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1984 Book One, Chapter Two: Decisions Come Back to Haunt Me
Summary

Winston fixes his neighbor’s sink and commits himself to subverting the government by writing in his illegal diary. 

“Now that he had recognized himself as a dead man it became important to stay alive as long as possible” (Orwell 8). 


The above quote enhances character development and theme within 1984 because it shows the nervous fatalism that defines both elements. Winston, the protagonist, can decide to remain an unquestioning comrade within the corrupt system of Big Brother, or he can opt to become his own citizen. By writing that “thoughtcrime is death” in his illegal dairy, he chooses the latter; however, he recognizes that by making this choice, he has committed himself to a certain demise, for Big Brother sees everything. His sole aim from this point is to “stay alive” and expose the secrets and evil of the totalitarian government, even if his audience is far in the future. It is now, in this opening chapter, that the reader is introduced to Winston’s frantic journey of subversion and his resigned, but determined disposition. His washing of the ink from his fingers shows that though he knows hiding the diary is futile, he wants to prolong his demise. It is this fatalism that defines Winston and runs throughout the novel as a theme. Just as Mrs. Parsons is resigned to her dingy and depressed existence in the Victory Mansions, Winston is reconciled to his death at the hands of the government. He knows that his mission, though it is noble, will fail. He is no more powerful than any other comrade in England. He is no more special than the many other lovers Julia has taken. He will revolt and the totalitarian government will prevail. Big Brother is watching. 
Comrade (Mrs.) Parsons: “…he noticed with interest that there actually was dust in the creases of her face” (Orwell 5).


A creased face speaks of age; age often conjures ideas of wisdom. However, for thirty-year-old Comrade Parsons, her face speaks of a hard and worn life of suffering, deprivation, and bother. So worn is Parsons that dust has mottled her appearance. From her dingy apartment to her dim-witted husband to her vicious children, Parsons illustrates the life of the average comrade in totalitarian England—the dust representing the refuse of equality and obedience. She has been beaten down by the system so much so that the narrator describes her as “crushed-looking” or an “invertebrate” (4-5). And she is so paranoid that she cannot focus fully on any one task or subject. Her eyes flit from side-to-side, her children (spies) override her, and she cannot fully finish a sentence. Her life is cursed by Big Brother. 

By creating Parsons, Orwell meant to illustrate the life of an ordinary citizen in totalitarian England in order to justify Winston’s rebellion. Just as the Victory Mansions are dilapidated, drab, and defunct, so are its denizens. Parsons lives a life of constant paranoia and fear. From the telescreens to her children, she is terrified of seeming non-conformist. Winston, in noticing the dust on her face, comes to the realization that he does not want to become an ordinary citizen. He wants to overthrow Big Brother. 
Symbols


Cabbage is the most striking symbol within this chapter. The smell of cooked cabbage permeates the Victory Mansions because that is all its denizens can afford. A staple of the diets of the poor, cabbage represents the deprivation Big Brother uses to control its citizens. In order to seem more productive in the war, the government frequently announces false conquests in order to justify rationing. And by rationing, the government can keep its citizens desperate.  Desperation produces dependence, which leads to acquiescence. 

The Big Brother poster represents control as it is propaganda to harness its citizens. The posters remind the people that the government is everywhere. It can even be in the form of a friend or family member. There is no such ideal as privacy or individualism. Big Brother is always watching. 


The telescreens are also representations of control, but they warn the reader that often technology is the methodology used. Just as Google Earth or ICTV can record the lives of people across the globe or how a cell phone ping can locate the global position of a criminal in a given time, Big Brother can use telescreens. Also, Big Brother can control the information disseminated via telescreen. Just as in North Korea, the government blares patriotic music, false victories, and other pro-government propaganda into each individual home, the telescreens in 1984 do the same. 
