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1     Have you ever heard the phrase "Big brother is watching you"? The expression is meant to describe a society where every single move of ours is closely monitored by the government. Living in a place like that is a horrifying thing. For one, there is no freedom of any kind because the government wants to know how you spend your day, down to seconds. It wants to know what you are thinking. It wants to control what you are reading. It even wants to know what dreams you have when you go to sleep. Crazy as this entire notion may be, it is actually not very far-fetched from what goes on inside a country that is tightly controlled by the communists, a dictator, or a military junta. In a place like that, we need to be mindful of where we are, what we are doing, and who we are talking to. We can never be sure if somebody is watching us or listening to what we are saying. We can never be sure if our own friends and relatives are trustworthy enough to safeguard our discontent against the government. Any wrong move can lead us to imprisonment or even death.
 
2     The gloomy picture of being a part of that society is best captured by a widely popular book called Nineteen Eighty-Four. Surprisingly, its author, George Orwell, was never a resident of such a society. Yet, he was able to describe it as if he had experienced it first-hand.
 
3     George Orwell was born Eric Arthur Blair on June 25, 1903, in India. At the time, India was part of the British Empire, and Orwell's father was a civil servant there. When Orwell was about one year old, his mother took him and his elder sister back to their homeland. After finishing his studies at Eton in 1921, he decided to join the Indian Imperial Police Force. The following year, he was in Mandalay, Burma (now called Myanmar), ready to launch the next chapter of his life as a policeman.
 
4     Orwell's choice of finding a job overseas was, in many ways, not completely unexpected. After all, both sides of his family had a long history of holding posts or running businesses at various colonies of the British Empire. His father, for example, was an officer stationed in India to oversee the production of opium. And his maternal grandparents owned a ship-building and teak-trading company in Burma. (Like India, Burma was also part of the British Empire at the time. Both were controlled by the British Raj.)
 
5     All told, Orwell spent only five years in Burma. But during that short span, he had a rude awakening of what imperialism can do to a colony. He saw how brutally oppressed the locals were. And he knew very well that he himself -- a colonial police officer -- was in every way responsible for what was going on in Burma then. Orwell had no illusion that he could change the system. He knew that most of his peers did not share his point of view and considered him a misfit. In 1927, Orwell was granted a six-month home leave. Upon his arrival at England, he told his family that he had no intention of going back to Burma again! He decided to become a writer instead.
 
6     As a writer, Orwell certainly liked to draw upon his own experiences. In that regard, he had plenty to choose from, for he had been a policeman in Burma, lived penniless in Paris and London, and fought in the Spanish Civil War. His adventures inspired many of his writings. Burmese Days (1934) and Shooting an Elephant (1936), for example, reflected his time in Burma. Down and Out in Paris and London (1933) was his personal account about barely making enough money to get by in two of the most amazing cities of Europe. And Homage to Catalonia (1938) talked about his days as a militia fighter during the Spanish Civil War. For that particular episode of his life, he was nearly killed in May 1937. A month later, he had to flee from Spain altogether as the communists began to suppress his party (Workers' Party of Marxist Unification or POUM). The latter experience made him a vocal opponent of Joseph Stalin, then the leader of the Soviet Union or U.S.S.R.
 
7     While Orwell may not have been able to fight communism with machine guns, he did so with his words. In 1944, he finished a fable called Animal Farm. Innocent as the title may have been, it was actually a politically charged story. In this plot, he described a group of animals who decided to oust the humans and run the farm themselves. When the animals did manage to achieve that aim, they were overjoyed. Yet, their happy days did not last long, for the utopian society they had dreamed of soon became a living nightmare. To their dismay, the revolution did not liberate them from their misery. Rather, they now lived in a condition far worse than they had before, thanks to their new leaders, the pigs. On the surface, Orwell's story did not seem to have anything to do with communism. But it really did. It was about Russia (the farm), the Russian Revolution (the deposition of the humans), and the ultimate betrayal of Joseph Stalin (the leader of the pigs). The message that Animal Farm meant to convey contradicted the general feeling toward communism at the time. Hence, for nearly a year, Orwell was unable to find any publisher willing to put his book in print. But when Animal Farm finally hit bookstands in 1945, it became a best seller. For the first time in his life, Orwell had a taste of fame and fortune.
 
8     In 1949, a year before he died of tuberculosis, Orwell leveraged his observations during World War II and published his last book, Nineteen Eighty-Four. Like Animal Farm, this one was also a politically charged book with strong criticism against communism and Nazism. The book received excellent reviews and was a huge success. Its leading character, Winston Smith, was a low ranking officer at the Records Department of the Ministry of Truth. His day-to-day job was to alter any news item that best reflected the political atmosphere at that moment. For example, suppose the government of Oceania had previously promised not to cut the chocolate ration. But it now realized that it could no longer keep its word. All it needed to do was to have Winston Smith find the original article and substitute the promise with a warning of a potential reduction. Once that was done, he would drop both the old message and any relevant evidence "into the memory hole to be devoured by the flames." In doing so, he was literally re-creating history bit by bit. Afraid that he would eventually lose track of what was truly going on, Winston Smith decided to keep a journal. He intended to use it to vent out his frustration against Oceania and its leader, Big Brother. His first entry, dated April 4, 1984, was a preview of what was to come, for he wrote "DOWN WITH BIG BROTHER" over and over again, filling half a page. Needless to say, this diary was the beginning of his downfall. In his quest for truth, he found a lover (Julia) and a like-minded comrade (O'Brian). Both shared his hatred toward Oceania and Big Brother. Just when Winston Smith least expected it, he was suddenly arrested by the Thought Police. At first, he held his ground and did not betray Julia. But when he encountered his deepest fear at the infamous Room 101, he broke down and turned on his girlfriend. He knew then, as he had known all along, that it is impossible to topple Big Brother. He came to realize that "he had won the victory over himself. He loved Big Brother."
 
9     Orwell's gloomy depiction of Oceania in Nineteen Eighty-Four was a dire warning of what life would be like in a dictatorship state. It was later proven to be dead-on accurate for all the communist countries whose governments employed thousands of informants acting as the eyes and ears of the society. With so many spies around, nobody felt safe to say or do anything. Everybody lived in constant fear.
 
10     Interestingly, when Orwell wrote Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four, he meant to voice his dislike against communism and Nazism. He did not know then that both of his novels would eventually come to resonate very well with Burma. This unintentional coincidence led Emma Larkin to note in her book Finding George Orwell in Burma that "In Burma there is a joke that Orwell wrote not just one novel about the country, but three: a trilogy comprised of Burmese Days, Animal Farm, and Nineteen Eighty-Four." In that regard, Emma Larkin is absolutely right. Somehow, Orwell had managed to predict what would happen to Burma. To the residents there, Orwell's Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four are not fiction at all. To them, Big Brother, the Thought Police, and Room 101 do exist. They are their worst nightmare! When can they wake up from it? Only time can tell!
