalitarian  regimes
b u t  a l s o  i n
democracies,  where
p o l i t i c i a n s  a n d
corpo ra t i ons  use
weasel words to soften
unpopular policies or to
obscure  liability.  The
lesson  Orwell  imparts
i s  c l e a r :  w h e n
language  becomes
d e t a c h e d  f r o m
concre te  rea l i t y ,
political  manipulation
becomes  easier.

THE FIVE RULES
FOR CLEAR
WRITING

Toward  the  end  of
" P o l i t i c s  a n d  t h e
English  Language,"
Orwell  offers  a  set  of
six  rules  for  writers
who  wish  to  res ist
linguistic decay. These
rules  have  become
canonical  for  anyone
interested  in  clear,
honest  prose.  They

are:

Never use a
metaphor,
simile, or other
figure of
speech which
you are used to
seeing in print.
Orwell warns
against dead
metaphors that
have lost their
evocative power
and now serve
only as padding.
Never use a
long word
where a short
one will do.
This rule
encourages
simplicity and
directness. The
goal is to
communicate,
not to impress.
If it is possible
to cut a word
out, always cut
it out. Brevity
forces the writer
to clarify their
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meaning. Useless
words often hide
vague thinking.
Never use the
passive where
you can use
the active. The
passive voice can
obscure
agency—who did
what to whom.
Active voice is
more honest and
vigorous.
Never use a
foreign phrase,
a scientific
word, or a
jargon word if
you can think
of an everyday
English
equivalent.
Orwell disliked
pretentious
diction that
excludes
ordinary readers.
Break any of
these rules
sooner than
say anything

outright
barbarous. This
final rule
demonstrates
Orwell's
pragmatism—the
rules are tools,
not dogmas. The
ultimate aim is
truthfulness and
clarity.

These  rules  are  not
about enforcing a rigid
style.  They  are  about
cultivating  a  habit  of
thinking critically about
language. By following
them, writers can resist
the  pull  of  cliché  and
political  euphemism.
Orwell  believed  that
political  writing—and
by  extension,  political
thought—could  be
i m p r o v e d  b y  a
conscious  effort  to
speak  plainly.

THE HISTORICAL
CONTEXT: WHY
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ORWELL WROTE
THE ESSAY

To  fully  appreciate
" P o l i t i c s  a n d  t h e
English Language," one
must  understand  the
era  in  which  it  was
written. The 1930s and
1940s saw the rise of
fascism and Stalinism,
both  of  which  relied
heavily on propaganda.
Orwell  had  witnessed
firsthand  the
m a n i p u l a t i o n  o f
l a n g u a g e  b y
t o t a l i t a r i a n
regimes—he  fought  in
the  Spanish  Civil  War
a n d  s a w  h o w  t h e
Soviet  Union  twisted
language  to  justify
purges  and  betrayals.
In his essay, he is not
merely  complaining
about bad writing; he is
sounding  an  alarm
about  the  polit ical
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
l inguistic  decay.
Orwell  also  targeted

t h e  l e f t - w i n g
intellectuals of his day,
whom  he  accused  of
u s i n g  v a g u e ,
ideological  language
t h a t  m a s k e d  t h e
failures of their political
systems.  He  criticized
the  habi t  o f  us ing
phrases like "bourgeois
i d e o l o g y "  o r
"proletarian  culture"
w i t h o u t  c l e a r
definitions. Such terms,
he  argued,  allowed
intellectuals  to  avoid
grappling  with  reality.
This  critique  remains
relevant: today, we see
similar  abuses  on  all
sides  of  the  political
spec t rum,  whe re
buzzwords and slogans
rep lace  reasoned
debate.

MODERN
APPLICATIONS:
FROM POLITICS TO
DIGITAL MEDIA

Orwell's  insights  have
found  new  resonance
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in  the  d ig i ta l  age.
Social media platforms,
news  out lets ,  and
political  campaigns  all
rely  on  language  that
is  designed  to  evoke
emotion  rather  than
convey  information.
Consider  the  term
"fake news," which has
been  weaponized  to
dismiss  inconvenient
facts.  Or  consider  the
euphemisms  used  in
international  relations:
" e n h a n c e d
i n t e r r o g a t i o n
techniques" for torture,
"collateral damage" for
c i v i l i a n  d e a t h s ,
"economic  insecurity"
for  poverty.  These
phrases mirror exactly
w h a t  O r w e l l
described—language
that distances us from
human reality.
Moreover,  the internet
has  accelerated  the
s p r e a d  o f  d e a d
metaphors and clichés.
Phrases  like  "moving

forward," "at the end of
the  day,"  or  "think
outside  the  box"  are
repeated  endlessly,
often without  thought.
They fill  space but  add
no  meaning.  Orwell
would  argue  that  this
kind  of  lazy  language
erodes  our  ability  to
think clearly. When we
rely  on  prefabricated
ph rases ,  we  s top
constructing  our  own
sentences—and  our
own  ideas.

Political
Discourse
in the
Age of
Clickbait
M o d e r n  p o l i t i c a l
campaigns  often  use
l a n g u a g e  t h a t  i s
deliberately ambiguous
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o r  m i s l e a d i n g .
Headlines  are  written
to maximize clicks, not
to inform. For example,
a  s to ry  might  say
"Economy under threat
f r om  new  po l i c y "
without  specifying
which  policy  or  what
the  threat  is .  This
vagueness  allows  the
reader to project their
own  fears  onto  the
h e a d l i n e .  O r w e l l
recognized  this  trick:
h e  c a l l e d  i t  " t h e
d e f e n s e  o f  t h e
indefensible."  When  a
writer  avoids  concrete
details,  it  is  usually
because  the  truth  is
uncomfor tab le  or
unpopular.
Similarly,  the  use  of
jargon has exploded in
fields  like  business,
t e c h n o l o g y ,  a n d
government.  Terms
l i k e  " s y n e r g y , "
"disruptive innovation,"
and  "s takeho lder
alignment"  are  often

used to obscure rather
than  clarify.  Orwell's
critique  of  pretentious
dict ion  is  d i rect ly
applicable  here.  When
a company announces
a  "restructuring  to
optimize  operational
efficiencies,"  it  often
means  layoffs.  Plain
language would reveal
the human cost; jargon
hides it.

WHAT WRITERS
CAN DO TODAY

Orwell's  essay  is  not
merely  a  diagnosis;  it
is  a call  to action. He
b e l i e v e d  t h a t
individuals  can  resist
the  co r rup t ion  o f
language  through
conscious  effort.
Whether  you  are  a
journalist, a blogger, a
student,  or  a  social
media  user,  you  can
a p p l y  O r w e l l ' s
principles to your own
w r i t i n g .  S t a r t  b y
quest ioning  every
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cliché.  Ask  yourself:
"What  am  I  rea l l y
trying to say?" Replace
inflated  phrases  with
plain  ones.  Use  the
active  voice  to  assign
responsibility.  And
most  important ly,
n e v e r  l e t  y o u r
language  become  a
tool  for  hiding  the
truth.
Educators, too, have a
role  to  play.  Teaching
students  to  recognize
propaganda techniques
and to write clearly is a
form of  civic  defense.
Orwell  argued  that
political  language  is
designed to make lies
sound truthful, and the
on ly  ant idote  i s  a
citizenry that demands
precision and honesty.
By  insisting  on  clear
language,  we  make  it
harder  for  politicians
and  corporations  to
manipulate  us.

CONCLUSION: THE
LEGACY OF
ORWELL'S
WARNING

Nearly  eighty  years
after  its  publication,
" P o l i t i c s  a n d  t h e
English  Language"
remains a masterpiece
of  critical  thinking.
G e o r g e  O r w e l l
understood  that  the
battle  for  pol it ical
freedom  begins  with
the  battle  for  clear
language.  When  we
al low  our  words  to
b e c o m e  v a g u e ,
euphemis t i c ,  and
c l iché- r idden,  we
surrender our ability to
think clearly—and that
is precisely what those
in  power  want .  By
heed ing  Orwe l l ' s
advice, we can reclaim
our language and, with
it,  our  capacity  for
d e m o c r a t i c
deliberation. The essay
is  not  just  a  guide to
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better  writing;  it  is  a
m a n u a l  f o r  t h e
preservation of rational
thought in the face of
manipulat ion.  In  a

world of endless noise
and spin, Orwell's quiet
insistence on truth and
c l a r i t y  i s  m o r e
necessary than ever.


