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Power Through Control in Nineteen Eighty-Four

Throughout history, many methods have been used to control the masses, both physically and psychologically.  George Orwell’s novel Nineteen Eighty-Four is an authentic and alarming picture of how citizens are crushed by power-hungry totalitarians, with or without their awareness.  This satire remains relevant in the modern world as the power phenomenon continues to thrive.  In both Nineteen Eighty-Four and the present day, physical and mental torture forces humans into submission as they have no other reasonable choice.  Extreme agony and pain have the ability to destroy the spirits of even the strongest men and women.  Knowledge of such torture practices results in fear of such terrible pain.  That fear on its own is capable of debilitating and overwhelming logic and reason.  It is human nature to wish to sustain oneself and people will go to extreme measures to protect themselves from harm.  Sexuality is also used both today and in Orwell’s novel to control one person in order to give power to another.  This is exemplified in both individual relationships and social stigmas.  These methods of control in society continue to be abused by the elite to gain ever-increasing amounts of power.


Both physical and mental torture are forms of power through control.  Intense pain is enough to force most people into submission.  To force a person to give up and lose all faith is the ultimate form of power over an individual.  In Nineteen Eighty-Four, O’Brien and the Party as a whole use torture against any individual who acts or even thinks in a way opposed to their ideals.

How does one man assert his power over another, Winston?…By making him suffer.  Obedience is not enough.  Unless he is suffering, how can you be sure that he is obeying your will and not his own?  Power is inflicting pain and humiliation.  Power is tearing human minds to pieces and putting them together again in new shapes of your own choosing (Orwell 279).

O’Brien recognizes that absolute power is more than someone simply obeying the orders of another.  True power is when the person being controlled truly believes in the orders given to them.  Particularly sadistic forms of torture are capable of accomplishing this.  In Winston’s case, the agony of the physical and mental torture was enough to allow the Party not only into his own mind, but also into his heart and soul.  “Do it to Julia!  Do it to Julia!  Not me!  Julia!  I don’t care what you do to her.  Tear her face off, strip her to the bones.  Not me!  Julia!  Not me!” (Orwell 300)  The Party has absolute power over Winston when they drive him to deny his love.  Not only have they breached his logical brain, but they have also destroyed his very humanity.  The fear of impending torture alone was enough to accomplish this.  To destroy an individual’s material body gives power to the one who controls their body, mind and very being.


Fear is a very powerful emotion.  During stressful situations, involuntary functions begin to prepare the human body for the worst.  The survival instinct is an essential part of human nature that can be manipulated to derive control, and therefore power.  In Nineteen Eighty-Four, members of the Outer Party are controlled by terror, forcing them to obey their masters.

It was always at night-the arrests invariably happened at night.  The sudden jerk out of sleep, the rough hand shaking your shoulders, the lights glaring in your eyes, the ring of hard faces round the bed.  In the vast majority of cases there was no trial, no report of the arrest.  People simply disappeared, always during the night…You were abolished, annihilated; vaporized was the usual word (Orwell 21).

The members of the Outer Party allow themselves to be controlled because they fear the consequences of disobeying.  Fear is one of the most powerful psychological motivators that compels a person to obey for the sake of their own preservation and survival.  The effects of fear are demonstrated when the terrified Party members are compared with the oblivious and free proles.  

[Winston] had sat silent against the wall, jostled by dirty bodies, too preoccupied 
by fear and the pain in his belly to take much interest in his surroundings, but still 
noticing the astonishing difference in demeanour between the party prisoners and 
the others.  The Party prisoners were always silent and terrified, but the ordinary 
criminals seemed to care nothing for anybody.  They yelled insults at the guards, 
fought back fiercely when their belongings were impounded, wrote obscene 
words on the floor…and even shouted at the telescreen when it tried to restore 
order (Orwell 238).

The Inner Party behind the telescreens of the Ministry of Love has much more power over the Party members than the proles because the proles are not afraid of them.  Normal people are not aware of the horrific activities going on around them and therefore have nothing to fear.  Without fear there is nothing to coerce them into obedience.  By instilling dread, panic, and dismay into the members of the Outer Party, the Inner Party controls and commands them.


Sex is used to dominate and control both today and in Nineteen Eighty-Four.  Individuals often use the physical aspects of sexuality to control another and give themselves a feeling of power.  The psychological aspects of sex are also used as a weapon by those in search of power.  The media gains control over society through sex.  It is common knowledge that sex sells and television programs and advertisements actually encourage promiscuous behaviour. However, at the same time, people are told that sex is dirty and corrupt and that sexual feelings are wrong.  In the beginning of the novel, Winston’s relationship with Julia can be compared to a present day man’s desire for a supermodel or actress that is flashed in front of him, but he can never have.  “He hated her because she was young and pretty and sexless, because he wanted to go to bed with her and would never do so, because round her sweet supple waist, which seemed to ask you to encircle it with your arm, there was only the odious scarlet sash, aggressive symbol of chastity” (Orwell 17).  This woman has power over the man because she is advertising something that the man desperately wants, but cannot have.  To want sexual gratification is seen as improper, yet at the same time this urge is part of human nature.  The unsatisfied desire is a source of power for whomever controls it, be it a man, a woman or the media.


The Party of Nineteen Eighty-Four may be a work of fiction, but in essence it is a metaphor for the workings of modern society.  The omnipotent group that controls all people derives its power through torture, fear and sexuality, among other methods. The physical and emotional pain of torture is enough to overwhelm a person’s reason, logic and even love.  Once a person submits to the offending group, that group has complete power over the individual.  Fear of such torture or even death brings about feelings of panic and hopelessness, again resulting in subservience.  Someone who is afraid will capitulate easily to the will of another, unlike someone who is fearless and therefore free.  Sexuality is also used both today and in Orwell’s novel to dominate an individual or group.  This is particularly relevant in the media, which derives much of its power from its exploitation of the sexual side of human nature.  These methods of control will continue to prostrate those who are both aware and oblivious to the power of a select few much like the Party.
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