
 

 

To what extent does your study of Nineteen Eighty – Four and Metropolis suggest a 
perception of dystopia? 
 
 
Through the intricate analysis and comparative study of texts, combined with an 
understanding of each text’s context, one can gain a thorough perspective of how shared 
central ideas, such as dystopia, reflect the environment in which each text was created, 
responded and set. Evident in George Orwell’s (1949) satirical novel Nineteen Eighty-Four 
(“1984”) and Fritz Lang’s silent film Metropolis (1927), the ‘Dystopian’ genre became 
popular during the interwar and post-war periods, reflecting fears about rising authoritarian 
oppression and the subsequent rebellion that might follow.  
 
Oppression can be translated through the dehumanisation of the populace. Dehumanisation 
in Metropolis is presented through a variety of methods. The city physically represents the 
existing hierarchy – the lower class are down below ground and the upper class is above, 
leading hedonistic lifestyles in the Roaring 20s, Art Deco inspired architecture and 
infrastructure. This class oppression is further highlighted when the workers change shifts; 
the mise-en-scene shows their mechanical movements, matching uniforms and the vectors 
of the bars (mirroring a prison). These elements, along with a long shot, suggest the workers 
are not valued as individuals or humans. The curved roof also gives the impression the space 
is closing in on the workers, emphasising their lack of freedom. Commodification of the 
workers is also evident in the explosion of the machine as the suffering of the injured is not 
recognised or treated with any compassion. Fredersen’s implacability is suggested by the 
positioning of the camera shot; Freder’s distressed face is central in the frame while only 
Fredersen’s back is presented to the audience, revealing his indifference to the well-being of 
his workers. Metaphorically, the workers are only seen as “Fodder for the machine”. This 
reflects Lang’s concerns of the growth of urbanisation, industrialisation (including the 
development of the factory assembly line) and capitalism, as well as the social and 
economic divisions in Weimar Germany. Pamela Cohen explaining the film as a “Warning 
against the increased use of technology to replace human input”. 
 
Both Lang and Orwell reflect their context similarly regarding the concept of 
dehumanisation, however distinctive in their respective forms. Orwell’s dystopia is 
magnified and exacerbated through an intertextual knowledge of Metropolis. He 
didactically casts contemporary trends into a bleak and disturbingly credible future scenario. 
1984 displays a completely political totalitarian world; everything is controlled, highlighting 
Orwell’s hatred of these forms of governments from his knowledge of Nazi Germany, Fascist 
Italy/Spain and Stalinist Russia. Psychological manipulation is used in the novel as a way of 
controlling the public, the hyperbolic line, “Three hundred million people all with the same 
face” allows the reader to visualise the power the party has, and how it barrages its subjects 
with propaganda designed to overwhelm the mind’s capacity for independent thought. The 
prohibition of liberal thought, also known as “thought crime” reflects the composer’s fears 
that individuality would be suppressed if these types of regimes spread. Dystopia is shown 
again in the world of 1984 as there is no sense of familial relationships, the people are only 
allowed to love Big Brother. This is evident when Parsons reveals “It was (his) little 
daughter” who told the patrols of his opposition to Big Brother and the fact that he is 
“proud of her” which mimics the Soviet Pioneers, Hitler Youth and the breaking down of 



 

 

family within WW2. The removal of people’s identity dehumanises them to the point of 
vapourisation – individuals being written out of history, “You were abolished, annihilated: 
vapourized was the usual word” the accumulation/tricolon of highly modal words with 
horrifying connotations and the italicised “vapourized” mirrors Stalin who signed thousands 
of death orders a day. The party’s non-existent compassion for human life and suffering is 
seen the in the torture of Winston in the Ministry of Love, recalling Nazi Concentration 
Camps and Stalin’s Gulags. Orwell captures the dehumanising spirit of his milieu, and 
readers in 2017 can see links of this oppressive government to regimes around the world 
such as Kim Jong Un in North Korea. 
 
These dystopic world spaces catalyse rebellion in each text in very different ways. 
Metropolis consists of a corporate totalitarianism, contrasted to Orwell’s political 
totalitarianism, these reflect their respective contexts and result in differing types of 
opposition from the populations. Maria, whose approach to rebellion is that of peace, is 
contrasted with the violent rebellion, created by the Maschinenmensch, used by the 
capitalist leaders of Metropolis with the aim of being able to retaliate with harsher brutality. 
Rotwang tests his creation by arousing desire to bring out the animalistic nature of the men 
in the night club watching False Maria’s exotic dance. This is evident in the superimposing of 
multiple pairs of eyes all glaring at the cyborg. The large crowd mentality seen in the film 
was inspired by the uproar of working and living conditions in the inter-war period, the huge 
reparations required from the treaty of Versailles, and the hyper inflation and poverty that 
occurred in Germany. It also reflects the 1917 communist uprising in the Soviet Union. As a 
part of German expressionism, Chiaroscuro lighting diminishes the idea of complete 
totalitarianism when Fredersen can be seen under the spotlight on his knees surrounded by 
the lower class. Metropolis allows hope for the viewers as the epigraph “THE MEDIATOR 
BETWEEN HEAD AND HANDS MUST BE THE HEART” can also be seen at the end of the film. 
This creates a sense that the workers will be heard and although still an apparent gap 
between the classes, evident in the workers matching uniforms and pyramidal form, the 
conditions and value of individuals will eventually improve. There is room for these Utopian 
sensibilities in Metropolis, as the knowledge, that of which can be gained through a 
comparative study of contexts, of the devastation of the interwar period being lesser than 
the horrors of the post-war totalitarian period.  
 
The aforementioned texts can be differentiated through the notion of rebellion; as Lang 
alludes hope for the future at the denouement of his film, Orwell allows his readers to 
accumulate hope throughout the novel, yet completely extinguishes any possibility of 
amelioration by the finish. “Until they become conscious they will never rebel, and until 
they have rebelled they cannot become conscious”, Orwell paradoxically captures the 
ignorance of the proles to the atrocities taking place, somewhat reflecting the ignorance 
(often due to propaganda) of populations during WW2. This quote also shows Winston’s 
realisation that the “hope (that)… lies in the proles” is lost. Hope for successful rebellion is 
also completely quelled after Winston is brainwashed into believing “2 + 2 = 5”. This 
symbolises his absolute change of thought process from his understanding that “Freedom is 
the freedom to say that two plus two make four” and his complete submission to the party. 
“He had won the victory over himself. He loved Big Brother”. It is insinuated Winston is shot 
at the end of the book which destroys any chance of recovery from his brainwashing and 
shows the party will do this to anyone who does not conform. All hope is lost. The complete 



 

 

subversion of objective reality threatens to destroy any potential for reviving one’s sense of 
self. Rebellion is futile in the world of 1984. 
 
Thus, the comparative study of Lang’s Metropolis and Orwell’s 1984, offer a range of 
insights into the responder’s perception of dystopia. Knowledge of each composer’s context 
allows for a greater appreciation of how meaning is inspired and created in both texts, and 
provides an understanding of how viewers and readers respond within their own context.   


