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Dark future
1984 is a dystopia. This means a novel which 
describes a terrifying vision of the future. 
It comes from the opposite word: utopia. 
A utopian novel describes a perfect world. 
The word was first used with its modern 
meaning by English writer Thomas More 
to describe an island where everybody is 
happy. Maybe he knew that such a place 

couldn’t exist, because he took the word 
from the Greek, meaning ‘nowhere’.

There is an interesting link between 
the two words, since in many of 
the dystopian novels, the rulers of that 
society claim that it is perfect. In Aldous 
Huxley’s Brave New World, all the citizens 
are kept happy with simple work, no illness 
and feel-good drugs. Nobody is depressed, 
nobody complains, gets old, or suffers. And 
yet it is not a society in which we would want 
to live in – exactly the opposite, in fact! – 
because nobody feels anything at all.

In the twentieth century, few utopian 
but many dystopian novels were written. 
Perhaps people were more pessimistic 
about the future after two world wars 
and revelations about life in communist 
countries. Even films today are often 
dystopias, think about The Matrix, V for 
Vendetta or The Road.

A NIGHTMARE WORLD
George Orwell’s 1984 
Have you heard the phrase Big Brother 
is Watching You? Do you know 
where it comes from? It was coined● 
by George Orwell in his novel 1984, 
about a society where the state has 
control, not just of actions, but also of 
feelings, hopes, desires and dreams of 
the people living in it. 

We are watching you!

George Orwell (1903–1950) is most famous for his 
novels 1984 and Animal Farm. Originally a socialist, 
he changed his political views after Spanish Civil War 
(1936-1939) in which he fought against General Franco 
on the side of left-wing groups such as anarchists and 
communists, the latter who supported by Stalin.
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Masters of fear 
1984 is one of the most famous twentieth 
century dystopias. It is set in the invented 
region of Oceania. The Party has had 
absolute control for as long as most people 
can remember, and its three slogans are:

War is peace
Freedom is slavery
Ignorance is strength

In other words; when your instinct tells 
you one thing, but the Party another, it is 
the Party which must be right. The country 
is always at war, people’s every act is 
controlled by the ministry and they are 
taught not to question anything. But 
according to the Party, these things must 
happen, for the greater good of all.

The hero of the novel is Winston Smith, 
who works at the information-controlling 
Ministry of Truth. Winston is an anti-hero 
(a “hero” who behaves in a non-heroic 
way), he is not particularly brave, or clever. 
Secretly, though, he doesn’t feel any love for 
the party. He falls in love with a woman and 
starts a relationship with her. For a while, 
we think the dull, grey, world of Oceania 
might have some life in it after all. Winston 
believes that he has contacted a group of 
people who oppose the regime, and we 
believe he is going to fight for freedom 
and the right to love. But this is not a book 
written to have a happy ending.

A world without privacy
In Orwell’s invented world, everything 
done is observed. Each house is installed 
with telescreens that pick up your every 
movement. Children are encouraged to spy 
on their parents and any dangerous act can 
be registered by the Thought Police, and may 
ended with vapourization (you are taken by 
the police and nobody ever sees you again!). 
One of Winston’s jobs is to re-write newspaper 
articles so that the names of vapourized people 
disappear from history. His job at first seems 
unexpected since he works for the Ministry of 

Truth, except in the world of 1984 everything 
is reversed, so truth means lies.

A place without darkness
The man who Winston believes to be 
the leader of the resistance (the people who 
are fighting against the Party) is named 
O’Brien. O’Brien tells Winston that they will 
meet, one day, in a place where there is no 
darkness. Winston believes he means a place 
in the future where everyone is happy, in 
fact, a utopia. He really meets O’Brien at 
the end of the book; but it is at the Ministry 
of Love. Here, where people are tortured 
until they ‘love’ the party again – there is no 
place to hide, and there is no darkness. 

Orwell and us
By creating some words and phrases that 
he thought might be used in his terrifying 
world, Orwell added a number of concepts 
to English vocabulary.

Big Brother
At one of the halls was a coloured poster. 
It showed an enormous face, more than 
a metre wide: the face of a man about 
forty-five, with a heavy black moustache and 
ruggedly handsome features.

WAR IS PEACE 
FREEDOM IS SLAVERY 
IGNORANCE IS STRENGTH

John Hurt played Winston, a victim of totalitarian system, in 1984. On the other hand, in V for Vendetta he played the leader of a very similar regime.
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This is Big Brother, the leader of 
the party. We never learn if he exists or not, 
but we learn that to live in Oceania you must 
love him.

The word has now come to be used in our 
society for a state that is over-controlling, or 
even, in the last few years, for a television 
programme where the participants are kept 
in a house and their every move is watched.

Newspeak
It is not just people’s behaviour that must 
be controlled. Newspeak is an invented, 
simplified language which aims to reduce 
rebellious thought, or thoughtcrime. 
Winston’s colleagues, who are writing 
Newspeak dictionaries, aim to cut out 
all irrelevant words until all that is left is 

the bare minimum necessary to function 
and obey:

In the end we shall make thoughtcrime 
impossible, because there will be no words in 
which to express it. 

Nowadays, Newspeak has come to mean 
a language that has been censored or altered 
by a government to control what people say.

Doublethink
It is not enough, in Oceania, to show loyalty 
through your language and your actions. 
You also must be loyal in your thinking. 
The people know they are at war, and yet 
they must believe the Party acts for peace. 
Winston knows that the people he deletes 
from newspaper articles once existed. Yet he 
must also know they didn’t. Doublethink is:

To know and not to know, to be conscious 
of complete truthfulness while telling carefully 
constructed lies.

In other words it describes 
the psychological state of being able to 
believe two contradictory things at once.

2012
Perhaps it’s not only Orwell’s language that 
has become part of our modern society. Today 
we live in a world of surveillance cameras 
and electronic passports, public information 
on Facebook and anti-terrorism laws where 
people can be arrested without trial or held 
for long periods without being charged. Some 
claim that Orwell’s vision of the future, already 
echoed in so many twentieth and twenty-first 
century regimes, could become a reality at any 
time. What do you think? At least nobody is 
telling us that we live in a perfect world.
Joanna Coleman (uK)

winston is eventually captured and 
tortured. o’Brien wants to ultimately 
break him so the final stage of winston’s 
suffering begins…

‘You asked me once’, said O’Brien, 
‘what was in Room 101. I told you that 
you knew the answer already. Everyone 
knows it. The thing that is in Room 101 
is the worst thing in the world.’

The door opened again. A guard came 
in, carrying something made of wire, 
a box or basket of some kind. He sat 
it down on the further table. Because 
of the position in which O’Brien was 
standing, Winston could not see what 
the thing was.

‘The worst thing in the world,’ said 
O’Brien, ‘varies from individual to individual. 
It may be burial alive, or death by fire, or by 
drowning, or by impalement, or fifty other 
deaths. There are cases where it is some 
quite trivial thing, not even fatal.’

He had moved to a little to one 
side, so that Winston had a better 
view of the thing on the table. It was 
an oblong wire cage with a handle on 
top for carrying it by. Fixed to the front 
of it was something that looked like 
a fencing mask, with the concave side 
outwards. Although it was three or four 
metres away from him, he could see that 
the cage was divided lengthways into two 
compartments, and that there was some 
kind of creature in each. They were rats.

‘In your case, said O’Brien, ‘the worst 
thing in the world happens to be rats.’

 Listen to the end of the book and find 
out if O’Brien and the Party managed 
to break Winston after all.

 recording extract

L A N G U A G E  P O I N T •
‘‘Coin” is normally used for a small round metal 
object usually used as money but here it is a verb 
used when a new word or phrase is first used. Then 
we say that ‘a person has coined the word’.


