
1984: Prophetic or Pathetic?
Exploring Orwell’s Warning to the Future

March 27, 2022

“There will be no curiosity, no enjoyment of the process of life. All competing pleasures will be destroyed. But
always— do not forget this, Winston— always there will be the intoxication of power, constantly increasing and
constantly growing subtler. Always, at every moment, there will be the thrill of victory, the sensation of trampling on an
enemy who is helpless.

If you want a picture of the future, imagine a boot stamping on a human face—forever.”

O’Brien
From George Orwell’s 1984

George Orwell

● Eric Arthur Blair
○ Born in 1903 in Bengal.
○ Returned to England at a young age and attended the highly prestigious Eton

College.
○ In 1922, at the age of 19, he joined the Imperial Police and served in Burma,

seeing the brutality of imperialism first-hand. While on a sick-leave in England, he
decided to resign from the police force after 5 years of service.

○ Published his first book, Down and Out in Paris and London, in 1933.
○ Rejected both communism and capitalism.
○ Agnostic in his religious views
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The World of 1984

Setting

● The world divided into three superstates: Oceania, Eurasia, Eastasia
● Great Britain is called Airstrip One. The capital city of Airstrip One is London where the

story of 1984 takes place.
● The state ideology is Ingsoc.

○ Short for “English Socialism”
○ The leader of Ingsoc is Big Brother.
○ Four Ministries of Ingsoc - None of these ministries are about what the name

implies. In fact, they do the exact opposite.
■ Ministry of Truth
■ Ministry of Love
■ Ministry of Peace
■ Ministry of Plenty

Source: Wikimedia Commons. Created by Gernsback67. Licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0.

Main Characters

● Winston Smith - A 39-year-old government worker who works for the Ministry of Truth.
● Julia - A young beautiful woman who initiates romantic contact with Winston.
● O’Brien - An Inner Party member who seems sympathetic to the rebellious cause of

Winston and Julia. Later revealed to be a member of the Thought Police.
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Major Themes

Totalitarianism

● What is totalitarianism?
○ A form of government with a high degree of centralization of power in which all

opposition to the state, public or private, is prohibited. A totalitarian government
exercises an extreme level of control over all aspects of public and private life.

○ “Authoritarianism on steroid”

● Totalitarianism in 1984
○ The scope of government control is near-total. There is little remaining by way of

private life.
■ Marriage, sex, family

● Breeds hatred for beauty you can’t have
■ Thoughts and opinions of individual citizens.

○ Totalitarianism is dehumanizing because it denies inherent human value. In such
a system, a human being is only valuable as long as he/she can be of value to
the state.

● “Big Brother”
○ Seemingly benevolent-sounding.
○ Mao “The Great Helmsman”, Hitler “Mein Führer”, Kim “Dear Leader”
○ Too much power invested in one person or a small group of people is not a good

idea.
■ Depravity of humanity

● Thomas Hobbes
○ In his book Leviathan, Hobbes concludes with the need for an undivided

government invested with absolute power in order to keep the peace.
○ Hobbes is viewed as the godfather of totalitarian thinking.
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● “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.”

“Of all tyrannies, a tyranny sincerely
exercised for the good of its victims may
be the most oppressive. It would be
better to live under robber barons than
under omnipotent moral busybodies.
The robber baron's cruelty may
sometimes sleep, his cupidity may at
some point be satiated; but those who
torment us for our own good will torment
us without end for they do so with the
approval of their own conscience. They

may be more likely to go to Heaven yet at the same time likelier to make a Hell of earth. This
very kindness stings with intolerable insult. To be "cured" against one's will and cured of states
which we may not regard as disease is to be put on a level of those who have not yet reached
the age of reason or those who never will; to be classed with infants, imbeciles, and domestic
animals.”

C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock: Essays on Theology

Freedom of Thought & Expression

● There is a purpose for the constant surveillance. Any deviation from state ideology is
controlled by the Thought Police.

● No private thought is allowed. Even writing in a diary is an offense punishable by death.
● What is the place of the freedom of thought & expression in democracy? What is its

place in being human?
● In 1984, the victory of Ingsoc is complete at the end when the Thought Police manage

not only to change Winston’s behaviour but when they change his affections.

Surveillance vs. Privacy

● In 1984, people live under constant surveillance. Every detail of their lives is scrutinized.
“Big Brother is Watching You”
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A Party member lives from birth to death under the eye of the Thought Police.
Even when he is alone he can never be sure that he is alone. Wherever he
may be, asleep or awake, working or resting, in his bath or in bed, he can be
inspected without warning and without knowing that he is being inspected.
Nothing that he does is indifferent. His friendships, his relaxations, his
behaviour towards his wife and children, the expression of his face when he is
alone, the words he mutters in sleep, even the characteristic movements of
his body, are all jealously scrutinized. Not only any actual misdemeanour, but
any eccentricity, however small, any change of habits, any nervous
mannerism that could possibly be the symptom of an inner struggle, is certain
to be detected. He has no freedom of choice in any direction whatever.

Orwell, George. Nineteen eighty-four (1984) (p. 97).
Numitor Comun Publishing. Kindle Edition.

● Throughout the book, there is a constant sense of vulnerability and “noise.” There are
precious few moments of relief when Winston and Julia are meeting in secret for their
love affair.

● Is surveillance an unqualified evil? Is privacy an unqualified good?
○ No. Police surveilling criminals is a social good. Crime is often done in privacy

(e.g. sexual assault on minors).
○ Take South Korea as an example. Citizens generally want surveillance cameras

in public areas. Many of them (especially women) feel vulnerable walking through
“blind” areas. The government also takes fingerprints of every adult citizen when
he/she registers for the “Resident Registration Number.” The South Korean
government has a central database of everyone’s fingerprints. This puts added
pressure on criminals.

■ Yet, even there, there are places where people are not watched. Homes,
private institutions, bathrooms, etc.

● Surveillance can be done for protection or for control. In the world of 1984, it is clear
which is the main purpose. Indeed, surveillance comes not only from the state but also
from neighbours and even family members, and children are trained to betray even their
own parents for the sake of the Party.

Control of Language and Truth

● We control our language all the time. (e.g. profanity in public)
● What’s the difference between the control of language mentioned above and the control

of language we see in 1984?

● Newspeak / Oldspeak
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○ Oldspeak: Standard English
○ Newspeak is the state-approved way of using the English language in Oceania.

■ Constantly diminishing vocabulary → Diminishing nuance
■ Language creates reality.
■ Newspeak is connected to thought control in 1984. Control of people’s

thoughts through the control of (state-approved) language.
■ Newspeak is also connected to the control of history.

‘Who controls the past,’ ran the Party slogan, ‘controls the future: who controls
the present controls the past.’

Orwell, George. Nineteen eighty-four (1984) (p. 15).
Numitor Comun Publishing. Kindle Edition.

● Doublethink
○ A process of indoctrination through which the subject is conditioned to be able to

hold two contradictory beliefs simultaneously. (e.g. “2+2=5”)
○ Doublethink is not so much a position of reality but of power.

○ Party slogans
■ WAR IS PEACE
■ FREEDOM IS SLAVERY
■ IGNORANCE IS STRENGTH

○ Doublethink is grounded in Ingsoc’s metaphysics (view of reality).
■ For Ingsoc, reality does not exist independently of the mind. (i.e. Denies

objective reality) Whatever we believe to be the case is the case. If one
controls consensus, one controls reality.

We control matter because we control the mind. Reality is inside the skull.
You will learn by degrees, Winston. There is nothing that we could not do.
Invisibility, levitation — anything. I could float off this floor like a soap bubble if
I wish to. I do not wish to, because the Party does not wish it. You must get rid
of those nineteenth-century ideas about the laws of Nature. We make the
laws of Nature.

O’Brien
Orwell, George. Nineteen eighty-four (1984) (p. 125).

Numitor Comun Publishing. Kindle Edition.

■ But reality has a way of catching up. (e.g. Vavlov vs. Lysenko)
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Are We Living in a World Like in 1984?

Yes and No

● Comparison can give us a better perspective.
○ There are states around the world that certainly resemble the world of 1984 more

closely than others. (e.g. North Korea)
○ We are not living in a totalitarian state where our every move is monitored for

conformity to party ideology (yet).
○ In Canada, we have a Constitution that is meant to protect the citizenry against

the government. Any limitations on the rights and freedoms of the citizens can
only take place on “demonstrably justifiable” grounds. In other words, the
government must bear the responsibility of demonstrating any restrictions on the
rights and freedoms guaranteed by the Charter of Rights and Freedoms.

● Yet, we should be aware of the trajectory of things. Whether the government is living up
to its responsibilities is another matter. Also, any system or program that is meant for the
protection of the citizenry can be turned against them.

● We are not living in “hard totalitarianism” but we flirt with “soft totalitarianism.” There are
social pressures.

Citizens of Heaven in a Totalitarian State

Sojourners

● Even as we live in the world, we are citizens of heaven (Php. 3:20, cf. Jn. 17:14). We are
ambassadors commissioned and sent for the work of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:20).

● We are adopted as children of God Most High, marked now by the Holy Spirit for the
inheritance of God’s kingdom in which we will rule alongside Jesus. (Rom. 8:1-17; Gal.
4:7; Eph. 1:11-14; Tit. 3:7)

Same Old in a New Setting

13 Be subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as
supreme, 14 or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do evil and to praise those who
do good. 15 For this is the will of God, that by doing good you should put to silence the ignorance
of foolish people. 16 Live as people who are free, not using your freedom as a cover-up for evil,
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but living as servants of God. 17 Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the
emperor.

The Holy Bible: English Standard Version, 1 Pe 2:13–17.

● Context
○ Previously, in 1 Pe. 2:1-12, Peter emphasized holy living and reminded Christians

of their status as a holy nation. This may lead some Christians to think “Oh, then
we answer only to God and we don’t need to obey human institutions.” Peter
preemptively addresses this attitude in vv. 13-17.

○ This is written to Christians living under Roman rule. They were sporadically
persecuted in horrendous ways. We are to “honour the emperor” but, when
persecution comes, we are to endure.

○ Mike Winger: “We obey the government because of God, not as though they are
God.”

● In a totalitarian state or in an empire, the state or the ruler becomes a God-substitute.
This is not new.

○ Pharaohs
○ King of Babylon
○ Caesars
○ The Kim dynasty in North Korea

But the face of Big Brother seemed to persist for several seconds on the
screen, as though the impact that it had made on everyone’s eyeballs was too
vivid to wear off immediately. The little sandy-haired woman had flung herself
forward over the back of the chair in front of her. With a tremulous murmur
that sounded like ‘My Saviour!’ she extended her arms towards the screen.
Then she buried her face in her hands. It was apparent that she was uttering
a prayer.

Orwell, George. Nineteen eighty-four (1984) (p. 7).
Numitor Comun Publishing. Kindle Edition.

● Expect suffering
○ Jesus taught his disciples that the world would hate them, because the world

does not know Jesus. (John 15:18-25)
○ Paul also warns of this in 2 Tim. 3:12.
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Our Hope

● Our fate is sealed by the Holy Spirit through the work of Jesus Christ on the cross. Death
has been defeated.

○ Lazarus Laughed
■ A play written by Eugene O’Neill
■ Because Lazarus came back from the dead, he does not fear death. Even

the most powerful men in the Roman Empire cannot threaten him into
fear.

● 4 “I tell you, my friends, do not fear those who kill the body, and after that have nothing
more that they can do. 5 But I will warn you whom to fear: fear him who, after he has
killed, has authority to cast into hell. Yes, I tell you, fear him!

The Holy Bible: English Standard Version, Lk 12:4–5.

● Rights and responsibilities with respect to the state
○ Jesus taught us to give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar. (Mk. 12:17)
○ We often benefit by having the state. We don’t want to live in a place where

everyone does “what is right in his own eyes.” The state, in other words, is not an
unqualified evil.

○ We may also exercise our rights and carry out our responsibilities as citizens of
the nation we live in (e.g. Paul’s exercise of his rights as a Roman citizen in Acts
22:22-29), but we don’t do it as if political change is our ultimate hope.

○ When things don’t go our way in government, we can still have peace, knowing
that we ultimately belong not to the nation but to God.

Recommended Resources
● 1984 audiobook
● AC Podcast - 1984 with Dr. Scott Masson
● The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms
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