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This thesis explores the interplay of sound and space in George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949). 

It argues that sound is one of the main narrative drivers of the novel, with aurality functioning as a key 

motivating factor for Winston Smith’s rebellion against the Party while aiding him in reconstructing the 

past and imagining a future. The surrounding soundscape shapes and directs Winston’s physical and 

experiential journey through the spaces of Oceanian London. Furthermore, sounds have an inherently 

dualistic nature in the novel, as they can both provide moments of spiritual liberation and serve as tools 

for control. 

The novel was written during a time when the proliferation of the radio not only transformed the 

information landscape, but it was also instrumental in creating the soundscape of modernity. It 

presented opportunities for new imaginaries, one of which was the dystopian society of Oceania. 

Considering Orwell’s time working for the wartime BBC and its influence on the novel’s creation, there 

is a striking lack of research focusing on its sonic depictions. By examining the sonic dimension of 

Nineteen Eighty-Four, this study carves a previously unexplored space of inquiry in Orwell scholarship. 

Drawing on theories of sound such as R. Murray Schafer and Walter J. Ong, and theories of space 

and place such as Yi-Fu Tuan and Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, the study employs close reading 

to examine how the soundscapes and spaces of the rhizomatic Oceanian London affect and direct 

Winston’s physical and experiential journey. From the static solitude of his apartment to the 

cacophonous labyrinthine streets, and from the pastoral Eden of the Golden Country to the infernal 

depths of the Ministry of Love, Winston’s quest for knowledge is orchestrated by the Party toward its 

prophesied conclusion. Controlling how the sensory world is perceived is the Party’s ultimate frontier. 

The antagonist of Nineteen Eighty-Four is not a state that surveils, but rather a space that directs and 

a sound that commands. 

Key words and terms: George Orwell, 1984, dystopia, dystopian literature, sound, soundscape, aurality, 

noise, space, place, rhizome, 20th century literature 
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Tämä tutkielma tarkastelee äänen ja tilan vuorovaikutusta George Orwellin romaanissa Vuonna 

1984.  Tutkimus osoittaa, että ääni on yksi romaanin keskeisimmistä narratiivisista voimista. Oceanian 

äänimaailma motivoi Winston Smithiä kapinoimaan Puoluetta vastaan sekä auttaa häntä 

rekonstruoimaan menneisyyttä ja kuvittelemaan tulevaisuutta. Ympäröivä äänimaisema muovaa ja 

ohjaa Winstonin fyysistä ja kokemuksellista matkaa Oceanian Lontoossa. Äänillä on romaanissa 

luonnostaan dualistinen luonne, sillä ne voivat tarjota henkisen vapautumisen hetkiä mutta toimia myös 

kontrollin välineenä. 

Romaani kirjoitettiin aikana, jolloin radion leviäminen ei ainoastaan muuttanut 

informaatioympäristöä, vaan oli myös keskeinen tekijä modernin äänimaailman syntymisessä. Se 

mahdollisti uusien kuvitteellisten maailmojen syntymisen, joista yksi oli dystooppinen Oceania. Vaikka 

Orwellin työskentely sota-ajan BBC:ssä vaikutti osaltaan romaanin syntyyn, aiemman tutkimuksen 

vähäisyys romaanin äänen kuvauksesta on merkillepantavaa. Tarkastelemalla Vuonna 1984 -romaanin 

auditiivista ulottuvuutta tämä tutkielma avaa uuden tutkimuskentän Orwellin kirjallisuuteen. 

Tutkimus hyödyntää R. Murray Schaferin ja Walter J. Ongin ääniteorioita sekä Yi-Fu Tuanin, Gilles 

Deleuzen ja Félix Guattarin tilan ja paikan teorioita. Se analysoi, kuinka risomaattisen Oceanian 

Lontoon äänimaisemat ja tilat vaikuttavat ja ohjaavat Winston Smithin fyysistä ja kokemuksellista 

matkaa. Hänen asuntonsa staattisesta yksinäisyydestä Lontoon kakofonisille ja labyrinttimaisille 

kaduille ja pastoraalisesta Kultamaasta Rakkauden Ministeriön helvetillisiin syvyyksiin, Winstonin 

matka tietoisuuteen on alusta alkaen Puolueen instrumentoima kohti sen ennustettua loppua. 

Ympäröivän maailman aistihavainnon ja kokemisen kontrollointi on Puolueen lopullinen määränpää. 

Vuonna 1984 ei ole tarina valtiosta, joka valvoo, vaan ennemminkin tilasta, joka ohjaa, ja äänestä, joka 

käskee. 
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1. Introduction 

Why Orwell Matters 

What do we mean when we say that something sounds “Orwellian”? The term is often used 

when a new piece of legislation, under the guise of security, curtails some previously 

established right or freedom of individuals or groups. Sometimes it might be uttered as a 

response to revelations of institutional or governmental abuses of power that have been 

extrajudicially applied to their subjects or citizens. Increasingly, in our information age where 

much of our lives have moved online, it is applied to the practice of gathering and handling of 

individuals’ data by public and private organizations and corporations. As the age of artificial 

intelligence looms over the horizon, the prospect of an Orwellian reality waxes ever stronger 

in the imaginaries of people. The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) defines the word 

Orwellian as “Characteristic or suggestive of the writings of George Orwell, esp. of the 

totalitarian state depicted in his dystopian account of the future, Nineteen Eighty-Four 

(1949).” D. J. Taylor in his newly published biography Orwell: The New Life1 asserts that for 

our modern age the term has become a “key adjective” (2). For this study, however, it is not 

just about what is meant by the term Orwellian, or what kinds of dystopian images it creates 

in the minds of people when invoked. Rather, the question is: what does an Orwellian world 

sound like? 

This thesis examines the interplay of sound and space in George Orwell’s Nineteen 

Eighty-Four. I argue that aurality and spatiality are deeply intertwined and that sound 

functions as one of the central narrative drivers of the novel. The surrounding soundscape and 

the things and beings that enliven it transform how the environments are perceived, as even 

the most decrepit hovel inside the borders of Oceanian London can become a momentary 

                                                 
1 This is Taylor’s second Orwell biography, following his 2003 entry, Orwell: The Life. 
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piece of Eden for its occupants. Sounds, however, possess an inherently dualistic nature. 

They are capable of offering moments of spiritual liberation and transcendental experience 

while simultaneously serving as instruments of control and oppression. Through close 

readings of key spaces in the novel, this study shows how the soundscape shapes Winston’s 

physical and experiential journey which is ultimately directed by the Party that desires to 

control not only the sensory world itself, but also how it is perceived. 

Orwell’s literature is widely studied, and he is among those literary figures who have 

a dedicated research journal named after him. George Orwell Studies had its first issue in 

2016, and it is published biannually. From guest editorials to research papers, interviews, and 

book reviews, it covers a wide range of themes and issues pertaining to Orwell and his work. 

Of his books, Nineteen Eighty-Four in particular has enjoyed cross-disciplinary interest ever 

since its publication in 1949. Perusing research that has been published outside of the 

eponymous journal in the past fifteen years,2 the foci have tremendous variability there as 

well. The novel has been studied through the lenses of neurology (Mullen), and tautology and 

paranoia (Anson); utilized in discussions of financial transparency and privacy rights in 

banking (Niegel); it frequents futures studies literature either as the main focus of study, or as 

a framing device to evoke Orwellian imaginaries of possible futures (Anthony; Dolan); and, 

lastly, even the meanings of gin and beer in a starving society and the role of cosmetics as a 

form of resistance have been explored (Caponi; Sadaka). This certain malleability of the 

novel has not escaped Douglass, either, who writes, “1984 has come to be a kind of cultural 

Rorschach. It has passed into culture as a symbol and taken on a life of its own. All sorts of 

themes, many of them far removed from Orwell’s original concerns, have been associated 

with it. It is a measure of the influence of the book that this is possible” (263). Therefore, the 

                                                 
2 This choice is not arbitrary, as it marks the inflection point of exponential growth in social media usage, which 

precipitated fast and vast changes in our own information landscape. 
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novel—or the mere mention of Orwell—lends itself to many different purposes and 

theoretical frameworks, as there seem to be as many Orwellian imaginaries as there are those 

who are imagining them. 

However, research concerning space and sound in Orwell’s literature is few and far 

between, with the latter being virtually nonexistent as the primary focus. Although space has 

received some minor attention, much of it revolves around Foucauldian readings of the novel 

and the concept of the panopticon. Two of the more recent studies are James Tyner’s “Self 

and Space, Resistance and Discipline: A Foucauldian Reading of George Orwell’s 1984” and 

Raj Shah’s “Urban Panopticism and Heterotopic Space in Kafka’s Der Process and Orwell’s 

Nineteen Eighty-Four.” The former explores possible spaces of resistance in the surveillance 

state of Oceania and the latter the society’s inmate-like life and its effects on Winston. But 

viewing London, the “chief city of Airstrip One” (1984 5), through solely the panoptic lens 

has its issues.3 Chiefly, the panopticon fails to capture or account for the complexities in the 

physical and even moral structures of the society. There are also irreconcilable departures 

between the theory and the definition of the panopticon and the realized surveillance state of 

Oceania. These shortcomings will be elaborated further in the coming chapters. To preface 

these for now, the panopticon provides a false sense of security to commit infractions, and a 

semblance of hope as their prerequisite. This false sense of security is arguably not only the 

downfall of Winston, but also many of the Foucauldian readings of the novel. 

As it pertains to the sonic qualities of Nineteen Eighty-Four, the lack of previous 

research presents an opportunity to carve out a wholly new space of inquiry in the literature 

of one of the Anglosphere’s most influential writers. In addition to being perhaps one of the 

key narrative drivers of the novel, this thus-far-overlooked property is an instrumental 

                                                 
3 It should be noted that Tyner himself has his own reservations about the panopticon, namely due to the 

discordances in the concepts of power between Foucault’s theory and how power is realized in the novel.  
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conveyor of meaning in it. Winston’s aural perception affects his sense of place, and the 

sonority of the environment is often what makes the surrounding physical space either 

tangible or, conversely, intangible in the first place. Whether it is birdsong, loud explosions, 

the din of the telescreen, or music, the significance of these sounds manifests through the 

actions of the inhabitants of those spaces where they are heard. This study will show that the 

aural world of Oceanian London is what unearths ancestral memories of the past and allows 

an orientation towards an afore-unimagined future to be taken. These sounds rouse questions 

of morality and spirituality. They denote difference and similarity. Yet, in Orwell’s dystopia, 

sounds are also purveyors of untruths and propaganda. They are the harbingers of betrayal 

and death. 

 

For Your Information 

As the ever-growing mass of Orwell biographies,4 journals, and hagiographies—what 

Stephen Ingle calls the “Orwell industry” (3)—shows, Orwell’s grip on people’s interest has 

never quite relinquished, and, as Taylor writes, “Upwards of seventy years after his death, he 

seems more important than ever” (1). In the week of President Donald Trump’s first 

inauguration, the Amazon sales of Nineteen Eighty-Four inflated over 900 percent, and, at the 

time of writing, the 75th anniversary printing of the novel has once more climbed to the top of 

the Amazon best sellers list for classic literature and fiction (Taylor 2; “Amazon”). Ironically, 

however, this anniversary edition made headlines by including a trigger warning in its 

introduction about the problematic contents of the novel and its author, arguably succumbing 

to the very Orwellian excesses it warns against (Eastham and Stringer; Taibbi). 

                                                 
4 Orwell himself was vehemently against biographies of him being published, writing in his will that none 

should be written. His wife, Sonia Brownell tried her best to uphold that wish, albeit a “stream” of them began 

soon after Orwell’s death—later turning into a “torrent” (Taylor 9). 
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Nonetheless, these accumulating entries to all-things-Orwell are not the only things 

that speak to his indefatigable popularity and longevity. The perennial political theme of 

Nineteen Eighty-Four about the threat that a nation state could pose to the citizens of other 

countries and to citizens of its own, is one that cuts through time and cultures. In the years 

and decades after the Second World War, the permanent war-by-proxy between super-states 

in the novel was realized in the Cold War.5 In the post-9/11 era, the Orwellian sensibilities 

revolve heavily around the themes of information and information control instead. In the 

wake of the revelations of widescale spying and data collection by the U.S. National Security 

Agency in 2013 (Greenwald), the question of privacy and how private information of 

individuals is collected rose to worldwide public consciousness. In the words of James 

Gleick: “[I]nformation is what our world runs on: the blood and the fuel, the vital principle” 

(4). 

In his book The Revolt of the Public, Martin Gurri dates the beginning of our 

information age to 2011, during which several protest movements occurred around the 

world—all coming into existence as if out of nowhere.6 A major factor for these movements 

was the rise of social media ecosystems, which have since the turn of the millennia upended 

people’s traditional pathways of receiving and disseminating information. The information 

and official dicta that may have once come from within political, media, and academic 

institutions, were and are now challenged from outside of their confines of authority. Through 

the exponential growth in the amount of information available to be consumed, Gurri argues, 

the authoritativeness of any one source has decreased as a result (18). The proliferation of 

information has made the concepts of misinformation and disinformation pervasive in 

                                                 
5 Orwell used the phrase “cold war” already in 1945 in his essay for the Tribune called “You and the Atomic 

Bomb,” predicting that the bomb will result in “an end to large-scale wars at the cost of prolonging indefinitely 

a ‘peace that is no peace.’” 
6 The Arab uprisings in Egypt, Occupy Wall Street and the Tea Party movement in the US, indignados in Spain, 

and the tent city protests in Israel. 
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everyday parlance. In public policy debates they are seen as problems that require legislative 

solutions, which has worried national organizations concerned with citizens’ free speech 

rights, like The Free Speech Union in the U.K., and FIRE7 in the US (Attenborough; 

Eduardo). For better or for worse, this certain democratization of the information landscape 

has coincided with (or maybe precipitated) the many populist revolts and resurgences 

happening in many western societies. The historian and journalist Thomas Frank aptly 

documents the many waves of populism throughout modern history in People Without Power. 

The various populist movements share many similarities in the ways they have been 

perceived and depicted by the very institutions the movements were—at least nominally—a 

form of protest against. One important commonality that Frank does not note in his analysis, 

though, is that these uprisings seem to invariably coincide with radical transformations in the 

information landscape. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, something like a populist uprising is what 

Winston hopes for: “But the proles, if only they could somehow become conscious of their 

own strength. . . . If they chose they could blow the Party to pieces tomorrow morning” (72–

73). Unfortunately for Winston, however, Oceania’s information landscape that is dominated 

by the Party-controlled telescreen seems to be past radical and democratizing 

transformations. 

Sounds and soundscapes constitute a form of information, and their centrality in 

Nineteen Eighty-Four’s narrative is no mere coincidence. The turn of the twentieth century 

faced its own defining transformation in the form of the radio, which Orwell himself was part 

of during his time working for the BBC. The proliferation of this new form of media and the 

promise it contained finds its modern echo in the star-studded 2024 Audible adaptation and 

reimagination George Orwell’s 1984. Starring Andrew Garfield in the role of Winston, 

Cynthia Erivo as Julia, Andrew Scott as O’Brien, and Tom Hardy as Big Brother, the play 

                                                 
7 The Foundation for Individual Rights in Expression. 
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creates a discernible Orwellian soundscape from the mute pages of the original novel. 

Moreover, it contains a scene that is not present in the book aside from one passing mention 

by Winston. It reimagines and dramatizes Winston’s onboarding of the train that takes him 

to—what is revealed to be—the Golden Country where he eventually meets Julia, his lover. 

Thus, the play presents a unique opportunity to examine a version of an Orwellian 

soundscape that is undirected by any existing description of space or sound by Orwell, and it 

will be a part of the analysis in chapter 4 of this study. This singular scene brings to the 

forefront the humanity of the proles—a segment of the population of Oceania that is 

otherwise almost reduced to the status of mere curios in the novel. The differing soundscapes 

that surround Winston inside the silent carriage of Party members, and the raucous one of the 

proles shine the light on Winston’s hope in the proles. 

 

On Movements 

In a relatively short life, the sheer industriousness of Orwell as a writer provided not only an 

imaginary of a totalitarian state, but a vocabulary to adequately describe one. Orwellian is 

merely an umbrella term for many others, like thought police, thoughtcrime, more equal, 

memory hole, Newspeak, doublethink, unperson, room 101, two plus two equals five, and Big 

Brother. While this vocabulary and their newfound connotations might not have existed 

before he coined them for his works, their real-world practice certainly did. To think of 

Nineteen Eighty-Four as mere fiction betrays the wider twentieth-century geopolitical context 

and the personal experience from which Orwell created the dystopian society of Oceanian 

London. From the booths, canteens, and hallways of wartime BBC to the trenches of Huesca 

during the Spanish Civil War; from the tropics of colonial Burma in his younger years to 

being down-and-out in Paris and London, Nineteen Eighty-Four is a mixture of lived 

experience and keen historical observation. 
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The following chapter begins with a brief discussion regarding the developments in 

the early-to-mid-twentieth-century soundscapes of Britain and America. The growing 

influence of the radio, and other developments in sound production and aural experience are 

arguably instrumental for understanding the pervading soundscape of Oceanian London. Any 

discussion about the changing soundscape of the twentieth century would be amiss without R. 

Murray Schafer and his seminal work The Soundscape. While much of the research on 

sounds and soundscapes leans on his pioneering work, there is a steadily growing interest in 

our aural past, exemplified by the more recent studies by the likes of Emily Thompson, Todd 

Avery, and James G. Mansell. Although the aforementioned primarily document the 

technological changes and their effects in the twentieth-century world of sound, the work of 

Walter J. Ong on the meaningfulness and the future-oriented nature of auditory experience 

provides a central source of insight to the analysis of Nineteen Eighty-Four, where 

experiencing the past-present-future continuum is heavily dependent on hearing and 

generating sounds. Sounds of nature can take Winston to a pastoral past or enhance his 

experience of the moment, whereas loud bangs and the din of the telescreen are there to 

restrain his imagination and tether him to the present. Winston sees the future in the proles for 

the sounds they make, and considers himself dead for the silence he keeps. 

In the reverberating wake of sounds, Yi-Fu Tuan’s Space and Place considers 

holistically how not only physical space is experienced through our sensory apparatus, but 

also how the more ephemeral, mythical space, is formed. The mythical space in Oceanian 

London can be experienced in the Golden Country and in those serene moments Winston 

shares with Julia, whether they are in a decrepit bell tower or in the room above Mr. 

Charrington’s shop. These ascendant places where a semblance of bodily and spiritual 

freedom can be experienced have their counterpart in the depths of the Ministry of Love, 

where spatial experience can nevertheless be as evanescent as in the countryside. But instead 
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of a sense of experiential liberation allowed by moving in the expansive outside, the tight 

restrains and the extreme pain Winston is subjected to in Room 101 inhibits his spatial 

awareness, and blurs the line between reality and fantasy. 

Lastly, the issues with Foucault’s panopticon as it pertains to its application to the 

surveillance state of Oceania are twofold, which is why this study opts for an alternative. 

One, the supposed panopticon as realized in Orwell’s novel manifestly falls short in its 

singular task of behavioral control. Two, it lends itself poorly to the wider discussion on the 

sonoric qualities of the society. Instead, I propose that a novel interpretation of the rhizome 

more aptly encapsulates (quite literally) this totalitarian society and its capabilities and 

objectives in enforcing ideological conformity—both sonically and spatially. Though not 

entirely without surface-level issues that are discussed below, the rhizome—if it does not 

completely supplant the panoptic view—at the very least better accounts for the latter’s 

spatial blind spots and auditory dead zones. 

The examination of Nineteen Eighty-Four itself echoes the narrative structure of the 

novel. Winston Smith’s physical and spiritual journey from within to without, from enclosure 

to openness, from the center to the border, and from the visual to the auditory, is a quest for 

knowledge to explain the present, and to have the ability to dream of a future, which is 

largely driven by the sonic reverberations of an otherwise forgotten past. Delineated by the 

distinct physical spaces and experiential domains, the analysis is divided into three chapters, 

or what I will call movements. First, “Static” examines Winston’s apartment unit in the 

Victory Mansions in London, where his sedentary life is directed towards action by the 

singular space of the room and its soundscape. Second, “Cacophony” investigates the chaotic 

outside and the labyrinthine streets of the city’s prole quarters, and the how and the why the 

proles and Party members are differently tuned into their shared soundscape. Third, “Music” 

delves into the in-between spaces of the Golden Country and the chambers inside the 
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Ministry of Love. In these spaces Winston’s dreams and nightmares, and moments of 

supreme harmony and discord are created by the auditory experience. The love for Julia that 

Winston finds in the Golden Country is contrasted with the love for Big Brother that he learns 

inside Room 101; in both instances sounds play an integral role. 

As the outside world expands, so does the experiential domain of Winston. The 

overarching narrative of centralized totalitarian control against the individual’s core sense of 

self is a war that is ultimately waged in that domain. The interaction between sounds and 

spaces—sound in space—is a (if not the) pathway into those “few cubic centimetres inside 

your skull” (1984 29), which is the only space that Winston can still call his own and find 

refuge in. That is the one space that truly matters—both for Winston and for the Party.  
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2. Sounds, Senses, and Spaces 

What is a soundscape? The OED defines a soundscape as “[a] musical composition 

consisting of a texture of sounds,” or as “the sounds which form an auditory environment.” 

Schafer sees it as “any acoustic field of study.” Whether it is “a musical composition,” “a 

radio program,” or “an acoustic environment,” the characteristics of a soundscape can be 

studied just like we could the characteristics of any singular landscape (7). For Schafer, 

soundscape studies are “the middle ground between science, society and the arts . . . in which 

musicians, acousticians, psychologists, sociologists and others would study the world 

soundscape together in order to make intelligent recommendations for its improvement” (4). 

Echoing Schafer’s aforementioned cross-disciplinary sentiment, Thompson in The 

Soundscape of Modernity defines the soundscape as “an auditory or aural landscape,” and just 

“[l]ike a landscape, a soundscape is simultaneously a physical environment and a way of 

perceiving the environment; it is both a world and a culture constructed to make sense of the 

world.” She recognizes that any soundscape is inherently tied to the culture and the 

civilization in which it develops (1–2). 

The soundscape of the twentieth century presented opportunities for new imaginaries, 

with the radio quickly becoming integral as a source for information—not just for news, but 

for entertainment. Sometimes the inexperienced public mistook the one for the other, as was 

the case with H. G. Wells’ The War of the Worlds, when a 1938 CBS broadcast of the play 

caused mass hysteria as people in the U.S. thought that Martians were, in fact, invading 

(Eldridge 121). The radio “broke through the barrier of geographical distance in its power to 

synchronize people’s beliefs across space” (Siegel 24), and, as Avery notes in Radio 

Modernism, it “played a significant role in modernism’s development; it helped to bring 

modernism to a mass listening audience.” Indeed, the emergence of radio as a commercial 

and cultural product “brought into being a new kind of audience, the listener” (8). Cohen et 
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al. echo Avery by stating that it “changed the relation of authors and poets to their work; it 

transformed readers into audiences, and in doing these things it served as a catalyst for the 

reconfiguration of the relations between writers and readers that is so important a part of the 

Modernist project” (7). Orwell, being both a writer and a voice on the radio,8 was in the 

vanguard of this project. 

There is a certain duality to Orwell’s time working in radio for the BBC that in part 

speaks to the complexity of his character. Tasked to the corporation’s Indian Service during 

the Second World War, “Orwell broadcast on the state-run and censored BBC, delivering 

what he openly described as ‘propaganda’ to British-occupied India” (Mead 172). While his 

time in the BBC is better documented elsewhere, it should be noted that the struggle of 

navigating—among other things—the issues of propaganda, censorship, and imperialism 

inside the halls of the BBC is quite apparent on the pages of Nineteen Eighty-Four. Whether 

it was the British government’s weaponization of the radio possibly spurring the idea of the 

telescreen, the editorial meetings held in Room 101 at the corporation’s headquarters, or his 

admiration of the singing charwomen toiling in the early hours of the morning, much of what 

Winston encounters in the novel echoes Orwell’s experience inside the state broadcaster’s 

halls (Dinsman 97–98; Hitchens 25–26, 54). 

 

The Highs and Lows of Modern Soundscapes 

When Winston and Julia meet O’Brien in his apartment, O’Brien showcases his ability to turn 

off his personal telescreen—a privilege that is enjoyed only by high-ranking Party members. 

Winston realizes that “[a]fter the stopping of the telescreen the room seemed deadly silent. 

The seconds marched past, enormous” (177). This reaction by Winston shows that ambient 

                                                 
8 “Despite his thirty months at the BBC, despite countless radio broadcasts and panel discussions, no recording 

of Orwell’s voice has ever been found” (Taylor 103). 
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noise delivered via the telescreen cuts through the many spaces of Oceanian London. This 

could be a reflection on the developing soundscape and the “unnerving atmosphere” of the 

early-twentieth-century Britain. Mansell calls it “the Age of Noise,” in which “[n]oise 

imposed a modern state of being on its hearers, whether they liked it or not” (1–2). While 

noise represented societal progress, it was also seen as its “potential undoing” as noise was 

perceived to have an injurious influence on its citizens’ mental health (26). Yet, in Oceania, 

there is an inherent danger in silence, too, as Winston recognizes the one found in O’Brien’s 

apartment as “deadly.” There are other such instances in the novel where perceived silence 

carries an implied threat, and they are a part of the discussion in the chapters below. 

Aside from the sheer pervasiveness of the noisy soundscape and its potential effects 

on the people of the early twentieth century, Thompson extensively documents the 

technological developments in sound production and transmission, and how the newfound 

ways of consuming sounds changed the perception of them. She asserts that the dramatic 

changes in the aural perception—from sound-absorbing building materials to sounds 

becoming signals that were transmitted to and through electrical systems like microphones 

and loudspeakers—meant that sound “gradually dissociated with space until the relationship 

ceased to exist” (1–2). Schafer coined the term “schizophonia” to describe this uniquely 

twentieth-century development of dissociation. He argues that the groundwork for this split 

was laid in the mid-nineteenth century, which he calls the “Electric Revolution” (88). 

Coincidentally, Schafer’s revolution overlaps with what Daniel J. Boorstin in The Image calls 

the “Graphic Revolution.” Beginning in the early 1800s and truly reaching its developmental 

crescendo by the end of the nineteenth century, during this revolutionary period, Boorstin 

writes, “Man’s ability to make, preserve, transmit, and disseminate precise images—images 

of print, of men and landscapes and events, of the voices of men and mobs—now grew at a 

fantastic pace. . . . Americans crossed the gulf from the daguerreotype to color television in 
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less than a century” (12–13). Ong, for his part, titles the rise in electronic communication as 

“the age of ‘secondary orality,’” which “generates a sense for groups immeasurably larger 

than those of primary oral culture.” Implying the possibilities in the dissociation of sound 

from its place of origin, he also recognizes the role of radio and television in bringing 

speakers to “a larger public than was ever possible” (Orality 136–37). Nevertheless, whatever 

name one might use to describe the phenomenon, this late-nineteenth-century media 

transformation coincides with the rise of the first political movement in the U.S. carrying the 

“Populist” moniker (Frank 10).9 

For Schafer, the “three most revolutionary sound mechanisms” were the telephone, 

the radio, and the phonograph. The first two untied sound from “its original point in space,” 

and the third one from “its original point in time” (89). And although the relationship of 

space, time, and sound in the context of Nineteen Eighty-Four is discussed in more detail in 

chapter 3, it is prudent to already note that Oceanian London represents this separation 

between all of these elements in its most extreme form, to the point where sounds are not tied 

to the spaces they are observed in, where spaces seemingly exist out of time, and where the 

passage of time itself is often shrouded in ambiguity. 

Even though Winston is never outside the purview of the Party even in the 

countryside, there is a marked difference between the soundscape closer to the center of the 

city than that of the Golden Country. Schafer separates the urban and the rural soundscapes. 

For him, hi-fi is not something to be found in top-shelf audio products, but rather it is found 

in the country, or during nighttime, or used as a descriptor of “ancient times more than 

modern”; hi-fi soundscape exists when there is a “more favorable signal-to-noise ratio,” and 

                                                 
9 Frank writes, “The organization’s formal name was the ‘People’s Party”; it was mainly composed of angry 

farmers, insurgent agrarians who, in an enormous electoral surprise, had upended the political system in Kansas 

some six months previously. . . . By the time those reformers boarded the train home to Topeka, their movement 

looked to have a promising future: they had a platform, a cause, millions of potential constituents, and the 

ringing Jeffersonian slogan, ‘Equal rights to all, special privileges to none’” (10). 
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“discrete sounds can be heard clearly because of the low ambient noise level.” In “the quiet 

ambiance of the hi-fi soundscape, . . . the listener [hears] farther into the distance.” 

Contrastingly, Schafer writes, “In a lo-fi soundscape individual acoustic signals are obscured 

in an overdense population of sounds,” meaning that the hearer’s perspective on distances, of 

foreground and background, is easily lost (43). While never explicitly referred to as such, the 

city of Oceanian London is certainly a representative of a lo-fi environment to its extreme—

as if by design. In contrast, Winston’s sensory apparatus, especially hearing, is able to ascend 

him into a meaningful, almost transcendental experience in the hi-fi Golden Country. 

However, some hi-fi pockets can and do exist even inside the cacophony of the city, albeit 

they seem to have a prerequisite of being shared with Julia. 

 

Sounds Like the Future 

Winston’s auditory experience in the hi-fi soundscape of the Golden Country reaches a 

certain level of transcendence, which is replicated in other spaces that he shares with Julia, 

like the ruins of an old church bell tower, and their humble abode above Mr. Charrington’s 

shop. Ong’s The Presence of the Word captures the essence and importance of sound as it 

pertains to the experiencing individual, and also what sound as a property signifies—

especially how it relates to time. First, he considers the religious, or divine underpinnings of 

sound and its production, how it was integral for the “earlier oral-aural world” from which 

religions were brought forth, but which has since given way to a “more markedly visual 

world” (10). Second, sound is future-oriented, as the “necessary progression of sound through 

time appears to be one of its central properties, differentiating it from the objects of the other 

senses” (41). Third, it “is psychologically always something going on, something active” and 

it “implies movement and thus implies change” (41–42). Fourth, the word—transmitted 

mainly through voices and sounds—creates, unites, and sustains communities and societies; it 
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is “the basic agent holding society together” (310). In sum, then, what the spoken word 

signals is hope, and, for Ong, hope is the prerequisite for knowledge to grow (315). 

The religious, future-oriented, active, and uniting properties of sound present a 

conundrum when Orwell’s dystopian London is examined. All these properties are lacking, 

nonexistent, or their outright opposites morally and structurally, and this is reflected in the 

sonic world in which the vast majority of the society lives. London is not religious per se, as 

the many churches have been repurposed, abandoned, or torn down altogether—although Big 

Brother and the state are undoubtedly deified instead. It is not future-oriented either. Rather, 

Oceania is perversely obsessed with the past which can never be settled but it is kept in 

constant flux to justify the permanence of the present condition and its unquestioned 

preservation. Additionally, there is no real evidence of any form of community, which maybe 

once would have been marked by the ring of the church bell (Schafer 53). The society is held 

together solely by sheer force. Finally, as it pertains to knowledge, newspeak is designed to 

effectively nullify any effort to know, and the search and distribution of knowledge only leads 

one to the depths of the Ministry of Love. Oceanian London for Winston is a society of 

silence and whispers, where noise is not the product of the industry of its own people, but of 

propaganda of its rulers and the battering of the weapons of war of its supposed enemies. 

Paul Rodaway echoes Ong in Sensuous Geographies by intertwining sound and time 

when defining the features of acoustic space. He argues that the “auditory world . . . unfolds 

over time and continually changes.” Moreover, differentiating it from the “relatively stable” 

visual world, acoustic space is “dynamic” and “a world of nothing but action.” In the world 

of sounds we are positioned centrally, “listening out with the ear” all that which surrounds us, 

whereas in visual space we are positioned at the edge, “set at a distance by sight” (102–3). 

With this in mind, it becomes clear that Winston has lived and does live on the—literal and 

metaphorical—edge of the visual world. No wonder: the soundscape of Oceanian London is 
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polluted to mere propagandist white noise by the ubiquitousness of the telescreen, and 

hearing something one is not supposed to might make them complicit in thoughtcrime. What 

truly sets the proles apart from Party members like Winston is their alertness and ability to 

adapt to sudden changes in their immediate soundscape, as their survival under the threat of 

bombings is dependent more on what is heard rather than seen. As the study moves to the 

outside world in chapter 4, these differences in the sonic and visual landscapes between the 

two social classes of Oceania are central to the analysis. 

Oceanian London, then, often represents sound at its worst. As Ong writes, “Sound 

exists only when it is going out of existence. This means of course that it exists also only 

when it is coming into existence. If we stop bringing sound into existence, actively producing 

it, it is no longer there” (316). To bring this sentiment to its logical conclusion, existence 

itself is dependent on the creation of sound; to stop producing sound is to cease to exist. It is 

significant that for Winston rebellion can take place through sound: “Rebellion meant a look 

in the eyes, an inflection of the voice; at the most, an occasional whispered word” (72). Yet 

the party members are not capable of orchestrating such an act. That is why Winston’s 

considers them—him, Julia, and the Party at wide—being “the dead,” and the proles the 

living—"the future” (230). When Winston writes, “If there is hope, . . . it lies in the proles,” it 

is due to the “world-within-a-world” the proles live in (72, 75). He sees their world as a 

hopeful one due to the sounds that are created in it. Even in the surrounding cacophony, theirs 

is a world of song, laughter, and cries of newborn children. 

 

Room for Thought 

Sound and the information it carries inextricably ties into spatial experience. Our hearing and 

vision are fundamental tools in evaluating our position and stance to the other beings and 

objects that we share a space with. Often, before we are able to see, our hearing is there to 
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prepare us to what is on the other side of our ocular horizon, helping us to prepare and orient 

ourselves to whatever is incoming, or direct us towards finding the hidden thing that has 

piqued our curiosity. Sometimes we might forgo our vision willingly, by closing our eyes, to 

solely focus on the soundscape that surrounds us, so that it might transcend us to a wholly 

new experiential plane. 

Space and place are necessarily related to one another, their meanings often merging 

in quotidian use. For Tuan, however, “‘space’ is more abstract than ‘place,’” where 

“undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to know it better and endow it with value.” 

Place is something secure and stable, contrasted with “the openness, freedom, and threat of 

space.” Space is what allows, and what is needed for movement, thus place necessarily 

represents a pause to make “possible for location to be transformed into place” (6). In short, 

Tuan writes, “Space is transformed into place as it acquires definition and meaning” (136). 

Especially in Western cultures, space signifies freedom, suggesting “future and [inviting] 

action,” but, in turn, that freedom also makes one “exposed and vulnerable” to threats. Place, 

in contrast, is “a calm center of established values.” Tuan recognizes that both are needed by 

humans, as our lives are “a dialectical movement between shelter and venture, attachment 

and freedom” (54). Tuan’s Space and Place has enjoyed cross-disciplinary interest since its 

publication, and even for the study of a dystopian imaginary like Nineteen Eighty-Four it 

provides numerous ways to explore its protagonist’s experiential excursion. While Winston 

never finds freedom (unless it is the eventual freedom from his individuality), some of the 

places he ventures into transform from space to place through meaningful interaction—often 

due to the surrounding soundscape and the shared experience of it with Julia. Whereas in 

when Winston is alone, or when a certain reciprocity and understanding is found lacking, 

there are no such observable transitions from space to place. For instance, when Winston 

interrogates an older prole in a public house about the not-too-distant past and fails to get the 
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answers he desires, the physical space of the pub is left as strange and unknown as the past 

that Winston is trying to decipher. 

In Tuan’s analysis, the visual is in many ways preferred over the other sensory 

faculties for experiencing space. He writes, “[H]uman space is uniquely dependent on sight,” 

although, he adds, the role of the “other senses” is to “expand and enrich” that “visual space.” 

Unique to sound, however, is the way it “dramatizes spatial experience,” as “soundless space 

feels calm and lifeless despite the visible flow of activity in it” (16). Therefore, Tuan agrees 

with Ong and Rodaway on the inherent dynamism of sound. This dramatization occurs in 

many scenes in Nineteen Eighty-Four, several of which are subjects in the following 

chapters, and especially in the reimagined train scene of George Orwell’s 1984; the 

cacophony during the Two Minutes Hate appears to takes over the visual field, the contrast 

between the shouts of the thought police and the laughter of the proles inside the train 

carriages becomes a moment of revelation for Winston, and his and Julia’s first escapade in 

the Golden Country is enlivened by the singing thrush. 

Tuan delineates between three kinds of space: the mythical space, the pragmatic 

space, and the abstract space. Although all can have significant overlap between them, Tuan 

considers the difference between the mythical and the pragmatic that “the latter is defined by 

a more limited set of economic activities” (17). In other words, pragmatic space is akin to 

applied or practiced mythical space; an example that Tuan gives is the practice of agriculture 

and the rhythmic ties to stellar patterns as its underlying mythical meaning (90–91). In turn, 

abstract space is something unknown and still unlearned, and its only significance to us is its 

strangeness until it is “filled with meaning” and so transforming into a “concrete place” 

(199). Arguably all three varieties exist in Oceanian London, but of special interest is the 

concept of the mythical space. Tuan recognizes two “principal kinds” of it: the first is “a 

fuzzy area of defective knowledge surrounding the empirically known,” which “frames 
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pragmatic space”; and the second is “the spatial component of a world view, a conception of 

localized values within which people carry on their practical activities.” The former, thus, is 

what our imagination produces when envisaging something unknown that is beyond our 

capability to see—a faraway “mythical [geography] that may bear little or no relationship to 

reality” (86). As for the latter, it “functions as a component in a world view or cosmology,” 

and is “better articulated and more consciously held.” It is a “more or less systematic attempt 

to make sense of environment” (88). The second kind is closer to the aforementioned 

pragmatic space, then, where the mythical gives meaning to the practical. Oceania’s complete 

seclusion appears to restrict the capabilities of Winston’s imagination. Even in his dreams 

there is little thought about the world outside of its borders. The spaces of Oceania are 

necessarily disorienting and difficult to navigate. Indeed, chapter 3 illustrates that even his 

apartment, where Winston spends most of his time, defies a clear and familiar layout. And 

that irregular layout and the accompanying oppressive soundscape direct him to commit 

thoughtcrime by writing in his diary. 

 

The Panoptical Illusion 

The double act of space and sound conspiring to incriminate Winston already problematizes 

Foucault’s theory of the panopticon as an applicable referent to the totality that comprises the 

surveillance state of Oceania. The reservation with the theory is not that parts of it do not 

apply to the system that has a hold on the society, as they surely do. To the credit of Foucault, 

the panopticon has become a symbol of coercive power exerted by a state or authority via the 

threat of surveillance to influence people’s undesirable behavioral patterns. But how does 

mere surveillance, no matter its repressiveness, explain Winston’s spatial and auditory (or any 

sensory) experience? Or how is the narrative in Nineteen Eighty-Four driven by that 

experience, considering that much of it happens inside Winston’s mind and outside the 
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purview of the panopticon? Sensory experience and thought transcends the observational 

capability of the panopticon. Shah notes in his study of Nineteen Eighty-Four,  

Foucault neologizes panopticism to describe a form of power relying not on overt 

repression, but rather upon the continuous surveillance of a population and the 

consequent strict regulation of the body. . . . Panopticism induces a paranoiac feeling 

of conscious and permanent visibility in the subjects, inaugurating their 

internalization of the subjugating gaze. This instigates an automatic, quasi-instinctive 

regime of self-discipline that visibly manifests itself in bodily behavior. (702) 

Congruent with the notion of the strict regulation of the body that is imposed by the panoptic 

state, Tyner’s study on the spaces of resistance in the dystopian Oceania asserts that “Winston 

understands that to sit, for example, with his back to the screen for a longer period of time 

would raise suspicion. Accordingly, he adjusts, spatially and temporally, his behaviour and 

physical persona to challenge the apparent omnipotence of the Party through the use of 

telescreens” (143). Tyner is correct that the intention of Winston is to challenge or resist the 

Party with his actions. However, if such trifling acts are the standard for resistance, the 

Party’s omnipotence and the effectiveness of the panoptic apparatus is brought to question by 

bodily acts across society that far exceed mere way of sitting. The proles live in their own 

“world-within-a-world of thieves, bandits, prostitutes, drug-peddlers and racketeers of every 

description” (1984 75), and the supposedly tight rules and regulations for Party members are 

flouted repeatedly. Arguably the epitome of bodily acts, the “unforgivable crime” of 

“promiscuity between Party members” (68) is a crime that Julia at least proudly proclaims to 

have performed “[h]undreds of times—well, scores of times, anyway,” and she also opines 

that the “swine” of the inner Party are “not so holy as they make out,” implying that they 

would be willing participants in the act, too, given the chance (131). In turn, Winston 
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consorts with prostitutes, which is “one of those rules that you could occasionally nerve 

yourself to break” (68). The rule that Party members are not allowed to visit “ordinary shops” 

is not followed either (8). In fact, the whole premise of the novel rests on Winston going to a 

place he should not have gone, buying an object he should not possess, which results in him 

having thoughts which he should not think. When O’Brien forcefully states, “We are not 

interested in those stupid crimes that you have committed. The Party is not interested in the 

overt act: the thought is all we care about” (265), it begs the question, why examine the novel 

through a theory that specializes in surveillance and the overt act? 

The purpose of the panopticon and the way it is operated, Foucault writes, “[I]t does 

so not for power itself, nor for the immediate salvation of a threatened society: its aim is to 

strengthen the social forces—to increase production, to develop the economy, spread 

education, raise the level of public morality; to increase and multiply” (208). None of these 

aims describe the reality in Oceania, nor do they even describe the aspirations of the Party. 

O’Brien makes this clear when he says, “The Party seeks power entirely for its own sake. We 

are not interested in the good of others; we are interested solely in power. Not wealth or 

luxury or long life or happiness: only power, pure power” (275). The contrast between the 

two is evident in the abject socioeconomic decrepitude in Oceania. Thus, the desired self-

perpetuating and automatic regulation of bodily behavior due to surveillance, firstly, does not 

truly exist; even the most indefatigable Party loyalists like Syme and Mr. Parsons fail to 

unconsciously adhere to the state’s commands—much to their detriment. Secondly, the actual 

enforcement of physical behavior matching the Party’s ruleset is apparently arbitrary, to the 

point that it questions whether enforcement is in the interest of the Party at all in the late-

stage dystopia of Oceania. The ineffectuality of the panopticon is evident in the necessary 

existence of Room 101, where the wrong-thinking mind is tortured into submission—to 

finally perceive the world in a way that is acceptable to the Party. 
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Therefore, I propose that definitionally it is the rhizome that better applies to the 

societal and physical structure of the Oceanian society and the city of the dystopian London, 

and I will utilize a novel interpretation of it in the examination of the novel. As a biological 

organism, the OED defines it as “[a]n elongated, usually horizontal, subterranean stem which 

sends out roots and leafy shoots at intervals along its length.” Although the biological 

definition is also important for the spatial analysis of Oceania below, the contention between 

the natural and the synthetic is prominent throughout the novel, and my interpretation of the 

term accounts for both. The philosophical theory by Deleuze and Guattari in A Thousand 

Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia expands the metaphor of the rhizome from mere 

botany to literary criticism and cultural theory. They write: 

[U]nlike trees or their roots, the rhizome connects any point to any other point, and its 

traits are not necessarily linked to traits of the same nature; it brings into play very 

different regimes of signs, and even nonsign states. The rhizome is reducible neither 

to the One nor the multiple. . . . It has neither beginning nor end, but always a middle 

(milieu) from which it grows and which it overspills. . . . The rhizome is an 

antigenealogy. It is a short-term memory, or antimemory. The rhizome operates by 

variation, expansion, conquest, capture, offshoots. Unlike the graphic arts, drawing, or 

photography, unlike tracings, the rhizome pertains to a map that must be produced, 

constructed, a map that is always detachable, connectable, reversible, modifiable, and 

has multiple entryways and exits and its own lines of flight. . . . In contrast to centered 

(even polycentric) systems with hierarchical modes of communication and 

preestablished paths, the rhizome is an acentered, nonhierarchical, nonsignifying 

system without a General and without an organizing memory or central automaton, 

defined solely by a circulation of states. (21–22) 
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In addition to these characteristics, they add that the “rhizome has no beginning or end; it is 

always in the middle, between things, interbeing, intermezzo. . . . Where are you going? 

Where are you coming from? What are you heading for? These are totally useless questions” 

(26). More recently, the mathematician and economist Eric Weinstein used the term to 

describe the modern mainstream information landscape that—superficially—consists of 

many disparate news outlets, yet—under the surface—all propagate political messaging that 

is ideologically aligned, coining the term “journopaigning” to describe this practice 

(Weinstein 00:05:27; “Standards for Journalists”). Leaving the political discussion aside, I 

broach Weinstein’s argument to showcase how the metaphor of the rhizome can describe or 

critique intertwining physical structures, networked systems, and even ideological uniformity. 

These can include interconnected media or social media ecosystems, or, in the case of 

Oceania, the totality of the state apparatus of which media and surveillance technology are its 

offshoots. The concept of the rhizome concerns, then, on the one hand, with something 

natural and organic, and on the other, it can represent the synthetic human-adapted and 

adopted network-like structures of modern society. This same conflict exists in Nineteen 

Eighty-Four, where the Oceanian state’s synthetic structures have their naturalistic and 

rhizomatic connotative links. These include the underground ramifications of the Ministry 

buildings, the Chestnut Tree Café, the labyrinthine street network, the sprawling rail network, 

the behavioral organism that is the population of Oceania, the interconnectedness of the 

administrative state, the Ministry’s underground pneumatic tube network, the criminal 

underworld of London, the underground organization of the Brotherhood, Winston’s dreams 

of the below and his journey into the unconscious, and even the creases lining Mrs. Parson’s 

face. They all speak to the rhizome-like structure of the state and its widespread sphere of 

control and its effects. While Deleuze and Guattari’s intention was not to picture—let alone 

argue for—a society like Oceania with the rhizome, the definition they give is nevertheless 
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uncannily similar to it. What the rhizomatic view that I propose needs to contend with, then, 

is the prevailing perception of it being a theory of a kind of liberation—something that the 

panoptic view is always already exempt from—which might make the rhizome an 

unappealing descriptor to a dystopia such as Oceania. 

Indeed, an ostensible exception to the rhizomatic view’s compatibility would be the 

purported class hierarchy of Oceanian society, which is divided into three levels: the mass of 

proles at the bottom, the Party in the middle (which could be further divided into Inner and 

Outer Party members), and Big Brother at the top. But upon closer examination, this is a 

hierarchy in name only. Firstly, the proles are considered to be outside of the society in their 

own world to the point they are hardly considered at all by the Party. Emmanuel Goldstein’s 

book The Theory and Practice of Oligarchical Collectivism, which O’Brien claims to have 

written in collaboration with other members of the Party (1984 274), finally explains to 

Winston—and the reader—how and why the society functions the way it does. There we find 

that the proles “are not a permanent or necessary part of the structure,” and “[w]hat opinions 

the masses hold, or do not hold, is looked on as a matter of indifference” (217, 219). 

Secondly, Big Brother is merely the face given to the state ideology: “Nobody has ever seen 

Big Brother. He is a face on the hoardings, a voice on the telescreen. We may be reasonably 

sure that he will never die, and there is already considerable uncertainty as to when he was 

born. Big Brother is the guise in which the Party chooses to exhibit itself to the world.” Thus, 

there is no leader other than the pervasive ideology that permeates the only remaining strata 

of society that is actually of matter: the symbiosis between the Inner and Outer Party, where 

the Inner Party is the “brain of the State” and the Outer Party its “hands” (216–17). Thirdly, 

class is only one way to consider hierarchies. The inherent contradictions within Oceania and 

Ingsoc (its ideology) forces one to navigate an ethical and philosophical labyrinth where 

every (im)moral position is subject to change at any given moment. 
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The panopticon’s predominance as the tool for spatial analysis is ultimately fraught 

due to Orwell’s worldbuilding. This is why the rhizome can better account for how the spaces 

are organized. There is an inherent invitation in the physical structure of the society to break 

the laws that do not explicitly exist. In fact, the reading that Winston is manipulated towards 

thoughtcrime is not novel. A recent article by Jan-Boje Frauen argues the same, albeit his 

reasoning is derived from the curious correspondence with the dates in the timeline of 

Winston’s life, and as a result Frauen reaches the conclusion that the “timeline is so 

obviously unnatural that it strongly supports the thesis that Winston’s rebellion is artificially 

constructed on a deep-structural level from beginning to end. Winston is more than merely 

manipulated. He is programmed for thoughtcrime” (119). But rather than there being an 

underlying numbers game, I suggest that space and sound are gamed against Winston. The 

antagonist of the story is not a state that surveils, but rather a space that directs and a sound 

that commands. 

Yet the way that that space directs is neither invisible, nor is it silent. The telescreens 

are ubiquitous, and the propaganda they feed is incessant. The oppressive soundscape in 

many of the spaces in Oceania is a part of the rhizome’s sphere of influence. Furthermore, to 

examine Oceanian society, one has to contend with how the panoptic view could offer a 

satisfying explanation regarding space—or, in this case sound—especially considering how it 

already fails in the very task it was primarily built for: the regulation of the body. In turn, 

what the rhizomatic view needs to contend with is the incongruence between its intended 

purpose delineated by the theory of Deleuze and Guattari and how the ever-expanding 

definition they give is used in this study as a way of understanding Orwell’s dystopian 

imaginary instead. To account for this, the rhizome’s features should be read through their 

negative connotations. In the context of Nineteen Eighty-Four, antigenealogy is losing one’s 

parents and siblings, the inability to have one’s own children, and wholly discarding the 
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institution of the family. Antimemory is not knowing the past, the inability to imagine a 

future, and the disregard of history and culture. Variation can describe the instability of 

previously-agreed-upon truths. Capture is to be taken underground, to be imprisoned, and to 

be tightly strapped to a chair. Conquest is making one believe that two plus two equals five. 

Nonhierarchy is the inability to tell the difference between good and bad, and right from 

wrong. A non-hierarchical and non-signifying world necessarily becomes non-navigable, as 

even the most elementary moral hierarchies, language, and meanings of words would be 

contested. Questions of origins and destinations in a state of permanent present to a state that 

predetermines all answers are, in effect, pointless. The meaning of words and concepts and 

their proper usage is at the heart of Orwell’s literature, thus any theory applied to examine his 

works should show the same courtesy. 

Therefore, as with the positive theories of Ong and Tuan above, the rhizome should be 

considered through the negative as well. This inversion may in fact be necessary, as the 

society these theories examine is itself in many ways inverted. After all, in Oceania war is 

peace, ignorance is strength, and freedom is slavery. Perhaps this fact problematizes the 

panopticon’s status as the catch-all explanation. Considering the panopticon as all-seeing and 

all-powerful, yet with blind spots and weaknesses, merely serves to obfuscate, and maybe 

even subjects one to—in Orwellian terms—a form of doublethink where surveillance is 

privacy. The panopticon, if anything, appears to provide cover for readings of resistance and 

hope. However, in Oceania there are no such spaces of resistance or any realizable hope. Its 

spaces and soundscapes are carefully crafted to serve the needs of the Party, its ideology, and 

nothing else. Nineteen Eighty-Four tells us that the only space that matters is the few cubic 

centimeters inside one’s mind. Which is why controlling the sensory world through the 

perception of it is the Party’s final frontier. 
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Coming Up for Air 

Despite Winston’s best efforts to remember the past, we never find out what Oceania was like 

before the revolution which brought the Party to rule. Nevertheless, the door to the past is 

opened via the sensory world, which is still in parts outside the totalizing influence of the 

Party and its ideology—at least in the case of Winston. The sensory world that resists the 

stranglehold of the party can evoke memories of an ancestral past. How time works and is 

perceived in Oceania—where the present is permanent, the past is in flux, and the future is 

unimaginable—is heavily dependent on the sensory stimuli of the surrounding environment. 

Of those sensory stimuli, this study will focus on sounds and the portrayals of 

soundscapes and how they affect Winston’s experiential journey from enclosure to openness, 

from solitude to reciprocity, and from silence to music. The relationship that Ong sees 

between sound and time—future, to be more exact—is apparent from the first pages of 

Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, where Winston’s journey begins by him writing to and for 

the future. This temporal connection established inside Winston’s apartment is explored in 

chapter 3. The soundscape is also what truly sets the proles and the Party members apart in 

the groups’ distinct reactions to changes in it, and in the way they participate in its creation. 

Through revelations derived from the sonic world Winston realizes why he places his hope in 

the proles. Chapter 4 examines Winston’s expeditions into the cacophonous London, 

revealing the dizzying pull of its unnavigable labyrinthine world as well as the worlds of 

difference between the proles and Party members. The many dualities of the Oceanian society 

are exemplified in its soundscape, where the Party exerts its influence by polluting the 

airwaves with its network of telescreens, microphones, machines of war, and the adoring and 

cacophonous multitude seemingly enthralled by it all. But in those few moments the synthetic 

lo-fi soundscape of the city is superseded by the organic hi-fi soundscape of the country, a 

sense of ephemeral spirituality can be achieved. The Edenic instantiations of the Golden 
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Country find their infernal opposite in Room 101, and chapter 5 explores the contention 

between the two. 

The way Winston perceives space is greatly affected by the surrounding soundscape. 

Sounds can both make space dematerialize and make it tangible. The centrality of physical 

space, though, is problematized by how much of it is centralized to the state itself. Therein 

lies the reason for the importance of examining the sensory world. As Winston notes, 

“Nothing was your own except the few cubic centimetres inside your skull” (29), and that is 

why the auditory pathways to that space are the focus of this paper. The extent to which the 

Party in Nineteen Eighty-Four has captured the society, where it attempts to regulate thought 

rather than action, is why this study considers the state as a rhizome, in which the diffused 

gaze of the panopticon is only one aspect of its all-encompassing structure. Just as the 

rhizome definitionally is intermezzo—in-between things—so too does the Oceanian state 

seek to interpose itself between sensory stimuli and the human experience of them. The 

rhizome’s significance lies in its organic origins and its synthetic ends, as the contest between 

the two spans throughout the novel’s narrative. 

While the mere threat of surveillance might influence Winston’s conscious behavior, 

it does not guide his unconscious and the journey of discovery he embarks on. The following 

chapters will show that spaces and sounds direct him towards his eventual downfall from the 

experiential heights they first take him. Winston’s burning desire to rebuild a memory—any 

memory—and to generate a fuller picture from the snapshots that the sensory world awakens 

in him is the main narrative driver in the novel. However, that soundscape is not outside the 

influence of the Party’s control, and neither are the physical spaces without the Party’s 

manipulation. Nineteen Eighty-Four is a story of entrapment, rather than resistance—

directing rather than surveilling. If the Party’s “final, most essential command” is to “reject 

the evidence of your eyes and ears” (84), this study is a repudiation of that command.  
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3. Room of One’s Own; Static 

I now realized that there was no need to go as far as Burma to find 

tyranny and exploitation. 

—George Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier 

To write: to try meticulously to retain something, to cause 

something to survive; to wrest a few precise scraps from the void 

as it grows, to leave somewhere a furrow, a trace, a mark or a few 

signs. 

—Georges Perec, Species of Spaces 

This first movement examines the soundscape of Victory Mansions, and how it affects 

Winston’s spatial experience of his apartment, and that of his neighbors’—the Parsons’. It 

discusses why Winston’s room has never quite become a place for him, and the ways the 

outside world mirrors not only the physical space of the apartments, but also the physical 

condition of its occupants. For Georges Perec, writing “is how space begins, with words only, 

signs traced on the blank page” (13). As Winston marks the fateful date, April 4th, 1984, into 

his diary, he establishes the space-time continuum of his life. The exercise of writing is a way 

for him to practice his own voice, and it opens a door to remember the past and a window to 

imagine the future. However, the space and soundscape of his apartment undermine the 

agency behind his actions, as they direct him towards opening his diary. Writing down his 

thoughts makes Winston think, and, after all, it is thought that makes one a criminal in 

Oceania. 
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Right on Time 

The themes of aurality and spatiality in Nineteen Eighty-Four are evident from the beginning, 

and so, too, is the importance of sensory observation. Arguably all of the senses are used by 

the end of the very first page; the clocks “striking” thirteen, the smell of “boiled-cabbage and 

old rag mats” in the hallway, the feel of the ailing varicose ulcer, the gaze of the Big Brother 

poster, and the “fruity voice” emanating from the telescreen (3). Although the association of 

the fruitiness of the voice with taste might be more tenuous than the other examples of 

sensory experience, an explicit mention of taste follows soon after, as Winston describes the 

nitric acid taste of “Victory Gin” that gives one “the sensation of being hit on the back of the 

head with a rubber club” (7). The significance here is how every aspect of Winston’s sensory 

apparatus is oppressed or described through negative values. Most importantly, it is the 

“striking” of the clocks of the first sentence that introduces us—or awakens us—to Oceanian 

London, and to the intertwining topics of sound, time, and space. What the clocks striking the 

unlucky number of thirteen tells us, is that we, as readers, are latecomers to the party that has 

gone on for decades. 

In the first sentence of the novel, “[i]t was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks 

were striking thirteen” (3), the discordance between the exact time of day and ambivalence of 

what day it is signifies the pre-eminence of the present and its state of permanency. Signs of 

immobility and stagnation are apparent in the way Oceania’s physical spaces are described: 

“gritty dust” cakes the streets outside Victory Mansions, the lift of the apartment complex 

rarely works, the stench of the hallway seems to be a fixture, there is no electricity, and the 

ubiquitous posters of Big Brother are the only things decorating an otherwise cold and 

colorless outside world (3–4). Emblematic of the wider society, the “old flats” in the 

apartment complex—built around the 1930s—are “falling to pieces,” with flaking plaster, 

bursting pipes, leaking roof, and regulated heating (22–23). This decrepitude reveals more 
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than a society that is poorly run. On the contrary, Oceania is perfectly well-run for the 

purposes of a totalitarian hellscape which it aspires to be. Into the physical fabric of the 

society is etched the Party’s desire to enforce a state of stasis. 

Inside Winston’s apartment the ambient noise produced by the telescreen is 

foregrounded before any description of the flat itself: “Inside the flat a fruity voice was 

reading out a list of figures which had something to do with pig-iron. The voice came from an 

oblong metal plaque like a dulled mirror which formed part of the surface of the right-hand 

wall. Winston turned a switch and the voice sank somewhat, though the words were still 

distinguishable” (3–4). The inability to turn off the broadcast suggests that the noise produced 

by the telescreens is pervasive and invasive, cutting through all the spaces inside Oceania 

where they have been installed. This auditory pollution and its effects are described in the 

harshest of terms later on: “Day and night the telescreens bruised your ears with 

statistics . . .” (77). The amount of information circulating in Oceania and its deleterious 

effects mirror Gurri’s diagnosis of our own information landscape. But the lo-fi soundscape 

of Oceania is not a mere distraction from reality. Rather, it is bordering a form of physical 

abuse. 

In addition to the soundscape, the space of Oceania tries to direct its inhabitants and 

their behavior—especially Winston’s. Winston’s apartment’s “unusual geography” (7) and 

the way it is described make it difficult to picture the space holistically. What we do know is 

that he has a tiny kitchen, and in his living room there is a small table, a window, presumably 

a single bed, and a telescreen, but how they are interconnected is left open—or, rather, 

closed—to interpretation. However, the position of the telescreen and the small nook beside it 

are described in greater detail: 

For some reason the telescreen in the living room was in an unusual position. Instead 

of being placed, as was normal, in the end wall, where it could command the whole 
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room, it was in the longer wall, opposite the window. To one side of it there was a 

shallow alcove in which Winston was now sitting, and which, when the flats were 

built, had probably been intended to hold bookshelves. By sitting in the alcove, and 

keeping well back, Winston was able to remain outside the range of the telescreen, so 

far as sight went. (7) 

Tyner recognizes this alcove as “a design flaw” that allows for “momentary transgression” 

(143). But it seems as if the space was intentionally—for some reason, according to 

Winston—built or left for such transgression to occur. In fact, Winston feels as if the space 

and the diary both speak to him and direct him towards action—towards thoughtcrime: “It 

was partly the unusual geography of the room that had suggested to him the thing that he was 

now about to do. / But it had also been suggested by the book that he had just taken out of the 

drawer” (7–8; emphasis added). This arrangement, the oppressive soundscape created by the 

telescreen, the false sense of security created by the supposed misplacement of the telescreen, 

the opportune alcove right next to it, and the diary which he had recently acquired, alludes to 

the fact that Winston knows that his fate has been predetermined by the Party: “He was 

already dead, he reflected. It seemed to him that it was only now, when he had begun to be 

able to formulate his thoughts, that he had taken the decisive step” (30). Important here is 

how thought is connected to physical movement in space. Thinking is the first step in 

Winston’s journey, and that step seals his fate as a thought-criminal. Tyner’s optimism 

regarding a mere design flaw is ultimately misplaced, as it is established during Winston’s 

imprisonment and interrogation that “[t]here was no physical act, no word spoken aloud, that 

they had not noticed, no train of thought that they had not been able to infer.” The Party even 

replaced the “speck of whitish dust” on top of Winston’s stashed diary so that there would not 

be suspicion about the Thought Police’s omnipresent omniscience (289). Therefore, rather 
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than them being mere opportune oversights by the Party, the spaces and sounds of Oceania 

are created to test the fortitude of one’s unquestioning compliance. 

The moment of Winston buying the diary is what preordains his downfall, and the 

action of writing in it is what begins the countdown. By marking down the date “April 4th, 

1984,” even though unsure of its verity, Winston’s days become literally and metaphorically 

numbered. Winston’s present reality becomes anchored in time—as Tuan would describe it—

by the two objects of the pen and the diary. From photo albums to stone monuments that 

might carry meaning to a person or a people, for Tuan, the significance of objects is that with 

them “we can try to reconstruct” our familial or even cultural past. Tuan writes, “As one lives 

on, the past lengthens. . . . To strengthen our sense of self the past needs to be rescued and 

made accessible,” and a key to this past can be found in objects (186–90). This reconstruction 

is what Winston unconsciously attempts initially with his diary, and later with the glass 

paperweight. Both of these items he purchased from the fated shop of Mr. Charrington. His 

immediate thought after marking the date in his diary is to remember the past as he tries to 

deduce the year he was born, after which he turns his thoughts towards the future, to “the 

unborn,” as he wonders for whom he would—or should—be writing. The significance of 

Winston’s first penned memory is in the apparent admiration and fascination towards the 

cinematographic content of a propaganda movie he saw. As he details the mundane memory 

with poor diction, there is yet a sense of awe towards a scene in which a helicopter drops a 

bomb on top of a lifeboat carrying a “middle aged woman . . . with a little child,” which in a 

“terrific flash” turned into “matchwood,” after which “there was a wonderful shot of a child’s 

arm going up up up right up into the air” (10; emphasis added). Had this been the extent of 

Winston’s confessional, he might have been saved from eventually finding himself inside 

Room 101, since his thoughts are still ostensibly toeing the Party line. However, as he writes 
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further, he begins to think further. This thinking ultimately turns him from a believer to an 

aspiring revolutionary, and, therefore, into a thought-criminal. 

This first diary entry is effectively Winston’s stream of consciousness, as he is trying 

to find and practice his voice—if only an inner one. Although disjointed, confused, but eager, 

the act of documenting an event and creating a piece of history spurs Winston’s mind to 

remember other events of more significance with better clarity. As he is practicing his voice, 

he hears the voice of another. He remembers a dream from seven years earlier of “a pitch-

dark room” where he hears a voice which he believes to be O’Brien’s. It emanates from the 

dark and says to Winston: “We shall meet in the place where there is no darkness” (27). What 

makes this pen-induced dream—or memory—worthy of note is that it is not based on what he 

saw, but solely on what he heard. Per Ong’s thesis, the voice is a glimmer of hope for 

Winston, as it implies change and movement, and maybe even a form of community among 

fellow wrongthinkers. In addition to being a signal of hope, the utterance also creates a past-

present-future continuum. Winston’s eventual visit to Room 101—the place where there is no 

darkness—is preordained by O’Brien’s voice from the dream, which agrees with Ong’s thesis 

on the future-oriented nature of sounds. Winston’s waning loyalty toward the Party and the 

promise of Room 101 where his loyalty is restored, reflect the circular nature of the narrative. 

Essentially, the novel’s conclusion is given away in the first couple of chapters. Considering 

Orwell’s depiction of Oceania in the light of Ong’s positive, hopeful, and future-oriented 

view of sound, it seems only fitting that the greatest betrayals are committed via sound: 

O’Brien lies to Winston about the brotherhood, and Winston begs O’Brien to torture Julia to 

save himself from punishment. 
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Sonic Youth 

While the unusual geography of Winston’s apartment reflects a manipulative game that the 

Party is playing against him, the Parsons’ flat is more of a microcosm of the society at large. 

Many of the elements of immobility, stagnation, and decrepitude that can be observed in 

Oceania’s physical infrastructure are mirrored in the apartment, but also in the person of Mrs. 

Parsons. Winston describes her as a “colourless, crushed-looking woman, with wispy hair and 

a lined face. . . . She was a woman of about thirty, but looking much older. One had the 

impression that there was dust in the creases of her face,” which he later, “in the better light 

of the living room,” confirms to be the case (22, 25). Mrs. Parsons is a representation of the 

very temporal ambiguities that are ever-present in Oceania. Her being younger than she 

looks, there is an incongruity in how a person seems to be aging faster in a society where 

time effectively stands still. Moreover, the importance of dust should not be brushed off 

either, as here it signifies more than a lack of basic hygiene. Mentions of dust recur 

throughout the novel, but specifically as it pertains to Mrs. Parsons’ face, it is mentioned four 

times in total, meaning that this encounter leaves a lasting impression on Winston. As if the 

dust is oozing out of her core, or maybe burrowing in instead, she appears to already be in the 

process of being “vaporized,” something that Winston predicts will happen in two years’ time 

after her children denounce her to the Thought Police (64). 

Besides its weary and wary occupant, Winston observes and experiences the Parsons’ 

apartment with more than just his eyes. He notes “the usual boiled-cabbage smell” and the 

“sharper reek of sweat” of Mr. Parsons that lingers inside their abode even in his absence. 

The sense of smell in Orwell’s literature has been written about more widely, as it surely is a 

prominent feature in many of his works of fiction and non-fiction alike, often being tied to 
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discussions of his portrayal of differences between social classes.10 As William Ian Miller in 

The Anatomy of Disgust writes, “Disgust organized much of [Orwell’s] social and moral 

world,” later on adding that he “is a master at descriptions of revolting squalor” (238, 243). 

Nonetheless, bad smells in Nineteen Eighty-Four are remarked upon with a certain 

indifference, or with such matter-of-fact banality that they should be considered as a 

permanent background fixture in the sensory world of Oceania, much like the ambient noise 

of the telescreen. In addition to the telescreen, Winston hears “someone with a comb and a 

piece of toilet paper . . . trying to keep tune with the military music which was still issuing 

from the telescreen.” In this moment the futurity of sound and the tragic trajectory of Oceania 

are personified in the Parsons’ yet-unseen propagandized children and the mess they have left 

in their wake. In the flat “[e]verythig had a battered, trampled-on look, as though the place 

had just been visited by some large violent animal.” The walls are decorated with “scarlet 

banners of the Youth League and the Spies, and a full-sized poster of Big Brother” (23). It is 

no surprise that in Oceania’s youth culture idolatry is reserved only for Big Brother and other 

state entities in the absence of actual celebrities. 

The society-wide social dynamics and the physical and psychological destruction that 

the Party rule leaves in its wake are encapsulated in the Parsons’ apartment and in their 

children. The menacing soundscape inside the Parsons’ flat that previously only foreboded an 

escalation suddenly erupts as the two children accost Winston: 

                                                 
10 One of the particularly controversial and oft-cited passages is in The Road to Wigan Pier where Orwell 

journeys to report on the working-class struggles in the coal mining towns of northern England. He writes: “It is 

summed up in four frightful words which people nowadays are chary of uttering, but which were bandied about 

quite freely in my childhood. The words were: The lower classes smell” (119). At the time of the book’s 

publication, it gained strongly negative reactions, and it was lambasted for its “snobbery.” This was not the only 

controversy in Orwell’s career, however, as Hitchens aptly documents the criticism Orwell received—especially 

from the political left to which he ostensibly would be considered belonging to—whenever he was the subject of 

a story (Hitchens 46; Taylor 243). 
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‘Up with your hands!’ yelled a savage voice. . . . Winston raised his hands above his 

head, but with an uneasy feeling, so vicious was the boy’s demeanour, that it was not 

altogether a game. 

‘You’re a traitor!’ yelled the boy. ‘You’re a thought-criminal! You’re a 

Eurasian spy! I’ll shoot you, I’ll vaporize you, I’ll send you to the salt mines!’ 

Suddenly they were both leaping round him, shouting ‘Traitor!’ and ‘Thought-

criminal!’, the little girl imitating her brother in every movement. It was somehow 

slightly frightening, like the gambolling of tiger cubs which will soon grow up into 

man-eaters. (25) 

Leaving aside the issues with the sequence of the uttered threats and the potential 

productivity of an already vaporized person in the salt mines, the danger within the 

soundscape lies in the immediacy of the literal threats it contains and also in the promise of 

what these two children will surely grow up to become. Rodaway’s notion about acoustic 

space’s inherent dynamism especially resonates here. Winston being positioned centrally in 

the sonic maelstrom generated by the circling children furthers the balefulness of the 

soundscape—particularly so as the two cubs happen to be correct in their charges against 

Winston. 

Nevertheless, thus far the primacy for Winston is surely in the visual space rather than 

deducing warning signs by listening to his immediate soundscape. In detective-like fashion 

Winston notices dust particles in the creases of his neighbor’s face and he creates a detailed 

inventory of items inside her apartment. Yet the sounds of the children “trying to keep tune 

with the military music” barely registers for him. Mrs. Parsons, on the other hand, recognizes 

Winston’s step patterns when he returns from work. She also seems to already dread what is 

about to happen, trying to explain that her offspring had been indoors the whole day (23). 

Maybe having children makes one more aware of the potential that sounds carry. All the 
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same, everyone is uniquely aware of everyone else sharing their immediate environment, or 

at least they are wary of the potential of someone being there. In this society of distrust, there 

is reciprocity in mistrustful observation. 

 

No Alarms and No Surprises 

The significance of Winston writing—which he resumes right after returning from 

Parsons’—is not just in the text he produces on its pages, but how the process of writing 

affects his body, senses, memory, and even his immediate environment. Ong asserts, that 

“[w]riting . . . is essentially a consciousness-raising activity” (Orality 151), and Winston 

seems to exemplify this notion. Before he creates the first entry of the propaganda movie, he 

is “conscious of nothing except the blankness of the page in front of him, the itching of the 

skin above his ankle, the blaring of the music, and a slight booziness caused by the gin” (10). 

After he finishes writing about the memory of the movie, he recognizes what had brought 

him home to write in the first place. This moment of revelation is accompanied by a change 

in the soundscape. The “strident military music” (9) which he had lowered only moments 

prior, is “blaring” right before his panic-induced scribbling. This may either reflect Winston’s 

heightened sensitivity towards his surroundings, or that the telescreen’s volume is remotely 

controlled by the Party. Either way, the military music signifies the war between the 

individual’s awakening unconscious, and the consciousness enforced by the state. Winston is 

about to take his stand against the Party, which the Party always knew was going to happen. 

For Winston the music might sound strident, but for the Party this is a moment of triumph. 

In addition to Winston becoming conscious of his senses and the immediate 

environment, the temporal ambiguities that are otherwise rife in the novel seems to dissipate 

when he writes, and the timeline of his memories becomes more precise. The years that 

previously blended together become more delineated. For example, Winston is certain the 
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dream of the pitch-dark room happened seven years ago. Another diary entry regarding a 

night he spent with a prostitute says, “It was three years ago . . .” (66). Likewise, the way he 

counts the years since he last saw his wife, Katharine, reflects a more time-conscious 

individual: “It must be nine, ten—nearly eleven years since they had parted” (69). Lastly, 

when he remembers the photograph of the three traitors—Jones, Aaronson, and Rutherford—

it allows Winston to create a timeline of the events that followed the “Revolution” which 

ultimately left Big Brother as the sole ruler: “The story really began in the middle ’sixties . . 

.”; “By 1970 none of them was left . . .”; “it must have been in 1965 . . .” (78). 

The memory of the photograph is the most significant of them all. As Winston tells it, 

it was the one time “in 1973, it must have been,” when he had “unmistakable evidence of an 

act of falsification” by the Party (78). Winston can pinpoint to the exact time of the event and 

can describe the appearances of the men and their surroundings to the minutest detail. 

Arguably, it is the singular soundscape inside the Chestnut Tree Café that has retained the 

impression of the space and the moment for all the intervening years, for everything outside 

the walls of the establishment, or even the reason for his presence there, seems to be shrouded 

in mystery: 

It was the lonely hour of fifteen. Winston could not now remember how he had come 

to be in the café at such a time. The place was almost empty. A tinny music was 

trickling from the telescreens. The three men sat in their corner almost motionless, 

never speaking. Uncommanded, the waiter brought fresh glasses of gin. There was a 

chessboard on the table beside them, with the pieces set out, but no game started. And 

then, for perhaps half a minute in all, something happened to the telescreens. The tune 

that they were playing changed, and the tone of the music changed too. There came 

into it—but it was something hard to describe. It was a peculiar, cracked, braying, 
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jeering note; in his mind Winston called it a yellow note. And then a voice from the 

telescreen was singing: 

Under the spreading chestnut tree 

I sold you and you sold me: 

There lie they, and here lie we 

Under the spreading chestnut tree. 

The three men never stirred. But when Winston glanced again at Rutherford’s ruinous 

face, he saw that his eyes were full of tears. And for the first time he noticed, with a 

kind of inward shudder, and yet not knowing at what he shuddered, that both 

Aaronson and Rutherford had broken noses. (80–81) 

The soundscape that fills the space is essential to this core memory, because in the absence of 

the now-destroyed photograph—which would have been a key to the past—the music that 

played inside the room is what sustains the memory of the event. 

However, Winston’s presence in the café does not appear to be a coincidence, and 

neither is the fact that this is the memory Winston has so vividly retained. The prepared 

chessboard is on the table of the three gentlemen, but evidently it is not set for them, as they 

are not playing it; nor could they, considering the two-player nature of it. In fact, Winston 

notes in the very final scene of the novel that the “chessboard was always waiting for him,” 

suggesting that it is true in this instance as well (302; emphasis added). The music “playing” 

in the background becomes an extension to the game of chess that is awaiting its players. The 

alliteration between chess and chestnut is a sound cue to connect the space with the game that 

is about to be played. The jeering yellow note carries its tune throughout the novel in many 

different forms. The color denotes the aged pages of Winston’s diary (8); the complexion of 

Julia during their very first encounter after she falls down in the corridors of the Fiction 
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Department, and when they are finally caught in the room above Mr. Charrington’s shop 

(111, 230); the prisoners of war that are transported are “yellow men” (121); the “sinking 

sun” casts a “yellow ray,” or a “yellow beam” (150, 226); orange, for Julia, is a “round 

yellow fruit with a thick skin” (153); O’Brien’s servant is “yellow-faced” (177); when 

Winston is hit with a baton, “everything . . . exploded into yellow light” (251); Winston’s 

underclothes turn yellow during his captivity (283); the teeth of the rats O’Brien brings to 

torture Winston are yellow (299); and, in the final scene, once more, does the sun cast a 

yellow ray, accompanied by the same yellow note of Winston’s memory (300, 307). The 

yellow note of the music, then, carries a certain irony in it. Contrasted with the natural beauty 

of sunlight, the color is associated with pain, imprisonment, misapprehension, prejudice, 

servitude, rot, and—in Freudian terms—repetition, which fits with the circular nature of the 

novel itself. 

The space of the café represents this circularity, too, as it is the place where Winston’s 

path to thought criminality begins and ends. The “spreading chestnut tree” of the poem 

signifies both the café and the rhizomatic state of Oceania. The Chestnut Tree Café is the 

synthetic perversion of the pastoral image that its namesake is supposed to invoke. Instead of 

being a call for truth and beauty that is to be found in nature, the poem that is tinnily 

emanating from the telescreen is rather an invitation for lies and betrayal to be performed in 

the heart of the city. The ditty also foreshadows the future of Winston, who will betray—or 

sell—Julia in Room 101 to save himself. 

Winston, alas, is yet unable to see, or hear, what had brought him inside the café. His 

convenient presence in the space of the café was so that the Party could make its first move 

against the “the last man”11 (283). The visual clue of the chessboard is not enough for him to 

see that he is the player the Party has been waiting for. If he were to listen to the soundscape 

                                                 
11 An early working title for the novel was The Last Man in Europe (Taylor 483). 
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instead of merely hearing it, he would pay notice to the echo of the yellow note that seems to 

follow him. Were he to voice the alliterations found in the space; should he understand that 

the “they” in the poem are the three men, and the “we” signifies Winston and the Party, he 

might be able to recognize the game that the Party is playing at his expense. Nevertheless, 

understanding this would have condemned him into thought-criminality. Chess has a set of 

unchanging rules. The opposite is true for Oceania and the Party that rules it. 

This chapter has explored the solitary beginnings of Winston’s journey towards 

consciousness by the process of him writing in his diary inside his small apartment in Victory 

Mansions and how the soundscape aided and abetted the process. The act of practicing his 

voice via writing creates a temporality to an otherwise timeless sense of the present. Spatially 

the flats inside the apartment complex encapsulate the sordid life in Oceania. The decrepitude 

and greyness of the visual world is accompanied with a sound world polluted by the 

relentless noise produced by the telescreens and by the people—in this case children—who 

menacingly regurgitate the imbibed propaganda. The memories that emerge by the effect of 

Winston sitting in front of the diary, pen in hand in the small alcove of his apartment, reflect 

Winston’s desire to remember the past and to speak to the future. However, this instinct is not 

solely by his own making, as he is guided towards thoughtcrime by the surrounding space 

and soundscape that appear to persuade him to action. Even though Winston’s desire to 

document the past for future generations signifies a glimmer of hope, ultimately that hope is 

ill-placed, as the inevitable conclusion of his entrapment was arguably audibly foretold years 

prior. Considering Ong’s notion of hope being a prerequisite for knowledge, Winston’s 

obsession with knowing his own painful past, and what happened to Oceania, is nevertheless 

understandable. As he takes us to the labyrinthine streets of London, the audible world 

reveals the true differences between the peoples and the worlds of the proles and the Party 

members.  
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4. The Streets of Oceania; Cacophony 

In the first months of revolution there must have been many 

thousands of people who deliberately put on overalls and shouted 

revolutionary slogans as a way of saving their skins. 

—George Orwell, Homage to Catalonia 

When you have been a refugee, abandoned all your loves and 

belongings, your memories become your belongings. Images of 

the past, snippets of old conversations, furnish the world within 

your mind. When you have nothing left to guard, you guard your 

memories. You guard them with silence. You do not draw your 

treasures into the light, lest exposure soften their sharp—sad or 

gay—details. 

—Roya Hakakian, Journey from the Land of No 

Winston’s apartment window frames the spanning cityscape of Airstrip One and the four 

pyramidal structures of the Party—The Ministry of Truth, The Ministry of Peace, The 

Ministry of Love, and the Ministry of Plenty—the majestic emblems of their rule. These 

structures “dwarf the surrounding architecture,” taking command over the landscape of the 

city (6). As Winston gazes outside of his window, despite the noise of the telescreen behind 

him, he hears the sound of a faraway explosion of a rocket bomb and its “dull, reverberating 

roar. . . . He was alone. The past was dead, the future was unimaginable” (28). As Winston 

leaves the confined solitude of his apartment, his aim is to find answers for his own and 

Oceania’s past. 

This second movement examines three distinct spaces and their soundscapes outside 

Winston’s apartment: the Two Minutes Hate inside the Ministry, the labyrinthine streets of 
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the prole quarters, and the train Winston takes to the Golden Country. This chapter argues that 

the physical structure of the society is built to disorient its citizens, to inhibit their 

imagination and memory, and to bind them to the present. The cacophonous soundscapes in 

these spaces reinforce the state’s power and reveal the extent of the ideological capture the 

Party holds of its own members. Furthermore, sounds reveal what truly delineates the Party 

members from the proles. The ways the two groups are tuned into the sonic environment and 

how they participate in its creation, are what makes Winston rationalize his hope in the 

proles. 

 

The Madness of Crowds 

The rhizomatic structure of Oceanian London is both audible and visible. In the constructed 

and the synthetic the echo of the organic is concealed and repurposed almost as a show of 

strength by the Party. The four pyramidal Ministry buildings that overshadow the city create a 

stark contrast to the otherwise dull grey architecture of London. Winston observes that 

Minitrue (Ministry of Truth in Newspeak), “an enormous pyramidal structure of glittering 

white concrete, soaring up, terrace after terrace, three hundred metres into the air,” contains 

three thousand rooms above ground, and the corresponding ramifications below. . . . 

[O]n its white face in elegant lettering, the three slogans of the Party: 

WAR IS PEACE 

FREEDOM IS SLAVERY 

IGNORANCE IS STRENGTH. 

The same description is presumably true for the others as well, except for Miniluv (Ministry 

of Love), “the real frightening one,” whose edifice has “no windows in it at all” (5–6). Shah 
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sees the structures and their “phallic edifices . . . as inescapable visual reminders of the name 

of the father, their high-rising towers aptly recalling the watchtower of Bentham’s 

Panopticon, as well as the Freudian totem pole, both of which are emblematic disciplinary 

apparatuses” (708). While the religious symbolism of the apex of the pyramid can be argued 

for—although there being four apexes muddies the primacy of the singular symbol of the 

father—Shah’s reading disregards the network that permeates underground and prefers only 

that which is there to be seen. Thus, Orwell’s word choice of “ramification” seems to be 

particularly important, as it resonates with the rhizomatic structure of the society. The OED 

defines “ramification” as “[d]ivision or distribution into branches,” or as “[a] division or 

single part of (something with) a branched structure, as a plant, blood vessel, nerve, river, 

etc.” In addition to overshadowing the landscape, the structures also spread in the shadows 

underground. Literally and figuratively, the influence of the Party is both airborne by that 

which is visible and audible, and subterranean by that which is hidden and silent. 

Additionally, nature and trees that seem to be absent in the grey city of London can still be 

found in the homophonic echoes with the word “tree.” The repeated use of “three” conjoins 

the pyramidal structures with the Chestnut Tree Café: the three-hundred-meter-tall pyramidal 

structures that have three thousand rooms, all bearing the three slogans of the party 

emblazoned to their sides in a triangular shape represent that which aspires to conquer and 

supersede nature.12 

Observing one of these pyramidal structures from the inside reveals the human cost, 

and the animalistic result of that conquest. During the Two Minutes Hate inside Winston’s 

workplace at the Minitrue’s records department, Winston has a wordless intellectual 

exchange with O’Brien, which eventually spurs him to open his diary. What precedes the 

                                                 
12 This motif of triads that is present in Oceania is built into the structure of the novel itself, which is divided 

into three parts, has three main characters, and contains three “books”: Winston’s diary, Emmanuel Goldstein’s 

The Theory and Practice of Oligarchical Collectivism, and the appendix “The Principles of Newspeak.” 
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moment where Winston and O’Brien’s eyes meet for “a fraction of a second” (19) is an all-

round cacophonous performance, where arguably—in the madness of the crowd—the 

primacy of the visual for the Party members gives way to the auditory. The Hate begins with 

“a hideous, grinding screech, as of some monstrous machine running without oil.” The 

audience hisses and squeaks as Goldstein’s face appears on the screen, them becoming at the 

same time both a pit of snakes and a mischief of mice—predators and prey—producing an 

instance of dichotomy which are omnipresent in the society (13). The flurry of animal-like 

qualities attributed to the people quickly accumulate to the point of absurdity. Goldstein’s 

face resembles “a sheep, and the voice, too, had a sheeplike quality” (14). One woman in the 

crowd whose “mouth was opening and shutting” resembles “a landed fish.” Behind Winston, 

Julia is shouting “Swine! Swine! Swine!” at the screen (16). When the hate reaches its 

climax, Goldstein transforms into the sheep he merely resembled a moment ago, his voice 

becoming “an actual sheep’s bleat,” and—soon after that—melting into a submachine-gun-

wielding-and-firing Eurasian soldier. The crowd tries to compete in drowning out the voice of 

Goldstein, who is “capable by the mere power of his voice of wrecking the structure of 

civilization” (17). Perhaps the structures of civilization are necessarily wrecked in the Two 

Minutes Hate where mere instinct can reign supreme. The auditory is allowed its momentary 

primacy so that outside the performance of the Hate the visual and civility can resume their 

rule. 

The combination of what is heard and seen is what captivates the audience into such a 

frenzy. While the appearance of Big Brother’s face and the unheard words of encouragement 

restore the confidence of the audience, the “rhythmical chant of ‘B-B!’” which breaks out in 

the crowd entrances and soothes the adoring multitude: 

Then the face of Big Brother faded away again, and instead the three slogans of the 

Party stood out in bold capitals: 
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WAR IS PEACE 

FREEDOM IS SLAVERY 

IGNORANCE IS STRENGTH. 

But the face of Big Brother seemed to persist for several seconds on the 

screen, as though the impact that it had made on everyone’s eyeballs was too vivid to 

wear off immediately. . . . 

At this moment the entire group of people broke into a deep, slow, rhythmical 

chant of "B-B! . . . . B-B! . . . . B-B!" over and over again, very slowly, with a long 

pause between the first "B" and the second—a heavy, murmurous sound, somehow 

curiously savage, in the background of which one seemed to hear the stamp of naked 

feet and the throbbing of tom-toms. For perhaps as much as thirty seconds they kept it 

up. It was a refrain that was often heard in moments of overwhelming emotion. (18) 

There is a deep sense of irony at play in this scene and its soundscape. Goldstein, the target of 

the audience’s ire, is portrayed as a bleating sheep, yet that same audience is flocked in front 

of a screen and is eventually reduced to chanting “B-B!” reminiscent of the very bleat of 

Goldstein’s voice. For a moment, this “subhuman chanting” serves as “an act of self-

hypnosis, a deliberate drowning of consciousness by means of rhythmic noise” (18–19). In all 

its profaneness, this chanting that ends the Hate becomes a spiritual experience designed to 

suppress individuality in service of the communal—or the organism. 

The state of Oceania functioning like an organism is best exemplified in these 

moments of crowded cacophony. Another example is the scene during the climax of the Hate 

Week where a sudden switch of allegiances in the war happens. When an orator’s “voice, 

made metallic by the amplifiers” announces that the war that they have always waged against 

Eurasia has always been waged against Eastasia, “[m]erely it became known, with extreme 
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suddenness and everywhere at once, that Eastasia and not Eurasia was the enemy. . . . 

Without words said, a wave of understanding rippled through the crowd” (188–89). The wave 

of understanding becomes intertwined with the soundwaves permeating from the amplifiers, 

spreading outwards from the signal’s point of origin. Like white blood cells that attack 

foreign invaders in the body, the hate-filled crowd begins to tear down the propaganda 

posters that they believe to be the work of Goldstein’s saboteurs, but which in reality had 

been put up by themselves only days prior. The association with an organism is made more 

explicit by O’Brien who says to Winston during the latter’s captivity: “‘Can you not 

understand, Winston, that the individual is only a cell? The weariness of the cell is the vigour 

of the organism. Do you die when you cut your fingernails?’” (276). During the “riotous 

interlude” in the square Winston receives the suitcase that contains Goldstein’s book (189). 

However, what Winston considers to be a riotous and timely interlude that provides cover for 

his crime against the Party, it is merely the Party’s next move in the game that began years 

ago in the Chestnut Tree Café. 

Setting the scene of the Two Minutes Hate inside the ministry apart from the memory 

of the café is how the primacy is given to the auditory rather than the visual. In a way, the 

soundscape is what is seen here, as the only things that are described are those who are 

participating in its creation. The complete lack of spatial description apart from the “big 

telescreen” in front of some chairs that the people have dragged “out of the cubicles in the 

centre of the hall” (11), creates an image of people shouting inside and into a void; there such 

state-sanctioned cacophonic transgressions can be performed safely. The only things to see, 

then, are the screen and the people staring at it, and the only things to hear are the noises from 

the telescreen and the sound of those shouting at it. In this scene, Tuan’s notion of sound’s 

unique role in dramatizing spatial experience becomes true to such extent that the physical 

structures which are there to contain it disappear—drama is all there is. Rodaway’s definition 
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of acoustic space especially resonates here. He writes, “Acoustic space is dynamic, not static. 

It is an appearing and disappearing of single sounds and sounds voicing together. It is a world 

of nothing but action” (103). In such cacophony only soundless communication becomes 

possible, which is what transpires between Winston and O’Brien when they exchange the 

momentary look: “‘I am with you,’ O’Brien seemed to be saying to him. ‘I know precisely 

what you are feeling. I know all about your contempt, your hatred, your disgust. But don’t 

worry, I am on your side!’” Unfortunately for Winston, apart from O’Brien being on his side, 

much of that message is true. Thus, the “perpetual threat” of the panoptic gaze, which “causes 

the subjects to internalize the workings of its scopic power within themselves” (Shah 705) is 

ultimately subservient to acoustic discord—or to disruptions of rhizomatic harmony. 

 

London Calling 

The cacophonous soundscape that can dominate other sensory stimuli is not the only 

disorienting force inside the Ministry buildings. In fact, the Ministry buildings are purpose-

built to disorient the senses and spatial awareness. Winston uses the word “labyrinthine” to 

describe the corridors that run through the Ministry buildings. Furthermore, the same 

descriptor occurs four times in different contexts; it describes the maze-like Ministry 

buildings, the pneumatic tube network that is responsible for transferring information through 

and between the Ministries, the language of Newspeak, and the streets of Oceanian London. 

Orwell thus ties labyrinthine qualities to physical traversing both the inside and the outside 

spaces, and also to the essence of information and how it travels. The totality of the four 

weaves a pervasive disorienting force that cuts through much of the society. 

I argue that the many labyrinths are parts of the Oceanian rhizome for what they 

represent both physically and metaphorically. Winston’s excursion inside the city is 

challenged by these labyrinthine forces, concretizing in difficulties of navigation, information 
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extraction, and sensory observation. These labyrinthine references and their significance in 

the novel have only recently been studied by Selina-Marie Scholtz and Geoff Rodoreda. They 

note the similarities in the labyrinths of mythology and those of Oceania: disorientation, 

potential imprisonment, and the quest to conquer what the labyrinths contain (79). Despite 

these similarities, they correctly note that the labyrinths in Nineteen Eighty-Four go beyond 

their mythical counterparts, for in the novel “each of these labyrinths is a construction of the 

regime” and each “serves to index the regime’s all-encompassing and ever-expanding control 

of everything, from small to large, from individual minds to the entire spaces of a city” (86). 

These labyrinths, then, are a way to control—to direct—Winston’s movements inside 

London.  

Winston’s journey into the streets of London foregrounds the role of the sensory 

apparatus, especially the senses of smell and hearing, which precede the involvement of any 

visual observation. The chapter begins, “From somewhere at the bottom of a passage the 

smell of roasting coffee—real coffee, not Victory Coffee—came floating out into the street. 

Winston paused involuntarily. For perhaps two seconds he was back in the half-forgotten 

world of his childhood. Then a door banged, seeming to cut off the smell as abruptly as 

though it had been a sound” (85). Rather than complementing one another, there is an 

emergent competition between the olfactory and auditory senses inside the city, where one is 

superseded by the other; the former opens a door to Winston’s past, and the latter snaps him 

back to the present, interrupting his momentary daydream. The lo-fi soundscape of the streets 

of London restricts access to other imaginable worlds. Only the present is accessible, and this 

seems to be a part of the totalitarian design. Winston’s dérive reveals the dizzying influence 

of the streets as he wanders “off into the labyrinth of London, first south, then east, then north 

again, losing himself among unknown streets and hardly bothering in which direction he was 

going” (85). Winston attributes the same terminology for the streets as to the “labyrinthine 
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world of doublethink,” where two contradictory thoughts can be true at the same time (37). 

Structurally, Oceania’s contradictions lie in its mythologically inspired architecture, which 

implies stability, hierarchy, and permanence—none of which are in supply—while the streets 

that spread like a rhizome are purpose-built to disorient the city’s inhabitants so that a sense 

of place may never be established. 

The differences between those inhabitants—the proles and the Party members—are 

rather superficial, as Winston describes the prole quarters he wanders through. He notes the 

“battered doorways . . . suggestive of rat-holes,” the “puddles of filthy water,” the “people” 

who “swarmed in astonishing numbers,” the “barefooted children,” and the “broken and 

boarded up” windows. The proles are not the only ones who are described with such animal-

like qualities, like the above discussions of the Parsons’ apartment and the Two Minutes Hate 

established. Animal metaphors in the novel are ubiquitous, whether denoting members of the 

Party or the proles. Moreover, Winston feels as if the proles consider him as an animal as 

well: “The women studied him in hostile silence as he went past. But it was not hostility, 

exactly; merely a kind of wariness, a momentary stiffening, as at the passing of some 

unfamiliar animal.” In his mind, what makes Winston an animal in the eyes of the proles are 

his blue overalls that mark him as an outsider. But the actual mark of difference is betrayed 

by the proles’ distinctly lower-class vernacular, which is evident when the prole women with 

“strident voices” say to one another: “But if you’d of been in my place you’d of done the 

same as what I done,” to which the other replies, “Ah, . . . that’s jest it. That’s jest where it is” 

(86). While he is certainly betrayed by his outfit, it is hard to imagine that being the sole 

reason for Winstons unfamiliar appearance. Rather, it might have been his silence that 

marked him as an outsider—or as a potential predator. 

The sound of their speech is, however, not the only auditory clue delineating the 

proles from the Party members. The actual difference is in the way the two groups are tuned 



 

 54 

into the surrounding soundscape and how the proles are adapted to sudden changes in it. As if 

stuck in the visual world, Winston notes the sudden tumult that breaks out on the street 

without understanding what is happening: yelling, people grabbing their children and darting 

inside the rat-holes “like rabbits.” One man, who is implicitly tied to sound for wearing “a 

concertina-like black suit,” explicitly becomes a part of the changing soundscape, as he “ran 

towards Winston, pointing excitedly to the sky. ‘Steamer!’ he yelled. ‘Look out, guv’nor! 

Bang over’ead! Lay down quick!’” (87). The scene, from the time the commotion begins and 

until the moment the rocket bomb lands, lingers as if it was in slow motion, giving Winston 

ample time for reflection: 

The proles were nearly always right when they gave you a warning of this kind. They 

seemed to possess some kind of instinct which told them several seconds in advance 

when a rocket was coming, although the rockets supposedly travelled faster than 

sound. Winston clasped his forearms above his head. There was a roar that seemed to 

make the pavement heave; a shower of light objects pattered onto his back. (87) 

If true that the rockets travel faster than sound, their threat—just as it was with Winston 

above—is perceived in their silence before the impact. Maybe the differences between the 

experiential worlds of the proles and Party members can be explained by the fact that “the 

great majority of the proles did not even have telescreens in their homes” (75), making them 

not as numb to the lo-fi soundscape as a Party member likely is. Or maybe the battering of 

rocket bombs mostly affects the people in the prole quarters, necessitating a special survival 

instinct and keen awareness to minute changes in the soundscape. The explosion leaves 

Winston eerily unfazed by the ordeal, for when he sees a severed hand in the rubble, he 

merely kicks “the thing into the gutter” (87–88). This nonchalant reaction and the following 

throwaway action by Winston invoke the same imagery as the propaganda movie he first 
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wrote about in his diary, and once more underlines the moral ambiguity of the novel’s 

supposed hero. 

Winston’s journey inside the labyrinth becomes a descent into the structural rhizome 

by the repeated use of “down” and its derivatives: “He . . . turned down a side-street to the 

right,” “The street into which he had turned ran downhill,” “The street . . . then ended in a 

flight of steps which led down into a sunken alley,” “The alley led out into the main street, 

and down the next turning, not five minutes away, was the junk shop where he had bought the 

blank book which was now his diary. . . . [H]e descended the steps and crossed the narrow 

street. It was madness, of course” (88–90). However, Winston’s dizzying trek signifies more 

than movement in physical space. His trajectory and intent combined symbolize a traversal 

down to the recesses of human memory; he desperately tries to question the old man in the 

pub, whose memory turns out to be “nothing but a rubbish-heap of details,” and he finds 

himself doing the same with Mr. Charrington soon after, albeit with more success (95, 99). It 

is also an exploration into Winston’s Jungian shadow as he, in effect, tries to become 

conscious. For Jung writes, “No tree, it is said, can grow to heaven unless its roots reach 

down to hell” (43), meaning that for one to become capable, especially in this case to combat 

a totalitarian system, it necessitates the integration of the unconscious to a person’s 

consciousness, or, in Jung’s words, “recognizing the dark aspects of the personality” (8). In 

the context of Oceanian London, Jung’s tree metaphor becomes poignant indeed. Likewise, 

the descent investigates not just Winston’s own mind, but also the confines of a collective 

hive-mind. Failing to find answers from the old man in the pub, he remarks, “[The proles] 

remembered a million useless things. . . . They were like the ant, which can see small objects 

but not large ones” (96–97). Lastly, it is a descent to the lowest rung of Hell, which Dante 

reserves for betrayal. Winston will suffer from and also commit this ultimate sin himself in 
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the deepest part of Ministry of Love, in Room 101, where he, “shouting frantically” to 

O’Brien, demands Julia to be tortured instead of him (300). 

The labyrinths and the pyramids represent profound structural dichotomies and ironies 

in Oceanian London. On the one hand, it is a society that is so afraid of a past that might 

come to haunt it that there is a constant need to reinvent it, yet, on the other, its urban layout 

and main operational facilities are relics and symbols of an ancient world and mythology. For 

a society that tries to exist out of time, its architecture is, in effect, timeless. The labyrinths of 

London can mean many things, but ultimately the excursion, even in this maze, is 

predetermined—always leading Winston to his prophesied end. Scholz and Rodoreda seem to 

concur, at least in part, with this predetermination and the notion of Winston being directed: 

“Winston is subsequently interrogated, tortured and guided into and along a number of spaces 

within the labyrinth or maze that is the Ministry of Love, before being led to what must exist 

in every menacing labyrinth, a dreaded centre, in this case Room 101,” with O’Brien as its 

minotaur (87; emphasis added). In the end, however, some of their conclusions are puzzling, 

as they seem to fall into a form of doublethink. Although they rightly recognize “the regime’s 

all-encompassing and ever-expanding control of everything,” they still attribute the flâneur 

Winston “a temporary anonymity, to escape the surveillance of the regime.” They even 

suggest that the labyrinth itself could have been the “hiding place” in which he “may have 

been able to remain anonymous and undetected” had his desperation to find answers about 

the past from the proles not exposed him (85–86). They, in a sense, blame the noise of his 

actions for breaking his cover. Yet, at the same time, it is his silence, as discussed above, 

which makes him stand out. Thus, it seems that there is a futile desperation to see and seek 

refuge in the structures of Oceanian London; not only by Winston, but by the people tasked to 

heed the warning that his story represents. When Winston sees hope in the proles, it is not 

because of where they live, but because of the way they live. 
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Train of Thought 

The differences in the ways of life between the proles and the Party members are showcased 

earlier in the adapted audiobook than in the novel itself. In the original text, this contrast 

emerges when Winston and Julia tryst in the room above Mr. Charrington’s shop. In George 

Orwell’s 1984, it occurs already on the train he takes to the soon-to-be-revealed Golden 

Country of his dreams to meet Julia for the first time. However, that voyage only gets a 

passing mention in the novel. Winston notes that “[t]here had been no difficulties about the 

journey” after he arrives in the countryside. The train itself, he explains, “was full of proles, 

in holiday mood because of the summery weather,” and that he exchanged a few words with 

some of them (123–24). Instead, in the adaptation Winston’s getting on the train is given its 

very own extended scene—one that deviates sharply from the novel’s description of an 

unproblematic trip.13 As one might expect from an audiobook, the scene is dramatized and 

romanticized through sounds, and those sounds reveal why Winston places his hope in the 

proles. 

Trains in Orwell’s literature might deserve a research project of their own, but here, 

however, only one scene from outside of the confines of Nineteen Eighty-Four is examined. 

The reasons for selecting it are twofold. One, the audiobook presents us with an example of a 

product that realizes a soundscape from an Orwellian imaginary outside of direct, applicable 

description by Orwell. Two, the train as a symbol of modernity, and as a form of 

transportation, provides a unique space for discovery, especially as it pertains to social 

differences between the proles and members of the Party. 

The significance of train travel and the momentous cultural shifts it created are aptly 

investigated by Wolfgang Schivelbusch in his seminal work The Railway Journey. In it, 

                                                 
13 There are many examples of artistic liberties that are taken in the audiobook in comparison to the source 

material, yet this scene is probably the most significant one, since much of it does not exist in the book in the 

first place. 
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Schivelbusch writes, “[T]he steam engine . . . exemplified the gradual process of industry’s 

emancipation from nature” (2). As discussed above, Oceania has taken this separation from 

nature to extreme extents. That in part explains Winston’s desire to know about the past, and 

his underlying, maybe unconscious yearning to return to nature—which is reflected in the 

subject matter of many of his dreams. Furthermore, the train as a mode of transportation also 

changed how people perceived space and time. Schivelbusch continues, “Motion was no 

longer dependent on the conditions of natural space, but on a mechanical power that created 

its own new spatiality.” In other words, the natural world was shrinking (10–11). 

Additionally—continuing with the previous theme of disorientation—as the railroad replaced 

old transportation technologies, it annihilated the established traditional space-time 

continuum: “Compared to the eotechnical space-time relationship, the one created by the 

railroad appears abstract and disorientating, because the railroad . . . negated all that 

characterized eotechnical traffic; the railroad did not appear embedded in the space of the 

landscape the way coach and highway are, but seemed to strike its way through it” (37). An 

element of this annihilation happens between the scenes of the hanging in Victory Square—

where in the cacophonous crowd Winston and Julia plan their meeting—and when Winston 

arrives to the countryside where the two eventually meet. The steam engine also represented, 

Schivelbusch writes, “Mechanical uniformity,” a type of security and order to the danger and 

chaos that preceded it (14). The “machine ensemble,” the totality of the system represented 

by the railroad’s constituent parts, “interjected itself between the traveler and the landscape” 

(24). Moreover, Schivelbusch describes the machine ensemble that formed during the 

nineteenth century by the unification of railway systems “as one great machine covering the 

land” (29). Purportedly the main source of transport in Oceania, the railroad perfectly 

encapsulates the totalitarian control of the state working in uniform, where any freedom to 

deviate is minimized by predetermined lines, timetables, and entry and drop-off points. Much 
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like the machine ensemble, the audiobook interposes itself into the gap that previously 

existed betwixt the two aforementioned scenes, perhaps committing a sacrilegious act by 

exerting its own authority or authorship by creating a soundscape that was not previously 

there. 

Generally, the audiobook’s soundscape is reminiscent of retrofuturism, mixing noises 

of old machinery together with sounds of futuristic systems. For example, in this scene we 

hear the whistle blown by the conductor (Part 4 03:43), and the steam whistle and the 

mechanical clanking of the train (03:47–04:00). Contrastingly, the transition between the 

space where Winston is the observer and the control room of the Thought Police where he is 

being observed sounds as if we as listeners are moving through the data streams of the CCTV 

cameras (03:19–03:25). However, the scene begins with the sound of a train speedily 

whistling by from left to right, which interrupts the singular sound of the tightened rope 

swinging from side to side in the preceding scene in the Victory Square (02:39–02:50). 

Although Winston is yet to step on the train, through the sound of the train travelling from 

left to right the listeners are notified that they, too, are moving forwards in space and time. 

The stark differences between the soundscapes of the two carriages—one reserved for 

Party members and the other for the proles—become apparent as Winston progresses through 

them trying to outpace the Thought Police which he suspects is pursuing him. The former 

carriage is almost soundless and void of life, where, apart from Winston’s footsteps, no one 

else seems to be moving. The only sounds are faint, distant chattering that might not even 

come from inside the carriage, and a nearby sound of snoring. The commands of the Thought 

Police are loud and clear, although they emanate from one of the carriages behind. However, 

even their shouts are unable to breathe life into the carriage of the Party members that 

Winston desperately tries to exit (04:00–05:17). Contrariwise, when Winston barges into the 

prole carriage, the first sound that greets him is a crying baby. This sound alone evokes a 
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sense of life—vitality—that was missing in the previous soundscape. Moreover, it projects a 

sense of the future, and maybe even hope for that future—a young mind still untouched by 

state propaganda. The childlike cheer and curiosity that the proles immediately direct at 

Winston with their barrage of questions—about his wellbeing, whether he is going on 

holiday, information about the war against Eurasia—concretizes the difference between the 

groups: voicing such a question is an overt attempt to reconfigure one’s way of thinking, and 

that is something that a Party member would not dare to do (05:18–06:00). 

There is a spectrum of people of all ages in the carriage, each showing unfiltered and 

opinionated curiosity, and surprising awareness of the reality inside Oceania. They can see 

through at least some of the propaganda they are victims of. An old lady in her heavy prole 

vernacular proclaims, “There’s always a bleedin’ war on!” And when Winston says that he 

does not work for the Ministry of Peace, the lady guffaws, “A-ha! Peace, he says! Peace, my 

teeth! . . . Oh, I’ve got more sense than all those bleedin’ Ingers14 put together. They don’t 

even know ‘oo they’re fightin’ most of th’bleedin’ time” (05:54–06:18). The old lady is 

audibly aware of the ever-changing dynamics between the three belligerents, then, something 

that a Party member surely would not admit. The machine ensemble interrupts the exchange 

by the conductor’s whistle, and when a Party member is pulled from one of the carriages by 

the Thought Police, the proles express sincere sympathy for him. They are aware that he will 

be sent to the Ministry of Love which the unfiltered old lady calls “Hell on earth,” and one 

man joins in, calling the Ingers who works in Miniluv “sadistic bastards” (06:19–06:52). 

Nonetheless, all of their consternation instantly subsides when the conductor’s whistle rings 

again, and the train departs from the station: “Woohoo! Off we go!” one yells, and another 

without care admits they are going to buy some butter from the black market, which causes 

the others to burst out laughing at this blunt admission in the company of Winston—and 

                                                 
14 “Ingers” is what the proles call the Party members (English Socialists, “INGSOC”) in the audiobook version. 
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whoever else might be listening. A soft piano tune with a sostenuto of strings begins to play 

in the background, accompanying the faint laughter, as Winston in his thoughts reflects, “I 

have never seen so many smiles before—real smiles, not the hypnotized grins at the end of 

Two Minutes Hate. These people smile with their eyes—their entire face. I try it too, for a 

moment. It feels strange. . . . If there is any hope, it lies with the proles” (07:01–08:16). 

Therefore, it is in their unforced sincerity, inquisitiveness, and joyfulness—things that he is 

physically and mentally unable to partake in—where Winston sees and hears hope. 

The actual journey to the countryside is left shrouded in mystery in this instantiation 

of the story as well, thus maybe it, too, is obscured by the machine ensemble. As soon as 

Winston’s inner monologue about the proles concludes, the techno beat of the theme music 

supersedes the jubilant soundscape of the carriage. It plays for a moment, followed by the 

blaring horn of a passing train—again moving from left to right—as the sound of wheels 

gliding on the tracks fade into the distance. From a brief moment of silence, birdsong slowly 

crescendos. Winston and the listener find themselves in the Golden Country, where the 

cacophony of the city changes into music of the nature (08:16–08:45). The train scene 

manages to flesh out and humanize the proles more than the novel in which they never ascend 

the role of mere curios to be observed, or unknowing husks to be questioned. In fact, the roles 

of the inquisitor and interrogatee are reversed in the adaptation. Nonetheless, the audiobook 

also silences a fear of Winston’s that he also tries to suppress in the original novel: “But if 

there was hope, it lay in the proles. You had to cling on to that. When you put it in words it 

sounded reasonable: it was when you looked at the human beings passing you on the 

pavement that it became an act of faith” (1984 89). This doubt is never voiced in the 

audiobook. Additionally, it also fails to reconcile with or acknowledge the rife criminality in 

the world of the proles. Hence the adaptation ultimately succumbs to its own form of 

Orwellian rewriting. 
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This chapter has explored the outside spaces of Oceanian London, as well as the 

differences their soundscapes reveal in the experiential worlds of the proles and Party 

members. The city is built to disorient its occupants structurally through its labyrinthine 

streets and experientially through its cacophonous soundscape. Winston’s travails inside the 

city reveal that the actual differences between the two groups lie in how they observe and 

partake in the creation of the surrounding soundscape—whether by noticing incoming danger 

sooner, by the way they talk to one another, or even by the way they dress. Moreover, 

Winston’s journey through the labyrinthine streets represents not just a physical descent 

deeper into the city’s rhizomatic structure, but it also symbolizes the pull of his innate desires 

and the state’s objective to ensnare him. The voyage to the countryside that Winston embarks 

on signifies a greater integration into the structure by making him participate in the machine 

ensemble of the state. The adapted train scene dramatizes Winston’s experience inside the 

train, where the experiential disparities in the soundscapes between the two carriages 

exemplify the differences between the proles and Party members. The silence and lifelessness 

inside the Party members’ carriage are juxtaposed with the vivid joyfulness of the proles’ 

carriage. Winston’s inability to partake in the audible joy the proles are willingly sharing 

keeps him as the other—and the proles inside their own world-within-a-world. Whatever joy 

Winston might be witnessing, the experience of it is not his own.  
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5. Forest for the Trees, Signal for the Noise; Music 

Verse — and perhaps good verse of its own kind, though it would 

not be the highest kind — might survive under even the most 

inquisitorial regime. 

–George Orwell, “The Prevention of Literature” 

And in the end, of course, a true war story is never about war. It’s 

about sunlight. It’s about the special way that dawn spreads out 

on a river when you know you must cross the river and march into 

the mountains and do things you are afraid to do. It’s about love 

and memory. It’s about sorrow. It’s about sisters who never write 

back and people who never listen. 

–Tim O’Brien, How to Tell a True War Story 

The experiential crescendo that Winston is about to reach in the Golden Country is always 

undermined by the story’s prophesied conclusion. Furthest away from the physical center of 

the city of London, the Golden Country represents both a physical and an experiential border 

zone. To Winston this is the farthest that he will ever travel and the closest he will ever come 

to feeling free. The Golden Country, rather than being a singular physical space outside of 

London, is an ephemeral, pastoral space that is recreated wherever Winston and Julia are 

together until their eventual capture. The Golden Country finds its opposite in Room 101, 

where Winston’s body and mind is broken and created anew; where he loses the remains of 

his individuality and is eventually integrated into the structure of the state. The following 

final chapter explores these ephemeral spaces, their sounds, and their inherent dualities. In 

chapter 3, the exercise of writing into his diary allowed Winston to remember his own past. In 

chapter 4, he endeavored to the labyrinth of the city to find answers to Oceania’s past. In this 
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chapter, the climax of Winston’s story occurs when his memories of the past fuse with the 

ancestral memories of a lost culture and its people. Access to these memories is granted by 

the surrounding world and its sensory stimuli. While sounds are integral in widening 

Winston’s experiential aperture and the driving factor behind his quest for knowledge, they 

are also eventually utilized by the Party to break his mind and body within the cells of 

Ministry of Love. 

 

Almost a Home 

In the Golden Country the soundscape of the countryside’s pastoral space affords a sense of 

spirituality to break through. Here Orwell’s prose is at its most poetic, providing the reader 

and Winston a momentary respite from the dull grey and noisy confines of the city and the 

overbearing influence of the state: “Winston picked his way up the lane through dappled light 

and shade, stepping out into pools of gold wherever the boughs parted. Under the trees to the 

left of him the ground was misty with bluebells. The air seemed to kiss one’s skin. It was the 

second of May. From somewhere deeper in the heart of the wood came the droning of 

ringdoves” (123). The contrast that this scene of arrival creates with the first scene where 

Winston enters Victory Mansions elucidates the conflict between the city and the countryside. 

As Raymond Williams writes, during England’s industrialization, the countryside became to 

represent “the idea of a natural way of life,” and the city “the idea of an achieved centre” in 

“the English experience.” Yet they also gained their negative connotations, with “the city” 

seen “as a place of noise, worldliness and ambition,” and “the country as a place of 

backwardness, ignorance,” and “limitation” (1–2). In Oceania the boundary between the two 

is porous, however, as the countryside—although it might present an experiential and spatial 

separation—is nevertheless under the sphere of the Party’s influence. Any sense of ease one 

might feel while there is misplaced, and Winston is aware of this, too: “There were no 
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telescreens, of course, but there was always the danger of concealed microphones” (123). The 

threat that the city poses on Winston even in the countryside is sonic in nature. 

There is a duality in Winston’s description of the woods both sonically and spatially. 

The doves that he hears may sing a song of liberty, but were he to make a sound, it could lead 

to his imprisonment. The ringdove, which carries a ring-shaped mark around its neck, is a 

fitting choice to symbolize the false dilemma Winston faces when he follows their droning 

invitation—and Julia’s guidance—deeper into the woods, and closer to becoming a captive 

himself. As a mythological place, the woods can both provide—whether it is safety, 

nourishment, or beauty—and threaten—whether with deceit, violence, or death (Steele 91–

92). In the words of Robert Pogue Harrison, who extensively examines the portrayals of 

forests in “the religions, mythologies, and literatures of the West”: “The story is full of 

enigmas and paradoxes” (Forests x). They are present here, too, in the changing of light and 

shade, and the golden pools hiding under boughs. Once again, the space invites and directs 

him towards promised experiential golden riches in concert with the sounds of the ringdoves. 

The Golden Country and the connection between Julia and Winston come alive when 

the thrush lands near them, on their level, and begins singing. Winston wonders “[w]hat made 

it sit at the edge of the lonely wood and pour its music into nothingness?” Although that 

“nothingness” refers to the lack of perceivable purpose, the bird’s song also seems to 

annihilate the physical distance between the lovers. The soundscape then blurs with the 

landscape and becomes tangible: “But by degrees the flood of music drove all speculations 

out of his mind. It was as though it were a kind of liquid stuff that poured all over him and 

got mixed up with the sunlight that filtered through the leaves. He stopped thinking and 

merely felt” (130). The word choices of “liquid stuff” and “mixed up” interrupt the flow of an 

otherwise elevated account of a spiritual experience. These lapses may signify lingering 

remnants of an underdeveloped voice and vocabulary, showing Winston’s intellectually 
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stunted growth under the totalitarian rule, and his certain childishness that at times emerges in 

the novel. 

The description of Julia’s and Winston’s physical and spiritual coming together 

through music agrees with Richard Leppert’s thesis on the “enveloping character” of sound, 

which “brings us closer to everything alive. Hearing musical sound, with or without words, 

makes us especially aware of proximity and thus of connectedness” (“Desire” 305). The 

thrush’s singing combines the two into one, as Julia’s “body seemed to melt into his. 

Wherever his hands moved it was all as unyielding as water” (1984 130). Additionally, the 

pair is absolved from temporal considerations as the scene with the thrush lingers. When the 

bird begins its soliloquy, Winston notes the time passing “minute after minute” as it sings, 

and the “few seconds” of rest it takes in between, but the passage of time soon goes unnoticed 

(130). For Tuan, the quality of timelessness is inherent to “distant places,” one of which the 

Golden Country undoubtedly is, both as a place in the physical world away from the city, and 

as an ephemeral space. This transition towards the ephemeral happens through music, and 

music, according to Tuan, “can negate a person’s awareness of directional time and space.” 

Synchronizing the movements of the body with “rhythmic sound,” he continues, “cancels 

one’s sense of purposeful action, of moving through historical space and time towards a goal” 

(Space 128) The noted lack of purpose in the thrush’s singing is mirrored by the two bodies 

purposelessly listening to it. For a fleeting moment, the twosome is in what Tuan refers to as 

“‘presentic’ unoriented space,” where people are freed “from the demands of purposeful goal-

directed life” (129). Because as soon as the thrush takes flight and the music discontinues, the 

space becomes oriented once more and a goal has emerged for them. They go “back to the 

clearing . . . inside the ring of saplings,” which has become a concretized place to which they 

can return to commit their Party-corrupting deed (1984 131). Nevertheless, this ringed space 
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that the lovebirds have chosen disquietingly echoes the rings around the necks of the doves 

and ultimately brings to question the agency in their decision. 

The Golden Country is more than the singular place on the outskirts of London or the 

eerily similar image of it in Winston’s dreams. Since Winston is unusually familiar with it 

even though he does not remember visiting it before, the Golden Country represents Tuan’s 

mythical space of the first kind, the “fuzzy area of defective knowledge surrounding the 

empirically known” (86). It is also a place of Winston’s and Julia’s own creation which 

comes into existence in their moments of intimacy, where remnants of that pastoral space 

emerge in the varied spaces they meet each other. Before their first escapade to the woods 

when they convene in the cacophony of the hanging in Victory Square, the “fleeting squeeze” 

of a few seconds that Julia gives to Winston’s hand becomes a small eternity. Winston has 

“time to learn every detail of her hand,” while the rest of her, from her surname to the color 

of her eyes remains shrouded in mystery. Whereas in the forest the music of the thrush brings 

them together, here the noisy mass of people pushes them together. A foreboding presence, 

though, can be found in the mournful gaze coming “out of nests of hair” of the prisoner about 

to be hanged (122–23). The noose of the prisoner becomes a precursor motif to the ringdoves, 

and the nests of hair parallel their first nest inside the ring of saplings, signifying the wider 

arc of surveillance, captivity, punishment, and death. Their second nest—quite literally so—is 

in the tower of an abandoned church. There “[t]hey sat talking for hours on the dusty, twig-

littered floor.” Even here, pigeons are present, if only in the form of the remnants of nests 

they once built and the lingering smell of their droppings (136). In this room Winston and 

Julia are necessarily in oriented space, as they transform the space itself into a map: “And in 

her practical way she scraped together a small square of dust, and with a twig from a pigeon’s 

nest began drawing a map on the floor” (143). While certainly a confined space, the room is 

not impenetrable. The arrow slits of the belfry provide opportunity for observation and 
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surveillance for both those within and without the space. Therefore, the space materially 

provides them the tools to hatch their future plans of action, and the arrow slits of the tower 

reflect their belligerent intent against the Party, but also the Party’s against them. Because the 

room is effectively a vacuum, as there is no mention of ambient noise coming from the 

outside, they are able to fill the space with probably their most profound and detailed 

conversation. Winston is able to memorize and retell stories about his wife, Katharine, and 

their failed marriage. Julia opens up about her educational background, and her theory of how 

the Party is able to control the population through “sexual privation” (136–39). In this space, 

their respective pasts intertwine with their present, allowing them to map a possible shared 

future. 

The final instantiation of the Golden Country is inside “the shabby little room above 

Mr. Charrington’s shop” (143), where their shared future reaches its experiential and 

interpersonal acme. The space becomes a place for them and the closest thing that they could 

call a home. When Winston first visits the room without Julia, it fills himself with nostalgia, 

and “awaken[s] . . . a sort of ancestral memory” in him, an innate knowledge of what living in 

it would feel, look, and sound like. He ruminates that in there, one could be “utterly alone, 

utterly secure, with nobody watching you, no voice pursuing you, no sound except the 

singing of the kettle and the friendly ticking of the clock” (100). But that memory belongs to 

a different time and place, because now, when he is about to rendezvous there with Julia, the 

clock “ticking away” does not strike a friendly—or familiar—sound, but rather a disorienting 

one: “The clock’s hands said seven-twenty: it was nineteen-twenty really. She was coming at 

nineteen-thirty.” And his ticking heart seems to agree: “Folly, folly, his heart kept saying: 

conscious, gratuitous, suicidal folly” (143). At the same time, another voice from the outside 

haunts his senses: “a monstrous woman, solid as a Norman pillar, with brawny red forearms 

and a sacking apron . . . was singing in a powerful contralto. . . . The tune had been haunting 
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London for weeks past” (144). While Winston does observe her from above, he is not looking 

down on her. Quite the contrary, Winston’s palpable reverence with a hint of pity towards the 

“motherly and eternal and enduring” woman outside the window might reflect Orwell’s own 

experience observing the singing charwomen tasked to clean the halls of the BBC (Hitchens 

26). Nevertheless, like the man in the concertina-like black suit who warned Winston about 

the rocket, once more a prole is characterized with musical terminology. Here, however, it is 

an aural description, instead of the previous ocular one, possibly denoting a movement 

towards a more balanced approach to sensory perception by Winston from what previously 

was a primarily visual one. Winston, then, is slowly returning to what Ong described as the 

“earlier oral-aural world” (Presence 10). 

 

The Half-Remembered Rhyme 

The nonsensical lyrics of the prole woman’s song are of little import, but how the songs that 

circulate among the populace are created is significant. The jingoistic song is one of the many 

jingles that are created “entirely by mechanical means” in the Music Department by a 

machine called the “versificator.” A machine that nowadays we would consider to be a form 

of artificial intelligence, the versificator creates all types of media to be consumed by the 

proles (1984 45–46, 144–45). The removal of the human element from the production of 

music presents an added schizophonic separation in the soundscape of Oceania. Leppert, who 

discusses his thesis on sonoric landscapes in the context of paintings where the “visual 

representation” of music is “semantically crucial” to understand them (293), he writes that 

sonoric landscapes 

are both heard and seen. They exist because of human experience and human 

consciousness. Music . . . connects to the visible human body not only as the receiver 
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of sound, but also as its agent or producer. The human embodiment of music is central 

to any understanding of music’s sociocultural agency. The semantic content of music 

. . . is never solely about its sound and the act of hearing. It is instead about the 

complex relations between sound and hearing as these are registered and as they 

mediate the entire experience of being. That experience is physical; intellectual . . .; 

and spiritual, though hardly restricted to the religious or the mystical. . . . The sonoric 

landscape is peopled and hence interactive. It is external to the human subject yet 

internalized by its sight and sound. (294) 

Observing the sonoric landscape of Oceanian London with this in mind, then, the lack of 

human agency in the production of music inhibits agency and interactivity down the line as 

the music is further reproduced and disseminated. For Leppert, “[m]usic, as a phenomenon 

that acts through time, when heard contemplatively stops all other activities. As such, it is an 

exercise of power, a political act” (302). The exercise of power in the case of Oceania, 

however, is for the music to not be contemplative. Rather, the music—or “the dreadful 

rubbish” (1984 145) as Winston calls it—is designed to inhibit contemplation, therefore 

reserving the exercise of power through music as a prerogative of the state. 

The separation of the human element from the production of the music that permeates 

Oceania is contrasted with the fragment of a verse that Winston remembers, and in great part 

his journey is driven by his need to piece together this sonic remnant of the past. While 

Winston is looking at a painting of a church in the room with Mr. Charrington, the 

shopkeeper absentmindedly recites, 

‘Oranges and lemons,’ say the bells of St Clement’s, 

‘You owe me three farthings,’ say the bells of St Martin’s—. (102) 
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This “half-remembered rhyme” awakens another ancestral memory in Winston, although this 

one is categorically different from the others. As Winston hears the rhyme, it creates a 

soundscape of the past for him: “It was curious, but when you said it to yourself you had the 

illusion of actually hearing bells, the bells of a lost London that still existed somewhere or 

other, disguised and forgotten. From one ghostly steeple after another he seemed to hear them 

pealing forth. Yet so far as he could remember he had never in real life heard church bells 

ringing” (103). The fact that Winston hears an echo of church bells is not without 

significance. According to Schafer, the church bell is “the most salient sound signal in the 

Christian community,” as “it defines the community, for it makes the parish an acoustic 

space, circumscribed by the range of the church bell.” In addition to being a creator of a 

community, the church bell “was an acoustic calendar,” tying sound and time together in a 

practical manner (53–55). Mansell, in the same vein, describes how in “wartime Britain,” that 

is, during Orwell’s lifetime, “the sound of church bells, and especially rural church bells, was 

evoked as an auditory metaphor of the nation,” uniting it “in both a spiritual and a spatial 

sense” (154, 156). Moreover, Mansell contrasts the “unifying sound of church bells” to the 

“bomb noises” that “came to be thought of during the war as a sound that divided the 

embattled British population” (170). This seems to be congruent with the reality in Oceanian 

London where the lack of community is as evident as the sounds of falling bombs with their 

“dull, reverberating roar” that have replaced the ringing of the bells (1984 28). The dreamy 

echo of the bells conjured by the rhyme generates one of the most hopeful images yet; that 

the real London lies merely forgotten beneath the authoritarian blanket draped over it, waiting 

for someone to pull it away and let everyone remember what has been lost. 

For Leppert, the power of music is in its ability to act through time, and the rhyme 

being passed from one generation to the next—as happens with Mr. Charrington and 

Winston—is a manifestation of interactivity in the sonoric landscape of the rhyme. Another 
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instance of interactivity relating to the rhyme is in how the second piece of it is provided by 

Julia, who heard it from her grandfather when she was young: 

‘When will you pay me,’ say the bells of Old Bailey—. 

Mistakenly, Julia thinks that the original rhyme ends with “Here comes a candle to light you 

to bed, here comes a chopper to chop off your head!” (152–53). This gloomy passage, 

however, is a reinvention more in line with the Party doctrine. Instead, it is O’Brien who 

completes the stanza for Winston when the latter visits O’Brien’s apartment with Julia: 

‘Oranges and lemons,’ say the bells of St Clement’s, 

‘You owe me three farthings,’ say the bells of St Martin’s, 

‘When will you pay me?’ say the bells of Old Bailey, 

‘When I grow rich,’ say the bells of Shoreditch. (186) 

Hearing this, Winston elatedly exclaims, “You knew the last line!” (186) as if he is relieved 

that in the knowledge of the rhyme’s completion it only now truly existed, and with it a piece 

of evidence from a forgotten past—of a lost connection to humanity. Not only is the human 

implicitly embodied in the rhyme—as Leppert would describe it—because of its origin, but 

as the rhyme about churches across the city is completed, the forgotten London itself could 

become embodied and—more importantly—memorable; what was an illusion becomes a goal 

to strive towards. Thus, the importance of the rhyme and why Winston deems it necessary to 

complete it implies that it functions as an alternative to the artificial and synthetic slop 

generated by the versificator. The rhyme is an auditory beachhead to the experiential space of 

the people’s imagination that is dominated by the Party and its versificator. The underlying 

human ingenuity and history behind the rhyme and the unfiltered and unmediated nature of 

the thrush’s birdsong, are why they captivate and invite contemplation among their listeners. 

That is why it is necessary for the Party to regulate how people perceive observable reality. 
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Although the song that the woman sings is a product of the versificator, Winston 

nonetheless becomes captivated by it twice: the first time is right before the couple’s first 

meeting in the room, and the second time occurs only moments before their eventual capture 

(144–45, 227–30). Even though the inception of the piece lacks the human element—

ostensibly contradicting Leppert’s thesis on sonoric landscapes and music—the immediacy of 

the descriptions of the “monstrous,” “solid,” and “brawny” body of the woman and her 

“powerful contralto” (144) in Orwell’s prose bonds the human element to the song and it 

becomes humanly embodied in the process. In addition to the singing woman, there are other 

human signifiers in the sonic environment, as Winston hears “the scrape of her shoes on the 

flagstones, and the cries of the children in the street, and somewhere in the far distance a faint 

roar of traffic, and yet the room seemed curiously silent, thanks to the absence of the 

telescreen” (145). Therefore, the totality of Winston’s observable soundscape is interactive 

and inherently human. Yet, as Winston is now more tuned into the soundscape, him being 

cognizant of the curious silence perhaps signifies that he senses that something in his 

environment is not quite right. 

 

The Few Cubic Centimeters 

Despite the ominous silence of the room, Winston’s guard is lowered by sounds, as Mr. 

Charrington entices him with other “fragments of forgotten rhymes” while the knowledge-

hungry Winston peruses his shop. These fragments are like music to Winston’s noise-abused 

ears: “To talk to him was like listening to the tinkling of a worn-out musical-box” (158). 

What Winston does not realize, however, is that Mr. Charrington is the snake within the 

pastoral Eden that Winston and Julia have created for themselves: “Dirty or clean, the room 

was paradise. . . . The room was a world, a pocket of the past where extinct animals could 

walk.” While both of them recognize their lease on life is running out, the room gives them 
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“the illusion not only of safety but of permanence. So long as they were actually in this room, 

they both felt, no harm could come to them. Getting there was difficult and dangerous, but 

the room itself was sanctuary.” Much like the other spaces discussed so far in this chapter, the 

humble abode becomes a small pocket reality for Winston and Julia—another instantiation of 

the Golden Country—yet only this “secure hiding place” becomes “almost a home” to them 

(157–58). The room transforms from a space to a place through their repeated and scheduled 

visits and shared experiences there. 

The half-remembered rhyme that Mr. Charrington implants into Winston’s mind 

functions as a key to understanding the history of Oceania. Rather than merely satiating 

Winston’s childlike curiosity, soon after the rhyme is completed, Winston gets his hands on 

the book that is supposedly written by the traitor Goldstein, The Theory and Practice of 

Oligarchical Collectivism. The book finally articulates—as if out loud to him—what he 

somehow has always known, yet lacked the vocabulary to voice himself: “It said what he 

would have said, if it had been possible for him to set his scattered thoughts in order” (208). 

More pertinently, it explains the reason and the objective in the structure of the society: “Cut 

off from contact with the outer world, and with the past, the citizen of Oceania is like a man 

in interstellar space, who has no way of knowing which direction is up and which is down” 

(207). Due to the reconstruction of the rhyme and the acquisition of the book, Winston is no 

longer cut off from the past, or from the outer world. While Julia and Winston are listening to 

the prole woman singing, Winston is finally able to imagine outside the borders of Oceania 

for the first time: “All round the world, in London and New York, in Africa and Brazil and in 

the mysterious, forbidden lands beyond the frontiers, in the streets of Paris and Berlin, in the 

villages of the endless Russian plain, in the bazaars of China and Japan . . . .” What once was 

an unoriented interstellar space, is now oriented and localized. In this moment, Winston is 

closer to Tuan’s mythical space of the second kind, that which is “better articulated and more 
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consciously held,” and a “more or less systematic attempt to make sense of the environment” 

(Space 88). He gains a literal world view—a view of the world. In this moment Winston is 

finally in a present that is tethered into the past from which a future can be imagined: “The 

birds sang, the proles sang, the Party did not sing. . . . Out of those loins a race of conscious 

beings must one day come” (230). The delineating factor between the groups, then, if 

anything, is sonic—not class. In these final moments of intellectual and experiential clarity, 

how the proles interact with and participate in the sonic world and its creation is the reason 

why Winston considers that they represent the future, corresponding with Ong’s theory of the 

future-oriented nature of sounds. 

The couple’s downfall demonstrates how the Party uses both space and sound to 

expose potential wrongthinkers. Their once supposedly secluded world’s soundscape 

instantly becomes cacophonous after they both harmoniously agree: 

‘We are the dead,’ he said. 

‘We are the dead,’ echoed Julia dutifully. 

‘You are the dead.’ Said an iron voice behind them. (230) 

As the voice matter-of-factly keeps repeating their words back to them, the Party’s control of 

sound and space is revealed: “It was starting, it was starting at last! . . . There was a snap as 

though a catch had been turned back, and a crash of breaking class. The picture had fallen to 

the floor, uncovering the telescreen behind it” (230–31). The snap and the catch of the 

mechanism that reveals the telescreen is reminiscent of a trap that is sprung. The room that 

once was a sanctuary, with a mere snap is revealed to be a prison. Additionally, the sound of 

the snap denotes the future, as it foreshadows the moment when Winston’s reeducation in 

Room 101 is completed. The picture of the church and its portrayed sonoric landscape, and 

the half-remembered rhyme about church bells that Mr. Charrington recites to Winston while 
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they admire it function as the bait. Moreover, the telescreen in the room has surveilled their 

life only through sounds until the moment it is uncovered: 

‘Now they can see us,’ said Julia. 

‘Now we can see you,’ said the voice. ‘Stand out in the middle of the room. Stand 

back to back. Clasp your hands behind your heads. Do not touch one another.’ (231; 

emphasis added) 

Unlike the song of the thrush in the perceived border of Oceania that melded their bodies 

together, the command of the iron voice emanating from the telescreen in the city commands 

them to the center and pulls them apart. Despite their physical separation, Winston still thinks 

that he can feel Julia’s shaking body, although he is unsure whether the feeling is merely the 

trembling of his own knees. Their connection, then, is not completely lost (231). 

Winston’s detailed description of the cacophonous soundscape in such dire 

circumstances again signify how his experiential journey has shifted him from the visual 

world to the auditory. He is able to localize from where certain sounds are coming from and 

even deduce what has created them: 

There was a sound of trampling boots below, inside the house and outside. The yard 

seemed to be full of men. Something was being dragged across the stones. The 

woman's singing had stopped abruptly. There was a long, rolling clang, as though the 

washtub had been flung across the yard, and then a confusion of angry shouts which 

ended in a yell of pain. (231) 

In addition to Winston being able to create a three-dimensional description of the soundscape, 

the significant detail here is that the Thought Police deem it necessary to violently silence the 

prole woman—whom the Party supposedly should have no interest in. The end of her singing 

signals the end of Winston’s and Julia’s future together, and any hope they might have had. 
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Revealingly, the iron voice from the telescreen changes to “a thin, cultivated” one, as it 

finishes the half-remembered rhyme in the style of Julia’s grandfather: “Here comes a candle 

to light you to bed, here comes a chopper to chop off your head!” (231). Whereas in chapter 4 

of this study the word choice ramification—which described the extent of the Ministries’ 

underground facilities—tied spatiality to the rhizome, here the choice of cultivated ties 

sonority to the rhizomatic complex of Oceania. From the moment inside the Chestnut Tree 

Café to the last inside Mr. Charrington’s room, the cultivation of the soundscape, and 

Winston’s perception of it, has been an imperative for the Party. 

In the ramifications below Ministry of Love, the spatiotemporal ambiguities are at 

their most discombobulating: 

How long he had been down there he did not know. Since the moment they arrested 

him he had not seen darkness or daylight. Besides, his memories were not continuous. 

There had been times when consciousness, even the sort of consciousness that one has 

in sleep, had stopped dead and started again after a blank interval. But whether the 

intervals were of days or weeks or only seconds, there was no way of knowing. (252) 

During the process of his integration, Winston loses his circadian rhythm and sense of time 

which he had established with his first diary entry. This loss results into an inability to 

organize his memories. Scholz and Rodoreda also recognize the spatial and temporal 

disorientation “inside Nineteen Eighty-Four’s most ominous and monolithic of labyrinths,” 

which corresponds with the features of other labyrinths of literature (87). However, 

perceiving Nineteen Eighty-Four as a straightforward continuation of the heroic tales from 

mythology is undermined by the fact that Winston is no hero, and he makes the journey to the 

labyrinth’s supposed center, Room 101, neither out of his own volition, nor by his own 

means. Rather, his time inside the Ministry of Love is marked by immobility. His body is 
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tightly restrained, and he is often transported in an unconscious state through the labyrinthine 

halls of the building. 

While Winston meticulously details the physical abuse he receives, he is unable to 

explicitly articulate any of the sounds during his interrogation until he hears O’Brien. Before 

O’Brien’s voice appears, any sound that is produced externally is referred merely as 

“interrogation,” “merciless questioning,” or “nagging voices” that “broke him down more 

completely than the boots and fists of the guards” (252–54). Nevertheless, the physical 

restraints and the destruction of his body are central to the process of his reeducation and 

reintegration. As the vessel of sensory experience, Rodaway writes, 

The body is an essential part of sensuous experience: as a sense organ itself (including 

the skin), as the site of all the other sense organs and the brain, and our primary tool 

for movement and exploration of the environment. Geographical experience is 

fundamentally mediated by the human body, it begins and ends with the body. This is 

the basic corporeality underlying all sensuous geography. (31) 

Thus, as Winston is lying down “almost flat on his back, and unable to move,” he is never 

able to completely observe and comprehend the space he is in (1984 256). Without any 

mention of walls and the inability to tell whether it is night or day, the room seems unbound 

from both space and time. On the importance of vision, Rodaway notes, “Vision gives both a 

geographical and temporal continuity. It gives a time-space unity to experience of the 

environment. . . . When the time-space coherence of vision is suspended, . . . we quite 

literally lose our place in the world, spatially and temporally” (Sensuous 125–26). Although 

the room “gradually materialized round him,” Winston’s vision is controlled, as he only sees 

what O’Brien—or the room—allows him to see. Initially, the only things that he is able to 

perceive are O’Brien and the torture device and its dial he turns to inflict pain on Winston 
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(256). The room never fully materializes, but objects seem to appear when appropriate, as if 

out of nowhere: first, the memory hole, then the man in the white cloak, and finally the three-

sided mirror to reveal Winston’s bodily ruin. (259, 263, 283). Therefore, when O’Brien tells 

Winston that he does not exist (272), physically and mentally broken and spatially and 

temporally lost, Winston has, in a way, ceased to exist—like everyone else who the Party 

whisks away at night: “People simply disappeared” (21). 

Remarkably, remnants of the Golden Country appear even in the spatiotemporal 

disorientation that Winston experiences during his questioning inside the Ministry of Love. 

Akin to the light-and-shade-dappled lane taking him further into the woods, revealing “pools 

of gold” (123) in the country, a “mighty corridor, a kilometre wide, full of glorious, golden 

light” now takes him deeper into Miniluv (255). The woods themselves—albeit only a 

digitized figment—emerge as well. When O’Brien questions Winston on the number of 

fingers he is holding up, through severe pain Winston sees that “a forest of fingers seemed to 

be moving in a sort of dance . . . innumerable fingers, like moving trees, were still streaming 

past in either direction, crossing and recrossing” (264). Winston’s momentary glimpses of the 

pastoral even in the synthetic depths inside the Ministry, where he is deprived of organic 

sensory stimuli, reveal the difficulty of dissociating the bucolic metaphor that is steeped in 

myth from descriptions of spatial experience. These remnants reaffirm the existence of the 

ancestral memories Winston carries within him, and reveal why the Party considers it 

necessary to intervene between the sensory signal and the perception of it that happens inside 

the few cubic centimeters inside the subject’s mind. 

While spatially O’Brien’s fingers paint a figment of a forest inside the Ministry, the 

soundscape stands in stark contrast to that of the Golden Country. In the Golden Country, the 

soundscape is expansive, extending the observational horizon beyond the capability of mere 

sight, whereas in the rooms and halls where Winston is questioned the soundscape has such 



 

 80 

immediacy to the point of it being a creation of Winston’s own mind. Furthermore, Winston’s 

mind is subjected to the limits that O’Brien’s mind imposes on it: “There was no idea that he 

had ever had, or could have, that O'Brien had not long ago known, examined, and rejected. 

His mind contained Winston's mind.” Inside the Golden Country the soundscape melded the 

bodies of Winston and Julia together. In the Ministry O’Brien’s “dreamy” voice and his 

“lunatic enthusiasm” imprisons Winston’s mind inside his (268). 

Sounds have played a major role in creating spatial experiences throughout the novel 

and expanding Winston’s knowledge of the world—past, present, and future. Thus, it is only 

fitting that O’Brien with his device creates space inside Winston’s mind with an explosion: 

“At this moment there was a devastating explosion, or what seemed like an explosion, though 

it was not certain whether there was any noise. There was undoubtedly a blinding flash of 

light. . . . [T]here was a large patch of emptiness, as though a piece had been taken out of his 

brain.” For “a moment . . . of luminous certainty, . . . each new suggestion of O’Brien’s had 

filled up a patch of emptiness and become absolute truth” (269–71). Notable, however, is that 

the explosion seems noiseless, which concurs with the discussion in chapter 4 of there being 

something inherently dangerous and hostile in the absence of sound in Oceania. 

Although the threat of physical torture is imminent, only the sensory overstimulation 

through sound and smell is able to completely sever Winston’s emotional ties to Julia. 

Ironically, the individuality of a person is destroyed in Room 101 which is the only 

individualized space in Oceania. Therein everyone faces that which they fear the most. In the 

case of Winston, his greatest fear is rats. When he realizes that “the mask-like attachment” 

O’Brien is putting on his face contains rats—whose purpose is to eat their way through 

whatever is put in front of them—Winston hears his blood “singing in his ears,” and instead 

of a pastoral space, this time he is transported “in the middle of a great empty plain, a flat 

desert drenched with sunlight, across which all sounds came to him out of immense 
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distances.” When previously sounds were characterized by their immediacy, now even his 

own “deep groan of despair . . . seemed to come from outside himself” (296–99). The 

sounds—even those of his own making—becoming externalized to such extreme signify the 

loss of his individuality to the point he wishes to transpose his own innate fear to the person 

he cares for the most: 

‘Do it to Julia! Do it to Julia! Not me! Julia! I don’t care what you do to her. Tear her 

face off, strip her to the bones. Not me! Julia! Not me!’ 

He was falling backwards, into enormous depths, away from the rats. He was 

still strapped in the chair, but he had fallen through the floor, through the walls of the 

building, through the earth, through the oceans, through the atmosphere, into outer 

space, into the gulfs between the stars—always away, away, away from the rats. He 

was light-years distant, but O’Brien was still standing at his side. There was still the 

cold touch of a wire against his cheek. But through the darkness that enveloped him 

he heard another metallic click, and knew that the cage door had clicked shut and not 

open. (300) 

In this passage, as described in Goldstein’s book, Winston becomes the man in interstellar 

space again. Lightyear as an immense unit of both time and space untethers him from the 

spatiotemporal continuum that began when he wrote his first entry in his diary. Winston’s 

final experiential journey is dichotomous: he both descends into the ground and ascends to 

the stars; he finds the lowest rung of Dante’s inferno in his voiced betrayal, yet he is also 

released from his own ultimate torment. Alas, this is at the cost of the few cubic centimeters 

inside the mind he momentarily thought were his own. The clicking of the cage mechanism is 

more than the closing of the mask on his face. It is also the cage of servility into which 
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Winston locks himself to be freed from the room where there is no darkness. It is the shutting 

of the door to the past, and the window to the future. 

In the last scene of the novel, the Party’s success in Winston’s re-education is 

revealed by the sonic environment inside the Chestnut Tree Café. Seated by himself, Winston 

is playing a game of chess when suddenly a memory from his childhood with a vivid sensory 

echo appears “[u]ncalled . . . into his mind.” It is a memory of him playing snakes and ladders 

with his mother and sister. He remembers “the neighbours bang[ing] on the wall,” the 

intermittent wails of his little sister, “the smell of the damp cardboard,” and the eventual 

shouts of laughter amongst the three of them. Once more, sounds and smells have preserved a 

fragment of the past. This was probably the last time he was happy. It is a memory of 

laughter, unbridled joy, and familial love—a figment of a prole-like existence. Significantly, 

though, he rejects this as “a false memory” and pushes “the picture out of his mind” (308–

09). The very word picture underscores the re-established primacy of the visual for Winston. 

Immediately after discarding the memory, “[a] shrill trumpet-call had pierced the air. It was 

the bulletin! Victory! It always meant victory when a trumpet-call preceded the news” (310). 

To regard this moment of fanfare as a coincidence betrays the ordeal that the Party has 

undertaken to break and remake Winston. Previously, the game of chess having three players 

signified that it was actually set for Winston and the Party. This time Winston plays alone, 

which suggests that the Party no longer considers him an opponent. Rejecting the sensory 

echo of a personal experience as false signals the Party’s successful penetration into those 

few cubic centimeters—the last bastion of his individuality. 

This final chapter examined the physical and experiential border zones of Oceania—

the Golden Country and Room 101—where the experiential climaxes through their respective 

soundscapes are heavily dependent on the soundscape being shared with another person. The 

Golden Country and its many instantiations that build Winston up find their opposite in Room 



 

 83 

101, where he is physically and mentally broken down. In these spaces real and illusory 

collide. The transcendental experience in the pastoral beauty of the Golden Country is 

undermined by the predetermined path that Winston takes to arrive there. Equally, the 

extreme transitions inside Winston’s mind during his re-education in Room 101 are belied by 

his body’s complete immobility. In the clash between reality and fantasy the true extent of the 

Party’s directorial influence on Winston’s life is revealed. Even though his journey is always 

destined to end in becoming part of the collective, Winston nevertheless was an individual. 

That individuality is reflected in the moments of contemplation inside Oceania’s 

soundscapes, and in the personalized torture regimen he is subjected to. For someone who has 

nothing, the sensory experience has become everything, and it is that sensory experience 

through which the Party is ultimately able to assert itself inside Winston’s mind.  
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6. Conclusion 

Winston’s journey ends where it began, at the same time, in the same place, with the same 

soundscape: “It was the lonely hour of fifteen” in the Chestnut Tree Café, where “a tinny 

music trickled from the telescreen” (300). In chapter 3 of this study, we saw that although in 

the beginning he is already questioning life in Oceania, he is still partly in the thralls of its 

propaganda. In the final few pages of the novel, he is once more an unquestioning denizen of 

the state—wholly unmoved even by the opportune arrivals of Julia or the memories of his 

childhood. Integrated to the rhizomatic state, Winston has become a “fixture in the Chestnut 

Tree Café.” The soundscape of the café is much the same as it was in the past, as the yellow 

note reappears with the same ditty of betrayal as in his memory of Jones, Rutherford, and 

Aaronson (307). To further examine the soundscape is unnecessary as any individualized 

thoughts Winston might have had are now integrated within the experiential parameters of the 

collective. Any trust that previously existed in Winston’s sensory perception has now become 

suspect. 

This study examined descriptions of sound and space in George Orwell’s Nineteen 

Eighty-Four. I argued that the largely overlooked aspect of aurality, sound, and soundscapes 

proves to be a—if not the—central narrative driver in the novel. Instead of controlling bodily 

behavior through surveillance, the state of Oceania rather directs its citizens by controlling 

their sensory experience. Sounds are integral to Winston Smith’s spatial experience during 

his physical and spiritual journey. Chapter 3 demonstrated how the unusual space of his 

apartment and its oppressive soundscape spur him to commit thoughtcrime and write in his 

diary, creating a space-time continuum in what was a permanent static present detached from 

memories of the past and dreams of the future. The Parsons’ apartment, conversely, serves as 

a microcosm of Oceania, with the precocious propaganda-soaked children further amplifying 

and personifying the menacing soundscape. In the initial memory of the Chestnut Tree Café 
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there were spatial and sonic clues of the war the Party was waging against Winston. Chapter 

4 examined the streets and wider outside world of Oceania, revealing that instead of social 

class the markedly different ways the proles and party members engage with their sonic 

environment truly distinguishes the two groups from one another. The chapter also analyzed 

the Audible adaptation of the novel, in which Winston’s train ride to the Golden Country 

highlights the experiential disparities between the carriages of the Party members and the 

proles. All in all, the chapter demonstrated that the proles’ active participation in creating the 

soundscape—through song, laughter, and unfiltered conversation—is why Winston places his 

hope in them. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, sounds have the capacity to anchor one into reality 

and also to transport one into fantasy; they can reflect near-divine liberation, and oppressive 

suppression. Chapter 5 argued that these dualities are most pronounced in the Golden 

Country and the cells inside the Ministry of Love, where the singing thrush that melds 

Winston and Julia together is contrasted with the squeals of the rats that tear them apart. 

The Party’s aspiration for whole-of-society rule, including the control of the 

soundscape, its elements, and how they are perceived, extends far beyond the surveillance 

state it is often reduced to. Moreover, the society as a whole is rife with references and 

allusions to the natural and the organic. I therefore approached the Oceanian society with a 

novel interpretation of the rhizome. With its organic and synthetic definitions, the rhizome 

better encapsulates the physical structures and social dynamics of Oceania. Although the 

seeming juxtaposition of the country and the city as separate experiential and physical spaces 

in the novel is notable, the pastoral ideal of the former is nevertheless violated by the Party 

which inserts itself there by monitoring its soundscape with microphones. Thus, Oceania is 

an almost completely synthetic product from its deliberately disorienting buildings and streets 

to its artificial soundscape polluted by the telescreen and the versificator, and even by its 

people that are part of its all-encompassing organism. 
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This study provides a springboard into the hitherto untapped potential of sound and 

soundscapes in the works of one of the most influential writers of the twentieth century. 

Besides, many soundscapes in Nineteen Eighty-Four remain largely unexplored, such as the 

proles’ public house, Victory Square, the canteens, hallways, offices, and other prison cells in 

the Ministry. Additionally, scenes such as Winston’s dreams of his mother and sister, the 

underwater worlds, and the glass paperweight containing a piece of coral could complement 

and balance the arboreal emphasis of this study with an oceanic perspective, given that the 

significance of the sea equals that of the forest in the imaginaries of an island nation such as 

Britain (Stradling 185). Alas, these scenes and themes lay beyond the scope of the present 

work. More broadly, the importance of Orwell and the reason he continues to resonate the 

world over in our information age lie in the perennial threats and possibilities that the 

emergence of new technologies presents to the information landscape and its consuming 

public. The ultimate frontier for the Party is not to control sensory stimuli, but the way the 

stimuli are interpreted. As arguably the main pathway to the few cubic centimeters inside 

Winston’s mind, sounds and the auditory should be considered of similar importance as 

smells and the olfactory have been in studies of Nineteen Eighty-Four and in other works of 

Orwell’s. 

In part, the importance of sounds in Nineteen Eighty-Four is how they are tied to the 

aspects of time and hope; how they can function as a key to the past, and also as a promise of 

the future. Winston’s innate desire to write in his diary, discussed in chapter 3, is for him to 

leave a trace of his own voice from the past to—hopefully—another kind of world in the 

future. That there are hopeful readings of the novel—as is the case in many of the studies that 

this work has referred to—is wholly understandable considering Winston’s nigh unwavering 

determination to see, imagine, and bring about a new world. Margaret Atwood argues that the 

appendix “Principles of Newspeak” is a sign of hope and change because it is written in the 
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past-tense, third person standard English instead of Newspeak (Atwood, par. 22). However, 

one has to consider who the essay’s author would be, and for whom there is hope if a society 

of dependents like Oceania collapses (most probably due to sheer inertia). Moreover, the 

appendix being written in third person creates a sense of impersonality and voicelessness. 

The discussion in chapter 4 revealed that other than the faith professed by Winston, nothing 

truly suggests that the proles—if any were to survive in the absence of their incarcerator—

would manage the creation of such a document. Readings of hope to a novel without 

surprises, or for a character that predicts his own demise, seem to be ill-founded. The only 

hope that can be found between the covers of Nineteen Eighty-Four is that we are not quite at 

that stage yet and that such a world is avoidable if we recognize it as a warning when 

something sounds Orwellian to us. 

Lastly, the banality of the half-remembered rhyme, the singing prole woman, and the 

birdsong of the thrush in almost any other setting other than a dystopia like Oceania would 

not carry such significance, which perhaps explains why aurality in Nineteen Eighty-Four has 

so far escaped the attention and recognition it deserves. When Winston wakes up from his 

initial dream of the Golden Country, he does so “with the word of ‘Shakespeare’ on his lips” 

(33). Certainly, Shakespeare should be more than a mere word for anyone. But for Winston—

unbeknownst to him—it becomes inseparably tied to the Golden Country, and thus to notions 

of privacy, memory, loyalty, family, heritage, love, rebellion, nature, and freedom. Only in the 

mind of the reader does the name that is left unspoken by Winston become voiced, which is 

true for all the depictions of sound in the novel. In these few ephemeral soundscapes Winston 

is able to experience something that can transcend his present condition. Yet, in his inability 

to decipher and vocalize their meaning lies the true tragedy of the novel. These moments 

display the fragility of the human individual starved of authorship over his own life by a state 

that seeks total directorial command.  
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