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Abstract 

This essay explores the relationship between language, power, and thought 

control in George Orwell’s 1984 (1949). It argues that Orwell portrays 

language not simply as a tool of oppression but as the very medium through 

which power operates and shapes thought. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s 

concept of discourse, Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic power, and 

aspects of Marxist criticism, the essay examines how the Party’s manipulation 

of language—through Newspeak, censorship, and the rewriting of history—

serves to regulate both knowledge and consciousness. At the same time, acts 

of personal expression, such as Winston’s diary or Julia’s use of forbidden 

speech, reveal that attempts to dominate language can paradoxically provoke 

awareness and defiance. By analyzing these moments, the essay demonstrates 

that Orwell’s novel exposes the fragility of totalitarian control and the dual 

nature of language as both an instrument of domination and a source of 

resistance. Ultimately, 1984 stands as a timeless warning of how the struggle 

over words is inseparable from the struggle over truth and freedom. 
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Introduction 

Language is one of the most powerful tools available to humankind. As Pierre 

Bourdieu argues in Language and Symbolic Power, language should be 

understood not merely as a means of communication but as a medium of 

power through which individuals pursue their interests and display their 

practical and social competence. Yet, as Bourdieu emphasizes, words in 

themselves are not inherently powerful; their force derives from the social 

context in which they are uttered and from the authority of those who speak 

them: “The power of words is nothing other than the delegated power of the 

spokesperson …” (Bourdieu 107). Language thus allows individuals to 

express ideas, share knowledge, and shape collective understandings of 

reality, but it also serves as an instrument through which thought can be 

manipulated, distorted, and controlled. Throughout history, those in positions 

of authority have recognized this dual function, using language not only as a 

vehicle for communication but also as a means of domination. The British 

author George Orwell explores this idea in his dystopian novel 1984 (1949), 

where language becomes the foundation of totalitarian control. 

 The themes of 1984 remain strikingly relevant in contemporary society. 

In the twenty-first century, political and media discourse continues to 

demonstrate how language influences ideology and frames public perception. 

The regulation of speech, whether through political rhetoric, social media 

algorithms, or evolving norms of political correctness, suggests that linguistic 

control may no longer depend on a totalitarian state but instead emerge 

collectively through public discourse. 

 This essay argues that in 1984, Orwell portrays language not simply as 

a tool of oppression but as the very medium through which power is exercised 

and sustained. The novel suggests that the Party’s attempt to control language 

and thought, ultimately exposes the fragility of totalitarian power—showing 
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that efforts to silence human expression can, paradoxically, awaken the very 

desire to resist, which reveals the duality of language. 

 

Background 

George Orwell’s 1984 was written in a time of profound political and social 

upheaval. Composed in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War, 

the novel reflects the anxieties of a post-traumatized world which is 

overshadowed by the threat of nuclear destruction following the atomic 

bombings of 1945.  

 Disillusioned by the rise of totalitarianism and the erosion of individual 

freedom, Orwell channeled his post-war pessimism into a bleak vision of the 

future. In 1984, he imagines a world where political authority extends beyond 

physical domination to the control of truth and thought itself. Although the 

novel has been interpreted in numerous ways, it can be seen as a satirical 

critique of totalitarian regimes like those that had recently ruled Europe. 

 Set in the superstate of Oceania, Orwell’s 1984 depicts a regime ruled 

by the Party and its leader, Big Brother. The regime exerts absolute authority 

over its citizens through constant surveillance, historical revision, and 

linguistic manipulation. Oceania is organized as a strictly hierarchical society, 

dominated by the small group of Inner Party members who exercise total 

control over the remaining classes. Beneath them is the Outer Party, 

composed of educated bureaucrats responsible for administering the regime’s 

policies, and below them the vast majority, “the proles”, who live in poverty 

and remain largely uneducated. At the top of the pyramid stands Big Brother, 

a god-like, omnipresent figure whose image symbolizes absolute authority. 

The protagonist, Winston Smith, is an Outer Party member who works at the 

Ministry of Truth, where his task is to rewrite past records to fit the Party’s 

shifting version of reality. Winston embodies the struggle between individual 

consciousness and totalitarian control; yearning to rebel against Big Brother, 

he searches for signs of resistance but remains trapped in a world so 

thoroughly manipulated that he can no longer distinguish truth from 
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fabrication. The Party’s ultimate innovation, the invented language 

“Newspeak”, seeks to eliminate independent thought by restricting 

vocabulary and altering the meanings of words. Through the creation of 

Newspeak, Orwell reveals the extent to which language can shape reality: 

when language is controlled, so too are people’s perceptions, beliefs, and even 

their capacity to rebel. 

 

Aim and Approach 

This essay aims to explore the relationship between language, power, thought 

control and resistance in George Orwell’s 1984 (1949) by analyzing how the 

novel’s narrative exposes and critiques the political misuse of language as a 

means of domination and how it envisions the struggle to reclaim meaning 

and truth. The project investigates how Orwell depicts linguistic manipulation 

as a mechanism for shaping thought, suppressing individuality, and 

maintaining totalitarian control, but also how, on the other hand, language can 

serve as resistance. 

 The theoretical approach draws on Marxist criticism, which highlights 

the ideological function of language within systems of power, and Michel 

Foucault’s notion of ‘panopticism’, which explains how surveillance and 

social discipline operate through internalized control (Foucault, Discipline 

and Punish 195). These perspectives together illuminate how power is 

sustained not only through material conditions but through the ways language 

is shaped and used. From a Marxist standpoint, language serves to reproduce 

dominant ideology by shaping consciousness and maintaining class 

hierarchies; from a Foucauldian perspective, linguistic and discursive 

practices regulate behavior by making individuals complicit in their own 

subjugation. Applying these frameworks makes it possible to analyze how the 

regime in 1984 uses linguistic manipulation to maintain authority and to 

reveal why Orwell’s portrayal of language as an instrument of control remains 

a critical commentary on the social mechanisms through which power is both 

exercised and internalized. 
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 Methodologically, the essay adopts a thematic and comparative 

approach. A close reading of 1984 will focus on concepts such as Newspeak, 

doublethink, and the control of historical truth to demonstrate how language 

is used in the novel to construct and restrict thought. This literary analysis 

will then be compared with examples of contemporary efforts to influence 

perception, ideology, and freedom of thought through language, and how that 

can be understood through the lens provided by this novel. The chosen 

theoretical frameworks will serve as analytical tools for understanding how 

language can function as an instrument of power—but also resistance—both 

in Orwell’s dystopian vision and in present-day communication culture. 

 

Previous research and material 

Since its publication, George Orwell’s 1984 has generated extensive 

scholarly attention and been the subject of countless academic studies 

exploring its treatment of surveillance, freedom, ideology, and the 

relationship between language and power.  

 A substantial body of work focuses on language as an instrument of 

ideology. In their article “A Brave New Language: Orwell’s Invention of 

‘Newspeak’ in 1984” (1986), Courtine and Willett examine Newspeak as a 

linguistic experiment in political manipulation, arguing that Orwell 

demonstrates how the restriction of vocabulary limits critical thought. 

Similarly, Patricia McManus situates 1984 within the broader tradition of the 

classic dystopia in Critical Theory and Dystopia, emphasizing how the 

novel’s portrayal of linguistic and psychological control reflects modernity’s 

rationalized forms of power. 

 Other critics have explored the novel’s social and cultural dimensions. 

Daphne Patai, in “Gamesmanship and Androcentrism in Orwell’s 1984” 

(1982), approaches the novel from a feminist perspective, identifying its 

androcentric tendencies and exposing how structures of domination are 

mirrored in gender relations. Though gender is not the central focus of this 
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essay, Patai’s study highlights the multifaceted nature of control in Orwell’s 

world—extending beyond politics to the private and bodily spheres. 

 Further research has addressed Orwell’s political legacy and the 

intersection of art, ideology, and truth. John Newsinger, in “Hope Lies in the 

Proles” (2018), reads 1984 as both a critique of totalitarian regimes and a 

reflection on the betrayal of socialist ideals. Similarly, Joel A. Johnson’s 

essay “Oppressive Rhyming: George Orwell on Poetry and Totalitarianism” 

(2019) expands the discussion into aesthetics, arguing that poetic form—

particularly rhyme—embodies a form of resistance against totalitarian control 

of language. 

 More recent scholarship has sought to connect Orwell’s insights to 

contemporary discourse. Ana Scalcău’s “The Paradoxes of Political 

Correctness” (2020) analyzes how linguistic norms shape public behavior and 

ideological boundaries in present-day societies. Her work offers a valuable 

framework for reconsidering Orwell’s concerns with language and thought 

control in light of twenty-first-century debates over political correctness and 

digital communication. 

 While these studies illuminate many dimensions of 1984—from its 

linguistic innovation and political philosophy to its aesthetic and ideological 

implications—few have examined the novel’s portrayal of language as both 

a tool of power and a potential instrument of resistance. This essay builds 

upon existing scholarship by focusing specifically on the dynamic between 

linguistic control and individual agency.  

 

Analysis 

At the core of 1984 lies George Orwell’s conviction that control over 

language is control over thought. Through the invention of Newspeak, the 

manipulation of history, and the regulation of expression, the Party in Oceania 

demonstrates how linguistic structures can be used to reshape human 

consciousness and suppress dissent. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s concept 

of panopticism, this analysis explores how Orwell’s dystopia exemplifies the 
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workings of disciplinary power—how authority operates not only through 

surveillance and punishment, but through the internalization of control within 

the individual mind. The following sections examine how language, memory, 

and resistance intersect in this totalitarian system, and how these dynamics 

continue to resonate in contemporary forms of political and digital discourse. 

 The first section, Newspeak as a Tool of Thought Control, considers 

how the systematic reduction of vocabulary narrows the scope of thought 

itself. By eliminating words that express subversive or complex ideas, the 

Party seeks to eradicate the very possibility of rebellion. Language becomes 

both the instrument and the battlefield of power, where meaning is dictated 

from above and self-censorship becomes instinctive. 

 The second section, Who Controls the Past, Controls the Future, turns 

to the Party’s manipulation of facts. Through the falsification of documents 

and historical records, Orwell reveals how control over language extends to 

control over truth and time. The ability to rewrite the past ensures the Party’s 

perpetual dominance. 

 Finally, Resistance in a Totalitarian Regime explores the human 

impulse to resist linguistic domination. Focusing on Winston’s inner rebellion 

and brief moments of self-expression, this section examines whether 

language can serve as a space of freedom within systems designed to suppress 

it—and how Orwell’s warning continues to echo in today’s interconnected, 

surveilled world. 

 

Newspeak as a Tool of Thought Control 

The most striking representation of linguistic manipulation in 1984 is the 

invention of Newspeak, the official language of Oceania. Designed by the 

Party as a means of controlling thought, Newspeak functions not merely as a 

method of communication but as a political instrument for shaping and 

limiting human consciousness. By systematically reducing the range and 

precision of expression, the Party seeks to make certain ideas, especially those 

related to rebellion or freedom, literally unthinkable. As Syme, one of 
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Winston’s colleagues at the Ministry of Truth, explains: the goal of Newspeak 

is to “narrow the range of thought” ultimately making thoughtcrime 

impossible (Orwell 55). Thoughtcrime is a Newspeak word, which means the 

criminal act of thinking against the Party or questioning its authority.  

 The purpose of Newspeak is to reduce the range of thought by 

minimizing and simplifying the English language (Oldspeak). Its construction 

eliminates unnecessary words and grammatical complexity, removes 

negations, and replaces them with shortened or compounded forms such as 

ungood instead of bad. Syme, who is a Newspeak specialist, points out: “If 

you have a word like ‘good’, what need is there for a word like ‘bad’? 

‘Ungood’ will do just as well—better, because it’s an exact opposite, which 

the other is not.” (Orwell 54). In the same manner superlatives are created, 

for example very good or better is simply referred to as doublegood, and 

excellent or the best is doubleplusgood. This structure removes the need for 

comparative or evaluative words and thereby restricts the speaker’s ability to 

articulate degrees of meaning. The verb to vaporize is used by the Party to 

describe the act of erasing a person entirely from existence through execution 

and the deletion from all records, after which the victim becomes an unperson. 

Similarly, a person who is naturally orthodox and incapable of independent 

thought is described as goodthinkful. Other Newspeak terms further 

demonstrate how language shapes both behavior and ideology. Doublethink 

refers to the capacity to hold two contradictory beliefs simultaneously and 

accept both as true, while duckspeak—literally “to quack like a duck”—

indicates automatic speech that reproduces Party slogans without thought. 

Depending on context, it can be used as either an insult or praise, highlighting 

how language itself enforces ideological conformity. To commit facecrime is 

to show an improper expression, and ownlife refers to the act of spending time 

alone or pursuing personal interests rather than participating in Party activities. 

Many of these words carry moral connotations, reinforcing the Party’s 

standards and values. Other expressions, such as artsem (artificial 

insemination), Ingsoc (English Socialism), and Ministry of Truth shortened 
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to MiniTrue, are abbreviations that further exemplify Newspeak’s drive 

toward linguistic efficiency and ideological uniformity. 

 By compressing vocabulary and limiting linguistic nuance, the Party 

ensures that citizens can express only orthodox ideas, while subversive or 

critical thoughts become literally inexpressible. Every word that is removed 

from the lexicon eliminates potential thoughts of rebellion; without words 

such as freedom, justice, revolution or equality, the concepts themselves 

begin to fade from collective awareness. In this way, linguistic restriction 

becomes a form of psychological and ideological control, ensuring that 

citizens cannot articulate opposition even within their own minds. Foucault 

emphasizes the role of language as a disciplinary mechanism that can “arrest 

the desire to commit the crime” (Discipline and Punish 112). In this context, he 

describes how eighteenth-century lawmakers sought to transform the 

public’s perception of crime by reshaping the language surrounding it. 

Rather than glorifying criminals in popular songs and pamphlets, discourse 

itself would become “the vehicle of the law,” spreading moral lessons and 

reinforcing social order. In 1984, Orwell envisions a similar transformation: 

language no longer merely communicates ideology but becomes a way of 

disciplining the citizens. Just as Foucault demonstrates how discourse 

functions as an instrument of moral regulation, Bourdieu reminds us in 

Language and Symbolic Power that the authority of such discourse derives 

from the legitimacy of those empowered to speak it (107). In both cases, 

language becomes more than a medium of communication—it is a structured 

system through which power circulates, legitimizing certain voices while 

silencing others. Yet this duality also implies that discourse can serve as a 

potential platform for resistance: because language produces meaning, it also 

contains the possibility of producing alternative meanings. In Orwell’s world, 

this fragile potential for resistance persists in Winston’s acts of writing, 

remembering, and speaking; small gestures that reclaim language from the 

oppressor. 
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 Just as every citizen is meant to be visible to the Party, every utterance 

in Newspeak must be perfectly transparent, stripped of hidden meaning or 

emotional depth. The creation of Newspeak draws on the ideal of total 

visibility, as pointed out in “A Brave New Language: Orwell’s Invention of 

‘Newspeak’ in 1984” and draws a parallel to Bentham’s statement that “The 

panoptic eye has taken over language; nothing in human thought can ever 

again escape it.” (Courtine 73). In such a system, language ceases to serve as 

a medium for interpretation or individuality and becomes instead a tool of 

exposure, ensuring that no thought can escape the gaze of authority. Orwell’s 

Newspeak therefore embodies the ultimate convergence of linguistic control 

and surveillance—a world in which every single word is being watched, and 

meaning exists only under supervision. By transforming language into a 

mechanism of domination, Orwell exposes the deep interconnection between 

words, thought, and power. Newspeak is not only a fictional linguistic 

experiment but also a symbolic warning of how political systems can 

manipulate discourse to limit freedom and reshape truth.  

 Yet another aspect of linguistic manipulation in 1984 is the Party’s 

ironic use of words like Victory Gin, Victory cigarettes, Victory coffee and 

Victory Mansions. This illustrates how language is used to disguise poverty 

and failure. By labelling substandard goods and housing as symbols of 

triumph, the regime turns language into a tool of deception, forcing citizens 

to accept contradiction as truth and illusion as reality. At the same time, these 

contradictions reveal the instability of the Party’s linguistic control: the more 

language is twisted to mask reality, the more aware a perceptive individual 

like Winston becomes of the gap between words and his own experience of 

reality. In this way, the same linguistic structures that enforce obedience also 

carry the seeds of resistance, highlighting the duality of language as both an 

instrument of domination and a medium through which the human mind can 

contest and perceive truth. 

 Another striking example of how language functions as a means of 

control in 1984 is the daily ritual known as the Two Minutes Hate. As noted 
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in “Into the Memory Hole”, it is “a daily propagandistic spectacle designed 

to reaffirm the viewers’ love for Big Brother by directing their hatred toward 

the ‘primal traitor,’ Goldstein” (Finnegan, 436). This orchestrated outburst of 

emotion channels the citizens’ latent anger and frustration into a socially 

sanctioned expression of loyalty. The language and imagery used during the 

ritual—chants, slogans, and rhythmic repetition—transform individual 

emotion into collective hysteria, effectively converting language into a 

performative act of obedience. By dictating what may be expressed and whom 

it may be directed against, the Party not only maintains control over public 

discourse but also over the inner emotional lives of its citizens. In this way, 

the Two Minutes Hate demonstrates that linguistic manipulation extends 

beyond meaning and communication: it becomes a means of governing 

emotion itself, ensuring that love, hate, and fear all serve the same ideological 

purpose. 

 The mechanisms of control that Orwell depicts through Newspeak 

closely mirror Michel Foucault’s understanding of how power operates 

through discourse. Foucault argues that power is not merely exercised 

through laws or coercion, but through systems of knowledge and language 

that define what can be thought, said, and known within a society. As he 

writes, “knowledge and power are integrated with one another, and there is 

no point in dreaming of a time when knowledge will cease to depend on 

power” (Foucault, Power/Knowledge 52). This dynamic is central to Orwell’s 

1984, where the Party’s control of information ensures its control of truth. By 

rewriting history and shaping language, the regime transforms knowledge 

itself into an instrument of domination—a development that makes rebellion 

or even independent thought almost impossible. For Winston, the 

manipulation of knowledge is not an abstract problem; it determines the limits 

of his memory, the reality he can perceive, and the very words he can use to 

think freely. The Party’s mastery over language and knowledge thus 

underpins the novel’s central tension: the struggle of the individual mind 

against an all-encompassing system of ideological and linguistic control. This 
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also aligns with Foucault’s notion of panopticism (Foucault, Discipline and 

Punish 195), in which individuals internalize surveillance and discipline 

themselves to conform to dominant norms. Just as the panopticon creates 

obedient subjects who monitor their own behavior, Newspeak produces 

citizens who police their own thoughts, ensuring that even mental rebellion 

becomes impossible. Orwell’s imagined language thus anticipates Foucault’s 

theory of discourse as an invisible architecture of control—one that shapes 

truth, knowledge, and identity from within. 

 

Who Controls the Past, Controls the Future 

While Newspeak represents the Party’s attempt to control thought through 

language, Winston Smith’s role at the Ministry of Truth reveals how this 

manipulation operates in practice. As an Outer Party member responsible for 

correcting “misprints” in past newspaper articles, Winston actively 

participates in the construction of official truth. His daily work exposes him 

to the Party’s systematic rewriting of history, where facts are continuously 

altered to align with the current political narrative. Through this process, 

Winston becomes acutely aware of the artificiality of the world around him. 

The endless revisions and falsifications he performs serve as constant 

reminders that truth in Oceania is not discovered but manufactured. Despite 

being exposed to the Party’s propaganda and surveillance daily, Winston 

develops a critical consciousness that allows him to perceive the gap between 

reality and the Party’s imposed version of it. This internal conflict between 

duty and awareness becomes the foundation of his resistance.  

 Driven by his curiosity, Winston takes every chance he gets to 

investigate and challenge the truths of the Party, which are always claiming 

that the situation in Oceania has never been better than now. In a bar he asks 

an old drunk man about the how life in the older days was: “Do you feel that 

you have more freedom now than you did in those days? Are you treated more 

like a human being?” (Orwell 96). Winston’s resistance is not born from open 

rebellion, but from the quiet recognition that truth still exists beyond the 
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Party’s control. Unlike many citizens of Oceania, Winston can still recall 

fragments of the past and sense the inconsistencies in the Party’s official 

history. For example, the Party claims to be at war with Eurasia and in alliance 

with Eastasia, and that this has always been the case, which is also reflected 

in all written media, new and old. However, Winston remembers that only 

four years earlier Oceania was at war with Eastasia and instead in alliance 

with Eurasia (Orwell, 36), but there are no longer any written records to 

substantiate Winston’s claim, and to even think about it is considered a 

thoughtcrime. This residual awareness gives him the ability to recognize that 

reality is being manipulated.  

 At the same time, Winston’s attraction to Julia, his fascination with the 

proles (the proletarian non-Party members), his drive to write in his diary all 

reveal an inner need for human connection and to express feelings. These 

impulses, rooted in memory and emotion rather than ideology, give him the 

strength to question the Party’s authority even when he knows the risk is fatal. 

The more Winston opens his eyes to another reality than that of the Party, the 

more evidence he finds. His search for morsels of truth and history can 

perhaps be seen as being reflected in the nursery rhyme about the bells of St 

Clement’s (Orwell 103) which he first hears about from the shopkeeper Mr 

Charrington, and which awakes his curiosity, to then get a few more lines of 

the rhyme later on from Julia, who in turn has heard it from her grandfather 

(Orwell 156) and the very last line from O’Brian (Orwell 191) until he has 

heard the rhyme in its entirety. The rhyme functions like a puzzle: one cannot 

complete it without all the pieces. But as long as someone remembers even 

part of it and passes it on, there remains a possibility that the full picture—

and with it, truth—might one day be restored. Winston notes that saying the 

rhyme gives him the “illusion of actually hearing bells, the bells of a lost 

London that still existed somewhere or other, disguised and forgotten” 

(Orwell 105). In his article “Oppressive Rhyming: George Orwell on Poetry 

and Totalitarianism,” Joel A. Johnson argues that the very structure of rhyme 

resists totalitarian manipulation of language (164), which may be exactly 
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what Winston is experiencing when he hears the rhyme, which is untouched 

by the party and its Newspeak. 

 Through Winston’s search for meaning, Orwell suggests that the human 

capacity to remember, feel, and communicate endures even under oppression; 

as long as language and memory survive, so too does the possibility of 

freedom. As Theo Finigan points out in “Into the Memory Hole”, rhymes, but 

also taste, smell and touch can all conjure lost associations (446). Further he 

asserts that “Resistance to the totalitarian regime seems … to consist largely 

in the obsessive search for fragmentary traces of the past as manifested in 

memory, language, gesture, and materiality”. 

 After renting the small room above Mr Charrington’s shop, where he 

secretly meets Julia, Winston begins to feel increasingly free to explore his 

own thoughts and memories. One such memory concerns his mother, and he 

realizes that he has long believed himself responsible for her death (Orwell 

172)—a conviction that has undoubtedly left a deep emotional mark on him. 

The sense of freedom Winston experiences in the rented room arises from the 

apparent absence of a telescreen; the two-way surveillance device through 

which the Party monitors its citizens. Unlike in other apartments and offices, 

no telescreen is visible, which allows Winston and Julia to believe they are 

finally beyond the Party’s reach. This, however, proves to be a false sense of 

security: it is later revealed that a telescreen has been concealed behind a 

painting in the room (Orwell 235). Winston later reflects that “he knew now 

that for seven years the Thought Police had watched him like a beetle under 

a magnifying glass” (Orwell 293). 

 The visible and invisible surveillance that governs Winston’s life 

strongly recalls Jeremy Bentham’s model of the Panopticon—literally “all-

seeing”—which Michel Foucault describes in Discipline and Punish as an 

architectural design enabling a single watchtower to observe all inmates 

simultaneously (200). Foucault explains that the power of this structure lies 

in its uncertainty: 
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Visible: the inmate will constantly have before his eyes the tall 

outline of the central tower from which he is spied upon. 

Unverifiable: the inmate must never know whether he is being 

looked at at any one moment; but he must be sure that he may 

always be so. (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 201) 

 

This mechanism closely resembles the way the telescreens operate in 1984. 

They serve a dual function: broadcasting the Party’s propaganda while 

simultaneously spying on citizens and collecting information. Their two-way 

nature is made clear early in the novel when Winston is directly addressed 

during the mandatory morning exercise, the “Physical Jerks”: “6079 Smith 

W.! Yes, you! Bend lower, please!” (Orwell 38). Orwell’s vision of a two-

way screen, imagined in the late 1940s, is remarkably foresighted.  

 One development Orwell did not anticipate is the emergence of the 

internet and the profound influence it would have on communication, 

knowledge, and language. In 2025 an estimated 6 billion people are using the 

internet, according to ITU.int (the United Nation’s specialized agency for 

digital technologies), which equates to around 75 percent of the global 

population. The widespread use of the internet makes it more difficult to 

falsify history in the way that is being done in 1984, because information that 

has once been published on the internet can never fully be removed. However, 

even today there are totalitarian regimes in the world which control the media 

by for example banning social media or only allowing state-controlled media. 

In the Western, democratic world other measures are instead taken to 

influence public opinion, such as using search algorithms and limitations to 

boost or subdue certain content. While free speech is endorsed in the 

democratic world it must align with rules and regulations and must not 

express for example racism, as stated in the European Union’s council 

framework decision 2008/913/JHA. Although such limitations are necessary, 

they nonetheless constitute an infringement on the freedom of speech. 

Breaking the rules may lead to being blocked from different platforms, 

criminal charges or, the most modern punishment of all—being cancelled by 

the general public—today’s equivalent of the pillory in Medieval times. Yet, 
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Ana Scalcău argues, the use of politically correct language in order not to 

offend anyone, can create a paradox: “… by censoring speech on account of 

it being potentially offensive, political correctness is anything but progressive, 

because progress cannot take place in the absence of confrontations, conflict 

and debate.” (55). In striving to be progressive by continually adapting 

language to what mainstream society deems acceptable, genuine progress 

may instead be impeded. 

 It has also been noted that due to social media platforms such as TikTok 

and Instagram censoring violent content to protect viewers, some content 

creators have started to self-censor by writing “seggs” instead of “sex”, 

“unalive” instead of “kill”/”dead” while “rape” has been replaced by “grape”, 

the grape emoji, or “SA” which is an abbreviation for “sexual assault”. 

According to Le Monde journalist Pauline Croquet the reason is “to 

circumvent possible ‘shadowban’ censorship. ‘Shadowbanning’ refers to 

allegations that social media platforms’ algorithms or moderation teams 

would opaquely and unilaterally choose to make certain content invisible.” 

(lemonde.fr/en). While it is understandable that social media want to restrict 

violent content to protect the public and stop illegal material to be shown, this 

could potentially make it more difficult for victims of sexual assault, for 

example, to find the right help and support groups. 

 

Resistance in a Totalitarian Regime 

Winston and Julia represent two distinct strategies of resistance under 

totalitarian rule. While both characters inwardly reject the Party’s ideology, 

their methods of survival differ sharply. Winston’s defiance is intellectual and 

private: he writes in his diary, questions official truths, and avoids the Party’s 

“voluntary” social activities whenever possible. His quiet rebellion lies in 

refusal—the decision not to fully participate in the collective hysteria that 

surrounds him. He remains detached during the Two Minutes Hate, 

attempting to suppress the violent emotions that the spectacle is designed to 

provoke. 
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 Julia, by contrast, adopts the opposite approach. Her rebellion is 

pragmatic and covert, masked beneath exaggerated displays of loyalty. She 

throws herself into the rituals of Party life, enthusiastically participating in 

evening committees, community hikes, and propaganda work. She screams 

with passion during the Two Minutes Hate and proudly wears the scarlet sash 

of the Junior Anti-Sex League—a symbol of chastity and ideological purity. 

Yet, this very conformity provides her cover for resistance. By performing 

devotion to the Party, Julia gains enough autonomy to pursue her private 

desires, including her forbidden affair with Winston. One of the ways Julia 

shows her defiance towards the regime, when she is alone with Winston, is 

her language: 

 

A thing that astonished him about her was the coarseness of her 

language. Party members were supposed not to swear, and 

Winston himself very seldom did swear, aloud, at any rate. Julia, 

however. Seemed unable to mention the Party … without using 

the kind of words that you saw chalked up in dripping alley-ways. 

He did not dislike it. It was merely a symptom of her revolt 

against the Party and all its ways, and somehow it seemed natural 

and healthy … (Orwell 131) 

 

 

Her coarse language functions as a small but meaningful act of rebellion—an 

assertion of individuality through speech. By refusing to conform to the 

linguistic purity demanded by Newspeak, Julia momentarily escapes the 

Party’s control over thought and emotion, demonstrating that even corrupted 

or forbidden language can become a space of freedom. The fact that language 

in Oceania is heavily regulated provokes Julia to resist it, in the only way she 

knows how. 

 In “Utopia, Dystopia, and the Middle Class in George Orwell’s 

Nineteen Eighty-Four” claims that Winston’s rebellion is not purely moral or 

universal but profoundly personal and class-bound: “Winston’s quest for 

individual freedom has been not a moral quest for a universal human freedom 

but an egoistic search for his own personal freedom, a desire to escape from 
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the oppressive domination of the Inner Party above him without slipping into 

the ranks of the inferior masses of the proles below” (Resch 172). His 

yearning, therefore, is not for a collective liberation but for the recovery of a 

private sense of autonomy and dignity. Julia’s approach, conversely, is rooted 

in sensual experience, a rebellion of the body rather than the intellect. In this 

way, Orwell presents two contrasting yet equally constrained forms of 

resistance: Winston’s introspective defiance and Julia’s performative 

conformity, both of which ultimately fail under the Party’s totalizing control. 

 Winston seems to envy the proles for their apparent freedom, and he is 

convinced that if there is any hope of overthrowing the Party it will be through 

the proles: “But if there was hope, it lay in the proles” (Orwell 91). Despite 

constituting the vast majority of Oceania’s population, the proles are deemed 

politically insignificant by the Party. This disregard is strategic: the proles are 

kept in ignorance, distracted by trivial entertainment such as the weekly 

lottery, alcohol, and the routines of daily survival. As long as they remain 

preoccupied with personal concerns rather than collective awareness, they 

pose no real threat to the regime. In Gamesmanship and Androcentrism in 

Orwell’s 1984, Patai distinguishes between the methods of control used on 

the proles and those applied to members of the Party: 

 

The proles’ principal, perhaps sole, reason for living is the weekly 

lottery and it is fitting, given their total lack of control over their 

fate, that the Party allots to them a game of chance, that is, a game 

that reaffirms the arbitrariness of life and the proles’ lack of 

power. But the games pursued by the Inner Party must be more 

complex, for they must forever reaffirm the power of Big Brother. 

(Patai 858) 

 

 

The Party’s slogan, “Proles and animals are free” (Orwell 77) encapsulates 

this paradox. Their “freedom” is merely the freedom of neglect—they are 

permitted to live without telescreens or strict ideological supervision 

precisely because they lack the education and political consciousness to 

challenge authority. In Marxist terms, the proles represent the working class 
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that has been alienated from both political power and self-awareness (Barry 

160). Their apparent liberty thus functions as another form of control: by 

excluding them from ideological discipline, the Party ensures their continued 

passivity. 

 Winston’s fascination with the proles stems from his belief that they 

preserve a kind of authentic humanity that the Party has eradicated among its 

members. They feel, sing, quarrel and use whatever language they want to—

activities that for him symbolize genuine life in contrast to the sterile 

conformity of Party existence. A telling example is the seemingly carefree 

prole woman who is singing while she is hanging laundry (Orwell 232). 

“Orwell chooses a working-class woman, hanging out the washing, as the 

symbol of the working-class power that was to overthrow the world …” 

(Newsinger 158). Yet Orwell’s portrayal remains deeply pessimistic. The 

proles’ emotional vitality does not translate into political potential; their 

energy is unfocused, and their lack of critical awareness prevents rebellion. 

In this way, the proles serve as both a symbol of hope and a tragic reminder 

that freedom without consciousness is no threat to totalitarian power. Perhaps 

since the proles are uneducated, it is deemed that the power of language will 

not be enough to control them. Words only have power if you understand 

them.  

 One clear example is once again the old, drunken prole that Winston 

encounters in a bar. Winston tries to interview him about the capitalist 

oppression that the Party claims existed before the Revolution, but the old 

man seems unable to give Winston any clear answers, only remembering 

irrelevant facts about top hats and lackeys (Orwell 95). Seeing as 1984 was 

written shortly after the Second World War and at the onset of the Cold 

War—an era marked by the West’s anxiety over both communism and 

fascism as well as the rapid expansion of capitalism—it is interesting to note 

how Orwell portrays the proles as politically inert yet symbolically vital. 

According to Newsinger 1984 was written as a contribution to the propaganda 

war against the Soviet Union, but Orwell later felt that it was being high-
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jacked and misinterpreted, and issued a statement that the book was ‘NOT 

INTENDED as an attack on Socialism’ (Newsinger 137).  

 The Party’s manipulation of history and language ensures that the 

working class remains trapped in ignorance, unable to recognize its own 

exploitation or collective strength. Seen through a Marxist lens, the proles 

have been stripped of class consciousness; their memories and narratives have 

been reduced to incoherent fragments that no longer threaten the ideological 

order. The old man’s inability to recall the past meaningfully reflects the 

success of the Party’s linguistic and historical control, demonstrating how the 

erasure of memory prevents revolutionary awareness. In this way, Orwell 

presents a society where the mechanisms of totalitarian power rely not only 

on surveillance and propaganda but also on the systematic dismantling of the 

people’s capacity for historical understanding.  

 In Oceania not only official documents and articles are subject to 

censorship, as we have seen even thoughts can be considered criminal, and 

writing a diary with ‘free thoughts’ can be punished by death (Orwell 8). 

Despite this, Winston starts writing in the old diary he has bought from 

Charrington’s junk shop, while carefully concealing himself from the 

telescreen in the small niche in his apartment. Almost without noticing he has 

soon filled half a page with the words “DOWN WITH BIG BROTHER” over 

and over again (Orwell 20). Winston’s diary writing can be seen as an act of 

linguistic resistance, an effort to preserve individual thought through the 

written word. By restricting language and thought so severely, the Party 

inadvertently drives Winston to do the very things it forbids. As observed in 

Orwell and the Classic Dystopia, the diary “should have been a key moment 

for the function of Winston Smith in the novel, the introduction of a space for 

some temporal and experiential heterogeneity” (McManus 83). Through 

writing, Winston briefly constructs a private space in which he can assert his 

individuality and reflect on his fears, doubts, and desires. Yet, McManus 

asserts, the entries are “as sparse as Smith’s own body,” suggesting that even 

this act of expression is frail and limited. The physical emptiness of the diary 
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mirrors Winston’s psychological confinement: his words fail to form a 

coherent narrative of resistance, constrained by the very language that the 

Party has corrupted. Thus, Orwell presents writing as both the last refuge of 

individuality and the site of its inevitable defeat—where the human need for 

expression collides with the linguistic machinery of totalitarian control. 

 As Anja Meyer remarks in Beyond Words: The Politics of Language 

Control in Nineteen Eighty-Four, the lessons of 1984 are not confined to 

Orwell’s era, but serves as a reminder of how language can be weaponized to 

obscure truth and sustain control. “Orwell’s critique remains a timeless call 

to recognize the profound influence of words on both society and the 

individual, warning of the oppressive potential language carries when placed 

in the wrong hands.” (140). This dynamic is not limited to overtly totalitarian 

systems. Teun A. van Dijk argues in his analysis of manipulative discourse 

that control in modern societies often operates through subtle forms of 

persuasion rather than direct coercion. Manipulation, he explains, relies on 

exploiting the “cognitive and social characteristics of the recipient” that make 

individuals “more vulnerable and less resistant to manipulation” (van Dijk 

363). Through techniques such as emphasizing the authority of the speaker, 

discrediting alternative viewpoints, and appealing to emotion and ideology, 

dominant groups are able to shape public opinion while maintaining the 

illusion of open debate. 

 In this light, Orwell’s vision of Newspeak and state propaganda 

anticipates the ways in which contemporary political and media discourse can 

manufacture consent. Just as the Party in 1984 defines truth through language, 

modern power structures may distort discourse to control interpretation—

whether by framing narratives to elicit fear, undermining dissenting voices, 

or appealing to collective moral superiority. Van Dijk’s framework shows 

that as long as such manipulative strategies dominate mainstream channels of 

communication, the risk of linguistic control persists. Yet his observation that 

manipulation weakens once counter-discourses gain influence offers a 
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measure of hope: that awareness, critical thinking, and alternative narratives 

remain the most effective tools against the abuse of language and power. 

 

Conclusion 

This essay has examined the power of language, both as a tool of oppression 

and of resistance. In 1984, the Party manipulates language to enforce 

orthodoxy and suppress dissent, yet Winston’s brief awakening demonstrates 

Orwell’s warning that even under extreme ideological control, the human 

mind retains capacity for independent thought—a spark of resistance that 

language itself cannot entirely extinguish. 

 Orwell could not have imagined the extent to which people in the 

twenty-first century would willingly submit to constant surveillance, not by 

an overtly oppressive state, but through the voluntary exposure of personal 

data in search engines, social media platforms, and digital technologies. The 

tools of observation have become democratized, but also more insidious, 

operating under the guise of convenience and connection. 

 At the same time, the structure of linguistic power has changed. 

Whereas in Orwell’s Oceania communication between individuals is nearly 

impossible without the Party’s oversight, today’s world is defined by an 

overwhelming abundance of information—one that paradoxically allows for 

both greater freedom and greater manipulation. The internet prevents history 

from being rewritten entirely, yet it enables new forms of selective visibility: 

information can be hidden in plain sight, buried by algorithms, or drowned in 

a flood of competing voices. Truth no longer disappears; it simply becomes 

harder to find. 

 Of course, this is only true in modern day democracies—Orwell’s 

depiction of state control over communication resonates powerfully with the 

practices of modern authoritarian regimes. In countries such as China and Iran, 

control over language and information remains central to political power. 

Both nations maintain strict censorship systems that restrict citizens’ access 
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to foreign media and social networks; platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, 

and X (formerly Twitter) are banned or heavily monitored. These measures 

ensure that public discourse remains confined within state-approved channels, 

which could be seen as a digital equivalent of Newspeak, where the 

boundaries of expression are carefully policed. 

 The ideological “purity” expected of citizens in such regimes also 

echoes the Party’s manipulation of collective identity in 1984. Just as Outer 

Party members are pressured to attend endless meetings and demonstrations 

to prove their loyalty, citizens in modern authoritarian states often participate 

in public rituals of allegiance—whether through orchestrated online praise of 

government leaders or through attendance at state-sponsored events. Similar 

dynamics can be seen in certain religious totalitarian regimes, such as 

Afghanistan and Iran, where laws dictate how women should and should not 

dress. These regulations are enforced not only by state authorities but also 

through social surveillance, as ordinary citizens are encouraged to report 

those who fail to comply. In cultures governed by so-called “honor” codes, 

familial control further reinforces this system: older male relatives may 

monitor women’s clothing, movements, and social interactions to ensure that 

the family’s reputation remains untarnished. Orwell illustrates a similar 

mechanism of internalized control in 1984, where children are taught to 

monitor their parents’ behavior and report any sign of disloyalty to the 

Thought Police—even words murmured unconsciously in their sleep. 

 This blurring of boundaries between public and private spheres 

demonstrates how totalitarian power sustains itself not only through overt 

coercion but through the internalization of ideology. When surveillance 

becomes a shared social duty, and language itself a means of enforcing 

conformity, resistance becomes increasingly difficult to sustain. Yet, as 

Orwell suggests through Winston’s brief awakening, even in such a system 

the human capacity for thought, memory, and self-expression endures—

offering a faint but vital reminder that control can never be entirely complete. 
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 With all the parallels that can be drawn to modern times, Orwell’s 1984 

remains a living warning. Language continues to shape reality—to include 

and exclude, to reveal and conceal. Whether imposed by an authoritarian state 

or reinforced through the collective conventions of digital and political 

discourse, the manipulation of language remains central to the maintenance 

of power. Yet Orwell also leaves us with a cautious hope: that awareness, 

reflection, and the persistent human desire to speak freely may still offer 

resistance against forces that seek to control what—and how—we think. At 

the same time, the novel reminds us that any attempt to regulate language, 

whether through authoritarian regimes or social conventions such as political 

correctness, can have unintended consequences: in trying to suppress 

expression, such efforts may instead ignite new forms of awareness, critique, 

and even rebellion—the very opposite of what was intended.  
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