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Under the rule of Joseph Stalin and Adolf Hitler, Russia and Germany in the
1930s became increasingly totalitarian, placing every aspect of life under strict
control of the state. The sinister nature of these police states soon became appar-
ent, and criticism mounted. One writer who attacked totalitarianism was the
English novelist and essayist George Orwell. In his novel 1984, Orwell presented a
devastating picture of how totalitarianism crushed the individual. In the following
excerpt, the main character begins his first act of rebellion against the state.

T H I N K  T H R O U G H  H I S T O R Y : Drawing Conclusions

What is the worst part about the life Orwell describes?

It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen. Winston
Smith, his chin nuzzled into his breast in an effort to escape the vile wind, slipped
quickly through the glass doors of Victory Mansions, though not quickly enough
to prevent a swirl of gritty dust from entering along with him.

The hallway smelt of boiled cabbage and old rag mats. At one end of it a col-
ored poster, too large for indoor display, had been tacked to the wall. It depicted
simply an enormous face, more than a meter wide: the face of a man of about
forty-five, with a heavy black mustache and ruggedly handsome features. Winston
made for the stairs. It was no use trying the lift. Even at the best of times it was
seldom working, and at present the electric current was cut off during daylight
hours. It was part of the economy drive in preparation for Hate Week. The flat
was seven flights up, and Winston, who was thirty-nine, and had a varicose ulcer
above his right ankle, went slowly, resting several times on the way. On each land-
ing, opposite the lift shaft, the poster with the enormous face gazed from the wall.
It was one of those pictures which are so contrived that the eyes follow you about
when you move. Big Brother Is Watching You, the caption beneath it ran.

Inside the flat a fruity voice was reading out a list of figures which had some-
thing to do with the production of pig iron. The voice came from an oblong metal
plaque like a dulled mirror which formed part of the surface of the right-hand
wall. Winston turned a switch and the voice sank somewhat, though the words
were still distinguishable. The instrument (the telescreen, it was called) could be
dimmed, but there was no way of shutting it off completely. He moved over to the
window: a smallish, frail figure, the meagerness of his body merely emphasized by
the blue overalls which were the uniform of the Party. His hair was very fair, his
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face naturally sanguine, his skin roughened by coarse soap and blunt razor blades
and the cold of the winter that had just ended.

Outside, even through the shut window pane, the world looked cold. Down in
the street little eddies of wind were whirling dust and torn paper into spirals, and
though the sun was shining and the sky a harsh blue, there seemed to be no color in
anything except the posters that were plastered everywhere. The black-mustachio’d
face gazed down from every commanding corner. There was one on the house front
immediately opposite. Big Brother Is Watching You, the caption said, while the
dark eyes looked deep into Winston’s own. Down at street level another poster, torn
at one corner, flapped fitfully in the wind, alternately covering and uncovering the
single word INGSOC. In the far distance a helicopter skimmed down between the
roofs, hovered for an instant like a blue-bottle, and darted away again with a curving
flight. It was the Police Patrol, snooping into people’s windows. The patrols did not
matter, however. Only the Thought Police mattered.

Behind Winston’s back the voice from the telescreen was still babbling away
about pig iron and the overfulfillment of the Ninth Three-Year Plan. The tele-
screen received and transmitted simultaneously. Any sound that Winston made,
above the level of a very low whisper, would be picked up by it; moreover, so long
as he remained within the field of vision which the metal plaque commanded, he
could be seen as well as heard. There was of course no way of knowing whether
you were being watched at any given moment. How often, or on what system, the
Thought Police plugged in on any individual wire was guesswork. It was even
conceivable that they watched everybody all the time. But at any rate they could
plug in your wire whenever they wanted to. You had to live—did live, from habit
that became instinct—in the assumption that every sound you made was over-
heard, and, except in darkness, every movement scrutinized. . . .

For some reason the telescreen in the living room was in an unusual position.
Instead of being placed, as was normal, in the end wall, where it could command
the whole room, it was in the longer wall, opposite the window. To one side of it
there was a shallow alcove in which Winston was now sitting and which, when
the flats were built, had probably been intended to hold bookshelves. By sitting
in the alcove, and keeping well back, Winston was able to remain outside the
range of the telescreen, so far as sight went. He could be heard, of course, but so
long as he stayed in his present position he could not be seen. It was partly the
unusual geography of the room that had suggested to him the thing that he was
now about to do.

But it had also been suggested by the book that he had just taken out of the
drawer. It was a peculiarly beautiful book. Its smooth creamy paper, a little yel-
lowed by age, was of a kind that had not been manufactured for at least forty
years past. He could guess, however, that the book was much older than that. He
had seen it lying in the window of a frowsy little junk shop in a slummy quarter
of the town (just what quarter he did not now remember) and had been stricken
immediately by an overwhelming desire to possess it. Party members were supposed
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not to go into ordinary shops (“dealing on the free market,” it was called), but the
rule was not strictly kept, because there were various things such as shoelaces and
razor blades which it was impossible to get hold of in any other way. He had
given a quick glance up and down the street and then had slipped inside and
bought the book for two dollars fifty. At the time he was not conscious of wanting
it for any particular purpose. He had carried it guiltily home in his brief case.
Even with nothing written in it, it was a compromising possession.

The thing that he was about to do was to open a diary. This was not illegal
(nothing was illegal, since there were no longer any laws), but if detected it was
reasonably certain that it would be punished by death, or at least by twenty-five
years in a forced-labor camp.

Source: Excerpt from 1984 by George Orwell (New York: Times Mirror, 1949),
pp. 5–9. Copyright 1949 by Harcourt Brace & Company and renewed 1977 by
Sonia Brownell Orwell. Reprinted by permission of Harcourt Brace & Company.
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T H I N K  T H R O U G H  H I S T O R Y : ANSWER

The main emphasis in this excerpt is the government’s constant surveillance of individu-
als. People are watched even at home. There is no privacy. Acts of individuality are pun-
ishable by death. 
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