
Authoritarianism in 1984 

Authoritarianism was one of the most powerful and enduring threats the world faced 

during the 20th century. A lot of literature, both fiction and non-fiction, was produced discussing 

various aspects of authoritarianism. However, one such work stuck with popular imagination due 

to its powerful depiction of the dangers authoritarianism poses. Published in 1949, George 

Orwell's "1984" is one of the most iconic works of literature in history, and has remained a 

popular source of inspiration for other works discussing authoritarianism. 

In George Orwell's classic novel 1984, the idea of authoritarianism is depicted in a way 

that has become iconic in our society. In this dystopian world, citizens are constantly monitored 

and oppressed by Big Brother, a figurehead that represents both the ruling class and an all-seeing 

dictator. The oppressive nature of this system is made abundantly clear as the protagonist, 

Winston Smith, strives to find his freedom. 

The novel is set in an alternate future where a totalitarian government rules over its 

citizens. The ruling party known as “Ingsoc” maintains its power by exercising total control over 

all aspects of life like politics, economics, language, and even thought processes. In this 

dystopian world, violations of the harsh laws were punished severely, often with imprisonment 

or death. Orwell was deeply critical about the oppressive nature of such regimes and he used his 

work to highlight many of their shortcomings. 

At its core, 1984 is a study of totalitarianism. Big Brother controls all aspects of life and 

enforces strict rules with an iron fist. Citizens are restricted from speaking out against the 

government or engaging in any activity deemed subversive. They must adhere to rigid daily 

routines that include monitoring for potential dissidents and endless propaganda for Big Brother. 



Anything deemed as a challenge or threat to the ruling class is swiftly dealt with, often through 

torture and imprisonment. 

The novel also explores how authoritarianism can make individuals feel isolated, 

powerless, and fearful. Winston's thoughts and feelings are constantly monitored by the 

Telescreens that are installed everywhere in society. He must live in fear of being found out by 

the Thought Police if he were to express any subversive ideas or have any unapproved 

relationships. This oppressive environment creates an atmosphere of paranoia where no one 

trusts anyone else and citizens never fully know who is friend or foe. 

The oppressive nature of this system serves as a warning about the dangers of 

authoritarianism, highlighting how it can undermine individual freedom and create a sense of 

helplessness among those it seeks to control. Orwell shows how Big Brother's power is absolute 

and its citizens must either conform or face harsh consequences. The novel serves as a cautionary 

tale about the dangers of allowing any single leader or ruling class too much power and authority 

over people's lives. 

1984 also explores the idea that authoritarianism can have a long-lasting impact on 

society even after it has been abolished. Winston still feels oppressed even after he succeeds in 

overthrowing Big Brother, showing that oppressive systems leave deep psychological scars on 

their victims. This serves to emphasize how important it is for societies to strive towards 

equality, freedom, and justice whenever possible so that individuals are able to make their own 

choices without fear of retribution. 

Overall, George Orwell's 1984 is a powerful exploration of the dangers of 

authoritarianism. It serves as both a warning about the power that such systems can wield and a 

reminder of how important it is to protect individual rights from oppressive forces. This novel 



provides an insightful look into the effects that authoritarianism can have on individuals and 

society as a whole, making it an essential work for anyone seeking to learn more about this 

concept. 

 


