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Nineteen Eighty-Four: a lasting tale of caution  

In his 1949 novel Nineteen Eighty-Four George Orwell introduces us to the nightmarish 

world of Oceania. A world governed by fear and monitored by the omnipresent and 

omniscient dictator Big Brother. After publication, Orwell stated that the book was a 

“show-up of the perversions (...) which ha[d] already been partly realized in Communism 

and Fascism”.1 However, parallels between the portrayed world and many of today’s 

Western societies suggest that Oceania is not far removed from the present.  

Oceania reflects many quintessential aspects of a totalitarian society which in 

1940s Britain had already become a reality. The most evident of which were: mass 

surveillance, state controlled media, fear-mongering and the use of euphemisms by the 

government to obscure the truth. Orwell utilized these apparent parallels “in order to 

emphasize that the English-speaking races are not innately better than anyone else and 

that totalitarianism, if not fought against, could triumph anywhere.”2 Thus, in the context 

of 1940s Britain, Nineteen Eighty-Four was not a prophesy of a future that would be but 

a tale of caution for a possible future that might become if the dangers of current 

developments were not fully understood.        

In my essay I will argue that Orwell’s early warnings remain equally relevant 

today as they can reveal similar violations in the present. I will expound on the most 

important themes of the novel and their parallels with developments in today’s Western 

societies. The themes are: mass surveillance, misrepresentation of historical facts (or 

negationism) and the use of euphemisms to obscure the truth.   

   

Mass surveillance versus privacy 

By describing the watchful telescreens in the opening pages of Nineteen Eighty-Four 

Orwell swiftly sets the scene of a totalitarian society. Even though the telescreens are 

part of a much greater system of oppression, their ever-vigilance and ubiquity make 

them the most obvious signs of totalitarian control throughout the novel.   

 In the novel mass surveillance is portrayed as a means to exercise control over 

the public. This reflected developments in the late 1940s Britain which were of concern to 

Orwell. The fear of German spies in both World Wars and Russian spies thereafter had 

increasingly transformed Britain into a constantly suspicious (even paranoid) society;  

everybody watched each other but was also conscious of being watched. Apart from 

actively spying on its own population, the British government also persistently 

indoctrinated its subjects to remain vigilante of suspicious behaviour. 

Many of Orwell’s worst concerns were eventually realized in secret police forces 

such as the Stasi and the KGB. Although these agencies have long been disbanded their 

                                                 
1 Orwell. “Letter to Francis A. Henson of the United Automobile Workers”.  
2 Ibidem.  
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relentless efficiency in monitoring society still has an uncomfortable resonance in the 

modern Western world. Particularly in the United Kingdom, where the ubiquity of CCTV 

cameras have subtly changed the nation into a panoptical society.  

Although Britain is presently the most surveilled country in the world there is no 

irrefutable evidence to suggest that it has actually led to a decrease in crime – which is 

the most common argument for the implementation of CCTV cameras.3 The effects of 

mass surveillance on society might however negate any beneficial results as it erodes 

privacy and individual freedom. Namely, because people will adjust their behaviour when 

they know they are being watched - even if they have no bad intentions. Similar to 

Nineteen Eighty-Four, the result of mass surveillance is the indirect adjustment of 

everyone’s behaviour. Thus, although the consideration between preserving privacy and 

freedom and securing the peace has recently favoured the latter, mass surveillance 

eventually risks to erode those very principles it was set out to protect.   

 

Negationism above objective truth 

The deliberate misrepresentation of historical events (or negationism4) is another 

example in Nineteen Eighty-Four which represents a fundamental aspect of a totalitarian 

society. Orwell first expressed his concerns about inaccurate reporting during the Spanish 

Civil War (1936-39) were he experienced a general deterioration of journalistic discourse 

on all sides. According to Orwell, the reports of the war were “ridden with politically 

motivated representations which endangered the very idea of objectivity.”5 When 

referring to this in “Looking Back on the Spanish Civil War” (1942) he wrote:  

 

“This kind of thing is frightening to me, because it often gives me the 

feeling that the very concept of objective truth is fading out of the 

world. After all, the chances are that lies, or at any rate similar lies, 

will pass into history. (…) The implied objective of this line of thought 

is a nightmare world in which the leaders, or some ruling clique, 

control not only the future but the past.”6 

 

Although modern instances of negationism do not occur as explicitly as the active 

revision of history in Nineteen Eighty-Four, it should not be presumed that its influence 

on our perception of reality is therefore any less fundamental.  

For instance, the constant rewriting of history in Nineteen Eighty-Four strikes 

parallels with the changing motives for the Iraq War. Although the initial argument for 

                                                 
3 As of 2006 there were up to 4.2m CCTV cameras in Britain - about one for every 14 people, McSmith.  
4 The Council of Europe’s 2003 Additional Protocol to the Convention on Cyber Crime defines negationism as: 
“Denial, gross minimisation, approval or justification of genocide or crimes against humanity.” 
5 Faulkner: 131. 
6 Orwell. “Looking Back on the Spanish Civil War”. 
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war was Saddam’s alleged support to al-Qaeda, this was later upgraded to the threat of 

his nuclear arsenal. As intelligence agencies later concluded that Iraq did not (nor did it 

ever) posses WMD’s, the motive for war became (and was presented as having always 

been about) the foundation of a democracy amidst sectarian violence and the deposition 

of a dictator.    

The logic of those who proclaim this new version of the present and the past is not 

based on the preservation of objective truth but the security of the interests of the status 

quo. Thus, for the sake of stability and order, truth becomes that which those in power 

say it is and has always been. In a 1944 column for the Tribune Orwell commented on 

this as being a fundamental aspect of totalitarianism:    

 

“The really frightening thing about totalitarianism is not that it 

commits ‘atrocities’ but that it attacks the concept of objective truth: it 

claims to control the past as well as the future.”7 

 

Fortunately, actively misrepresenting historical facts has become unlawful in many 

Western nations.8 However, although these laws seem to suggest an earnest and 

widespread aspiration to uphold an objective (or at least fairly balanced) representation 

of historical facts, the validity of such an intention can only be tested when it has to 

compete with national pride and security.  

One recent example of such a consideration was the controversial article 4, 

passed in French parliament in 2005. The law mandated secondary school teachers and 

textbooks to “acknowledge and recognize in particular the positive role of the French 

presence abroad, especially in North Africa”.9 The law created a public uproar and was 

repealed a year later after accusations of historical revisionism from teachers and 

historians. Comparable examples in other nations illustrate that even in stable 

democracies a fairly balanced representation of history is not always preferred over its 

subjective interpretation.10   

 

Euphemisms as the language of oppression 

Although Nineteen Eighty-Four is often heralded as one of the great dystopian novels of 

the twentieth century, above mentioned central themes do not set it hugely apart from 

                                                 
7 Orwell, “column Tribune No. 18”. 
8 The most prolific example of punishable negationism is the denial or downplay of the Holocaust. Under 
Germany law this is included under Volksverhetzung (incitement of the people) and in France under Loi 
Gayssot. In the UK laws against libel or inciting racial hatred may apply.  
9 “LOI n° 2005-158 du 23 février 2005” . 
10 Another example is the downplayed involvement of Japanese soldiers in World War II atrocities described in 
Japanese secondary school textbooks. Yet, paradoxically Japanese historians often criticize the downgrading  of 
the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki by Western historians. Orwell aptly described these back and 
forth accusations of historical revisionism by stating in “Looking Back on the Spanish Civil War” (1942): “The 
truth, it is felt, becomes untruth when your enemy utters it.”  
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its predecessors. The violation of privacy by mass surveillance was already touched upon 

in Yevgeny Zamyatin’s novel We (1924), as was the suppression of subversive behaviour 

in a technological determinist society in Brave New World (1932) by Aldous Huxley. The 

theme of rewriting of history was also partly derived from Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at 

Noon (1940). However, the introduction of Newspeak as a means to “narrow the range of 

thought”,11 and in effect ultimately make subversion impossible, remains a unique 

addition to the genre.  

An earlier warning of vague prose obscuring the truth can be found in Orwell’s 

1946 essay “Politics and the English Language”. Herein Orwell criticizes political prose 

which in its vagueness and incompetence “make[s] lies sound truthful and murder 

respectable, and [gives] an appearance of solidity to pure wind.”12 His critique is thus not 

solely concerned with the ‘ugliness’ or ‘vagueness’ of the prose but also with its ability to 

corrupt thought and restrict clarity of expression. Orwell also states that its vagueness 

makes this kind of prose particularly useful for the political “defence of the indefensible.” 

Today, the defence of the indefensible through vague political prose seems most 

poignantly exemplified in the mandating of torture by the United States government. 

However, instead of calling it ‘torturing prisoners of war’ US officials framed it as 

‘performing enhanced interrogation techniques on enemy combatants’. Although the term 

obviously describes the inhuman treatment of prisoners of war - including water 

boarding, sleep deprivation and stress positioning – its advocates stretched its definition 

by framing it as something else altogether.  

In his book Don’t Think of an Elephant: Know Your Values and Frame the Debate 

(2004) American linguist George Lakoff defines frames as “mental structures that shape 

the way we see the world.”13 According to Lakoff, political parties can determine the way 

people perceive socio-political issue by framing them into certain discourses. Thus, when 

President Bush defined torture as ‘enhanced interrogations techniques’ and prisoners of 

war as ‘enemy combatants’ - both not included in the UN Convention Against Torture – 

he framed the issue of torture as a judicial debate on its legality instead of a moral 

debate on its desirability in a democratic society.    

The object of framing is thus not arguing the validity of ones arguments but 

determining how people think about a certain issue through determining the frame 

wherein it is perceived and debated.14 This is not achieved through concise 

argumentation but through framing the issue in such a way that opposition is made 

impossible or undesirable.15 For instance stating that in the ‘War on Terror' “you are 

either with us or with the terrorists” makes it fairly undesirable for most Western nations 

                                                 
11 Orwell. Nineteen Eighty-Four: 45. 
12 Ibidem. “Politics and the English Language”: 157.  
13 Lakoff: Preface xv. 
14 Ibidem: 21-24.  
15 Ibidem.   
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not to support the US. The vocabulary of US officials referring to the ‘War on Terror’ is 

full of comparable euphemisms – ‘pre-emptive strike’, ‘Axis of Evil’, et cetera - which 

seek not only to obscure the reality behind their true meaning but to turn totalitarian 

behaviour into orthodoxy in the name of freedom and democracy.  

 

Concluding remarks: the necessity of continued resistance 

Despite the earnestly of his warnings, it seems that many of Orwell’s early concerns have 

(at least in part) become a reality. In the ambition of Western societies to defend 

themselves against perceived threats they have often come to embrace many aspects of 

totalitarianism.   

The concluding paragraphs of Nineteen Eighty-Four seem to give little hope for the  

future as the once resistant Winston is reduced to an obedient duckspeaker. However, 

the Newspeak appendix might suggest a more hopeful ending. As it is written in 

Standard English (Oldspeak) and refers to Newspeak and Ingsoc in the past tense, it 

alludes to the possibility that, from the perspective of the essay’s author, Oceania no 

longer exists. The ambiguity of the book’s ending thus suggest that the future is not yet 

determined and that we are not destined to succumb to totalitarianism.  

Conversely to Orwell, Aldous Huxley wrote a follow-up to his dystopian vision of 

the future in Brave New World Revisited (1958). Despite his concerns for the future, in 

his concluding words he expresses a strong believe in the determination and necessity of 

continued resistance against totalitarianism: 

   

“(…) some of us still believe that, without freedom human beings 

cannot become fully human and that freedom is therefore supremely 

valuable. Perhaps the forces that now menace freedom are too strong 

to be resisted for very long. It is still our duty to do whatever we can 

do to resist them.”16  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
16 Huxley: 116. 
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