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Chapter 4: Dystopian Bodies 
 

 

Introduction 
George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) is generally read in terms of its ability 

to interrogate totalitarianism, bureaucracy, “freedom” and the increasingly panoptic 

characteristics of contemporary society. For example, David Dwan’s 2010 article 

“Truth and Freedom in Nineteen Eighty-Four” investigates notions of truth and 

freedom in the text in light of Orwell’s political opinions and surroundings. Or, 

consider Fusco’s monograph Our Orwell, Right or Left: The Continued Importance of 

One Writer to the World of Western Politics which takes stock of the long-lasting 

influence of Orwellian symbols, such as Big Brother, in contemporary political 

rhetoric. In this chapter I will present an unconventional approach to Orwell’s 

dystopian classic. While I do not deny the importance of interpreting Nineteen Eighty-

Four in terms of totalitarianism and bureaucracy, I propose reading Orwell’s text as a 

choreography of bodies. By foregrounding the importance of “telescreens”, I will 

show that the text can be interpreted as a narrative of bodily postures, rituals and 

performances that prepare the foundations for the narrative’s social spaces. Reading 

Nineteen Eighty-Four in this way reveals that the text is neither “simply” using 

communication technology as a way to question political systems and systems of 

government, nor offering naïve criticism of television. Instead, reading Nineteen 

Eighty-Four as an account of body rituals reveals the power of communication 

devices to construct social spaces—potentially to be used for political gain—as well 

as the power to intimate the secret pleasure of watching others. In other words, in this 

chapter I argue that Orwell’s text serves not just as a “warning” against totalitarianism 

or television but betrays a deep-seated fascination with communication technology 

and its ability to affect social spaces and the body. 

 Along the way I will also argue that Orwell’s “body dystopia” is a 

continuation of the development that began with Forster’s short story “The Machine 

Stops” (1909), which used telecommunication technologies to suggest a condensation 

of dystopian space. I propose that following on from Forster’s innovative variation on 

the genre, dystopian space has continued to contract further as part of the dispositif of 

communication technology. Especially the emergence of new communication 

technologies marks an additional reduction of dystopian space. George Orwell’s 
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classic Nineteen Eighty-Four serves as a watershed event in this respect because of its 

use of television technology in order to relocate the limits of dystopian space in and 

around the human body. In this way, Orwell’s text continues the concentration of 

dystopian space from the traditional cityscape and the phenomenological space in 

“The Machine Stops” by introducing the even smaller and more intimate space of the 

body upon which to project ideological compliance and subversion. 

In the next section I relate how this new form of dystopia compares to 

traditional metropolitan dystopian spaces. Further, in the section entitled “Panoptic 

Surveillance and Control” I explore how Nineteen Eighty-Four makes use of 

television technology to construct a culture of constant and unverifiable surveillance. 

Here, I also show how this method of observation makes the body and its 

performance in space the central object of ideological control in Nineteen Eighty-

Four, thus additionally concentrating dystopian space. I corroborate this argument 

further in the sections “Docile Bodies”, “Resisting Bodies” and “The Body as 

Spectacle”, by demonstrating how all aspects of the text collectively work to manage 

characters’ bodies in order to construct “utopian” uniformity and, ultimately, 

dystopian subversion. Finally, I reflect on Orwell’s intervention in the 

telecommunication dispositif in the section “Panoptic Surveillance and the 

Telecommunication Dispositif”, in order to demonstrate the text’s effect on user 

perspective and dystopian spaces.  

 

Cities and Telescreens 
The effect of communication technology on the construction of dystopian space in 

Nineteen Eighty-Four is perhaps best illustrated by contrasting Orwell’s novel with 

Zamyatin’s dystopian classic We. Serving as an inspiration for Nineteen Eighty-Four, 

We lent much its narrative structure, characters and basic plot to Orwell’s later novel. 

Yet, in spite of the many similarities between the two texts, they render entirely 

different dystopian spaces in narrative prose. Whereas Zamyatin’s We (1924) uses the 

long-established method of building dystopia using cityscapes, Nineteen Eighty-Four 

predominantly structures its diegetic space by carefully controlling characters’ bodies. 

Key to this methodological difference, however, is the texts’ engagement with 

technology.  
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 At first glance, Nineteen Eighty-Four and We tell the same story. Written in 

1921 and first published in English in 1924, Zamyatin’s text serves as a classic 

example of dystopian literature and inspiration for later dystopian narratives. And 

indeed, Nineteen Eighty-Four takes many of its cues from We. Orwell reviewed 

Zamyatin’s text in 1946 in Tribune (Orwell “Freedom and Happiness”), 

demonstrating the author’s knowledge of the source text. Moreover, the similarities 

between the two texts are such that there can be little doubt as to Orwell’s inspiration, 

as Paul Owen has pointed out: 

 

It is a book in which one man, living in a totalitarian society a number of 
years in the future, gradually finds himself rebelling against the dehumanising 
forces of an omnipotent, omniscient dictator. Encouraged by a woman who 
seems to represent the political and sexual freedom of the pre-revolutionary 
era (and with whom he sleeps in an ancient house that is one of the few 
manifestations of a former world), he writes down his thoughts of rebellion—
perhaps rather imprudently—as a 24-hour clock ticks in his grim, lonely flat. 
In the end, the system discovers both the man and the woman, and after a 
period of physical and mental trauma the protagonist discovers he loves the 
state that has oppressed him throughout, and betrays his fellow rebels. The 
story is intended as a warning against and a prediction of the natural 
conclusions of totalitarianism. This is a description of George Orwell’s 
Nineteen Eighty-Four, which was first published 60 years ago on Monday. 
But it is also the plot of Yevgeny Zamyatin's We, a Russian novel originally 
published in English in 1924. (Owen) 

 

In spite of such obvious similarities, however, We and Nineteen Eighty-Four manage 

to convey entirely different forms of dystopian space. Zamyatin’s We clings to 

traditional dystopian space as the text details a city-state of ideological purity and 

with colonial aspirations. We’s “One State” is described as a completely urban society 

that seeks to export its logic and ideology by building a spacecraft, the Integral, in a 

bid to colonize the solar system. The narrative landscape is filled with rigid, 

rectilinear architecture that expresses the oppressive uniformity of the dominant belief 

system. Significantly, resistance to this ideology emerges from the fringes of the One 

State’s empire, from the rural margins of dystopian space. A giant green wall 

separates the One State from the wilderness and organized resistance outside and it is 

through devices such as these that Zamyatin’s text mirrors the traditional dystopian 

narrative of the nineteenth century. Hence, while it is centered on colonization, 
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urbanity and transportation technology, We activates conventional dystopian narrative 

strategies and subjects. 

 By way of contrast, Nineteen Eighty-Four constructs its dystopian space 

according to the spatial poetics of contemporary communication devices. Using the 

futuristic TV-analogous telescreen that occupies entire walls as its omnipresent and 

primary method of ideological conformity, the text creates a dystopian space that is 

characterized by the bodily performance of submission to the dominant regime. As a 

result, Nineteen Eighty-Four is not so much concerned with the preservation and 

expansion of its urban space as it is with the precise control of the human body in 

space. So, while We and Nineteen Eighty-Four share characters, settings and devices, 

Orwell’s novel presents an entirely different kind of dystopian space and, by 

extension, a different concept of dystopia. This is to say that in Orwell, dystopia is 

characterized by the increasingly contracting borders of the diegetic space and the 

projection of ideological submission onto the human form. In the section below I will 

use Foucault’s theory of panoptic surveillance to help explain how Nineteen Eighty-

Four manages to embody ideological uniformity and subversion in this manner. 

 

Panoptic Surveillance and Control 

In Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, Michel Foucault details the 

emergence of a form of discipline that he identifies as characteristic of Western 

modernity, which is instrumental to the construction of dystopian space in Nineteen 

Eighty-Four. According to Foucault, Western society has, since the Enlightenment, 

developed a logic of discipline that is structured around notions of observation and 

internalization. Within this system, claims Foucault, ideology is distributed as a 

function of surveillance where both the person(s) being watched as well as those 

watching have unconsciously assimilated these principles. Foucault explains this 

theory by exploring the prison designs of English jurist and philosopher Jeremy 

Bentham. Using Bentham’s panoptic prison design as one of many models of post-

Enlightenment thinking presented in Discipline and Punish, Foucault shows how 

society has become increasingly organized around the idea that one is constantly 

being observed, and this idea then has proved highly efficient in facilitating the 

internalization of ideology.  
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 Foucault illustrated his point through Bentham’s prison design which 

architecturally embodies the major elements of Foucault’s argument, namely 

observation and internalized discipline. Working from the tenets of utilitarianism, 

Bentham endeavored to design a prison according to this philosophy’s “fundamental 

axiom [namely that] it is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the 

measure of right and wrong” (Bentham 1931: 93). Having theorized the greatest 

happiness principle in economic terms, Bentham then extended his model for the 

regulation of monetary flows to prison design. The result was a building design 

whereby those who were not “beneficial” to society could be incarcerated at the 

smallest cost, ostensibly securing the happiness of the greatest number in the general 

populace. This in turn meant that prisons would have to lock up a great number of 

convicts efficiently without requiring extensive supervision. Bentham’s solution was 

the panopticon prison: an institution where a single guard could observe (opticon) all 

(pan) of the inmates incarcerated at any given time without being observed himself. 

The design consisted of a circular structure which housed the inmates and a central 

inspection tower for the observer.  

 Crucial to Bentham’s design was the fact that, while the inmates could at all 

times be seen, they, in turn, could never be sure if they were being observed. Foucault 

explains the effect of panoptic architecture in terms of visibility and (un)verifiability:  

 

It is at once too much and too little that the prisoner should be constantly 
observed by an inspector: too little, for what matters is that he knows himself 
to be observed; too much, because he has no need in fact of being so. In view 
of this Bentham laid down the principle that power should be visible and 
unverifiable. Visible: the inmate will constantly have before his eyes the tall 
outline of the central tower from which he is spied upon. Unverifiable: the 
inmate must never know whether he is being looked at any moment; but he 
must be sure that he may always be so. (Foucault 1991: 201) 

 

This imbalance of authority concerning the power of observation then, is the key to 

the panopticon’s “efficient” operation. It ensures that inmates have to assume that 

they are constantly being watched even if in reality they are not, thus enabling a 

single guard to maintain discipline. In other words, inmates housed in such a structure 

must necessarily assume that any digression may be observed and met with 

retribution. In this way, being observed and following discipline become internalized 

as second nature because the constant threat of observation undermines any resistance 
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and establishes the existing power structures as unvarying so that compliance with 

them becomes instinctive and natural.  

 Both Bentham and Foucault have pointed out that it is this ability to 

internalize power relations that is the most important attribute of panoptic 

architecture. Indeed, Bentham already promoted his prison design with the astute 

observation that this type of penal complex introduces “a new mode of obtaining 

power of mind over mind, in a quantity hitherto without example” (Bentham 1995: 

29). Foucault expanded on Bentham’s observation by pointing out that the 

panopticon’s ability to obtain and maintain power is what leads to the automatic 

functioning of power:  

 

Hence the major effect of the Panopticon: to induce in the inmate a state of 
conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of 
power. So to arrange things that the surveillance is permanent in its effects, 
even if it is discontinuous in its action; that the perfection of power should 
tend to render its actual exercise unnecessary; that this architectural apparatus 
should be a machine for creating and sustaining a power relation independent 
of the person who exercises it; in short, that the inmates would themselves be 
caught up in a power situation of which they are themselves the bearers. 
(Foucault 1991: 201)  

 

Bentham’s panopticon, in short, is the structural representation of the power of 

observation. It demonstrates that being observed without the ability to verify 

observation makes possible the internalization of ideology and the “automatic 

functioning of power” (ibid.). 

 For Foucault, Bentham’s panopticon served as an illustration of a much larger 

issue than simply the incarceration of prisoners. Already, Bentham thought of his 

design outside of the confines of the penal system and envisioned panoptical schools, 

hospitals and madhouses. Foucault, however, sees in the panopticon much more than 

efficient, utilitarian architecture and understands Bentham’s design as endemic to 

post-Enlightenment thinking. Indeed, according to Foucault, contemporary Western 

society is generally characterized by the logic that informs the functioning of 

Bentham’s prison. He identifies the emergence of a culture of discipline that underlies 

and is facilitated by the operation of the central institutions of Western modernity. For 

example, Foucault extends Bentham’s list of panoptical structures to include factories 

and buildings designed to house the operations of governmental bureaucracy. In this 



 150 

way, Foucault proposes the existence of a network of institutions that prescribe rules 

and appear as “a general horizon of truth” (Foucault 1991: 256). Moreover, these 

institutions are entrusted with the observation of the individuals and their compliance 

with these regulations. As a result of this institutional surveillance, claims Foucault, 

citizens internalize regulations so that discipline is no longer experienced consciously 

but occurs “naturally”.  

 In order to emphasize the significance of this shift, Foucault juxtaposes this 

system of internalized discipline from earlier, medieval practices of discipline. As he 

shows, the culture of internalized discipline that characterizes Western modernity was 

preceded by an entirely different set of disciplinary practices. Foucault demonstrates 

that discipline in the Middle Ages was achieved through sovereignty and the 

sovereign’s prerogative to inflict corporeal punishment. Public executions, for 

example, theatrically expressed the sovereign’s power and the individual’s duty to 

comply or suffer the consequences. This set of punishments, then, is entirely different 

from the punishment suffered by the prisoner of Bentham’s panopticon. Here, the 

medieval subject’s punishment is intended to be observed by all so that it can be seen 

as the exposition of sovereign power, whereas the suffering of the post-Enlightenment 

prisoner is to be observed from a concealed position in order to facilitate the 

internalization of ideology. According to Foucault, therefore, the panopticon 

represents a general move away from earlier, medieval models of sovereign discipline 

towards a post-Enlightenment culture of observation, internalized ideology and 

observation.  

  

Panopticism in Nineteen Eighty-Four 

Although Foucault’s observations on contemporary surveillance culture are 

substantiated as a theme in modern society by the consistent interest of dystopian 

narrative in institutionalized observation and discipline. Indeed, dystopian literature 

has a powerful if not prescient connection with the culture of discipline as described 

by Foucault. Perhaps unsurprisingly then, given the genre’s interest in ideology and 

ideological control, the institutionalized discipline that Foucault sees as endemic to 

post-Enlightenment society frequently also informs dystopian texts. For example, 

science fiction classics such as Paris in the Twentieth Century (1863, 1994), Caesar’s 

Column (1890) and We (1924) revolve around the tension between the individual’s 
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freedoms, and the institutions that seek to motivate their citizens to internalize certain 

ideologies.  

Of course, as previously noted in chapter 1, this theme is not necessarily 

restricted to dystopian discourse. Indeed, utopian narratives from as far back as 

More’s Utopia (1516) also center on state organizations and their efforts to steer 

citizens’ behavior. In fact, it is precisely in such utopian narratives that the 

internalization of ideology and citizens’ unconscious compliance with power 

structures comes to the fore most dramatically. Nevertheless, dystopian narrative 

appears to be unique in its representation of panopticism because of its ability to 

communicate the importance of surveillance in helping to institute discipline while 

foregrounding the insidious nature of the technologies that make this possible.  

 Within this tradition of dystopian surveillance narrative, Orwell’s Nineteen 

Eighty-Four stands as one of the most enduring examples. The text’s omnipresent 

telescreens and the concept of “Big Brother” have inscribed themselves on the 

popular imagination, making the narrative synonymous with the notion of persistent 

and unverifiable technological surveillance and control. Primarily, Nineteen Eighty-

Four relies on an extrapolation of television technology and culture in order to create 

its panoptic society. Hence, as Emmanuel Goldstein, the novel’s supposed leader of 

the resistance movement featured in the text , television acts as a two-way system of 

communication that simultaneously articulates dominant ideology and monitors 

citizens’ obedience: 

  

The invention of print […] made it easier to manipulate public opinion, and 
the film and the radio carried the process further. With the development of 
television, and the technical advance which made it possible to receive and 
transmit simultaneously on the same instrument, private life came to an end. 
Every citizen, or at least every citizen important enough to be worth watching, 
could be kept for twenty-four hours a day under the eyes of the police and in 
the sound of official propaganda, with all other channels of communication 
closed. The possibility of enforcing not only complete obedience to the will of 
the State, but complete uniformity of opinion on all subjects, now existed for 
the first time. (Orwell 1961: 206) 

 

Moreover, as a result of the observatory power of these telescreens, several objects 

besides television are presented by Nineteen Eighty-Four as components of Big 

Brother’s panopticon. Concurrent with Foucault’s understanding of panoptic 

societies, observation becomes all-pervasive again, precisely because it is 
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unverifiable. So, within this culture of surveillance, even items like coins or posters 

are imagined to be part of Big Brother’s surreptitious supervision: 

 

He took twenty-five-cent piece out of his pocket. There, too, in tiny clear 
lettering, the same slogans were inscribed, and on the other face of the coin 
the head of Big Brother. Even from the coin the eyes pursued you. On coins, 
on stamps, on the cover of books, on banners, on posters, and on the wrapping 
of a cigarette packet—everywhere. Always the eyes watching you and the 
voice enveloping you. Asleep or awake, working or eating, indoors or out of 
doors, in the bath or in bed—no escape. Nothing was your own except the few 
cubic centimeters inside your skull. (Orwell 1961: 27)  

 

Orwell’s text, in other words, takes a very literal approach towards representing 

panoptic control. It enlists several devices that constantly observe characters but since 

this surveillance is never entirely verifiable the state ideology is forcefully 

internalized.  

 Besides this transparent textual puppeteering of surveillance culture anxiety, 

Orwell’s text also manages to describe panoptic mechanisms in far more interesting 

and profound ways. Specifically, Nineteen Eighty-Four uses panoptic surveillance 

technologies to help structure its dystopian space in a way that is new to the genre and 

that further contracts the account of dystopian space initiated by Forster’s “The 

Machine Stops”. Here, rather than being constructed directly in the narrative through 

architecture, landscaping, and so on, diegetic space begins to project ideological 

control unto the human body. By using panoptic surveillance devices, Big Brother 

carefully controls the human bodies represented in the text and their positions and 

attitudes in space. In this way, the surveillance potential of the telescreen is mobilized 

to control dystopian space and to maintain ideological control. Moreover, this 

vicarious manipulation of dystopian space through the human body further promotes 

the concentration of ideological projection into smaller spaces. In the sections below 

then (“Docile Bodies”, “Resisting Bodies” and “Bodies as Spectacle”), I will make a 

case for reading Nineteen Eighty-Four as part of the development of the dystopian 

genre and the telecommunication dispositif by showing how the text’s engagement 

with television technology affects dystopian space by manipulating the body.  
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Docile Bodies 

First and foremost, the effects of panoptic telecommunication devices in Nineteen 

Eighty-Four on dystopian space can be observed in the bodily control exerted by Big 

Brother and the Oceania oligarchy. Rather than controlling the geographical limits of 

its ideological space, and policing its inner consistency, Oceania seeks to affect the 

dystopian space of the possible world of the text by controlling the human body.  

 In contrast to traditional dystopian states of nineteenth-century fiction, 

Oceania does not appear to be concerned with controlling the “physical” ideological 

space. Both its outer limits as well as its internal geography appear to be unimportant 

for the maintenance of ideological control. In the case of its outer limits, Oceania does 

not posses a clearly defined border, but is delineated by its ever-changing 

relationships to Eastasia and Eurasia. Under the threat of constant war and shifting 

alliances, these perimeters are presented as being exceedingly fluid. Therefore, vast 

territories such as Northern Africa may at any one time be part of Oceania, Eastasia or 

Eurasia, conveying the sense that, for these dystopian states, outer borders are not 

what help to facilitate ideological control. In fact, it is unclear whether Oceania’s 

territorial conflicts with Eastasia and Eurasia are “real” or staged and, subsequently, 

any possible loss or gain of landmass seems to be unimportant for the way in which 

Oceania is managed. Indeed, Oceania’s wars appear to exist solely as an excuse for 

the real objective of Big Brother and The Party, namely the complete control of 

human subjects. 

 The reticence to employ obvious borders to influence ideological that 

characterizes the space Nineteen Eighty-Four’s possible world, stands in stark 

contrast to the traditional dystopian form. Exemplary of a narrative that conforms to 

conventional dystopian devices is Zamyatin’s We, which uses a wall to help enforce 

compliance. Invoking the utopian tradition, the text specifies a solid structure that 

separates the One State and its ideological experiment from “normal” space. 

Moreover, in Zamyatin’s One State this wall also serves to reify the state’s power to 

subject and control those living within the limits of dystopian space. Conformity, in 

other words, is achieved here partially by structuring dystopia as a place of 

incarceration from which no escape is possible. So, unlike to Orwell’s Nineteen 

Eighty-Four, We manages its dystopian space first and foremost by detaining its 

subjects.  
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 In conjunction with its narrative dissolution of dystopian borders, Nineteen 

Eighty-Four also forsakes, to a substantial degree, the geographical uniformity which 

characterizes earlier examples of dystopian narrative. Indeed, Orwell’s London and 

Airstrip One do not seem to conform to the rigid architectural homogeneity that 

characterizes the cityscapes of We and Caesar’s Column. Whereas the One State and 

New York are presented as unyielding vertical structures laid out in grid formation in 

these latter texts, Nineteen Eighty-Four’s dystopian space shows considerably more 

diversity of land and cityscape. Certainly, Orwell’s London is home to large-scale, 

drab housing estates that are reminiscent of the cityscapes of early dystopian 

narratives. However, at the same time, dystopian space in Nineteen Eighty-Four 

consists of several varieties of city and landscapes that help to upset the uniformity 

found in the orthodox, nineteenth-century dystopian cityscapes. For instance, along 

with standardized housing flats, Airstrip One also contains war-torn urban ruins, 

Dickensian proletarian slums, the dazzlingly white pyramids of Minitrue, Minpax, 

Miniplenty and Minilove, as well as the countryside that serves as recreational space 

for Party members. As such, Nineteen Eighty-Four seems to be far less concerned 

with projecting ideological uniformity onto geographical features which is, of course, 

not to say that the diegetic space in Nineteen Eighty-Four is no longer uniform, but 

rather that it remains a dystopian space nonetheless.  

Orwell does, however, achieve the uniformity typical of dystopian narrative in 

Nineteen Eighty-Four, not as a geographical effect but rather by mobilizing a different 

set of narrative markers to achieve a similar effect. The surrender of immediate 

control over ideological space that characterizes Nineteen Eighty-Four, both in terms 

of its outer borders as well as of its internal layout, signals how the text is informed 

by the use of a different method of spatial management. In Orwell’s text, dystopian 

ideology no longer directly affects the dystopian space but is instead projected onto 

the human body and its position in space. Here, control does not take shape in 

incarceration and physical structures that enforce compliance given that ideological 

space is controlled vicariously through carefully orchestrated bodily performances 

that facilitate ideological control. 

  Throughout Nineteen Eighty-Four, the human body is subjected to forces that 

aim to create what Foucault has described as the docile body: a disciplined and 

practiced human form that serves as the physical expression of subjection and 
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conformity (Foucault 1991: 138). In Discipline and Punish, Foucault posits that such 

control over the human form developed as a disciplinary method and substitute to 

spatial control. That is, Foucault claims that as an alternative to the medieval 

jurisdictional practices of banishment and quarantine, the body was later also used as 

a means to express power and control. As Foucault argues, it is not so much the body 

of the powerful whose representation benefits from this paradigm, but rather the 

anatomy of the subjected that has to undergo the physical expression of subservience.  

 Foucault identifies the emergence of such physical discipline and signs of 

power relations as a gradual process in which practice and utility of the subjected 

body became evermore interdependent: 

 

The historical moment of the disciplines was the moment when an art of the 
human body was born, which was directed not only at the growth of skills, nor 
at the intensification of its subjection, but at the formation of a relation that in 
the mechanism itself makes it more obedient as it becomes more useful, and 
conversely. What was then being formed was a policy of coercions that act 
upon the body, a calculated manipulation of its elements, its gestures, its 
behaviour. The human body was entering a machinery of power that explores 
it, breaks it down and arranges it. A political anatomy, which was also a 
mechanism of power, was being born; it defined how one may have hold over 
others’ bodies, not only so that they may do as one whishes, but so that they 
may operate as one whishes, with the techniques, the speed and efficiency that 
one determines. (Foucault 1991: 137-38) 
 

The disciplines discussed by Foucault here are those of the military, educational, 

medical and judicial systems and involve the coordination of bodily submission and 

physical skill. Power, in this paradigm, is no longer expressed through the inclusion 

or exclusion of the body from certain physical spaces, but rather through the control 

exercised over the body and the management of the body’s anatomy in space, and 

especially through observation. For example, this paradigm coincides with the 

emergence of modern forms of military training where a soldier’s body was not just 

required to occupy the field of battle, but also to express allegiance by performing a 

set of ritualized exercises that required skills other than those needed in battle. 

Standing at attention, marching and saluting are physical skills that help to codify the 

soldier’s submission to military doctrine and his or her willingness to fight, rather 

than postures necessary to commanding forces. Moreover, these performances are be 

observed by soldiers’ superiors, thus facilitating and insuring the internalization of 
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ideology. The creation of docile bodies, in short, serves to indoctrinate the postures 

and attitudes of submission and helps to codify power relations.  

 The management of dystopian space in Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four echoes 

Foucault’s notion of the “docile body”, in that space is not so much organized directly 

within borders and architecture as it is managed through the careful control of bodies. 

Indeed, the life of protagonist Winston Smith in Oceania can be seen as a chain of 

physical performances that comply with approved state protocols, hence throughout 

the text, Winston can be seen assuming a set of bodily postures that express his 

subservience to Oceania. In fact, Nineteen Eighty-Four presents dressage—i.e. the 

complete breakdown of natural physical behavior in order to reconstruct and retrain 

the body in a way that underlines obedience—as the foremost method of ideological 

control. For example, Winston, like all Party members, is required to perform 

physical exercises that display not so much his (lack of) physical prowess, but help to 

signal his submission to Oceania’s government: 

 

“Smith!” screamed the shrewish voice from the telescreen. “6079 Smith W! 
Yes, you! Bend lower please! You can do better than that! You’re not trying. 
Lower, please! That’s better, comrade. Now stand at ease, the whole squad, 
and watch me.” A sudden hot sweat had broken out all over Winston’s body. 
His face remained completely inscrutable. Never show dismay! Never show 
resentment! A single flicker of the eye could give you away. He stood 
watching while the instructress raised her arms above her head and—one 
could not say gracefully, but with remarkable neatness and efficiency—bent 
over and tucked the first joint of her fingers under her toes. (Orwell 1961: 36) 

 

Clearly, Winston’s physical performance here is not so much concerned with 

improving his physical condition as it is with his submission to totalitarianism. Just as 

soldiers do not benefit from their knowledge of the Drill and Ceremonies Manual, so 

Winston’s early morning physical exercises do not aid him in his duties as a civil 

servant. Rather, reverberating with both the discourse of military and penitentiary 

compliance (the calling out of Winston’s number, and the use of words such as 

“squad” and “instructress”) as well as the modality of their physical expression 

(assuming poses, standing “at ease”, a neatness and efficiency that bespeak endless 

drilling), the exercise is meant turn Winston into a docile body. It creates complete 

ideological control by continuously repeating comparatively simple tasks such as 

bending and stretching, and requiring subjects to maintain control over their bodies 
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right down to their facial expressions. In this way, the exercise helps Oceania’s 

government to maintain its grip over the ideological space: the repetition and 

enforcement of arbitrary physical exercises creates a “political anatomy” that codifies 

the power relations in this particular dystopian space (Foucault 1991: 137-38). 

 As the above quotation from Nineteen Eighty-Four suggests, the telescreen 

plays a pivotal role in establishing this political anatomy. Indeed, Winston’s 

performance of physical tasks is continually monitored by the One State through 

telescreens in order to ensure and enforce his compliance. No matter where Winston 

is located in the dystopian space, the unverifiable observation of a telescreen 

necessitates his continuous and comprehensive physical performance of submission. 

Indeed, as Winston is aware, even a “single flicker of the eye could give you away” 

(Orwell 1961: 36). The telescreen’s role as a panoptic device is so fundamental, in 

fact, that it is mentioned on almost every other page in the novel, conveying the level 

of scrutiny that this technology makes available.42 The telescreen in Nineteen Eighty-

Four, in other words, facilitates the projection of ideology onto the human form, 

while both its omnipresence and system of two-way communication make possible 

the ideological control of the dystopian space by turning subjects into docile bodies. 

In short, the central issue in Nineteen Eighty-Four is still the construction of 

dystopian space, however, rather than managing this space through architecture as 

traditional dystopian narratives, Orwell manages the dystopian space in his text 

through fictional communication technologies that transfer spatial control and 

organization directly to the human body.  

 

Resisting Bodies 

In tandem with its use of panoptic telecommunication devices and the management of 

bodies to help structure dystopian space, human anatomy and the observation of 

anatomy are also portrayed in Nineteen Eighty-Four as a means of undermining the 

uniformity of the ideological experiment recounted in the text. That is, just as 

Oceania’s government attempts to exert its control by minutely controlling the bodies 

of its subjects in dystopian space, so likewise its subjects attempt to offer resistance 

through their bodies.  

                                                
42 More precisely, the telescreen is mentioned 108 times in the novel.  
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 Consistent with the general plot devices of dystopian literature, Nineteen 

Eighty-Four presents a number of spaces from which the dominant ideology narrated 

in the text can be questioned and subverted. The alcove in Winston’s apartment, for 

example, serves as a small safe haven just out of reach from the watchful eye of the 

telescreen—or so Winston believes. It is here that Winston first begins to act on his 

desire to resist Big Brother by writing a diary, to which end he hires the room above 

the antique shop owned by Mr. Charrington. Supposing that there is no telescreen in 

his secluded hired room, Winston uses this space to act out his rebellion.  

 Interestingly, Winston’s mutiny from the oppressive surveillance of Big 

Brother consists primarily of physical resistance. That is, Winston does not plan to 

overtake Oceania’s government, or to kill Big Brother in an act of vengeance, but 

rather, he uses his supposedly safe spaces to perform physical acts that are prohibited 

by Ingsoc. Predominantly, this entails Winston expressing his sexuality, in part 

because Oceania’s government views sex as a physical act that is too entangled with 

desire for it to be controllable and useful in maintaining the ideological space it seeks 

to manage. As a result, the oligarchy strives to corrupt “natural” sexual desires, 

turning sex and sexuality into perverted activities that can only be excused under 

certain conditions. Mobilizing the Junior Anti-Sex League and reinforcing a-sexual 

activities, Big Brother stamps out sex entirely from Oceania except as an unfortunate 

and perverse activity that is to be performed only as a “duty to the Party”, that is, for 

procreational purposes (Orwell 1961: 67). Consequently, once freed from the 

panoptic surveillance of the telescreen, Winston and Julia lose no time in performing 

their main act of rebellion, namely sexual intercourse. For them, sex becomes a 

political act and their main resource for resistance against Ingsoc: 

 

In the old days, he thought, a man looked at a girl’s body and saw that it was 
desirable, and that was the end of the story. But you could not have pure love 
or lust nowadays. No emotion was pure, because everything was mixed up 
with fear and hatred. Their embrace had been a battle, the climax a victory. It 
was a blow struck against the Party. It was a political act. […] The sexual act, 
successfully performed, was rebellion. (Orwell 1961: 68, 126) 

  

Reaching sexual climax for recreational purposes, in other words, is Winston and 

Julia’s rebellion. It constitutes not simply pleasure but also defiance of some of the 

core principles of Ingsoc, and is therefore a political act. More importantly, sex also 



 159 

allows Winston and Julia to resist dystopian uniformity. By allowing their bodies to 

be guided by sexual impulses rather by than ideological conformity, Winston and 

Julia use lovemaking as a means to subvert the ideological space.  

  In fact, sex is presented as such an important form of resistance Nineteen 

Eighty-Four, that even sexual disease is conceived as containing liberating potential. 

Indeed, Winston and Julia celebrate promiscuity and the transmission of sexual 

disease as acts of rebellion:  

 

His heart leapt. Scores of times she had done it; he wished it had been 
hundreds—thousands. Anything that hinted at corruption always filled him 
with a wild hope. Who knew? Perhaps the Party was rotten under the surface, 
its cult of strenuousness and self-denial simply a sham concealing iniquity. If 
he could have infected the whole lot of them with leprosy and syphilis, how 
gladly he would have done so. Anything to rot, weaken, undermine! He pulled 
her down so that they were kneeling face to face. (Orwell 1961: 125) 

 

Far from being a private, monogamous relationship built on the familiar structures of 

more pedestrian heterosexual fantasy, Winston and Julia’s affair attains much of its 

attraction precisely because of its clandestine subordination to Big Brother, and 

Julia’s sexually indiscriminate relationships that subvert the paradigm of regulation in 

place in the text. For these characters, the idea that they might attract and or spread a 

sexually transmittable disease represents the pinnacle of sexual excitement. Again, the 

rationale behind this sexual “disorder” seems to be that sexuality, as well as proof of 

that sexuality, concretizes one form of resistance to the uniformity that Oceania 

demands and dictates. By connecting the prominence of anatomy in Nineteen Eighty-

Four’s dystopian space with the idea of spreading corruption, sexual disease is 

represented as a form of resistance. Moreover, not only does attracting a sexually 

transmittable disease constitute a tangible breach of Oceania’s bodily discipline, its 

diffusion also reveals the existence of other resisting bodies. As such, sexual disease 

holds considerable promise for Winston and Julia: the corruption of theirs and others’ 

bodies expresses dissent and, through infection, the promise of future rebellious 

successes against the oligarchy.  

 Winston also uses his body in other ways to resist the dominant ideology of 

Oceania which are perhaps less obvious or striking than his sexual exploits. In 

particular, Winston’s efforts to write contradict the teachings of Big Brother and 

allow him to assume a physical posture that is not in line with dystopian uniformity. 
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By day a clerk at the Ministry of Truth who is entrusted with the task of (re)writing 

history in light of Oceania’s current needs and viewpoints, Winston writes in his diary 

at night as a form of resistance. He expresses his rebellious thoughts in the small 

alcove in his apartment that he believes to be unobserved by the telescreen. It is 

important to note that here again, the act of rebellion is constituted by Winston’s 

subversion of the regulations for bodily control. Certainly, the nature of what Winston 

writes is not as important as the fact that he is writing at all, nor is it as important as 

how this act contradicts his physical conditioning. After all, Winston’s diary does not 

appear to be a consistent writing effort or an attempt at composing a convincing 

argument for an audience. Instead, Winston’s diary takes the form of a relatively 

incoherent stream-of-conscious narrative—and even automatic writing—combined 

with personal anecdotes and notes on Oceania’s politics and daily running. Moreover, 

Winston has only a vague notion that he has an audience and is writing “[f]or the 

future […] for the unborn”, but undertakes no action to ensure the dissemination of 

his text for future generations (Orwell 1961: 7). Winston’s writing can therefore have 

no immediate or future political impact, yet at the same time he is acutely aware that, 

if discovered, possession of the notebook “would be punished by death, or at least by 

twenty-five years in a forced-labor camp” (Orwell 1961: 6). In short, while the 

writing in Winston’s diary is in itself insignificant as a form of resistance and lacks 

rebellious potential, Winston’s actions are still important enough to be subject to 

severe punishment, signaling the danger that the notebook holds in spite of its 

innocuous content.  

 The threat of Winston’s notebook for Big Brother lies in its ability to disrupt 

the carefully organized choreography of docile bodies. Although relatively harmless 

in content, the notebook represents the danger of Winston carrying out an action that 

is not sanctioned under the Party’s regulations of bodily performances. As is the case 

with sex, writing has been outlawed and perverted by Big Brother as an activity that is 

harmful to the state. Like sex, writing presents itself as a pursuit that is too entangled 

with private emotions and can, therefore, potentially undermine the controlled 

uniformity of Oceania. Moreover, the artisanship involved in writing, along with the 

hunched posture of writers suggest spurious movement and sleight of hand that 

bespeak forms creativity capable of exceeding the limits state control. Indeed, unlike 

the telescreen, writing is an unsupervised medium that presents Big Brother with a 
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potential breach in uniformity as well as the ability to slip under the radar of state 

surveillance technologies. 

 Interestingly, Orwell replaced all writing in Oceania, besides Winston’s 

rebellious dairy, with substitutes that are less dependent on artistic and secretive 

bodily performances. For instance, while Winston’s job in Minitrue entails the 

rewriting of historical records, pen and paper have been replaced with the so-called 

speakwrite. Resembling an air speaking tube, the device functions as an enigmatic 

dictation machine, which seemingly transcribes Winston’s speech into print 

somewhere in the bowels of the Ministry of Truth. As a sanctioned form of “writing”, 

the speakwrite ensures the uniformity of bodily performance. With this form of 

writing, row upon row of clerks can be seen dictating the history of the nation in the 

same manner, and in the same pose. In this way, writing begins to resemble either a 

form of synchronized sport or dance, or assembly line factory labor. Either way, each 

movement—unpacking an order from pneumatic post, holding the speakwrite’s 

mouthpiece—is part of a larger organization of movements that work in unison to 

form a collective performance. As such, the speakwrite transforms writing from a 

private enterprise where the individual body performs in isolation and in an 

unsystematic manner, to a collective and choreographed performance on an industrial 

scale. In the Ministry of Truth, each action by each clerk emerges as part of a larger 

performance of uniformity where not just the content of what is written concurs with 

the teachings of Ingsoc, but also the act itself falls in with Big Brother’s aim to 

control his subjects’ bodies. At the same time, the speakwrite enables the verification 

of the content of the text written. And, as the transformation from spoken text to 

written word is entirely enigmatic, all clerks have to assume that their “creative” 

output is monitored, adding to the general panoptic surveillance and, ultimately, to the 

continuous coercion of their bodies in the dystopian space this fictional world.  

 Julia’s profession, too, entails the corruption of the creativity and artisanship 

of writing. Julia is employed, ironically enough, in Minitrue’s fiction department. 

However, rather than actually writing novels or television programs, she merely 

operates the machine that is used to write fiction. Again, the image that Nineteen 

Eighty-Four projects of Julia’s writing job is one of conveyer belt production and its 

associated monotonous physical performance. For example, after seeing Julia with her 
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arm in a sling, Winston immediately deduces that she must have had an accident on 

the work floor: 

 

As she came nearer he saw that her right arm was in a sling, not noticeable at 
a distance, because it was the same color as her overalls. Probably she had 
crushed her hand while swinging round one of the big kaleidoscopes on which 
plots of novels where “roughed in”. It was a common accident in the Fiction 
Department. (Orwell 1961: 105) 

 

Here, the mention of drab overalls, machines capable of crushing limbs and large 

fiction-writing contraptions invoke the idea of a factory floor with poor working 

conditions. More importantly, these features of the text suggest the collective 

performance of factory “hands”, working as single body towards the production of 

ideological conformity and propaganda. Certainly, it seems to be no accident that the 

literature that serves to instruct Oceania’s citizens is not produced by individuals but 

has been produced by mechanical means and processes whereby the individual acts as 

a cog in a wheel. Again, the idea here is to make the creative process subordinant to 

the state’s need to control ideological space and human anatomy. As a result, writing 

has been turned into a process that revolves first and foremost around the physical 

performance of the individual in a larger choreography of bodies and a state 

technology for monitoring that performance.  

 As a narrative entity and fictional possible world then, Nineteen Eighty-Four 

presents readers with a dystopian space wherein bodies not only serve to express 

uniformity, but where resistance to this uniformity also takes form through human 

anatomy. Just as dystopia’s characteristics are expressed in the docile bodies of the 

Party members, so too Winston and Julia’s acts of rebellion find expression in their 

physical performances. Predominantly, this resistance takes the form of sexual 

intercourse and indeed, rather than planning an uprising against Big Brother or 

seeking to escape from Oceania, Winston and Julia have intercourse as a way to 

“cheat” the system and to escape the relentless bodily control demanded by the 

dystopian environment. Equally, however, smaller bodily actions may be interpreted 

as resistance to Oceania’s attempt to create docile bodies. Winston’s writing by hand, 

for instance, undermines the factory-style writing that state demands. In this way, 

Winston’s body subverts the mass-produced, mass-synchronized choreography that 

writing has become due to Oceania’s drive to control and uniformity, producing 
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instead a performance that is unique, private and which does not conform to Ingsoc 

rigid and dogmatic standards. Resistance in Nineteen Eighty-Four, in short, entails 

breaking with Oceania’s enforcement of bodily control in order to create resisting 

bodies.  

 

The Body as Spectacle 

While the telescreen forms the primary means of controlling the body and, by 

extension, the dystopian space of Nineteen Eighty-Four, the telescreen is not the sole 

form of ideological control in Airstrip One. Oceania’s government also maintains its 

iron grip by threatening its subjects with bodily harm. Forced labor and execution are 

mentioned at various times as “solutions” to dissention against the Party and its 

Ingsoc ideology. For example, Winston is reminded of the necessity to maintain his 

perfect composure in an encounter with his neighbors’ children so that he may avoid 

such “solutions”: 

 

Winston raised his hands above his head, but with an uneasy feeling, so 
vicious was the boy’s demeanor, that it was not altogether a game. “You’re a 
traitor!” yelled the boy. “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!” (Orwell 
1961: 23)  

 

Here, the boy’s “game” details Oceania’s additional method of ensuring ideological 

uniformity, namely the threat of bodily harm. Of course, this is precisely what later 

transpires as Winston is arrested and sent to the Ministry of Love to be extensively 

tortured for his physical transgressions. Winston’s neighbor, too, is later incarcerated 

and tortured in Minilove after having been denounced by his own children as a 

thought-criminal. As well as precisely controlling the body’s position in space, in 

short, Oceania also manages the ideological space by threatening to harm the body 

should its compliance to the dominant order be anything less than perfect. 

 Initially, this aspect of Oceania’s rule appears to be at odds with the careful 

training of docile bodies that forms the mainstay the state’s ideological control. After 

all, whereas the subdued performance of carefully designed physical exercises 

provides the primary means of controlling the ideological space, Oceania’s 

punishment for failing to comply with this political system appears to use the body as 

a site of exclusion. In other words, failure to perform correctly under the watchful eye 



 164 

of the telescreen results in exclusion from the social body through banishment or 

torture. In this way, the text simultaneously proposes two different modalities of 

power to deal with the human body. On the one hand, Oceania relies on the body to 

be compliant and to assume positions which make it part of a collective political 

identity allowing for the internalization of ideology. On the other hand, Oceania 

seems to denounce the body by excommunicating it or putting it up for spectacular 

destruction.  

 In this way, the text simultaneously presents the body as something to be 

trained (i.e. the perfection of meaningless bodily performances that can be observed 

and which help to internalize ideology) and something to be amputated from the 

social body (i.e. through banishment or public execution). As Foucault pointed out, 

these are two different modalities which have been frequently mobilized as a method 

for dealing with the human form, and as such, these modalities represent two different 

logical conceptions of power relations. The later modality expresses a medieval 

concept of sovereign power that targets the body specifically for penal repression and 

makes it a projection screen for public spectacle and a means of demonstrating force. 

In the former, post-Enlightenment mode, however, punishment was the hidden part of 

the penal process in which the body acts merely as instrument to deprive the 

individual of rights (Foucault 1991: 10-11). The difference between pre and post-

Enlightenment punitive practices then, is that one practice sees the body as the 

receptor of the punishment, whereas the other understands the body as the medium for 

a punishment that ultimately targets the mind. Interestingly enough, Orwell’s 

Nineteen Eighty-Four appears to make use of these somewhat contradictory logics 

simultaneously. In its guise as panoptic power Oceania controls bodies in order to 

control minds, whereas its reliance on banishment and torture give the government its 

sovereign aspect.  

 I want to suggest that this apparent friction in Oceania’s different uses of the 

human body can be resolved by understanding their common goal. I propose that in 

all of these cases, what is at stake is always the precise control of the human body and 

the internalization of the ideology that it facilitates. So, even in the case of public 

executions, Big Brother’s cause is served not because the spectacle ceremonially 

articulates the power of the oligarchy by hurting and destroying. Although the 

spectacular, cautionary display of power certainly seems in general to be the principle 
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that informs ceremonial, corporeal punishment, Nineteen Eighty-Four uses such 

authoritative retribution instead as an extension of its surveillance culture. Here, 

public execution and banishment are conceived as part the Big Brother’s continuous 

and unverifiable observation of the human form. Their function is, therefore, not to 

make pain and suffering visible, but to establish extreme forms of control over the 

body that help to maintain the structure of dystopian space as represented in the text.  

 So, although the depiction of Oceania’s public executions is, on the surface, 

presented as popular entertainment, the real purpose of such punishment comes to the 

fore in the text’s representation of its immediate, physical effects. At stake in these 

descriptions is, again, the performance of the convict’s body, its ability to act as 

prescribed, as well as the close observation of this performance. For example, 

Winston’s colleague at Minitrue Syme describes a public execution he has witnessed 

in terms of body of the condemned and its “performance” of death: 

 

“It was a good hanging,” said Syme reminiscently. “I think it spoils it when 
they tie their feet together. I like to see them kicking. And above all, at the 
end, the tongue sticking right out, and blue—a quite bright blue. That’s the 
detail that appeals to me.” (Orwell 1961: 49-50) 

  

Syme’s “aesthetic” appreciation of the condemned’s body and its physical 

performance during execution signals the true “intent” of public, punitive spectacle in 

Nineteen Eighty-Four. Clearly, these executions are not simply there to express the 

sovereign power of the oligarchy. Rather, they also serve as an extension of Oceania’s 

panoptic surveillance culture. Here, Oceania’s power to influence the body can be 

seen to extend into the moment of death by offering up a subject’s body as a 

component in a carefully orchestrated ritual, ready to be observed.  

 Even “private” moments of such corporal suffering are imagined as extensions 

of Oceania’s surveillance culture in Nineteen Eighty-Four. Winston’s extensive 

torture in the Ministry of Love, for example, is also part of the complex of 

observation and bodily performance that Big Brother uses to structure dystopian 

space. Although Winston’s torture initially appears a rare moment of private anguish, 

his responses to physical abuse are in fact closely monitored by telescreen. Indeed, his 

transgressions are closely observed and immediately corrected in order to ensure that 

he responds “correctly” to physical abuse and that his body adopts/assumes the 

correct pose:  
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Winston covered his face with his hands. “Smith!” yelled the voice from the 
telescreen. “6079 Smith W!” Uncover your face. No faces covered in the 
cells.” Winston uncovered his face. (Orwell 1961: 234) 

 

As with the spectacle of public executions, then, individual torture also functions as 

an extension of Oceania’s cult of bodily control. All eyes are continually on the 

human form and monitor its performance in preordained but otherwise meaningless 

rituals that symbolize power and make it appear as instinctive.  

 In this way, these performances are not incongruent with the dominant 

panoptic culture in Nineteen Eighty-Four. Although public execution, torture and 

banishment appear to contradict the quiet compliance imposed by the culture of 

surreptitious surveillance, these different modes of observing the body all work 

towards the body’s compliance with preordained poses and movements. Oceania, in 

short, manages to extend its control of the dystopian body to the limits of its existence 

so that, even in death, the body is still observed and continues to perform in 

accordance with the discipline of dystopian ideology.  

 

Panoptic Surveillance and the Telecommunication Dispositif 

Orwell’s intervention in dystopian narrative has had a lasting influence on the 

telecommunication dispositif and on the concept of dystopian space. Not only did 

Nineteen Eighty-Four popularize the idea that telecommunication devices could be 

used to control dystopian spaces, the novel also continued the logic of “The Machine 

Stops” by suggesting a much smaller object of ideological control, and by contracting 

the limits of dystopia. Certainly, the quotidian quality of Big Brother and the 

telescreen are testaments to the enduring qualities of Orwell’s dystopian ideas.  

 The effects of Orwell’s panoptic communication devices on dystopian space 

are all the more remarkable in light of the genre’s history. Indeed, observation was an 

important theme in this type of literature right from its beginnings. Certainly, the idea 

of forceful uniformity always elicited a sense of malevolent, watchful forces, 

especially at times when this uniformity came under threat. In fact, Orwell’s direct 

inspiration for Nineteen Eighty-Four already articulates this obsession with 

observation and surveillance. For example, in Zamyatin’s We the walls of buildings 

are transparent so that the people inside can be watched at all times.  
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 Yet, in spite of these similarities, We presents an entirely different dystopian 

space than Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four. This difference resides at least in part in 

the consideration that while We is also concerned with observation, its surveillance 

methods at no point become panoptic, in the sense that they do not rely upon the 

unverifiability of observation. That is, while the characters in We are observed all the 

time, they can draw the blinds on their transparent walls and be confident of their 

privacy. Moreover, the glass walls of the One State allow citizens to gaze back at their 

observers. Consequently, although surveillance is pervasive in We and creates an 

uncomfortable, oppressive atmosphere, it is also verifiable and, therefore, can be 

circumvented. As a result, We is able to continue to project ideological conformity as 

well as subversion onto the traditional cityscape. So, just as glass walls are the 

architectural equivalent of the One State’s attempt to control its citizens through 

observation, the city’s high rise structures and grid layout effectively articulate the 

rigidness and uniformity of its ideology. Moreover, dystopian subversion also 

continues to find architectural outlets in We as the text presents non-transparent 

buildings and cracks in the One State’s outer wall as sites of opposition.  

 Contrary to the example of We just outlined, the surveillance technology of 

Nineteen Eighty-Four demands an entirely different projection of state forces and 

structures of power. Although the text continues to make some use of the architecture 

trope to manage its dystopian space, the presence of the telescreen necessitates a 

different strategy as well. The reason behind this need is the panoptic aspect of the 

technology given that the telescreen is not simply a means of observation, it is a 

means of observation that is unverifiable. So, whereas the glass walls in We allow for 

the observer to verify observation, the glare of the telescreen in Nineteen Eighty-Four 

denies such knowledge. And, as Foucault pointed out and Bentham before him 

claimed, it is precisely the impossibility of verifying an observing presence that 

makes panoptic structures so very effective in promoting the internalization of 

ideology rather than its enforcement. In this way, maintaining a dystopian space is no 

longer a function of architectural conformity, but rather, it becomes an effort to 

orchestrate that which best betrays any failure of the internalization of ideology: the 

body. Consequently, Orwell’s telescreen intervenes in the dystopian tradition by 

putting forward the body and its performance as a structural element of dystopian 

space. 
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 The effect of Orwell’s intervention on the dystopian genre is perhaps best 

gauged by the popularity of this notion of unverifiable observation in popular. Indeed, 

the telescreen and Big Brother have become synonymous with the idea of malevolent 

surveillance technologies and the guilty pleasure of secretively and voyeuristically 

watching others. For example, “reality” television shows capitalize on common 

knowledge of Orwell’s text and its particular brand of dystopia by using the 

technology that inspired it to provide the panoptic pleasure of watching others while 

they cannot see their observers. In doing so, such entertainment not only provides 

proof of the lasting influence of Nineteen Eighty-Four on the notion of dystopia and 

television technology, it also extends the novel’s focus on the body and its 

performativity as integral elements in panoptic surveillance. 

 Similarly, as David Lyon points out, Orwell’s dystopia also has had a lasting 

influence on academia. In fact, early surveillance studies, “dating from the 1970s and 

1980s, used not Foucault but Orwell as its model” (Lyon 11-12). Indeed, as Lyon 

explains, “[w]ork done in political and sociological analysis was frequently framed 

with the idea of a ‘total surveillance’ state or society derived from the Nineteen 

Eighty-Four scenario” (ibid.). In this way, Orwell’s text can be understood not just as 

a narrative about surveillance technology, but is also mobilized as a model for 

exploring contemporary surveillance culture. Certainly, in conjunction with 

Foucault’s concept of the panoptic surveillance, Nineteen Eighty-Four has been 

instrumental in describing and understanding the pervasive nature of modern 

surveillance methods, the logic of “total surveillance” that underlies such 

technologies, as well as the internalization of surveillance culture.  

 Orwell’s dystopian classic, in short, not only articulates some of the fears that 

television technology has inspired. Although it certainly is very adept at showing the 

anxiety of seeing and not seeing that the television screen invokes, it has also 

inscribed itself into the telecommunication dispositif. In this way, the panoptic 

qualities that Nineteen Eighty-Four ascribes to the television have become part of 

telecommunication’s dispositif. Moreover, the narrative, as a result of these 

developments, provides a new perspective on dystopian spaces, positioning the body 

as the projection of ideological control. In doing so it also further develops the 

dystopian genre itself. By introducing the body as a credible site for ideological 
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control and subversion, Nineteen Eighty-Four continues the trend of constructing 

smaller dystopian spaces under the influence of communication technologies.  

   

Conclusion 
In this chapter I have continued to track the development of the dystopian genre and 

the telecommunication dispositif. In previous chapters I argued that dystopia is a 

literary genre that revolves around spatial concepts of isolation and uniformity and 

their subversion, and that these spatial poetics overlap to a considerable extent with 

the user perspective of telecommunication devices. I also demonstrated that E.M. 

Forster’s short story “The Machine Stops” for the first time mixed the spatial concepts 

of dystopian literature with the spatial concerns activated by developments in 

telecommunication. The result of this combination, I argued, was a condensation of 

dystopian space that concentrated wide-ranging cityscapes to narrow 

phenomenological spaces that extend no further than what can be seen and heard. 

 In the present chapter I proposed that George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four 

continues this development by introducing the theme of panoptic surveillance 

technology. Through the text’s engagement with television technology, I argued, the 

body emerged as a reliable site for ideological control and its subversion. I used 

several examples to show how Orwell’s text mobilizes panoptic surveillance to force 

citizens’ bodies to perform a set of postures and positions in space that articulate 

submission to dominant ideology. In this way, I argued, dystopianism is expressed not 

as a set of architectural guidelines or as a phenomenological space, but as a 

choreography of bodies that obey a collection of arbitrary rules of movement. I also 

showed how resistance to prevailing beliefs in Nineteen Eighty-Four is acted out by 

allowing the body to assume positions and poses in space that are ordinarily 

prohibited. The result of these choreographies, I argued, is the centripetal contraction 

of the notion of dystopia, shrinking dystopian space further to the space the body 

occupies. 


