
 

 

 ‘An exploration of intertextual perspectives reveals the relationship between context and key 

values.’  

 

Composers respond to pressing social, cultural and historical issues reflective of their epoch by 

shedding light on their personal perspectives through an examination of how these problems 

manifest within contextual frameworks. Examination of power within a society of rigid hierarchical 

stratification underpins that individuals possessing authority abuse their control to indoctrinate the 

citizens of lower echelons. This catalyses an inherent need for revolt and the confrontation prompts 

humanity into a state of havoc. The comparative study of Fritz Lang’s Weimar expressionistic film 

noir Metropolis (1927)and George Orwell’s dystopian Post WWII novel ‘1984’(1949) explores the 

cataclysm ensued with autocratic ruling and envisions how societal manipulation can lead to 

technological oppression, loss of identity, as well as rebellion which codes for the final destruction of 

humanity.  

Regimes attempts to oppress their populace are made through social manipulation in forcing the 

mass to mindless conformity. Weimar expressionism manifests heavily within Metropolis, as a mean 

to foreground the psychological states binding distinct castes and encouraging the responder’s 

empathy and concern for the conditions of the lower castes .Claustrophobic interplays of 

chiaroscuro and applications of Stimmung accentuate the uniform black garments connoting 

bareness and bleak atmospheres of the workers under oppression, where the darkness alludes to 

the metaphorical death of the human spirit. Furthermore, the trudging in synchronisation of all the 

workers their heads hand low, descending the elevator in the Prelude embody the tearing away of 

individualism and freedom into a prism of conformity under tyrannical rule. The montages of gears 

and heavy machinery advance their construct as mere extensions of technology. Frederson employs 

technological means, video chat screens to surveil the actions of the workers, ensuring maintenance 

of status quo. These measures of dehumanisation capture the abandonment of human core qualities 

for total control, characterising the authoritarian government of Weimar Republic during the early 

20th century, underpinned by the sole figure of Frederson in Lang’s oeuvre.  

 

By comparison, the omnipresent figure of Big brother in Orwell’s 1984 metonymies the myriad 

dictators dominating their societies after WWII. Excision of individual thought and behaviour in his 

dystopic foresight of a patriarchal society underscores the technological repression experienced by 

the bourgeois. The novum explored in cognitive estrangement (Suvin) enters as the symbol of the 

telescreen accomplishes surveillance through panopticon ‘disposed around the abnormal individual, 

to brand him and to alter him’ (Foucalt).  This pervasion of privacy, criminalising unique beliefs and 

actions further diminishes the core values distinguishing mankind. Indoctrination and propaganda, 

particularly the repetition of the axiomatic statement , “Big brother is always watching you” 

continue to flourish along the diagesis of the novel as weapons of oppression to perpetuate control 

over all forms of resistance. As both texts feature a total war state, the infliction of pain of man to 

man under tyrannical rule, “today there was fear, hatred and pain… no dignity of emotion” holding 

pessimistic connotations capture the intertextual perspectives of control over society through 

physical coercion and psychological indoctrination as evoked by Orwell and Lang. 

 

Reduction of humanity as a result of society restrictions can induce the innate desire of individuals 

to search for change and order to initiate revolution. In 1984, the third person narration of 



 

 

protagonist Winston’s  perspective increases spectator text relations, allowing responders to 

comprehend attempts at disrupting the present status quo under the INGSOC principles. The 

decisive act of Winston to note repetitively “Down with Big Brother’ in his diary foreshadows an 

upcoming  rebellious act against the representative figure of the three hegemonials during the mid 

20th century. This elucidates Winston’s desire and desperation for autonomy, despite metaphorically 

demonstrating knowledge of its consequences, “We are the dead”. Furthermore, the three tired 

system structuring Oceania alludes to the Great Chain of Being, where the social divide establishes 

the cyclic nature of insurrection. Infidelity between Julia and Winston act against the principles of 

INGSOC, instigating the uprising on claims that only “If they could stop me from loving you- that 

would be true betrayal”. Betrayal between the two, “Do it to Julia!” ultimately annihilates the last 

aspect distinguishing Winston- the core concept of love disintegrated under the vast mechanisms of 

power in institutions practicing socio-political supremacy and manipulating torture for power, 

evoked through the imagery  of “Room 101”. Allusions to Foucault illuminate in the Party’s 

philosophy, “We capture his inner mind… we convert him”. Though, Orwell does augur  that 

remediation of injustices proves ultimately impossible, concluding that “Those who control the 

present, control the past, and those who control the past, control the future”. IOrwell’s warning in 

1984 of the death of individual man from totalitarianism is an echo of Huxley, where ‘The 

dehumanization of people is the revolution that will destroy the freedom and essence of the 

individual’. 

Similarly, in Lang’s Metropolis the remediation between the high caste (Frederson) and the working 

class ending the Furioso despite seemingly a resolved ending did not generate change in the 

hierarchical stratum. Rather like Karr’s adage, “The more things change, the more they stay the 

same”.   The perpetual motif of division between the ‘hands’ and ‘brain’ to capture labour and 

capital exhibits the discrepancy in power division, further enforced by the vertical stratification 

separating the ‘City’ from the ‘Depths’. Negation of individuality in face of social adversity, enforced 

by allusion of machinery to deity Moloch, associated with human sacrifices further weakens the 

endurance of individuals of lower castes and as a result, extends their vulnerability to social 

manipulation. The decision to revolt against the dictatorship of ‘Metropolis’, as sparked by Vamp 

Maria showcases language as a semiotic to articulate thoughts. However, in the process of chaotic 

and mindless mass defiance, the children delineating the future are forgotten and left behind “The 

Depths”, predicating that revolution remains short lived as this power dynamic exists as part of a 

cyclical process. Not only this, but rebellion under totalitarian regimes only result in the further 

oppression of lower echelons and eventuates in complete loss of humanity. The Prelude, Intermezzo 

and Furioso of Metropolis can be paralleled to the three parts of 1984 which can be identified as the 

segments of Divine Comedy, Inferno, Purgatorio and Paradiso. 

By pairing Fritz Lang’s escapist film Metropolis and George Orwell’s dystopian novel 1984, the 

intertextual perspectives and their inexorable connection in relation to the Golden Age of Weimar 

(1924-29) characterises laissez faire capitalist exploitation and the austere post-WWII situation 

dominating Britain. Concepts of conformity, surveillance, rebellion and ultimately the loss of 

humanity remain inherent through both texts, warning that despite there being a cyclic nature to 

revolution, pandemonium will be augmented if society continues to function under questionable 

systems of authority and those in power exploit the unprecedented ferocity and destructiveness 

accompanying technological advancements. 



 

 

 


