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George Orwell’s 1984 first appeared in 1949 during the early years of 

the Cold War. In keeping with the times, this classic dystopia of humiliation 
and fear depicts the utility, in a totalitarian regime, of dominating masses of 
people by means of orchestrated terror and shame. First, we will sketch 
briefly the connection between Orwell’s imaginative depiction of oppression 
and the psychological effects of structured and unrelenting abusive 
behavior. The protagonist Winston Smith, you will recall, famously 
surrendered his identity under the masterful spell of O’Brien, Oceania’s 
chief tormentor in the Thought Police.  

Of course, the work was designed as a political statement of trends in 
modern social and political life. Critics, pundits, satirists, novelists, 
historians, and so many others the world over refer to some current 
incident, individual, or course of action as one Orwell had predicted would 
occur.i At first, the book was rebuffed by major publishers in both England 
and America because of its satirical assault on Stalin’s repressive rule.2 
Once the Cold War began in earnest, however, it sold millions and 
became, contrary to Orwell’s own socialist convictions, a Bible for the Right 
wings of many countries, most notably our own. His reputation has since 
soared. One critic has declared, “Since his death his soul has been up for 
grabs.”3 Indeed, regardless of one political bias or another, “Orwellian” has 
joined our everyday vocabulary.4 Apart from its apparent relevance to so 
many situations, Nineteen Eighty-Four also has a psychological 
underpinning sometimes overlooked. Therefore the second issue is to trace 
in Orwell’s own experience the sources of his psychological insight. Events 
in an author’s life have a bearing on what the writer transforms into fiction.  

Returning to the first point, a most remarkable aspect of the book is 
its prescience about a psychological phenomenon that in the 1970s 
became known as the Stockholm Syndrome. By that is meant the use of 
humiliation and fear to reshape a personality so that no individuality 
remains. You may remember that in August 1973 in the course of a 
Swedish bank robbery, two machine-gun carrying thieves seized four 
employees, firing their weapons and shouting, “The party’s just begun!” 
The standoff with police lasted 130 hours.3 After the captives’ rescue on 28 



 

This is the society that O’Brien and members of the Inner Party have 
fashioned for the sake of retaining complete and intractable control. 
O’Brien glories in a social order based solely on hatred, not on love or 
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O’Brien exclaims as he towers over Smith, “there will be no emotions 
except fear, rage, triumph, and self-abasement.”
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August, the bank employees vigorously defended their recent oppressors. 
One of the three women even married one of the criminals. Another 
founded a fund for their legal defense. Nils Bejerot, a Swedish 
criminologist, coined the famous phrase to describe the psychological 
circumstances. The role of obsequiousness might seem to be gross 
cowardliness. Yet, it might mean survival. The infliction of humiliation and 
helplessness can destroy notions of resistance and revolt and even a 
sense of self.  

In Orwell’s narrative, an incident demonstrates how humiliation 
unnerved the protagonist. Winston Smith has to confront the children of 
Parsons, a party member and neighbor, and his wife. A boy of nine in the 
family leaps from behind a chair with a toy pistol and shouts “You’re a 
traitor!. . .You’re a thought-criminal! You’re a Eurasian spy! I’ll shoot you, I’ll 
vaporize you, I’ll send you to the salt mines!”4 Later we learn that the boy 
has turned in his father as an enemy of the regime, having overheard him 
when he was having a nightmare. Curiously, Orwell offers no words 
suggesting how Smith reacted to this uncalled for assault in the name of 
the ruling party.  

On another occasion, during the daily mandated morning exercise, 
the female coach on the all-seeing “telescreen” publicly and raspingly 
reprimands Winston. He had not reached his toes. Again we only surmise 
what the humiliated worker in the Ministry of Truth felt. The omissions may 
be deliberate, an outgrowth of customary English reticence about personal 
matters, the science fiction character of the work, in which genre setting 
more than character matters most, and the nature of Orwell himself. He 
was an intensely private individual even though his fictions draw greatly on 
autobiography. Thus, throughout the book humiliation is all too present but 
not named until the very last chapter.  

5 Our key word does not 
appear on his list, but the whole system was based on fear and humiliation, 
including O’Brien’s reference to “self-abasement.”  At the climax of the 
story, the greatest humiliation played on Winston Smith’s uncontrollable 
dread of famished rats. In the much-feared torture “Room 101" his face is 
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locked into place with rats frantically trying to reach him and devour his 
head. Completely unnerved, he shouts, “Do it to Julia,” a signal betrayal of 
his beloved. Thus broken in spirit, as O’Brien has planned it, he is rendered 
harmless enough to be allowed to drink himself to death. No one minds at 
all. He is devoid of his lover Julia’s companionship, devoid of any thoughts 
of rebellion or subversion, stripped of all his individualism. Instead he has 
come to know how to love Big Brother and the regime. There is no hope to 
relieve the outcome, except insofar as the polemical warning to avoid this 
scenario.   

* * * 
We now reach the second concern--how Orwell’s prior life helped him 

formulate this North Korean-like political satire of mindless obedience. 
Some critics have attributed the story to his schooling at St. Cyprian’s 
grammar school, as he described it in a bitter essay, “Such, Such were the 
Joys.” Anthony West and Jeffrey Meyers both claim that Nineteen Eighty-
Four had its birth in his humiliations at St. Cyprian’s.5 However well that 
might fit a psychological interpretation, it does not entirely work. He may 
have written about an exposed bed-wetting episode in the school as early 
as 1938. According to schoolmates the incident did not happen to Orwell–
then Eric Blair–at all. It was another boy. 6 But that matters little. The St. 
Cyrpian essay is only partly true anyhow, but the imagination not fact-
exhibiting was Orwell’s central concern.7  

The best literary sources for Orwell’s preoccupation with the 
employment of fear and humiliation for political hegemony were his own 
works: Homage to Catalonia, The Road to Wigan Pier, and Down and Out 
in London and Paris.  The humiliation of Orwell’s poverty–he never had 
much of the ready, as the British say--also contributed to his very mordant 
outlook in Nineteen Eighty-Four. In Down and Out, Eric Blair, as he then 
was called, described how he nearly starved to death after a fellow 
boarder, he wrote, had stolen all his money. “Hunger reduces one to an 
utterly spineless, brainless condition, more like the after-effects of influenza 
than anything else.” It is as if “one had turned into a jellyfish,” and one’s 
blood had been flushed out and “luke-warm water substituted.” Actually, it 
turns out that he may have been the victim of one “Suzanne,” a boyish, 
pretty “little trollop,” with whose pimp Blair had quarreled. Her boyfriend, an 
Arab, sent her off to Blair’s room at some point and took not only his cash 
but all his luggage as well. He confessed to this incident years later, but is 
he to be believed? All along he could have obtained help from his Aunt 
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Nellie, a resident in Paris.8 In this instance at least, Orwell sought 
humiliation in order to learn about more about that state of mind. More 
perilously, though was his constant and life-threatening struggle against 
tuberculosis. He always had had weak lungs made worse by incessant 
smoking. The disease itself clearly has a depressive effect on the sufferer’s 
psyche. When Frederic Warburg, his publisher, first read it, he declared, 
“Here is a study in pessimism unrelieved.”9 According to psychiatrists 
Adam J. Trenton and Glenn W. Currier, “Mood disorders seem to be 
particularly common in TB patients compared with those with other medical 
diagnoses.10  

In addition, it is hard for Americans to appreciate the depth of English 
class prejudices. Orwell’s parents, the Blairs, scrimped on a small pension. 
They could only enroll their sensitive son at St. Cyprian’s school after they 
had struck a tuition bargain with the Wilkes’s, who ran the establishment. 
Belonging to the genteel middle class, the parents could not do for their 
son what other St. Cyprian’s parents could--or so Orwell concluded. But 
they were not truly declassse. There, as Orwell’s friend T. R. Fyvel put it, 
“deeply philistine” and wholly unappreciative of their son’s literary 
possibilities.11 That denigration may have triggered his resentments 
expressed in terms of class. According to a posthumous autobiography, he 
became the source of snobbish amusement among fellow pupils.12 At age 
eleven, Orwell maintained, two fellow students began openly to  
rub his nose in his comparative poverty, refusing to give him the spending 
money  
his parents sent.13    

But another seed for his outlook was his own history. When a young 
and callow police officer in Burma, Orwell was himself as imperious as the 
O’Brien character. In The Road to Wigan Pier, he remarks about beating 
Burmese commoners: “Orientals can be very provoking.”14 According to a 
fellow Etonian visiting Rangoon at that time, Orwell acted the part of “the 
imperial policeman.” He welcomed a prohibition against thrashing of 
English schoolboys but, he told his guest, “such laxity wouldn’t work when 
trying to control the Burmese.”15 There had once been a different Orwell, 
who was born and reared as Eric Arthur Blair–two personalities, two 
names, like O. Henry, Mark Twain, and Joel Chandler  
Harris. But Eric Blair repented his meanness and bursts of violent anger in 
Burma. It could be said that Nineteen Eighty -Four was a statement of 
expiation for his sins of the past. The humiliations he had felt throughout 
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his early years should not be visited upon others. Nor should those 
degradations be visited on others. Instead, Orwell translated them into the 
manipulations and character of his monstrous Thought policeman, O’Brien. 
     

None of these factors truly matter as much as the profound insight 
that Orwell delineated. They came chiefly from his own imagination and the 
very brutal but revealing logic of his construction. O’Brien informs his 
intelligent but susceptible victim Winston Smith, “Power is in inflicting pain 
and humiliation. Power is in tearing human minds to pieces and putting 
them together again in new shapes of your own choosing.”16 Such are the 
effects of humiliation that Orwell so marvelously uncovers.   
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