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English – end of course assignment

1984 – What can we learn about human nature and/or the world around us from studying this text?

“‘Don’t you see that the whole aim of Newspeak is to narrow the range of thought? In the end we shall make thoughtcrime literally impossible, because there will be no words in which to express it. … The whole climate of thought will be different. In fact, there will be no thought, as we understand it now. Orthodoxy means not thinking—not needing to think. Orthodoxy is unconsciousness.’”

Constant surveillance; total political, economic and cultural power; the ability to create and destroy history; the disappearance of any so-called ‘heretics’ – the Party imposes totalitarian control over its population and ensures its eternal rule through a variety of ways in George Orwell’s 1984. Yet none are arguably as terrifying as the prospect of bending language to their will. As Professor Berel Lang describes it, “language is a direct expression or reflection of human character and values”, and so the Party’s manipulation over the very thing which, one could say, makes us human, proves to be all the more shocking. 1984 explores human nature in many ways using a dystopian setting, but the way in which Orwell tackles language is perhaps the most poignant and complex, with ideas such as Newspeak, doublethink and the later named ‘doublespeak’ not only symbolising his observations on the political climate of the 1940s, but also acting as a warning for all ages to honour the freedom of thought and expression which language permits. As such, Orwell’s lessons about language and its significance give great insight into the world we live in today, where language is often misused by politicians, advertisers and others in order to mask meaning behind the words they use, and on the internet with new corporation-controlled forms of language like emojis and acronyms that threaten to undermine the human complexity of traditional language.
It is clear from reading 1984 that Orwell was a strong proponent of the strong version of the ‘Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis’, known as linguistic determinism. That is to say, he believed in the idea that language determines human knowledge and thought (whereas advocators of ‘language of thought’ theories argue that private thought is totally disconnected from public language), and this is something which he expresses most clearly through the concept of Newspeak. The proposed successor to the English language, Newspeak is a language formulated by the Party which contains simplified grammar and restricted vocabulary, with the hopes that it will prevent its speakers from being able to think freely, as they will not have the language necessary to do so. Thus, it will prevent the citizens of Oceania from having the mental capacity necessary to comprehend the hardships which they face under the tyrannical rule of the Party, which will ensure that Ingsoc maintains its oppressive control of the people for as long as there are people to control. In the words of O’Brien to a defeated Winston, “If you want a vision of the future, imagine a boot stamping on a human face – forever.” During Winston’s lifetime, the Party guarantee their power through intrusive, aggressive dominance, but these methods merely beat down a person’s psyche; they do not invade and rearrange it. However, Orwell believes that the manipulative reconstruction of language could do precisely that, waiving the need for the Party to spy on its people and arrest rebels because the population will know nothing but compliance, they will think nothing but their duties to the Party, they will love nothing but Big Brother, and they will speak nothing but ‘duckspeak’ – which means ‘to quack like a duck’ and spew Ingsoc vocabulary and propaganda, without the necessary involvement of free thought. From Newspeak we can learn that human nature is dependent on adequate freedoms of language for it to be able to flourish, and that certain manipulations of language could limit or alter human nature. 
Many of the ideas about language which Orwell expresses and satirises in 1984 originate from observations of Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union. Using a real-world totalitarian regime would have given a sense of realism to 1984 for readers at the time, as if Orwell was imagining a future society where Stalin ruled the world. Newspeak is just one indication of the Soviet Union’s influence on the novel, as many political phrases in Newspeak are abbreviated into a single word, such as ‘Ingsoc’ – a combination of ‘English Socialism’ – and ‘Miniluv’ – a combination of ‘Ministry of Love’. This is a deliberate reference to the abbreviations of certain political and social institutions in the Soviet Union at the time, like ‘Comintern’ – a combination of ‘Communist International’ – and ‘politburo’ – a combination of ‘Political Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union’. Likewise, Orwell bases ‘doublethink’, the idea that one can accept two contradictory statements as true at the same time, on the following speech given by Joseph Stalin to his people:

“We are for the withering away of the state, and at the same time we stand for the strengthening of the dictatorship, which represents the most powerful and mighty of all forms of the state which have existed up to the present day. The highest development of the power of the state, with the object of preparing the conditions of the withering away of the state: that is the Marxist formula. Is it ‘contradictory’? Yes, it is ‘contradictory.’ But this contradiction is a living thing and wholly reflects the Marxist dialectic.”

Doublethink is a prominent way in which the Party maintains a guise of democracy and righteousness, as it uses it to convince the citizens of Oceania that a positive idea is really a negative idea (and vice versa), as seen with the slogan of Ingsoc, ‘War is Peace, Freedom is Slavery, Ignorance is Strength’. The result is that the line between good and bad is blurred, allowing the Party to brainwash its citizens into accepting its negative actions as positive. Through doublethink, Orwell suggests that human nature can be manipulated into not being able to recognise the difference between good and bad, which would then indicate that the human ability to separate good from bad comes from ‘nurture’ rather than ‘nature’. While doublethink is loudly promoted by the Party as patriotic, ‘doublespeak’, its linguistic, real world equivalent, is far more sneakily and subtly carried out. Referring to the deliberate obfuscation of the meaning behind words (through euphemisms, jargon, gobbledygook and/or inflated language) and used mostly by politicians to hide true intent, the actual word ‘doublespeak’ does not specifically feature in 1984, but the purposeful construction of Newspeak’s ‘B Vocabulary’ to facilitate political deception describes the idea of doublespeak. As stated in the Appendix at the end of the novel, the words in the B Vocabulary of Newspeak “not only had in every case a political implication, but were intended to impose a desirable mental attitude upon the person using them.” Orwell had first described doublespeak in his renowned 1946 essay “Politics and the English Language” when observing the state of politics at the time, saying the following:

“In our time, political speech and writing are largely the defence of the indefensible … Thus, political language has to consist largely of euphemism, question-begging and sheer cloudy vagueness … the great enemy of clear language is insincerity. Where there is a gap between one's real and one's declared aims, one turns as it were instinctively to long words and exhausted idioms, …”

Orwell’s message – that language has its inherent loopholes that can be exploited to present one’s beliefs, intentions or values in such a way that it distracts listeners from the real meaning behind the words being used – proves that it is within human nature to deceive, and that deception is often chosen over righteousness if it means that the perpetrator is able to achieve their own personal goals.
The world today sees many examples of Orwell’s ideas and predictions being translated into reality. 1984 has long been regarded as ahead of its time for many aspects, from telescreens predicting the omnipotent presence of social media in the modern age, to the distortion of historical accuracy, as seen recently where Russia boycotted the 2020 Holocaust Memorial Day after President Putin was angered that the Soviet Union was remembered more for triggering World War 2 (by signing a non-aggression pact with Nazi Germany) than it was for eventually defeating Germany. However, the observations of language which Orwell made with 1984 have, in my opinion, proven to be his most enduring in the world around us today. For example, the simplification of vocabulary which Newspeak achieves has been mirrored with the emergence of emojis and acronyms on the internet. Emojis take complex emotions such as joy or confusion and purify them into simple symbols. The associations and feelings which each emoji evokes can differ from person to person, reducing the meaning of the emoji to whatever pre-conceptions a certain sender or receiver may have about it. This then causes a disparity between the specific emotion expressed by the sender, and the specific emotion interpreted by the receiver, limiting each person’s ability to vocalise their thoughts; this is the exact purpose of Newspeak, to a smaller degree. Emojis can only be used to state simple expressions or perhaps even convey a short sentence, but they cannot be used to argue one’s beliefs. Similarly, Newspeak would also accomplish this, as it renders a speaker’s ability to commit thoughtcrime against Big Brother “literally impossible” as they would not have the language to think such thoughts. What’s more, the general population do not have a say in the creation of new emojis by big tech corporations like Apple and Samsung, much like how Newspeak is formulated by the Party to control the people. Acronyms too symbolise a simplification of the language that we use on the internet in order to express meaning using the shortest amount of characters typed, as it not only harks back to the shortened vocabulary range of Newspeak with words like ‘doubleplusgood’, but it also removes human emotion from sentences and turns them into cold, disconnected expressions, similar to Newspeak. The internet has also given rise to ‘clickbait’, where advertisers use sensationalised, misleading or downright false claims, titles or pictures in order to lure users into clicking on their web pages. Clickbait can be seen as a form of doublespeak, as the advertisers obfuscate the true meaning or content of their web pages in order to achieve their own personal goals to gain attraction, at the expense of the user.
The political purposes of Newspeak’s ‘B Vocabulary’ to express doublespeak statements have been echoed in many instances of modern politics. In times of tragedy, it has become a cliché for politicians to send ‘thoughts and prayers’, with this gesture of token support hiding their real intentions of not acting to prevent such a tragedy from occurring again. Therefore, ‘thoughts and prayers’ is just one modern day example of doublespeak, but modern politics is now known to be so embroiled in other uses of euphemism, jargon, gobbledygook and inflated language that, since 1974, the ‘Doublespeak Award’ has been issued by the United States National Council of Teachers of English as an “ironic tribute to public speakers who have perpetuated language that is grossly deceptive, evasive, euphemistic, confusing or self-centred” as a way of documenting and combating doublespeak. Notable ‘winners’ have included:
· Ronald Reagan in 1980 and 1983, for paradoxically referring to the MX intercontinental ballistic missile as the ‘Peacekeeper’, and for hypocritically speaking out against countries involved in violence and terrorism while himself backing a right-wing military group called the Contras in Nicaragua
· NASA officials in 1986, for using euphemisms to lessen the tragedy of the Challenger disaster by referring to the explosion as an ‘anomaly’, the astronauts’ bodies as ‘recovered components’ and the astronauts’ coffins as ‘crew transfer containers’
· Donald Trump in 2016 and 2019 for obfuscating the truth behind certain shocking proposals like ‘Build the wall’ and ‘Imprison Hillary’ when vying for the presidency, and for using a ‘coded’ language when illegally contacting Ukraine officials in order that he could defend himself when such contact came to light

However, in 2017 and 2018, the winners of the Doublespeak Award were not simply using doublespeak to lie or use euphemisms – they were in fact, uttering messages of doublethink. As the more extreme, satirical measure of doublespeak, doublethink was largely contained to the realm of fiction in 1984, until January 2017, when United States Counsellor to the President Kellyanne Conway defended White House Press Secretary Sean Spicer’s lies about crowd numbers at the President’s inauguration, by stating that Spicer was not lying, but rather that he was giving “alternative facts”. This was a contradicting statement similar to Ingsoc’s “Freedom is Slavery”, because two differing statements cannot both be facts at the same time. The dystopian absurdity of promoting doublethink in the real world soon spawned parodies, and even drove up sales of 1984 on Amazon.com by 9,500%. The second major instance of doublethink in politics came in August 2018, when United States Attorney to the President Rudy Giuliani said in anger during an interview concerning allegations of Russian interference in the Trump presidency that “Truth isn’t truth!” The obviously contradicting statement of doublethink highlights that in the current world of politics, any sort of moral stance against deception and dishonesty comes second to politicians achieving their own personal goals. 
Orwell’s ideas about language, which he expresses primarily through Newspeak, doublethink and doublespeak in 1984, make it clear that language is the most powerful weapon, one which can (unlike brute force, bombs and surveillance) subconsciously infiltrate the mind and alter what we know as human nature. Although theories differ on the extent to which language determines thought, I for one agree with Orwell’s beliefs of linguistic determinism after reading 1984. Film director Denis Villeneuve, who said in an interview that Dune and 1984 have been his favourite books since he was 12 years old, and writer Ted Chiang, who spent five years researching the field of linguistics, are also likely to have been influenced by Orwell’s ideas when writing and directing the acclaimed 2016 science fiction film Arrival. The film, based on the short story Story of Your Life by Chiang, presented the idea that by learning the language of extra-terrestrials who view time in a nonlinear way, one could see into both the past and the future. Linguistic determinism forms a basis for the short story and film, as the knowledge of the alien language reconfigures the mind of its human speaker so radically that she gains the ability to see through time. Without Orwell to bring to the forefront the idea that language determines thought, it is likely that such a short story and film would never have been made, let alone conceived. The novel, of course, acted as a powerful warning for people of the 1940s to stay wary of the dangers that language could have on the human mind, at a time when the totalitarianism of the Soviet Union threatened to engulf Europe, and when nationalist propaganda could so swiftly swing minds into attitudes of hate. Orwell argues through 1984 that if ‘doublespeaking’ government statements and propaganda can be used to rile crowds into being hateful in the real world, they could also be used to subconsciously impose restrictions on the freedom that is such a necessary element of human nature. But even as the looming danger of totalitarian Soviet regimes receded into the past, the prescience of 1984 and its use of language remained, and, in the last couple of years, one could argue that it has increased. From the rise of the internet to the wave of political deception that was ushered in after 9/11 and which only grows stronger with the Trump presidency, it is vital now, more than ever, that the world around us takes heed to the linguistic principles that Orwell strove to uphold all those years ago.
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