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One of George Orwell’s most important philosophical and political achievements in Nineteen 

Eighty-Four was to bring into sharp relief the profound way that our freedom and unfreedom, as 

individuals, and as societies, is bound up with the ability of words to do things.1 But the full force 

of this insight, and what we can learn from it, has been obscured by the almost universal 

interpretation of Nineteen Eighty-Four as a critique of state power. Has this monoculture fallen 
out of a blind spot that Orwell himself suffered from? Or have we largely been misreading 

Nineteen Eighty-Four? I ultimately opt for the latter explanation, and in this chapter present a new 

reading of Nineteen Eighty-Four together with the evidence that supports it from Orwell’s letters, 
diaries, and essays. My impression is that Orwell wanted to impart a very different point than 
what has typically been assumed about who threatens our freedoms via the manipulation and 
control of our public information systems. Moreover, this deeper message will enable us to more 
fully grasp the problematic features of our contemporary political landscapes, and to develop 
better responses to these issues.  
 
How to Oppress People with Words  

The Party in Nineteen Eighty-Four deploys several mutually reinforcing communications-
based strategies to distort reality and deceive and indoctrinate Oceania’s inhabitants: it alters 
historical records, disseminates propaganda and misinformation, destroys evidence, and 
provides ‘education’ that leaves children “…unwilling and unable to think too deeply on any 
subject whatever” (p. 241). The pièce de résistance is ‘Newspeak’, an official language the Party 
invents, and that it gradually culls the vocabulary of. Syme boasts that this has the effect of 
narrowing the scope of people’s consciousness, and thus the range of thoughts a person can 
possibly think (p. 60-61).  

If a person’s consciousness and thought is circumscribed, then so too is what they can 

subsequently say and do in turn. If a person is literally unable to think 2+2=4, for example, then 

they cannot say “2+2=4.” If they cannot say “2+2=4”, then their freedom to assert this proposition 

has been curtailed, and they have been subjected to a type of silencing. Similarly, if we are unable 
to think that 2+2=4, we won’t be able to carry out practical activities that turn on such 

knowledge. One of Orwell’s favourite examples was that two and two must make four if one 
wants to successfully design an aeroplane.2 Hence, because Oceanians have been deprived of the 
necessary capacities to recognize their oppression, voice their dissatisfaction, and retaliate, the 
Party considers a revolt of the masses to be a risk ‘in theory’ only.  

                                                      
1 As scholars like Austin (1975), MacKinnon (1987) and Langton (1993) would later emphasise 
2 E.g. in George Orwell (1946a). This is also noted by Winston on p. 227.  



Orwell therefore illuminates the way our very autonomy—that is, having sufficient control 
over determining our own values and ends, and over whether our acts succeed in realising those 
values and ends—can be affected by others’ speech. Whilst nineteenth century philosopher John 
Stuart Mill emphasised the importance of freedom of speech for fostering the conditions under 

which thought, consciousness, and autonomy can flourish, Nineteen Eighty-Four predominantly 
focuses on the other side of this equation: the way that certain agents’ freedom of speech—
primarily, their freedom to spread untruths—can be used to construct barriers to, or actively 
erode, others’ freedoms.  
 
The State as an Agent of Oppression 

Ever since seventeenth century poet and scholar John Milton protested the government’s 
control of the printing press, the actor whose freedoms have been viewed as a threat to our own, 
and consequently, whose power needs to be constrained, has invariably been the state. 

Interpretations of Nineteen Eighty-Four have, to date, only served to fuel this perception, as readers 

from across the political spectrum have generally taken Nineteen Eighty-Four to be a 
straightforward critique of collectivism and ‘big government’; at times, it was even explicitly 
marketed as an anti-Soviet and anti-communist tract. Accordingly, many readers have assumed 

Nineteen Eighty-Four’s key warning to be about the potential, and even propensity, for 
governments to inevitably slide down a slippery slope into totalitarianism, with the manipulation 
and control of language and speech playing an instrumental role in achieving and sustaining this 
tyranny.   

In many ways, this is a very reasonable interpretation. The domination and oppression 
of citizens by the state under the twin spectres of Nazism and Stalinism was of course a key feature 

of the political era within which Orwell penned Nineteen Eighty-Four. And we naturally associate 
the Party in Oceania with an organised political party that had gained power; just like 
governments, it had Ministries, and carried out activities that resembled the development and 
implementation of public policy. It also appeared to have a military, and was supposedly at war 
with other states. We also know that Orwell anguished over the post-war state of socialism, 
particularly in England. He was especially disturbed by the widespread allegiance to Stalinism he 
observed among the intellectual left, despite the presence of overwhelming evidence of the evils 
of Stalin’s regime. Orwell (1948) thought there were “…strong tendencies towards totalitarianism 
in the English literary intelligentsia.” These frustrations seem to have motivated him to call the 

Party’s ideology in Nineteen Eighty-Four ‘Ingsoc’ (i.e. ‘English socialism’). His observations of the 
habits of thought and speech of these intellectuals and elites also provided the inspiration for 
‘newspeak’, ‘blackwhite’, and ‘doublethink’. Orwell (1948) protested that, “…nearly the whole of 
the English Left has been driven to accept the Russian regime as ‘Socialist’, while silently 
recognizing that its spirit and practice is quite alien to anything that is meant by ‘Socialism’ in 
this country. Hence there has arisen a sort of schizophrenic manner of thinking, in which words 
like ‘democracy’ can bear two irreconcilable meanings." So, unlike many of his fellow left-wing 
bourgeois colleagues, Orwell maintained a strong connection to reality, and unlike Winston, was 
able to preserve his sanity.   



There was a reversal of this trend, however, in the second half of the twentieth century, 
which saw an abundance of intellectuals who, like Orwell, weren’t under any illusions about the 
dictatorships that had blighted, and were still devastating, much of Europe. They feared the 
power of states over citizens, and their writings honed our understanding of this threat and lent 

power to interpretations of Nineteen Eighty-Four as a warning about governments. Three 
philosophers, all of whom had first-hand experience of life under totalitarian regimes, are 
particularly noteworthy here for the connections that can be drawn between their scholarship 

and Nineteen Eighty-Four: Karl Popper, Hannah Arendt, and Isiah Berlin. Popper, a philosopher 

of science, wrote both The Poverty of Historicism (1944) and The Open Society and Its Enemies (1945) 
as responses to his experiences of Nazi Germany. An important aspect of these works was a 
critique of theories of history that take the past to be inevitably unfolding according to universal 
laws. Like Orwell, Popper viewed such deterministic understandings of history and society to be 
a key aspect and driver of totalitarian ideologies.    

Hannah Arendt’s first major book was The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951). In it she traces 
the roots of Nazism and Stalinism, and argues that these administrations represented a novel 
type of government in that they used terror to subjugate the masses, rather than taking aim only 

at their political adversaries. Later, in Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963), she coined the phrase “the 
banality of evil” to describe the way that ordinary people commonly conform to mass opinion 
and obey orders without conscious thought, and therefore without regards to the consequences 
of their actions or inaction. This passive state is exhibited by many of the characters we meet in 

Nineteen Eighty-Four, like Winston’s colleagues at the Ministry of Truth, and especially his 
‘goodthinkful’ wife.      

Finally, Isaiah Berlin, in his most famous work “Two Concepts of Liberty” (1958), 
distinguished between two key ways liberty could be understood: negative liberty, based on non-
interference, and positive liberty, based on the development of the individual. Under the 
negative conception of liberty, a person is free to the extent that they do not face obstacles, 
barriers or constraints to their actions, whereas under the positive conception, a person is free 
to the extent that their actions are self-determined i.e. they control and master their own life, in 
alignment with their own interests. Berlin’s preference for negative liberty is implicit in the essay, 
with much of it dedicated to an exposition of the dangers of positive liberty, and a historical 
account of the uses and abuses of it by totalitarian governments.  

Popper’s and Berlin’s scholarship in particular, is representative, and perhaps even a 
significant driver, of the general intellectual drift in political philosophy since the middle of the 
twentieth century towards liberalism. As Lorna Finlayson has argued, academic political 
philosophy today is almost synonymous with liberalism. The focus has increasingly been on the 

individual, and on the state as the chief threat to individuals’ freedoms. The key questions asked 
are predominantly about the extent to which governments can rightfully interfere in the lives of 
individuals, and hence, how its influence over our lives needs to be constrained through, for 
example, strong protections for freedoms of speech and of the press.  



But has this focus on the state as the subjugating agent, in interpretations of Nineteen 

Eighty-Four, and within academia and popular culture more broadly, functioned as a distraction, 
and blindsided us to the variety of wellsprings of domination and oppression within our 
societies? And if so, was a neglect of these threats partly responsible for the recent political 
upheavals across large parts of Europe and the English-speaking world? 
 
The Under-Appreciated Threat of Non-State Actors to Our Freedoms 

The “denial of reality” is not only a “special feature” of Ingsoc and its rival systems of 
thought (p. 226); it has also been a prominent part of our own political terrain. Whilst the 
commentariat declared 2016 the beginning of the ‘post-truth’ political era, this assertion 
exaggerates the novelty of the influence of false, inaccurate and misleading speech on politics. 
‘Fake news’ is at least as old as the printing press itself, and older still if you count false rumours 
as fake news; it’s probably as old as human civilization, and hence politics, itself. Even the claim 
that it’s the extent of the phenomenon that is new, not its presence, is debatable; commercial 
actors and ideologues from political think tanks have, increasingly since the 1950s, utilized and 
hidden behind their ‘free speech rights’, and the virtue our culture attributes to ‘dissenters’, to 
propagate misinformation. These ‘alternative facts’ induce ignorance and doubt, which works to 
disempower the public politically and delay societal responses to issues that have significant 
negative consequences for many people’s lives. Historians of science Naomi Oreskes and Eric 
Conway have dubbed these tactics the ‘Tobacco Strategy’, due to their use in the tobacco 
industry’s fifty-year campaign denying the relationship between smoking and cancer. It has since 
become the strategy of choice of free market fundamentalists in particular, who have replicated 
and deployed it to a long list of issues, from acid rain and anthropogenic climate change, to the 
impact of chemical waste disposal on human health. 

However, more moderate organisations and experts that nominally represent the ‘public 
interest’ have, deliberately or unwittingly, frequently engaged in reality distortion in attempting 

to secure political ends too. In his book The Divide (2017), anthropologist Jason Hickel exposes 
the deceitful creative accounting practices and misleading declarations of bodies such as the 
United Nations and the World Bank. Whilst these organizations tell us that global poverty rates 
are declining and that extreme poverty will soon be eradicated, Hickel says these assertions are 
simply not true. His analysis demonstrates that poverty is not disappearing as quickly as these 
organizations claim it to be, and that, by some measures, it has in fact been getting significantly 
worse. It’s almost as if these organisations have been heeding Goldstein’s advice, that “…it is 
necessary for a person to believe that he is better off than his ancestors and that the average level 
of material comfort is constantly rising” (p. 242).  

Similarly, economics journalist Aditya Chakrabortty has stressed that the proponents of free 
trade, many of whom are representatives of organizations Hickel refers to, such as the 
International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organization, “…peddle their own untruths. 
They have insisted that black is white, even as the voters beg to differ.” Notice here 
Chakrabortty’s reference to the Orwellian practice of ‘blackwhite’. Scientists and analysts, or 



those who report on their work, can spread falsities and misleading statements when they 
erroneously characterize their assertions as facts, and overlook the way that these statements are 
value-laden.3 But unlike Chakrabortty here, much of the corporate mass media does not call this 
propaganda out; rather, it plays a symbiotic role in aiding and abetting its mass distribution. This 
flies in the face of the popular image of the ‘free press’ as society’s guardian of truth and upholder 
of democracy, and moreover, as a reliable place citizens can turn to for accurate and unbiased 

information to use in their own decision making. In Nineteen Eighty-Four we are told that, “The 
invention of print….made it easier to manipulate public opinion, and the film and the radio 

carried the process further” (p. 235). Can you imagine then, what the world of Nineteen Eighty-

Four would have been like with the internet and social media in Big Brother’s hands?  

What the commentariat’s long overdue epiphany about post-truth politics does reveal 
though, and is indicative of, is the long-standing general neglect of the existence of horizontal 
threats to our freedoms, such as the speech acts and manipulation and control of language, data, 

information and knowledge by various non-state actors, and the downplaying of the seriousness 
of these dynamics whenever red flags were waved. As many of the state’s powers have been 
reigned in after the political shocks of the twentieth century, non-state actors’ influence within 
and over society has correspondingly expanded. At first blush, it seems like such threats were 

Orwell’s blind spot in Nineteen Eighty-Four. 
 
Oligarchy within Nineteen Eight-Four 

However, it’s also possible that Orwell’s vision did not suffer, and that we have largely been 

misreading Nineteen Eighty-Four and what it was that Orwell was trying to warn us about. This 

becomes apparent if we read Nineteen Eighty-Four not as a critique of Stalinism, Communism, 
Socialism, or the threat of a large, centralised government, but as a cautionary tale about the 

oppressive potential of any concentration of power; that is, about the presence of oligarchies in 
society.   

This interpretation fits with Orwell’s interest in the theories of philosopher and political 

theorist James Burnham. In The Managerial Revolution (1941), Burnham suggests that capitalism 
is disappearing, but that—in contradiction to Marxist theory—it is not being replaced by socialism. 
Burnham speculates that what is in ascendance is a new kind of planned, centralized society, but 
not one that is capitalist nor, in any genuine sense, democratic. Burnham thinks that the rulers 
of this society will be those who control, rather than own, the means of production: business 
executives, technicians, bureaucrats, and soldiers. These ‘managers’ will organise society so that 
all power and economic privilege remain in their hands. A hierarchy within society will persist, 

but at the top will be an aristocracy of talent rather than inherited wealth, with a mass of semi-
slaves still residing underneath.  

If this sounds familiar, you probably recall that in The Theory and Practice of Oligarchical 

Collectivism, Emmanuel Goldstein notes that, “What kind of people would control this world 

                                                      
3 See Elliott (2017) for an introduction to the ways much science can be value-laden.   



had been equally obvious. The new aristocracy was made up for the most part of bureaucrats, 
scientists, technicians, trade-union organizers, publicity experts, sociologists, teachers, 
journalists, and professional politicians” (p. 235). That Orwell chose to draw on Burnham’s 

philosophy to write Goldstein’s manual and set the scene of Nineteen Eighty-Four is unsurprising 
considering he thought that Burnham’s theories, at least those about the present and the 
immediate past, were probably more right than wrong (1946b).  

However, Orwell also had significant disagreements with Burnham’s philosophy. He took 
the real question to be, “…not whether the people who wipe their feet on us during the next fifty 
years are to be called managers, bureaucrats or politicians: the question is whether capitalism, 

now obviously doomed, is to give way to oligarchy or true democracy?” (1946b). There are at least 
three options for what Orwell might have meant by this statement. The first is that there is no 
meaningful difference as to who the power-holders are within an oligarchy; whether they are state 
or non-state actors, the outcome, and its consequences, are essentially the same. Remember 

Goldstein asserts that, “Who wields power is not important, provide that the hierarchical 
structure remains always the same” (p. 240).      

Alternatively, Orwell could be intimating that state and non-state actors within capitalist 
societies ultimately work in concert to oppress the population at large, or even that they may 
eventually become indistinguishable if government machinery is captured by non-state actors. 

Such possibilities are hinted at in Nineteen Eighty-Four when we learn that citizens in Oceania 
have been “…shaped and brought together by the barren world of monopoly industry and 

centralized government” (p. 235). This feature has been borrowed from Zamyatin’s We, which 
Orwell took to be aimed not at any particular country (i.e. not at Russia), but at what capitalist 
industrial civilization suggests about the direction social and economic development will be 
under increasing pressure to move towards. That Zamyatin and other writers had already posited 
this is why Orwell says of Burnham’s scholarship that: “The notion that industrialism must end 
in monopoly, and that monopoly must imply tyranny is not a startling one” (1946b).  

Political philosopher Sheldon Wolin claimed that such societies suffer from a form of 
‘inverted totalitarianism’. He coined this term to describe what he believed to be the emerging 
governance structure of the United States. Wolin (2010) argued that one of the main ways 
governments could be understood to be enacting an inverted form of classical totalitarianism 
was that, whereas the state dominated economic actors under totalitarianism’s classic form, 
within an inverted totalitarian society, non-state actors, such as corporations, come to dominate 
and control the state, through financial contributions, lobbying power, and other means, such 
as those we explored earlier, e.g. through the Tobacco Strategy. In working to manipulate voters’ 
understanding of reality and shape their political preferences and behaviours, these methods are 
able to maintain a much more covert grip over the state and its citizens.  

The third possibility is that Orwell wanted us to understand that it’s plausible that 
totalizing forces can endure without the deliberate actions of any physical person or thing. Orwell 
warns, again through Goldstein’s manual, that the ‘older kind of Socialist’, “…did not see that 

the continuity of an oligarchy need not be physical…The essence of oligarchical rule is not father-



to-son inheritance, but the persistence of a certain world-view and a certain way of life, imposed 

by the dead upon the living” (p. 239). By capitalizing the P of ‘Party’, perhaps Orwell was 
suggesting—by indicating we should understand this as a doublespeak or blackwhite term—that 
the ‘Party’ does not simply correspond to a standard political party, and that it should be 
understood to be something entirely different. Likewise, we never find out who, or what, the 
‘infallible’ and ‘all powerful’ Big Brother is. Could Big Brother and the Party be something more 
abstract then, perhaps akin to the market or the internet? Such a possibility seems less far flung 

when we find out that Oceania is not centralised in any way, except for its language (p. 238), 
which remember, has an in-built ideology. This fact simultaneously renders an interpretation of 

Nineteen Eighty-Four as a warning about the ‘big state’ and the centralisation of government much 
less credible. What Orwell shows us is that there need not be a centralised government, 
traditionally understood, for totalitarianism to be brought about and sustained.  

Finally, it’s also clear from letters Orwell wrote after the release of Nineteen Eighty-Four 

that he intended it as a warning about totalitarian methods in general, regardless of their source. 
In a letter to a union leader in June 1949 he emphasized that, “My recent novel is NOT intended 
as an attack on Socialism or on the British Labour Party (of which I am a supporter) but as a 

show-up of the perversions to which a centralized economy is liable and which have already been 
partly realized in Communism and Fascism.” In another letter the following week he laments 

that right-wing newspapers in the U.S. have been using Nineteen Eighty-Four propagandistically 

against their left-wing rivals. But contrary to any partisan interpretation or use of Nineteen Eighty-

Four, Orwell wanted us to understand that, given certain concentrations of power, totalitarianism 
could arise in any society or period, from any part of the political spectrum, and be dressed in 
many different disguises.      
 
Resisting Big Brother and the Emergence of an Oceanic Society 

Nineteen Eighty-Four was also Orwell’s passionate plea to fight against totalitarianism, and its pages 
contain a great deal of advice for how we can go about resisting Big Brother types and the 
emergence of Oceanic-like societies. These crucial facets of the book have often been overlooked 
because many have taken its ending, with Winston’s eventual submission to Big Brother, to 
suggest that Orwell was pessimistic and believed totalitarianism to be irresistible and 
unavoidable. This, however, could not be further from Orwell’s deepest convictions. One of his 
most significant disagreements with Burham was that Burnham took the future socioeconomic 
trajectory he had prophesized to be inevitable, whereas Orwell rejected this kind of determinism 
and, like Popper, wanted to resist any suggestion of inexorable laws. This is most obvious when 

we look carefully at the Principles of Newspeak, which is an appendix to Nineteen Eighty-Four. This 

document refers to a past time, signalling that Ingsoc was eventually defeated. Winston’s and 
Julia’s actions throughout the book therefore leave us clues as to how the regime may have been 
overcome, and hence how we can contribute to ridding our own societies of domination and 

oppression. I see the following as two of the most pertinent of Orwell’s lessons in Nineteen Eighty-

Four for our current era. 



Firstly, there is the importance of evidence. We never find out what happens to Winston’s 
diary, but it’s possible that it was found and used by others as a “standard of comparison”, a 
concept which Orwell thought was indispensable and that is emphasised at several places within 

Nineteen Eighty-Four. Through his diary, perhaps Winston did succeed in passing on the ‘secret 
doctrine’ that 2+2=4 (p. 243). But because collecting, processing, storing, and interpreting 
evidence is generally carried out by experts (Burnham’s ‘managers’) often necessarily without the 
participation of lay-citizens, the integrity and public accountability of the systems that generate 
and disseminate and report on data, information, and knowledge, are critical to our freedoms 
and the health of society.  

The second is the value of democracy. Orwell held strong beliefs about the capacity for 
public opinion, in the ideal, to help society avoid errors and injustices. He put Nazi Germany’s 
destruction partly down to its undemocratic, ‘managerial’ structure: “Mistakes of this magnitude 
can only be made, or at any rate they are most likely to be made, in countries where public 
opinion has no power. So long as the common man can get a hearing, such elementary rules as 
not fighting all your enemies simultaneously are less likely to be violated” (1946b). This is also 
reflected in Winston’s unwavering confidence that the only hope for humanity lay in the Proles.   

Notice that these two values are entangled: public opinion and democratic processes are 
only valuable to the extent that these opinions are not based on significant factual inaccuracies, 
and are sufficiently peoples’ own; evidence, on the other hand, is only valuable to the extent that 
it actually does further our understanding of the world, and contributes to enhancing our 
freedoms. We can therefore only achieve comprehensive freedom and social progress if the 
entities and processes that generate, distribute and use all forms of knowledge are democratically 
orientated and trustworthy.  

Whether or not Orwell intended Nineteen Eighty-Four to be interpreted as I have suggested 

in this essay, I suggest that we can learn more from it if we do. Nineteen Eighty-Four is itself is an 
exemplar of freedom enhancing speech.    
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