











don’t want any virtue to exist anywhere. 1 want every-
one to be corrupt to the bones. "1

Donnelly’s main character, Gabriel, worshiped
purity as fervently as Winston despised it. His reason
for loving Estella was “not alone for her beauty.
there is that in her which wins my profoundest respect
and love — I had almost said mv veneration.” The body,
he said, is secondary, for “her frame is but the crystal-
clear covering of a bright and pure soul. It does not
seem possible for her to be otherwise than good.™°

Julia, the character in 1984, is admired because she
secretly rebels; the women in Caesar’'s Column are ad-
mired because their innocence shields them from the
corruption around them. Gabriel’s friend becomes in-
volved with a young woman who selflessly works to keep
her family together. She is only 17, a paragon of virtue
and, in the midst of the “contaminating surroundings,
was the air of innocence and purity and lightheartedness
which shone over every part of her person.” Stabbed by
a jealous pursuer, she refuses to bring charges against
him, "It will do no good to bring disgrace on a respect-
able family. This great lesson may reform him.”!"

THE FINAL dystopian motif common to both novels is
the existence of an apocalyptic force that doomed the
future society. The variances between Donnelly and
Orwell's depiction of this reveal the differences in the
periods of the works and of the personal experiences of
the authors. The factors that bring about the catastrophe
in Caesar’'s Column are set in motion by the avarice of
capitalists and technocrats. When Gabriel assessed the
condition of the 1988 society in America, he did not
blame nature or civilization. The responsibility, he said.
lay with “human greed, — shallow cunning; the basest.
stuff-grabbing, nut-gathering, selfish instincts.”%
Orwell, writing in the mid-20th century_ felt that the
era of worshiping money had passed, making way for
the worship of naked power. O'Brien and the rulers
portrayed in 1984 are not revolutionaries working for
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the interests of the people; they seck only to perpetuate
their own power. While theyv share this self-interested-
ness with the rulers in Caesar’s Column, there is a fun-
damental difference. Near the end of the novel, while
O'Brien is grilling Winston, he explains the party's de-
sire for control. “The Party,” he states. “seeks power
entirely for its own sake. We are not interested in the
good of others; we are interested solely in power. Not
wealth or luxury or long life or happiness,” O'Brien
concludes, "()nl),’ power, pure pﬁWer.“19

Donnelly and Orwell's novels illustrate the dysto-
pian quality of a modern technological society where, as
one literary critic put it, “the whole world is destined to
the same social fate with no place to hide.” Thev differ
dramatically, however, in the amount of hope with
which they leave their readers. The society that exists in
Caesars Column is doomed. but Gabriel and a few
friends do manage to escape and set up one in which
corruption is treason and laws are designed “to insure to
every industrious citizen not onlv liberty, but an edu-
cated mind, a comfortable home, an abundant supply of
food and clothing, and a pleasant, happy life.” There
was a chance to start over, to learn from mistakes. and to
create a utopia in spite of the dystopian events that fll
most of the book.*’

Orwell leaves Winston and the reader no such
escape valve. There is only utopia betrayed, “turned
inside out,” as a writer described it, “inverted — nulli-
fied.” As O'Brien tells Winston in torture room 101, the
future will be void of any of the comforting abstractions
that 19th-century writers (such as Ignatius Donnelly)
celebrated. “There will be no lovalty, except toward the
Party. There will be no love, except the love of Big
Brother,” he tells his victim. “There will be no art, no
literature, no science.” He says, “If vou want a picture
of the future, imagine a boot stamping on a humnan face
—forever.”!

Readers tend to look at books like 1984 and Caesar's
Column as predictions and to dismiss them if their por-
trayals are not accurate. Both Donmelly and Onwell,
however, make it clear that thev are not trving to detail
the future. Their goal is to convince readers of their eras
that changes are needed to forestall the logical conse-
quences of current trends. Each felt strongly that. un-
less reversals came abhout, something similar to what
they described might develop. Donnelly pointed to the
concentrations of wealth and to the division of capital
and labor into two hostile camps that had developed in a
few decades. Multiply these conditions “by the vears of
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another century,” he conjectured, “and who shall say
that the events I depict are impossible?” Donnelly be-
lieved that there were opportunities as well as threats, a
feeling he expressed in his diary shortly after seeing his
newborn grandson. “I held him in my arms and
thought that T was nearly sixty years old, and he not yet
sixty minutes old,” he wrote in the spring of 1890. “If he
lives to sixty it will be 1950 — he may live to 1990. Lord!
what a changed world that will be! Either Caesar’s Col-
umn or a magnificent, perfected civilization.”*

George Orwell, too, wrote from a perception of the
dangerous trends that he saw developing — emotional
nationalism, attacks on personal freedom, the totalitar-
ian outlook of many intellectuals, and shifts in the world
power balance that some thought were setting the stage
for permanent war and the division of the globe into two
or three superstates. Even though Orwell emphasized
that 1984 was not an attack on socialism, he did see it as
“a show-up of the perversions to which a centralized
economy is liable.” Still, he denied that he was predict-
ing an inevitable future. As he said in a letter written
near the end of his life, “T do not believe that the kind of
society [ describe will arrive, but T believe (allowing of
course for the fact that the book is a satire) that some-
thing resembling it could arrive. e

Both Ignatius Donnelly and George Orwell offered
important and profound warnings about the future.
Each man’s work reflected the complex interaction be-
tween the experiences and perceptions of the author
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and the historical underpinnings of his era. Speaking at
a University of Minnesota conference, one participant
sugpested that “there is surely a need, every so often, of
a writer like Orwell and a book like Ninteen-Eighty-
Four to prick the conscience, explode the bubble of
complacency, and set the mind free from political or-
thodoxies by pitting them against the possibilities that
can be entertained in imagination and art.”**

Similar statements could be made about Caesar’s
Column, a work unlikely ever to be the focus of as much
attention as Qrwell's dystopia. It is doubtful that even
1984 would be in the spotlight to the same degree today
had Orwell used the alternative title he was considering
— “The Last Man in Europe.” One can only speculate
on whether four years from now Minnesota and the na-
tion might have been preparing for an onslaught of ar-
ticles, media productions, and academic conferences
had Donnelly chosen to give his dystopia a different title
and, based on the year in which it supposedly took
place, it had come rolling off the presses as 1988.
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