
 

 

Does the representation of the future in George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-

Four and Fritz Lang's Metropolis reveal similarities or reinforce the texts’ 

distinctive perspectives? 

 

Both Fritz Lang’s film Metropolis and George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four 

distinctively depict each composers anticipation of the future due to the 

advancements of the modern age both composers have witnessed. Produced in 

1927 and published in 1949 respectively, the texts are ultimately similar in 

offering dystopian characteristics in correlation with modern technological 

advancements, and socio-politically tense landscapes. However the texts depart 

from one another in the sense that Lang offers a utopian conclusion highlighting 

aspects of optimism throughout Metropolis unincorporated in Orwell’s Nineteen 

Eighty Four. Evidently each composer’s context plays a major role in their 

distinctive perspectives whether similar or unlike.  

 

In Metropolis, Lang offers a conflicting perspective of the future to reflect the 

dialects of modernity. While he perceives the Machine Age as economically 

beneficial, he undercuts this with dystopian visions of a suppressed humanity 

due to technological control. Lang’s Machine Age optimism is conveyed during 

the opening sequence of Metropolis through an upshot view of venerating 

skyscrapers amongst the megalopolis. The pyramidal structure of these 

skyscrapers symbolises civilisation, success and wealth aligning with the power 

of Ancient Egyptian society. However Lang’s perspective on the Machine Age 

changes with a montage of the cogs and pistons of the subterranean factories 

powering the city. Here, Lang represents the growing influences of capitalism in 

1920s Weimar Germany with the absence of humanity, conveying that the 

machine has taken over. Lang expresses his fears for the future in the Moloch 

scene, with the mise en scene of the factory representing it as a biblical 

underworld comprised of billowing smoke and a Fordist-inspired assembly 

chain of workers. As his protagonist, Freder, looks on in horror as an endless line 

of workers are sacrificed to the satanic god of the Machine Age, Lang condemns 

the capacity to spread evil into the world, changing German society. In addition, 

the choreography of the workers highlights their uniformity and mechanical 



 

 

movements mimicking the machine losing their sense of human individuality. 

Therefore Lang’s Machine Age optimism collides with his message of warning to 

German society, which conveys the control that technology will gain over society, 

diminishing all sense of humanity.  

 

While Metropolis initially offers a dystopian view of modernity, Lang ultimately 

celebrates technological progress and thus embraces machine Age optimism. 

Contrastingly, Orwell’s dystopian political satire imbued with images of post-war 

horror as the emergence of the atomic age results in a pessimistic view of the 

future. Orwell’s representation of technology differs from Lang’s, as it becomes a 

means of control that disables mans capacity to exist as an individual. This is 

clearly represented through the two-way telescreens, prevalent in each 

household in Orwell’s London. Orwell draws influence from Jeremy Benthams 

Panopticon representing the way in which technology can penetrate the private 

sphere controlling the masses through pervasive surveillance. Winston refers to 

the telescreens “the telescreen could be dimmed but there was no way of turning 

it off completely” to re-lay the idea of control through surveying the masses. Due 

the emergence of the Atomic Age Orwell represents the way in which technology 

has become a means of destruction and annihilation. Technology also has a 

mental affect, as Orwell sees the Machine Age as the age of ideological mind 

control. Mind control is clear during the two minute hate sequence as emotive 

language portrays the passion of the participants as they shout “Big Brother! Big 

Brother!” Mind control is also found in Winston’s inner monologue and the way 

the population speaks. Through Newspeak created by the party, words like 

“splendid” are replaced with “plusgood” to confine the population’s access to 

self-expression. While both texts express disparate views on the machine age, 

Metropolis’ representation of the machine age as an agent of production and 

consumption is extended by Orwell as the agent of ideological production, mind 

control, surveillance and power. 

 

In Lang’s Metropolis he portrays the diversion in the socio-political landscape of 

Weimar Germany concerning traditionalist German values contradicted with the 

progressive sexual freedom of the 1920s. Lang portrays the licentious aspects of 



 

 

modernity in the character Robot Maria particularly in her dance scene. Robot 

Maria’s provocative dance scene is intercut with images of men driven into 

frenzied behaviour. Thus Lang condemns promiscuity as the misfortune of 

decaying society linking what he considers as disastrous revolutionary 

behaviour with uncontrollable sexuality. However Robot Maria is juxtaposed 

with the character of the real Maria, which symbolises Lang’s belief in German 

traditionalism, and the solution to the revolutionary behaviour in Germany. In 

the catacombs Maria preaches for unity and for the coming of a messiah aligning 

with Christian values. The Messiah, Freder, romanticises the capacity of an 

individual to unite Germany through traditional values. To further the biblical 

allusion Lang opts for a utopian ending in which order is restored in the final 

sequence, which introduces biblical apocalypse and political reconciliation. A 

biblical flood cleanses the population of its sins after they have exploded in 

revolution. This is followed by the reconciliation between the head, and the 

hands by the heart, or the messiah, through the symbol gesture of a handshake in 

the last frame of the film. Lang clearly represents the conflict of the cultural hub 

of Weimar Germany, as it became a site of competing tensions of modernity; 

progress or keeping with traditionalism. 

 

While Lang essentially represents his concern with the competing revolutionary 

aspects of an advancing modern society, which ultimately ends in reconcile, 

Orwell portrays a socio-political landscape oppressed by an extreme totalitarian 

regime. Orwell draws upon his experiences of the totalitarian regimes of Stalin’s 

Russia and Nazi Germany and his democratic socialist stance. Unlike Lang who 

deems revolution as destructive on society, Orwell renders individuals impotent 

against political systems. From the onset Orwell’s realism captures the decaying 

London physically representing the world as rotten which allegorises the 

spiritual decline of Orwell’s future vision. The rich cultural history of England 

has been replaced with streets of “whirling dust” and “torn paper spirals” while 

“there seemed to be no colour in anything except the posters.” In contrast to 

Lang’s Metropolis the Proles of Nineteen Eighty Four are mindless and distracted 

with no revolutionary potential. Their children are employed to spy on their 

parents to break-down familial loyalty in the Proles and for behavioural 



 

 

surveillance “Ear trumpets for listening through keyholes. My little girl brought 

one home the other night.” Unlike Lang’s utopian ending, Orwell ends his text 

with Winston’s torture scene and his final surrender to Big Brother to reveal the 

full irony of the novel’s contextual perspective on modernity. Orwell’s vision of a 

‘boot stamping on a human face forever’ and ‘power is tearing human minds to 

pieces’ replaces Lang’s connection between the hands and the heart with a 

metaphor that conveys obliteration of the individual in the future. The defeat of 

Winston’s rebellion by violence of the party is completed in Room 101 “the thing 

that is in Room 101 is the worst thing in the world.” Ultimately Orwell represents 

his anxieties for the future in a world where rebellion is futile suggesting 

political absolutism and the impossibility of change, which replaces Lang’s 

optimism as the individual is obliterated. 

 

 
Clearly Lang and Orwell texts’ represent their visions for the future with some 

comparative aspects, however they ultimately reinforce each other’s differing 

perspectives of the future. Lang’s Metropolis initially represents a dystopian 

society heavily influenced the loss of humanity in the hands of uncontrollable 

technology although ending in reconcile representing his optimism. In contrast 

Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty Four presents a dystopian world controlled by a 

totalitarian regime where rebellion is futile and individualism is lost. Evidently 

contextual aspects of Lang such as the Weimar republic and modernism of the 

1920’s and Orwell’s witness of aspects of totalitarianism in Stalin’s Russia and 

Nazi Germany play a major role in their differing perspectives on the future 

represented in their texts.  

 


