
 

 

Fritz Lang’s Metropolis and George Orwell’s 1984 depict societies where bourgeoisies 
dominate the proletariat. However, each text’s treatment of the thematic concern of social 
manipulation are uniquely impacted by their milieus. Metropolis draws extensively from the 
civil unrest of the Early Weimar (1919 - 1924) and the prosperity of the Golden Era of the 
Weimar (1924-1929) where mediation such as the Dawes Plan brought about significant 
progress. Conversely, 1984 involves a totalitarian society that sought to control and oppress 
its citizens. This is presented by his employment of “cognitive estrangement” (Suvin) to 
communicate a stark warning against the rise of Fascism. As such, a comparative study of 
both Lang and Orwell reveal distinct treatments of power and control, as well as resistance 
and rebellion in providing perspectives of social manipulation.  
  
In Metropolis, the society is dominated through power and control through the exploitation 
of the working class. Lang criticises the impact of capitalists such as Hugo Stinnes, whose 
exploitive acts of creating vast monopolies diminish the quality of life of workers, as well as 
the stability of its society and economic currency. The exploitation of capitalists in the Early 
Weimar is evident in the biblical allusion to “Moloch!” near the climax of the first Act. The 
machine temple is a religious superimposition, a mise-en-scene of Egyptian slavery that 
Lang’s critiques as the false idol of capitalism. Furthermore, Freder replacing Georgy on the 
dial becomes a symbolic act, captured in the German Expressionism of him being crucified 
on the ‘machine’. It acknowledges the dehumanisation of labour, particularly with a 
transition into the 10-hour working clock. The clock symbolises the evaluation of the 
working hour over the 24-hour human hour. Freder’s outcry “Will 10 hours never end?” 
emphasises the burden placed upon the German people by the war debt and the demand of 
greater labour to ‘feed’ the progress of the Machine Age. Therefore, Lang presents a 
dystopia that is controlled by the capitalists who abuse workers for their own economic 
stability and progress. 
 
Conversely, in 1984, the society reflects the totalitarian state by Stalin who dominates 
society through methodologies of social manipulation. Composed post WWII, Orwell warns 
against the horrors of dictatorship, such as that ushered in by the hegemony of “The Big 
Three,” Stalin, Churchill and Roosevelt. In the exposition, the use of a metaphorical 
panopticon of the Telescreen illustrates one of the mechanisms of power used by the 
totalitarian state. “Winston kept his back turned… It was safer, though…even a back can 
be revealing,” which contextually refers to the Stasi and Gestapo secret police where mass 
surveillance changes the mode of behaviour as individuals live under the assumption of 
being monitored. This form of manipulation is reinforced through the ultimate symbol of 
physical and psychological torture, Room 101, “The thing that is in Room 101 is the worst 
thing in the world.” This alludes to the gulags of the Soviet Union and other means of de-
individuation (Zimbardo) created by totalitarian regimes to maintain control over society. It 
distils a fear in the heart of the people which depicts the hopelessness of rebellion. Hence, 
whilst both texts deal with oppressive societies, Lang’s is economically driven, with the 
subtle optimism of hope for a tension that can be resolved with mediation, whilst Orwell in 
his own context, depicts a totalitarian state whose only interest is absolute oppression. 
 
Lang demonstrates resistance and rebellion to show the vulnerable nature of social 
manipulation when society exceeds the boundaries of its control mechanism. The concept 
of Dialectical Materialism is conveyed as a component of Lang’s context, where Stalin and 



 

 

Trotsky’s Russian Revolution (1917) led to the self-destruction of the working class and the 
famine of 1921. As the Weimar was a socialist democratic republic, Lang’s perception of 
capitalism saw the need for compassion so that “head and hands” may work together. This 
is captured in the ironic mise-en-scene of the worker’s celebration over the destruction of 
the metaphoric ‘heart machine’ cross edited with the drowning of the children in the ‘under 
city’. The scene emphasises the mutual self-destructive nature of rebellion, and elevates the 
symbiotic nature of machine and man, intellectual and working class. This culminates in the 
symbolic mise-en-scene of Freder acting as “The Mediator” that reconciles both sides 
through solidarity. The use of non-diegetic music accompanies the symbolic gesture of Grot 
and Joh shaking hands to emphasise Lang’s optimistic perspective that social disputes could 
be dissipated through compassion. 
 

Alternatively, rebellion in 1984 is made almost impossible by the state. Orwell expresses the 

absolute control of the government to the point where human instincts of individualism is 

restricted. This is contextually alluding to the use of mass propaganda by totalitarian states, 

and the establishment of cults of personality such as Stalin, to brainwash the proletariat. 

Key to Orwell’s novel is his employment of a distinct textual form in the way of political 

manipulation of diction and vernacular. This is evident in the metaphor, “It's a beautiful 

thing, the Destruction of words.” A demonstration of this etymological manipulation is 

evident in the wordplay, “the whole notion of goodness and badness will be… in reality, 

one word,” and that thought crime would be “impossible.”  Orwell provides an emphatic 

warning drawn from analogies in history. O’Brien’s boast to Winston, “Has it ever occurred 

to you that it is reversible? Slavery is freedom…” reinforces Orwell’s paradoxical 

observations of the totalitarian societies of his time, in which criticism of the government 

was linguistically controlled. Orwell’s satire reflects the political turmoil of his time in which 

governments prioritise authority over individual freedom, where rebellion is necessary to 

break free of the Party’s dominion. Hence, for 1984, social manipulation is applied through 

brainwashing and psychology, serving in stark contrast to the hopeful tone of Metropolis.   

In conclusion, both composers have through the themes of control and rebellion, examined 

their own perceptions and evaluations of social manipulation. Each composer, both Lang 

and Orwell, offer distinct contextual readings of these aspects of modern history.   

 


