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‘Big Brother is watching you’

These famous words are the invention of George Orwell, a British journalist of the 1930s and 1940s, from his book 1984.

Orwell was a socialist/communist sympathiser, who fought against fascism in the Spanish Civil War. However, he became disillusioned with Stalin’s totalitarian rule of the USSR, which he considered to be a betrayal of pure communist ideas. In two famous books, Animal Farm and 1984, Orwell satirised the rule of Lenin and Stalin. In 1984 Orwell imagined England under the rule of a communist totalitarian dictator. His descriptions of a country in which everyone lives in fear and is constantly watched, is not so much a prediction of what Orwell thought the future would be like, but is a description of Stalin’s rule in the USSR in 1948 when the book was published.

Of course, since the 1940s, Orwell’s description of totalitarian dictatorships has come true in many places. Today, the phrase ‘Big Brother is watching you’ is common and the idea of 24-hour surveillance has been used as the concept for a hit TV series.
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“At one end of the hallway a colured poster, too large for indoor display, had been tacked to the wall. It depicted simply an enormous face, more than a metre wide: the face of a man about forty-five, with a heavy black moustache and ruggedly handsome features........It was one of those pictures which are so contrived that the eyes follow you about when you move. BIG BROTHER IS WATCHING YOU, the caption ran beneath.”

George Orwell, 1984, (1948)
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