English – 1984 

The text I wish to explore within this essay is 1984 by George Orwell. More specifically, I wish to explore how the world that Orwell has created links with the world today. I want to expand on the issues of a totalitarian government that Orwell presents and the implicit questions that he poses to us as the reader. Also, I will go in depth on why Orwell decides to use Winston as the main character and how the single perspective of the book is significant. 

This is an interesting topic, I feel, because it invites you to think more deeply about what Orwell has created as though there is something more meaningful and powerful than just the act of spying using a telescreen or having the thought police watching you. The paperweight and diary are a good first symbol to explore as they are relics from the age before Big Brother. These were the beginning of the end for Winston and Julia. The paperweight symbolizes the enclosed world of Winston and Julia in Mr Charrington’s shop. At the time we are blissfully unaware, as we are caught up in the excitement of their rebellion, that this world has actually been constructed by the thought police. Therefore, we feel like the paperweight stands for our relationship with the book, as to read the novel, we are entering into the sealed mind of Winston, yet whose thought is fully directed and controlled by the party. However, not in the sense that he mindlessly accepts everything they are saying, but that as much as he tries to put up a resistance within his own mind, his actions and what he does are entirely influenced by the party. Orwell has written this book so that we only see the world through Winston’s mind. I think, that cleverly, this is a way to also direct our thought as the reader. To make us have to put ourselves in the shoes of Winston and to think like he would think. It can be seen as a message to society today, a test, to see how we would be thinking if we were put under the rule of Big Brother. And the clear, dehumanizing description of the proles that Orwell provides, is a category of thought within which you could place yourself after this test. Or, of course, whether you would understand, like Winston does, the truth about the party. Do you think you would pass the test if a totalitarian government existed? Orwell wants his reader to experience life in the world of 1984 – as a way of warning against it – by placing them in this fictive world. 

During the first read of the book, it is filled with clues and false hopes and we are so caught up in the suspense of the plot that it is only towards the end of the book that we realise we have been manipulated. O’Brien says, ‘for seven years I have watched over you’. It is here I wanted to draw a parallel with today’s world. One can feel that one is safe in this digital era, protected by a multitude of privacy settings. At first you feel like you are getting away with whatever it may be, just like Winston but perhaps, after a certain length of time and only when necessary, your entire digital footprint gets revealed or is used in ways you had not thought you we’re agreeing to or had intended, eg…influencing your vote during an election, buying habits. In this way, we are also influenced to a false sense of security during the interim stages which is similar to how Orwell builds up our hope throughout the novel and then at the peak he destroys it with a single action.

However, a different view could be taken from this. There are many warnings throughout the novel that the thought police were able to watch everybody at all times. Therefore, why is it that Winston’s room has an alcove of privacy that the telescreen can’t watch? The world of 1984 seems so meticulously designed and thought out that we have to question how this error could have occurred. One view is that it isn’t an error. The thought police might have created this room specifically for Winston. Why did it take the party seven years of thought crime to arrest Winston when we hear Parsons get arrested after saying a few words in his sleep? I believe Winston is a test subject. That perhaps it was the party who took away his mother and sister to use as a means to drive Winston’s inner rebellion. He was also born before the revolution so he will be naturally inquisitive of how things were before the party. O’Brien says to Winston at the end ‘the heretic, the enemy of society will always be there, so that he can be defeated and humiliated over again’. Taken with the robotic, dehumanizing name of 6079 Smith, the party may have been using Winston to prove their own power. They were allowing his inner rebellion to build up inside him to a point where he physically rebelled. They let it manifest itself and then they chose to arrest him and prove that they have the ability to orthodox even the most rebellious of people. This could be why Winston and Julia weren’t killed. It was a symbol of false hope that the party wanted to portray but also to demonstrate their power.

No matter which avenue of thought you wish to take regarding the character of Winston, there is an underlying power that Orwell wishes to shine light upon. Imagine that you and your device are Winston and Google is the party. You may think that all I have given them is insignificant data like my email address, name, phone number and date of birth, but by buying their product you have granted them access into what you like to do. Have you ever wondered why you receive the adverts that you do, why they seem so relevant? They study what you do just like the party uses telescreens to study what Winston does. We all wonder how the party knows that rats are what Winston fears the most when he hasn’t told them. How does google know then that I go to Warwick School when I haven’t told them. It is estimated that the main companies have at least 1.2 petabytes of data. That is equivalent to 1.2 million terabytes or 1.2 billion gigabytes. Now that a parallel has been drawn between the world of 1984 and our own world, read these questions.

Are we all test subjects for the big companies to prove themselves as big/ fearful powers to assert their dominance? Is it just a war between the large companies to see who does best? Is the government involved? Do you have any trust for these big companies? Do you really know why you don’t want companies to have your data or are you building up the argument in your head so that when a data breach occurs you can use them as a scapegoat instead of blaming yourself for not being careful with who you share you data with? Why do we allow for Alexa to listen? They haven’t done anything with our data yet so what reasons are there to be worried? 
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