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TEXTS IN CONTEXT

Nineteen Eighty-Four 
by George Orwell
George Orwell’s most famous novel has spawned cultural touchstones and tropes familiar to millions 
— newspeak, doublethink, Big Brother, thought police, Room 101, thoughtcrime. Its haunting vision 
of the future was heavily shaped by the author’s life experiences and the wider contexts of Britain 
between the First and Second World Wars

Sociocultural context
The rise of propaganda
Orwell’s work for the Indian section of the BBC’s Eastern Service between 1941 and 1943 familiarised 
him with the bureaucracy of mass media and how it might be used to disseminate propaganda in support 
of the war effort and to censor opposing points of view. His experiences contained the seeds of what 
would become Winston Smith’s work in the Ministry of Truth in Nineteen Eighty-Four, as Orwell began to 
consider how ‘history’ could become a tool for propaganda, detached from any kind of objective truth.

Orwell was both fascinated and horrified by the way in which the truth could be manipulated by 
governments to mislead their citizens. He felt that the Spanish Civil War ‘probably produced a richer 
crop of lies than any event since the Great War of 1914–18’ (‘Spilling the Spanish Beans’, 1937), citing 
censorship of the press, espionage and mass-imprisonment without trial as all-pervasive political tactics. 
Looking back on the Spanish conflict in 1944, he stated that: 

A true history of this war never would or could be written. Accurate figures, objective accounts 
of what was happening, simply did not exist… the history of the war will consist quite largely of 
‘facts’ which millions of people now living know to be lies. 

(Orwell 1944)
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Political context
The Spanish Civil War 1936–39
The 1930s saw the rise of both fascism and communism across Europe, and in hindsight the Spanish Civil 
War can be viewed as a tragic precursor to the Second World War. General Francisco Franco’s right-wing 
Nationalists (backed with equipment, supplies and troops by Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy) 
clashed with a coalition of left-leaning Republican forces (supported by Stalin’s Russia). Fighting in Spain 
cemented Orwell’s opposition to extreme political movements. In his essay ‘Why I Write’ (1946), he 
claimed that ‘every line of serious work … written since 1936’ was part of his fight against oppressive 
political totalitarianism.

Orwell was one of thousands of idealistic foreign volunteers who joined the Spanish Republicans to fight 
the fascist menace. What he found on the ground, however, was a much messier reality. Orwell fought 
as part of the Worker’s Party of Marxist Unification (POUM), and initially saw the Stalinists as brothers in 
arms. In time, the various left-wing groups descended into ruinous infighting, and Orwell’s war ended in 
May 1937, when he was shot through the throat by a sniper. Returning to England, he wrote an account 
of his experiences in Spain, Homage to Catalonia (1938). He struggled to get this book published because 
of its criticism of Stalinism, with many left-leaning publishers still in thrall to what Orwell termed ‘the 
stupid cult of Russia’.

Literary context
The rise of dystopian fiction
In Nineteen Eighty-Four, Goldstein’s book The Theory and Practice of Oligarchical Collectivism states that 
the early twentieth-century person envisaged ‘a future society unbelievably rich, leisured, orderly and 
efficient — a glittering anti-septic world of glass and steel and snow-white concrete’. The First World War 
destroyed much of the utopianism of this generation, giving rise to texts that explored the dark turn the 
future could take if humanity gave in to its worst impulses. One of the dystopian genre’s purposes is to 
warn readers of the dangers of totalitarianism, unchecked scientific experimentation and political apathy, 
so that they might take action in the present to prevent a potential nightmare future becoming a reality.

Nineteen Eighty-Four and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) are the most famous of a crop of 
dystopian novels from the 1930s and 1940s. However, Nineteen Eighty-Four shares striking similarities with 
an earlier novel, We, by Russian writer Yevgeny Zamyatin. An English translation was published in 1924 and 
reviewed by Orwell for Tribune magazine in 1946, three years before Nineteen Eighty-Four was published. 
Like Orwell’s novel, We features a lone rebel in a totalitarian society who records his ideas in a diary, an 
omnipotent dictator, and a sexually-liberated woman who encourages the protagonist. In the end, the 
protagonist fails, suffers physically and mentally, and comes to love the state that has oppressed him. 

Biographical context
Class consciousness
In 1936, Orwell was commissioned to write a book exploring the 
living conditions of the working class in the north of England as they 
struggled with high unemployment and a depressed economy. He 
observed their lives first-hand, living in Wigan, Barnsley and Sheffield 
for several months. The Road to Wigan Pier (1937) comes from the 
pen of a writer invested in the struggles of the working class. Here 
he describes a young woman with whom he shared a moment of 
empathy when he saw her from a passing train:

[Her face] wore… the most desolate, hopeless expression I 
have ever seen … She knew well enough what was happening 
to her — understood as well as I did how dreadful a destiny it 
was to be kneeling there in the bitter cold, on the slimy stones 
of a slum backyard, poking a stick up a foul drain-pipe.

(Ch. 1)

In Nineteen Eighty-Four, Orwell’s interest in class hierarchy is made 
clear in the social structure of Oceania. Whereas Winston and Julia 
are members of the Outer Party, O’Brien is part of the Inner Party 
elite. We are given only glimpses of the vast majority of society: the 
Proles, towards whom the Party adopts a mostly dismissive attitude. 
They can be allowed freedom of thought and action because they 
are regarded as mostly animalistic and lacking intelligence. However, 
Winston recognises the Proles’ latent vast power, a last chance for 
Oceania to shake off the tyranny of the Party: ‘They needed only to 
rise up and shake themselves like a horse shaking off flies. If they 
chose, they could blow the Party to pieces tomorrow morning’  
(Ch. 7).
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