1984 – George Orwell
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About the author: George Orwell is the pen-name of Eric Blair, born in India, in 1903. Orwell was educated in England at boarding schools whose authoritarian structures and inculcation of an attitude he came to view as mindless obedience to authority. He also formed a disparaging view of his family (“upper middle lower class”) and an incisive and savagely critical view of the society which these institutions fed.

He graduated from Eton, but decided not to go to University. He worked instead as a British Imperial Policeman. Again, the prevailing authority was not one whose views he endorsed, and yet, in this role, Orwell was bound to enforce them. He returned to England, and quit.

Determined to succeed as a writer, Orwell spent some time among London’s homeless, which resulted in Down and out in Paris and London, a dissertation about his time amongst the dispossessed. He also spent time in Northern England, during the strikes which accompanied the closures of some of the mines which had been the social and economic spine of many communities. As a result, Orwell – already a sceptic – gave up on capitalism all together.
From 1936, Orwell spent time in Spain as a reporter during the Civil War. Viewing firsthand the atrocities there, and watching later as the truths of the regimes of Stalin in the USSR and Hitler in Germany became apparent, Orwell’s deep suspicion of authoritarian regimes and militarism hardened into a biting and vehement allegory: Animal Farm (1945). It was followed by an even more scathing attack – arguably his best crafted and most long-reaching novel – 1984. 
In 1984, Orwell envisaged a society perpetually at war, because in this circumstance, he had observed, any measure, no matter how repressive, can be justified by those in authority. Citizens of “Oceania” had become isolated automatons: fulfilling their functions, watched the entire time by the authorities through “telescreens” which dominated each dwelling. 
Like Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, Orwell’s technologically advanced world is not a future where science has helped mankind to new peaks of civilisation, rather it is a frightening, alienated, paranoid environment where nothing good can flourish. Both novels are dystopian, portraying a negative view of the future. Brave New World offers an interesting comparison, if you have the time to read it. (You should!)

In some senses, one could suggest that Orwell’s novel is alarmist – even alarmist, given that totalitarianism has not dominated the globe, might even be said to have ebbed since the heyday of Hitler and Stalin.
What makes 1984 such a great novel, however is that it offers us a vision that teases us to view 21st Century totalitarianism – complete with technological surveillance – as a much more seductive, sophisticated and pervasive influence than the world of Big Brother, or Huxley’s Mustapha Mond. It is not whether Orwell’s vision is manifest obviously, but in looking at the oblique ways it has revealed itself that 1984 offers us.

Synopsis: 
Winston Smith, “Outer Party” member, and re-writer of history at the Ministry of Truth, grows first sceptical and eventually rebels against Big Brother and The Party which control every aspect of society and life in Oceania, a country which consists of what we know as England, North America, South Africa and Australia.
Initially, Winston’s rebellion takes minor, clandestine forms: he buys a diary – personal expression is frowned upon by the Party – in which he writes increasingly critical diatribes against Big Brother and the Party. He hides from the view of the telescreen that dominates his flat to write in his diary, knowing that if it is discovered, the offence can be punished by death.
Winston’s “rebellion” is accelerates through a series of realisations: he discovers a girl at Minitrue (the Ministry of Truth) whom he feared was a spy loves him; he conceives the idea that O’Brien, a Party functionary, is actually a rebel; and he discovers the Party fabricating a complete lie, concerning the whereabouts of three “traitors”. 

Winston and Julia commence a secret, sexual relationship. Her promiscuousness delights Winston, because it tells him that the system is, right at its heart, corrupt and corrupted, and therefore, likely, in the end, to fall.
From secret assignations in the woods, they meet regularly in a room above the junk shop where Winston bought his diary and a piece of glass containing pink coral. Here, with no telescreen, they can continue their relationship, and expand their intimacies – sensual and seditious.

After Winston’s colleague, Syme – whom Winston considered too intelligent to survive – disappears (becomes “unperson”), the mysterious O’Brien speaks of Syme to Winston – “thoughtcrime” – and then invites him to his house to see the latest “Newspeak” dictionary.
When Winston and Julia arrive, O’Brien switches off his telescreen, and serves them real wine. Winston believes he has found a member of the anti-Big Brother group, “The Brotherhood” whose mission it is to bring down the system through propagating the views of their founder, an ex-Party leader, Emmanuel Goldstein. Winston and Julia pledge their allegiance to The Brotherhood, toasting Goldstein with O’Brien and his servant, Martin.

Later, Winston is secretly given a copy of Goldstein’s book, which has three chapters explaining the strategies and political chicanery that underpin the Party’s three slogans: “War is Peace”; “Ignorance is Strength” and “Freedom is Slavery”.

As Winston stands watching a prole woman, considering that the only hope of overthrowing the control of the Party, he realises the futility of it all, and the precariousness of his (and Julia’s) position. As he says, “We are death,” a voice from behind a picture echoes him; the picture falls away to reveal a secret telescreen. The room fills with uniformed men who arrest Winston and Julia.

Waking in what he presumes is the Ministry of Love’s cells, Winston hears a skull-like man offer his children in his place, rather than go back to “Room 101”.
O’Brien enters, and Winston quickly finds that O’Brien is, in fact, one of “them”. O’Brien tortures Winston, taking him through stages of re-education to teach him “doublethink” – that is, being able to sincerely believe two contradictory premises can co-exist.

Winston believes still though, that human spirit will ultimately triumph – because of what he calls “human spirit”. 

In room 101, believing in the Party’s lies, but still preserving a spark of his humanity – because only under torture had he progressed as far as he had, Winston takes the final step of his degradation (or saving?). As a cage of rats – Winston’s terrible fear – is about to be strapped to his face in such a way that the rats can be released to eat his face, Winston screams, “Do it to Julia!” With this final betrayal – of his love – Winston is released, and ekes out his days drinking “Victory gin” in the Chestnut Tree café, a shambling wreck, but living proof for all to see of the futility of resisting Big Brother. He and Julia meet again, but have nothing to say, other than to confess that they each betrayed the other.
Winston has no “memories” other than those sanctioned by The Party; he has no thoughts other than those he should have. He understands that he has “won a victory over himself”: he loves Big Brother! 

Structure: The novel is divided into three sections. In the first, the world of 1984 is revealed to us: its living and working conditions; the bureaucratic monoliths that control the existence of Oceania’s citizens and the concepts (like doublethink) that underpin this control. In the second section, Winston’s and Julia’s relationship and rebellion is described, up to their “betrayal”, through O’Brien, whom Winston, naively trusts. Finally, Winston’s punishment: physical and emotional dismemberment, and reconstruction are described.
Themes:

Dystopia: when Thomas More coined the word “utopia”, he envisaged a place of perfection: no poverty, no crime and few laws (or lawyers!). Ironically, the word “utopia”, literally translated means, “no place”, but it has come to mean a perfect world. A dystopia is its opposite. In literature, Orwell’s vision turns a perfect “no place” into an almost-here (only 35 years ahead!) nightmare where all the factors which seemed the harbingers of a new age of civilisation and social sophistication instead are the bastions of an intrusive, manipulative and repressive society. It is quite daunting to consider how many elements of 1984 are present in our world today in manifestations strikingly similar to those envisaged by Orwell.
Totalitarianism: this term describes a society in which complete control resides in the state over the lives of its citizens. In his “Doctrine of Fascism”, Mussolini discussed this concept of total control and linked it with another that he coined – “statolatry”. In this, the Oceania of 1984 becomes far more than just a region its citizens populate. Through its personification, “Big Brother”, the state becomes an object of veneration: worship.
Love: Orwell poses love (as does Huxley) as something with the power to threaten the State’s control, and therefore, something to be eradicated. Even though Julia’s first communication to Winston declares her love for him, they try very hard to maintain a detachment in their relationship. Julia’s is through sensualism and an almost willed ignorance; Winston because of his intellectual understanding of the certainty of discovery. The impossibility of this is highlighted by the fact that the final breaking point for Winston is when he betrays Julia.  
Physical/Social control (telescreens, social demarcation, language)

Telescreens: through a constant system of monitoring, The Party is able to eavesdrop on every activity its citizens partake in. 

Social demarcation: The society of Oceania in 1984 is compartmentalised: The Inner Party; The Outer Party, and the Proles. The Inner Party comprises high functionaries like O’Brien, who live in luxury and who are responsible for the system’s perpetuation; workers like Winston, who perform the administrivia essential to the Party’s control of History, Literature, Information; and the Proles, who form the vast majority of citizenry, but who harbour no thoughts of independence, rebellion or desire to control or overthrow the system.

Language: Newspeak is the revision of language, simplifying it so that no terms which contradict central tenets of the Party’s ideologies or social structures will eventually exist. In the and, “thoughtcrime” (thinking that contradicts Party liturgy or which contemplates outright rebellion) will be impossible, Syme tells Winston, because the words and concepts to express it will no longer exist. 
“Doublethink” is the indoctrination of a process of “reasoning” that allows two concepts that contradict each other to co-exist. These can be best seen through the mottos that define life under Big Brother: Freedom is slavery; Ignorance is strength and War is peace. It is a process also necessary to enable Winston by the end of his incarceration at the Ministry of Love to accept that “two and two equals five” or that “the past was alterable … and never had been altered.”
Psychological control: if war is a condition that permits the justification of any measure by those in control, it is one that also creates a state of mind where threat – both overt and covert – conditions the individual to believe in the ultimate futility of resistance. Winston always believes that his rebellion will be found out and punished. He drawn to O’Brien no less as his torturer than when he first exchanges glances during “Two minutes of Hate” or when he gives O’Brien his oath of commitment to bring down Big Brother. The ultimate demonstration of the Party’s power is not the “vaporisation” of people like Syme, but the reappearance of people like Winston with “soul[s] as white as snow”. 

Control of history: “who controls the past … controls the future …”; through revisionism – altering predictions or utterances as reported in the media, present events are brought into line with the forecasts of the leadership (as embodied by Big Brother and the Ministries). In addition, past events are re-cast to enshrine the actions of The Party making its role central to the evolution of the world of Oceania in 1984.
Role of technology: the idea that technology holds the key to future happiness and freedom is one that Orwell treats with contempt. Perhaps he saw in the earliest manifestations of consumerism the seeds of human slavery. In 1984, technology has become the key only to social enslavement through the Party’s use of such devices as telescreens and eavesdropping devices to monitor the actions of every Party member. Proles didn’t need such close attention: there was no chance of rebellion there – or even independent thought!
Characters:

Winston Smith is a minor member of the Outer Party. Isolated, rebellious, Winston is aware of the efforts of The Party to eradicate his humanity, and fights this by trying to assert it through acts of rebellion increasingly extrovert: unpredictable behaviour, his diary; love; joining the Movement. These actions are underlined from the start by Winston’s constant conviction that he will be caught and punished for his actions.
It is as he tries to recapture his past – memories of his family, as well as broader social stories that reach back beyond Big Brother’s control – that Winston’s rebellion achieves focus: he knows that his own selfish actions as a child (taking more than his share of chocolate) are exactly the kids of behaviours the Party endorses. He sees this in the actions of the Parsons children. In loving Julia, Winston fights both the Party, and his own worst traits.
Winston’s actions are heroic because he knows he is doomed to discovery (although he doesn’t envisage the fate that befalls him) but acts anyway: trusting, loving, giving.

Despite the pathetic image of Winston sitting in the Chestnut Tree Café crying gin-inspired tears over his love of Big Brother, his example for us, if not the citizens of 1984 suggests that his faith, his trust (in O’Brien) and his willingness to confront his fears ennoble him as they make the actions of those who run the Party – especially those, like O’Brien, who understand the implications, moral and social of what they do – seem even more foul.
Julia: Both more and less knowing than Winston, Julia is a “rebel from the waist down.” There is no intellectual direction to her actions, although she is more acute than Winston, in some ways – suspecting, for instance, that there is no war, no Goldstein, revised histories – she is far more practical. If this is what the Party requires to “be”, so be it.  She is enthusiastic at the prospect of rebellion, even at O’Brien’s house, but falls asleep, for example, while Winston reads Goldstein’s manifesto to her. She has initiative – both sexually and socially – and spirit. It is Julia, for example, who contacts Winston: he fears she is a Party spy, when he sees her near the junk shop where he bought his diary. 
When they meet, at the end, it is Julia who says, “baldly”, “I betrayed you.” Winston’s response – and her replies – form a sort of catechism, as they unconsciously, and unselfconsciously, toe the Party line.
O’Brien: Winston feels an instant connection with O’Brien. During a “Two Minutes Hate” session, he catches O’Brien’s eye, and thinks he sees there a spark of the same detachment and ironic scepticism that he feels. Winston is filled from that moment, with a strange compulsion to confess to O’Brien his hatred of Big Brother.
O’Brien appears as an ambiguous figure, despite his role in Winston’s re-education. Where others have been “vaporised”, Winston’s reformation is important to O’Brien. His conversations suggest that his interest is more than just “professional”. Coupled with their first contact and O’Brien’s later efforts to (as it turns out) entrap Winston, O’Brien’s treatment of Winston can either be seen as the ultimate debasement … or as a fatherly (or “Big Brotherly”!) effort to return the “black sheep” to the fold.
Big Brother: the existence of Big Brother is explained by O’Brien in simplistic terms: “Big Brother is the embodiment of the Party.” In this sense, Big Brother, therefore, is another one of those premises whose existence is simply not debatable: as two and two can equal five, so does Big Brother exist. His face is omnipresent, atop posters which announce – reassuringly, it seems: “Big Brother is watching you!”

From Orwell’s description, Big Brother sounds very Stalinesque: “… black haired, black moustachoi’d, full of power and mysterious calm.” From Orwell’s depiction of the network of bureaucratic departments whose job it is to administer the will of Big Brother, the Ministries of Peace (which “concerned itself with war”); Plenty; Truth and (“the really frightening one”) Love, a less brotherly system can hardly be imagined.
Proles: are the “proletariat” – the working classes. While Winston romantically sees in the innate earthiness of the Proles the seeds of Big Brother’s eventual overthrow, Orwell’s portrayal is of dull, bovine masses, saturated by plastic “pop” tunes, booze and so sexually profligate that they outnumber the Inner and Outer Party members by about six to one. Their memories of time before Big Brother are so egocentric that they are enmired in what O’Brien calls “collective solipsism”: only theirs is an inability to conceive of anything outside the realm of their own, intimate knowledge and appetites.
Important quotes:

“Tragedy … belonged to the ancient time, when there was still privacy and love and friendship … Today there were fear, hatred and pain, but no dignity of emotion …” (p31)
“If the Party could thrust its hand into the past and say of this or that event it never happened – that, surely, was more terrifying than mere torture or death?” (34)
“… doublethink … to hold simultaneously two opinions … knowing them to be contradictory and believing in both of them …” (35)
“… the whole aim of Newspeak is to narrow the range of thought. In the end we will make thoughtcrime literally impossible, because there will be no words in which to express it.” (49)
“It struck him that the truly characteristic thing about modern life was not its cruelty and insecurity, but simply its bareness, its dinginess, its listlessness.” (67)

“The place where there was no darkness was the imagined future, which one would never see, but which , by foreknowledge, one could mystically share in.” (92)

“If you mean confessing,” she said, “we shall do that … Everybody always confesses. You can’t help it.” (146)

“That was doublethink. … If he could have been certain that O’Brien was lying, it would not have seemed to matter. But it was perfectly possible O’Brien had really forgotten the photograph. And … his denial of remembering it, and … the act of forgetting.”  (213)
“We are not content with your negative obedience … When finally you surrender to us, it must be of your own free will.” (219)

“What happens to you here is forever. Understand that in advance.” (220)

“You understand … how the Party maintains itself in power. Now tell me why … 

The Party clings to power for its own sake. We are not interested in the good of others …” (226-7)

“Nothing exists, except through human consciousness … Collective solipsism …” (228-9)

“But is was all right … He had won the victory over himself. He loved Big Brother.” (256)
Workbook questions:

1. List some examples of “doublethink” from the book. Invent a few of your own – perhaps use your school (or our community!) to find examples. (What about starting with the premise that Australia welcomes all cultures and races! Or that border protection is a primary goal of good government!) 
2. Contrast the relationships between Winston and Julia and Winston and O’Brien. Which is the more “important” to Winston? Which is “love”?
3. Explain the three slogans which philosophically underpin 1984. What is the importance of such simplistic, yet paradoxical sayings – are they operational instruments of social control, or simply evidence of reductionism in language and thought? 
4. Which is most significant in breaking Winston? The drugs? The pain? Room 101? How do these things so radically alter his perception of himself and the world?
5. What is the significance of: the “Oranges and Lemons” rhyme? (and the church of St Clemons?); the glass paperweight?  
6. 1984 is permeated throughout with strong and vivid imagery. In keeping with the paradoxical nature of language, the associations are not always what we might expect. How does Orwell use light and dark in the novel? Which is the more threatening? Why do you think this is so?

7. 1984 is a novel that is often referred to theatrically as an indication of how government can destroy that most sacred element of human community: freedom. Orwell’s views are not necessarily so clear-cut.  Do you think Orwell is cynical about the value of freedom, in 1984? What about love?
Helpful Web resources:

http://www.barrsenglishclass.com/1984.html a useful site with chapter questions and plenty of quotes and notes.

http://school.discovery.com/lessonplans/programs/1984/ This site focuses quite closely on 1984’s treatment of the idea of privacy, and its erasure at the hands of “Big Brother’s” social structures.
http://www.readinggroupguides.com/guides3/19841.asp a very good, concise summary, and a set of very helpful discussion questions.
Discussion questions:

· What sort of character is Winston? Are his actions heroic? Or cowardly? What makes you think so?
· Is Winston’s problem that ultimately, his love for Julia is not strong enough to safeguard him against the pressure exerted by O’Brien?
· Do you agree that Winston’s betrayal of Julia is inevitable? 

· Is Winston’s belief that in the Proles lies the hope of the Party’s eventual demise “just an idle fancy”?

· Winston says, “If you can feel that staying human is worthwhile … you’ve beaten them.” Is this the only way (political groups like )the Party can be defeated?
· Is the world Orwell portrays frighteningly similar to our own?
·  O’Brien tells Winston, “The Party seeks power entirely for its own sake.” 1984 illustrates that power is only ever sought for its own ends. Is this till true? (Will it always be so?)

· 1984 shows us that standing against authority is futile. Do you agree?
· In 1984 it is language that guarantees the Party total control, more than physical or psychological coercion. How does Orwell demonstrate this? Do you see similar patterns today?
· Does Orwell suggest that human nature is ultimately self-serving and cowardly? .
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