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In 1984, language is of central importance to behavior control. The major proposition is that if control of language were centralized in a state, then the possibility of rebellion or disobedience would be eliminated. This book devotes significant time to examining the centrality of language – explicitly, through Goldstein’s manifesto, or contextually, as in when Syme and Winston speak of the Newspeak dictionary – to history, culture, life, behavior, thoughts, concepts, and power.

Questions About Language and Communication

1. Can you really narrow the range of thought by narrowing vocabulary, as the Party seeks to do? What does that mean for people with small vocabularies – would they think less? Why does the Party think so? Can you think of counterexamples to the Party’s proposition?

2. What is the role of slang in a society adopting a systematized language base? How and why does some slang make it into the dictionary?

3. Why does the English language have many vernaculars and colloquialisms? What is the purpose for each? Do you have an argument for why they should be eliminated or encouraged?

4. What is the role of synonyms and antonyms in language, if, as Syme and Winston reasoned, all they are good for is taking up space in the dictionary?

Consider This

Even if people communicate solely in Newspeak, and the control of language is centralized in Oceania by the Party, it would not be possible to narrow the range of thought to eliminate the possibility of subversion. Therefore, the Party’s ambitions are impossible.

Language limits thought, and thought is dependent on language. Indeed, no thought can be had without the right words with which to express it. Therefore, the Party’s ambitions are attainable.

Compare/Contrast: In what ways is language and communication similar or different in The Great Gatsby or Jane Eyre? 


Have you ever noticed those stick figure family bumper stickers on the backs of minivans? You know, the ones with the rows of happy little stick figures, each one corresponding to one member of the family.

Yeah, those make us question the meaning of life, too. You know what else makes us question the meaning of life? George Orwell. In 1984, Winston endlessly contemplates the meaning of life, history, and power—and each one’s relation to the other. And we don't blame him—after all, he did grow up under a crazy totalitarian government that watches his every move (even at home) and literally rewrites history. We can imagine how that might lead an inquisitive guy like Winston to question the very meaning of life, and question he does.

The book is full of existential ponderings and bold philosophical proclamations, many of which are often at odds. This makes for an exciting and challenging read—but it's no walk in the park.

Just like those cheesy stick figure families on the back of your mom's car, Orwell presents us with some heavy existential dilemmas. We can't say things turn out very great in the end, but you know what they say—getting there is half the fun.

Questions About Philosophical Viewpoints

1. According to Ingsoc, the Party’s ideology, reality exists only in the mind of the individual. Do you believe an external reality exists independent of perception? If a tree falls in the forest and no one is around to hear it, does it make a sound?

2. Is reality necessarily subjective for Winston? Can there ever be an objective account of history and its events in 1984, or is reality dependent upon the observer?

3. Winston spends a lot of time ruminating on metaphysical questions, but no one else seems to be doing this at all. What is it about Winston that makes him different from his peers, that drives him to ask these philosophical questions?

Consider This

Although Ingsoc preaches that reality exists only in the mind of the individual, objective reality exists insofar as it is possible to assess the collective minds of all the people – therein resides actuality, untainted by subjective perception.

It is necessary for the Party to control the past in order to control the present. However, it is not necessary to control the present in order to control the future.

*Philosophical: relating or devoted to the study of the fundamental nature of knowledge, reality, and existence.
Compare/Contrast: What philosophical viewpoints are presented in The Great Gatsby or Jane Eyre? 

1984 is not just about totalitarianism; it makes us live through totalitarianism. The Party wants power for its own sake. The Party carefully monitors the behavior of all of its constituents. Morning group exercises are mandatory. The Party demands that all loyalty created in private be severed, and that the only acceptable loyalty is loyalty to the Party. The Party condemns sex, and brainwashes its constituents. The Party recognizes no concept of a "family" other than the collective family under rule by the Party. The Party controls everything – the past, the present, and the future – by controlling historical records, language, and even thought. The Party tortures and "vaporizes" those who harbor rebellious thoughts. The state suffers through constant warfare. The conditions are dilapidated, but the citizens do not know better. Classism exists everywhere, and different classes generally do not socialize with each other.

Questions About Power

1. What are the different ways that the Party obtains and maintains power in Oceania? Which is the most potent?

2. What does it mean to want power for power’s sake? Is this what the Party does? What is power good for, anyway, other than to gain other things such as money, control, and even more power?

3. What are some of the rights confiscated altogether by the Party?

4. What is the most difficult for Winston to lose?

5. How does the Party’s propaganda indoctrinate and control thought? Come on, is it REALLY working?

Consider This

O’Brien’s description of power as "a boot stamping on a human face […] forever" is misguided, because power is more about influence and authority than victory over resistance. This is the Party’s fatal flaw in 1984.

1984 demonstrates that totalitarianism is a devastating political agenda, because it is necessarily dependent upon fear, classism, and physical torture. Without these elements, the Party would have no power.

Compare/Contrast: Describe how authors present power in The Great Gatsby or Jane Eyre. 

War. Huh. What is it good for? 
Absolutely nothing? Not quite.

1984 depicts warfare as a necessary tool and symptom of a totalitarian state. Oceania, one of the three superstates of the world, is in constant warfare with one of the other two. This is necessary, as warfare keeps citizens in constant flux and fear – they then willingly submit to the control of the Party. Only after this submission can the Party regulate supply and demand to ensure classism, and ultimately, power.

Even though we never visit the front lines, war is an ever-present force in this story, lurking in the background like a big angry hippo.

Questions About Warfare

1. Why is it necessary for Oceania to be engaged in perpetual war?

2. Adding to the first question, why does it have to be perpetual war with a constantly shifting enemy? Why TWO other superstates, instead of one?

3. Why does Winston seem to be affected (or unaffected) by the perpetual state of war in Oceania?

Consider This

It is necessary for Oceanians to believe that Oceania is in a constant state of warfare with the other superpowers, because the presence of a common enemy prevents internal conflict.

The constant bombing and warfare in Oceania are simulated by the Party for the purpose of manipulating its constituents, as evidenced by subtle inconsistencies in the book.

        *Warfare: engagement in or the activities involved in war or conflict.

Compare/Contrast: To what extent is warfare presented in The Great Gatsby or Jane Eyre? 

If there's one thing we learn in 1984, it's that torture is a pretty darn effective way to control subversion in a totalitarian state.

If there's one more thing we learn from the story, it's that there are a lot of different ways a person can be tortured. Beyond the traditional physical suffering, we also see examples of mind control, brainwashing, and indoctrination as effective methods of torture. Oh yeah, and rats. Hungry rats.

The branch of government that oversees torture at Oceania is ironically named the Ministry of Love. It is, however, effective. Through torture, the Ministry is able to transform rebellious minds into loving, accepting ones.

Questions About Violence

1. Which is worse for Winston, physical or psychological torture?

2. As readers, are we sympathetic to Winston’s confessing, or do we pass judgment on him for folding under torture? What does 1984 ask us to feel at this point in the text?

3. How is torture regarded in 1984? What is it used for, exactly, and how would the Party’s power be weakened without it?

4. In 1984, is torture justified as a means to an end? NO!? Think about it – it would be a fun case to argue.

Consider This

Although Winston is subjected to excruciating physical torture for a prolonged time, his spirit is ultimately broken by the psychological torture he suffers.

Julia betrays Winston easily upon being tortured because she is essentially a survivalist; Winston, on the other hand, does not give up until the very end because he is a natural-born rebel.

Compare/Contrast: How is violence portrayed in The Great Gatsby or Jane Eyre? 

Modernization in 1984takes the form of technology, used for controlling means. By placing telescreens and clandestine microphones all across Oceania, the Party monitors its constituents 24/7. At work, in the comforts of their own home, even in the countryside or giant plazas and marketplaces, Oceanians cannot expect privacy. The Party’s use of advanced surveillance technology is only one of the methods it employs to ensure and ascertain control.

Questions About Technology and Modernization

1. After all the reality TV shows that people willingly take part in, you’re probably thinking, well, what’s the big deal? After all, there’s even a show called Big Brother. So, what’s the big deal with being monitored 24/7? Is it a source of entertainment? Of control? How does surveillance function in 1984, specifically?

2. How would the Party be weakened if it could not use surveillance its citizens?

3. Winston says that sometimes the slightest twitch of your face can cause you to be arrested for thoughtcrime. Is the Party even bothering to distinguish between potential crime and actual crime? Is there a difference in 1984?

Consider This

The surveillance of its constituents by the Party is necessary for its self-preservation because it affords the Party the ability to eliminate potential subversion early on. It is the most important element of the Party’s tools.

Compare/Contrast: What role does technology and modernization play in The Great Gatsby or Jane Eyre? 

The Party seeks to control everything – past, present, and future. Its first effort toward attaining that goal is to control and manipulate every source of information, rewriting and modifying the content of all historical records and other documentary evidence for its own gain. The Party forbids its members to keep written records of their lives, and mandates that any photographs or documents be destroyed through "memory holes" placed throughout Oceania. Since memory is unreliable, over time, reality becomes fuzzy at best, and citizens are soon willing to believe whatever the Party informs them. Thus, the Party manipulates the past in order to control the present.

Questions About Manipulation

1. Manipulation and control sure seem to be the main concerns of the Party here, huh? How evil is that? But is the Party inherently evil for its goals, or is it the way in which it accomplishes those goals that is the problem?

2. Legally speaking, toiling with records and evidence is called "spoliation" and is punishable as perjury and contempt. Too bad there’s no government around to enforce this kind of law. But this brings up an interesting question: What do you make of the fact that the government of Oceania seems to have no one to answer to? Do "laws" and "rules" lose their meaning in 1984? What about "justice?"

3. Why does the Party force its members to expunge all documents and photographs?

Consider This

Although the Party seeks to control everything by manipulating every source of information, ultimately it is unable to achieve that goal because that manipulation is overpowered by the unalterable nature of its people’s collective memory.

Winston Smith is the only character that can escape the effects of the Party’s manipulation and control of information. Yet 1984 fails to explain his distinctive qualities as justification for his different nature.

Compare/Contrast: To what extent is manipulation important in The Great Gatsby or Jane Eyre? 

A successful totalitarian state cannot accommodate private loyalties, since private loyalties will often trump loyalty to the Party. Because sex and family create private loyalties, the Party must somehow control these social acts and constructs. Thus, the Party brainwashes children to believe that sex is despicable, unpleasurable, and merely a means to create new Party members. Chastity is encouraged, sexual drives become repressed, sex is seen as a "duty to the Party," and all potential private loyalties are thus eliminated.

Questions About Repression

1. Does Julia’s sexual appetite seem normal? Why does the Party seek to repress it?

2. Do you believe the Party’s proposition that if people are no longer interested in sex, that they will devote all their energies to worshipping the Party?

3. Why does the Party view sex as dangerous and antithetical to its power?

Consider This

The fickleness of Winston Smith’s varicose ulcer is indicative of the Party’s successful sexual repression of its constituents. Sexual repression is the Party’s most potent tool of power and control.


Compare/Contrast: In what ways is repression expressed in The Great Gatsby or Jane Eyre? 

A successful totalitarian state cannot accommodate private loyalties, since private loyalties will often trump loyalty to the Party. Therefore, the Party in 1984 seeks to ensure that the only and ultimate loyalty its members have will be loyalty for the Party. They eliminate all potential private loyalties, such as the familial or the sexual.

Questions About Loyalty

1. In 1984, from where do loyalties arise?

2. If Winston and Julia owed private loyalties to each other, why did they ultimately betray each other? Does their betrayal mean that their love wasn’t genuine to begin with?

3. Is it possible to feel so much loyalty towards a state that you include all of your fellow citizens in your "family?"

Consider This

It is only by abolishing private loyalties altogether that the Party is able to ensure the undying loyalty of its constituents. This is its most powerful tool of control.

Winston and Julia are captured by the Thought Police at the height of their relationship – at the point when they professed their undying private loyalty to each other – because that constitutes the ultimate form of rebellion against the Party. This is why the Party doesn’t apprehend them earlier.

Compare/Contrast: How is loyalty portrayed in The Great Gatsby or Jane Eyre? 

Attention all punks, misfits, and anyone else who has ever felt held down by the Man—1984 is all about rebellion. Believe it or not, the story shares the same general plot arc with the timeless children's classic, "If You Give a Mouse a Cookie." Seriously. Just like the cookie leads the mouse down a path of increasingly complicated tasks and actions, Winston's diary sets him on a trajectory to all out rebellion against the Party. The diary allows him a place to unleash all his rebellious thoughts, which gives him the confidence to fall in love with Julia, which in turn leads him to become concerned with grand-scale, organized resistance to the Party’s rule. It all culminates with him joining the Brotherhood. Julia, on the other hand, contents herself with private acts of rebellion by engaging in sex and wearing makeup. The takeaway? Winston and Julia are not content with conforming to the Party’s rule or principles, even though the Party devotes substantial resources to detecting rebellion and subversion. You know what they say, "If you give an oppressed man a diary..."

Questions About Rebellion

1. How do Winston and Julia choose to rebel? How do they differ, and how are they similar?

2. Rebellion through sex seems pretty customary, but rebellion by keeping a journal? Is the journal remotely effective? What about in the sense of a small, personal victory? 

3. In what ways is Winston guilty of the same lack of ambition that Julia is, as far as rebellious dreams go?

4. How different is Julia’s private form of rebellion than Winston’s hopes for grand-scale rebellion?

5. Are Winston and Julia rebels without a cause? Would that be a problem? What constitutes a legitimate cause for rebellion?

Consider This

As exemplified by the fact that the Party’s impossible doctrines drive Winston and Julia to engage in rebellious acts, an overly oppressive state power often causes rebellion by giving its constituents the very causes for rebellion. This is the Party’s fatal flaw.

Winston and Julia’s love for each other is a more dangerous form of rebellion than their sexual relations are.

Compare/Contrast: How is rebellion presented in The Great Gatsby or Jane Eyre? 

The Party seeks to control everything –past, present, and future. Another effort towards attaining that goal is to control its constituents’ memory. Without memory, the people cannot know the past. Without memory, the Party is able to control history. By controlling the past, the Party also controls the present – because its constituents will accept everything the Party says. In order to control the collective memory of its constituents, the Party forbids its members to keep written records of their lives, and mandates that any photographs or documents be destroyed through "memory holes" placed throughout Oceania. Since memory is unreliable unless corresponding reality may confirm it, over time, reality becomes fuzzy at best, and Party members are soon willing to believe whatever the Party tells them. Thus, the Party manipulates the past in order to control the present, thanks to our ever-failing memory.

Questions About Memory and the Past

1. How ironic is it to name a garbage chute a "memory hole"? Why do you suppose the Party names that, among other things like the Ministry of Truth and the Ministry of Love, so ironically?

2. How reliable is memory in 1984? Is this normal? In what ways are the characters’ memories affected and altered by what the Party says, by time, and by, well, reality?

3. Does the Party succeed in altering memory, or not?

Consider This

Winston explores his memory in an attempt to reconnect with the past because he believes the past holds the answers to the Party’s rise to power in the present. He therefore agrees with the Party’s theory that to control the past is to control the future.

Compare/Contrast:  What role does memory and the past play in The Great Gatsby or Jane Eyre? 

