
 

 

ENGLISH: LIST 1 
 
When O’Brien says ‘you have failed in humility and self discipline’ to what extent is Winston 
the cause of his own suffering? 
 
 
‘Nineteen Eighty- Four’ depicts the attempts of Winston Smith to disengage from with corruptive 
supremacy of the Party. Winston seeks to find truth and love in a society in which neither can 
flourish nor exist. Though Winston gains understanding and meaning in his dissidence, ultimately it 
leads to greater suffering as he learns of the unfaltering control the Party exercises, manifested in 
Winston’s eventual torture. Though to an extent Winston’s suffering is caused by his own 
inquisitiveness and significantly his need for companionship, it is the misery the Party causes which 
creates the most suffering for Winston. The Party imposes upon every element of the ‘texture of 
[Winston’s] life’ leading to Winston’s decay. Through Winston, Orwell explores the price of freedom, 
particularly whether one’s happiness is a sacrifice worth making for liberty. 
 
Throughout ‘Nineteen Eighty-Four’ Winston is depicted as a conscious man among the mindless 
drones in Oceania. Winston’s reflections reveal the contrast between Winston’s mind and the mind 
of his peers, Winston mocking the ease they ‘swallow the Party slogans’. Even intellectuals such as 
Syme and O’Brien, are zealously committed to the Party, committed to the war effort, the 
vaporisation of thought criminals and the superiority of Big Brother. Though the people of Oceania 
live in poverty and subjugation, they praise the Party and Big Brother for enriching their lives. This 
double standard of believing in the Party, yet seeing in all surrounding the true nature of deprived 
reality, is chastised by Winston. However it is this ‘reality control’, this ‘doublethink’ that allows these 
people to live unconsciously but happily. For all his awareness, Winston lives a miserable life, 
whereas Parsons, and the ignorant proletariat, live well. Parsons flourishes in the community the 
Party creates, and finds joy in working and assisting Party programs such as Hate Week. The 
proles, unaware of the world outside their own, live lives enriched by family, companionship and 
love, all of which Winston yearns for. It seems that if Winston was to let his ‘ancestral feeling that 
this is not how life always was’, he could be happy. However Winston cannot let it rest, and it is his 
dissatisfaction which leads him to the dissidence that causes his suffering. 
 
As mentioned, Winston yearns for love and companionship. The Oceania of ‘Nineteen Eighty-Four’ 
deprives humankind from any meaningful relationships, forcing them to live ‘locked lives’. Marriage 
is a means to procreate, and a Party committee decides where a couple is ‘loveless’ enough to 
marry. Sexual relationships are prohibited, and as evidenced between Winston and Julia, these 
relationships between Party members are punishable by torture. There are no friends in Oceania, 
only ‘comrades’, and everyone is regarded with suspicion in case they are spies, or worse, thought 
police. Clearly, the society Winston inhabits is not conducive to the formation of lasting relationships 
and because of this Winston longs for and pursues for any sort of relationship so he can break from 
his ‘locked loneliness’. Winston’s desperation blinds him from the dangers and the suffering that his 
risks can cause. When Julia tells Winston she loves him, Winston dives in head first, without initially 
noticing her shallowness and her apathetic attitude. Moreover, the precision she exercises in finding 
places to meet, and her knowledge of hidden areas, goes unnoticed by Winston, despite the fact it 
may suggest she is a possible spy. Winston’s immediate trust of Mr. Charrington, and the way he is 
coaxed to see him as a gentle, kind old man is certainly naïve, and it is a misjudgement that leads 
to his capture.  
 
The best example of Winston’s need for interaction and community is exemplified by his projection 
of O’Brien as a like-minded rebel based on a glance, and the willingness of Winston to commit 
heinous crimes for a Brotherhood which may not exist. Winston would ‘throw acid in a baby’s face’ 
for O’Brien’s Brotherhood, would sacrifice his moral autonomy for the sake of a collective. Winston 
often emphasizes the importance of ethics and humanity, but at the chance of being part of a ‘We’, 
he would sacrifice that. Winston ultimately suffers from his desperate need to be loved or trusted, as 
he takes risks which lead only to pain and loss. As O’Brien tells Winston, he is and always was a 
minority, the isolated ‘last man’ Winston fears to be. 



 

 

Though often Winston is an active agent in his own suffering, it is largely the Party that leads 
Winston to live his miserable life. The neuroses Winston suffers, of being alone and the belief that 
there should be more to life, are produced by the Party. Oceania, as the Party created it is bleak 
and depressing. Food is constantly rationed; necessities such as razor blades are minute in 
number. The past, as witnessed by Winston, is constantly altered, and every day the Party makes 
explicit contradictions that no one notices. The blatant and unabashed manipulation and mutilation 
the Party makes of reality, is key to Winston’s dissatisfaction. The Party does not even consider 
hiding the contradictions and changes it makes, as exemplified by the spontaneous swap in 
enemies in hat Week. How can Winston be expected to swallow all of this, and live life normally? 
Moreover, it is because the Party has eradicated the social ties between people that lead Winston to 
yearn for love and friendship, and to sacrifice even his autonomy for that. The Party imposes upon 
every aspect of Winston’s life and this is what causes his suffering. With the constant threat the 
Party poses, Winston live, but most control every element of his life to reflect the demands of Party 
culture. He cannot write, he cannot speak or think outside the boundaries the Party have 
constructed. For Winston, this type of living is not worth the security and safety it brings. Winston 
would rather attain his own meaning, his own happiness, even if that means he will suffer at the 
hands of the Party. He revels in his relationship with Julia, which gives him joy and even makes him 
healthy, though reflecting he is ‘the dead’. Winston’s need to act and rebel is further amplified by the 
fact he does vaguely remember times better prior to the Party rule. He remembers his mother 
sacrificing herself for him, and this represents a time where ‘family made sacrifices for the sake of 
family, where there was loyalty outside that to Big Brother. The suffering the Party already causes 
Winston motivates him to rebel, and the suffering he experiences due to his actions is worth the 
momentary bliss he gains from independence. 
 
Winston to an extent does cause his own suffering. His unwillingness to just accept life as it is, and 
his desperate urge to love and be loved, leads him to act in ways that cause him to suffer. However, 
ultimately it is the totalitarian regime of the Party, which thrusts itself upon every detail of Winston’s 
life, that causes Winston to suffer, and which motivates Winston to dissent despite the greater 
suffering that will inevitably eventuate. Winston, as does Orwell, deems that the pursuit of humanity 
and value is worth the pain the Party will exercise against him. Winston is an active agent for 
change, and he fights for change even if it leads to pain. Orwell demonstrates that sacrifices are 
necessary, even justified, when it comes to protecting the freedoms sacred to human beings. 
Through his exploration of the contrasts between ignorant happiness and meaningful suffering, as 
well as between individual and collective morality, Orwell provides a detailed discussion of what is 
important to mankind. Orwell concludes that it is autonomy, private lives, love, beauty, the past and 
freedom that one should protect in the fact of corrupting power. Winston is truly the last man in the 
novel, as he is seemingly the only person who recognises the importance of these values. ‘Nineteen 
Eighty-Four’ is a provocative text, not merely for the images of torture and power, but because it 
begs the question- ‘what are we willing to fight and sacrifice for?’. 


