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INTRODUCTION

Orwell did not write a prophecy. He wrote a diagnosis. Nineteen
Eighty-Four was never about 1984 as a year; it was about a structure
of power — one capable of bending reality itself, of making the
present contingent and the past malleable, of turning language into
an instrument of erasure rather than communication. That
structure, Orwell argued, was not a historical accident. It was a
tendency latent in any system that places the production of truth in

the hands of those who benefit from controlling it.

The question this essay asks is simple: what does that structure look
like today? Not in Oceania, but in the actual world of 2025 — a world
of algorithmic timelines, generative language models, behavioral
nudging, and data infrastructures that record, predict, and
increasingly shape human life at a scale Orwell could not have
imagined. The answer, this essay argues, is that the structure has
not disappeared. It has migrated. It has moved from the visible to the
ambient, from the coercive to the environmental, from the single

tyrant to the distributed system that requires no tyrant at all.

This migration makes it harder to see and harder to name — which is
precisely what makes it more dangerous, not less. When power
operates through infrastructure rather than decree, through
optimization rather than censorship, through the gradual
reconfiguration of what feels thinkable rather than the sudden
prohibition of what is forbidden, the standard tools of political
resistance arrive too late. The line has already moved before you

knew there was a line.
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What follows maps that migration — through Foucault's
panopticism, Arendt's banality, and the specific logics of the
algorithmic systems that now govern visibility, language, and
memory. It draws on the author's practice as a collector, adviser to
cultural institutions, and observer of the environments in which
meaning is currently made and unmade. It is written in the
conviction that clarity about these mechanisms is itself a form of
resistance — while acknowledging that this text, like everything
published today, moves through the same infrastructures it attempts

to describe.

A NOTE ON POSITION

I have spent four decades building an art collection and a
professional practice at the intersection of culture, institutions, and
technology. These are not separate activities. They are different
theatres of a single underlying question: who controls the conditions
under which meaning is made, shared, and remembered? 1 advise
museums, foundations, and family offices on cultural strategy at the
very moment when the infrastructure of cultural life is being quietly
rebuilt by entities that answer to no cultural mandate. I write about
how algorithms reshape the circulation of knowledge. I watch the
slow erosion of curatorial judgment under the pressure of
engagement metrics. Orwell's question is not abstract for me. It is a
daily professional reality — and this text is my attempt to think it
through from inside it, not from a position of comfortable distance

that no longer exists.
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FROM DICTATORSHIP TO ENVIRONMENT

Orwell's Oceania is a centralized regime where the Party fuses
surveillance, propaganda, and violence to control both bodies and
minds. Our world rarely looks like that. Power today operates
through data, prediction, and infrastructure — ambient rather than
frontal. Think of the navigation app that knows your route before
you have decided to leave, or the payment system that maps your

habits more precisely than any informant could.

Michel Foucault observed that modern power shifted from public
punishment to something subtler: a system of surveillance so
pervasive that people eventually police themselves. A guard in every
cell becomes unnecessary if prisoners believe they might always be
watched. Nineteen Eighty-Four 2.0 is the fusion of these two
insights: Orwell's clarity about domination, and Foucault's discovery

that the most effective prison is the one you carry inside you.

In the novel, the telescreen is the symbol of enforced visibility — a
screen that watches back, that you never chose and cannot turn off.
Today, the telescreen has been replaced by devices we eagerly buy:
smartphones, voice assistants, connected objects that register our
movements, habits, and emotions. Surveillance is no longer just
top-down. It is everywhere — platforms watching users, users

watching each other, sensors woven into the fabric of ordinary life.

The terror has been laundered into convenience.

FROM ONE LIAR TO ALYING SYSTEM
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Big Brother is a face. What matters is the machinery behind it.
Orwell's Ministry of Truth industrializes historical revision: facts are
rewritten, people erased, the past continuously retrofitted to serve
the present. In our version, the question is no longer whether a
leader lies — that has become almost a footnote — but how entire
systems produce a shifting, serviceable 'truth’ without anyone

having made a conscious decision to deceive.

Hannah Arendt understood this logic: the most durable forms of
systemic harm are carried out by people who are simply functioning
within a structure, not thinking, not choosing, not responsible in any
way they could name. The system does not require bad intentions. It

requires only that everyone keeps doing their job.

The result is a new kind of invisibility. Recommendation algorithms,
social media feeds, and Al-generated content no longer just transmit
information — they produce the environment in which certain
things seem real, urgent, or important, and others disappear. If the
old Ministry of Truth edited what was written, today's systems edit
the conditions under which things become visible at all. The censor

retreats into infrastructure.

Cultural institutions now operate inside these architectures of
visibility. Curating has become, in part, a negotiation with systems
that determine in advance what can be seen — which works surface
in a search, which exhibitions travel, which artists accumulate the
digital mass that makes them legible to the next generation of
programmers and funders. Censorship is no longer a visible act. It is
an optimization problem: content that disrupts engagement is

quietly down-ranked, voices drift into obscurity, and ideas never
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reach the critical mass required to become socially real.

LANGUAGE, TRUTH, AND THE DISSOLUTION OF THE QUESTION

This is what the previous section produces in the mind of the person
living inside it. Orwell understood that power works most deeply at
the level of language. Newspeak is not a new vocabulary — it is a
deliberate reduction of the conceptual space in which opposition
could even be formed. Lose the word and you eventually lose the
thought. Doublethink — holding two contradictory beliefs without
discomfort — is not mere hypocrisy. It is a trained incapacity for

coherence.

Today this has been industrialized. Al systems produce vast
quantities of fluent, plausible text at almost no cost. The problem is
not that they can generate falsehoods. It is that they accustom us to
a smooth surface of language under which the basic questions —
who said this, what do they mean, does this refer to anything real? —
become impossible to answer. In Orwell's world, 'two plus two
equals five' is a demand requiring your active, conscious submission.
In ours, it may simply become a data point that no one inserted and

no one corrected, circulating invisibly until it starts to feel true.

A life that exists only in private conversation but leaves no digital
trace is, for these systems, indistinguishable from a life that never
happened. An artwork that insists on ambiguity — that refuses to
resolve into a caption or a searchable category — is already a form of
resistance to this flattening, though institutions increasingly
struggle to explain why that resistance matters. What is at stake is

not only knowing the wrong things. It is what counts as real in the

NINETEEN EIGHTY-FOUR 2.0 - Sylvain Lévy 6



DSLcollection - Essay Series - 2025

first place.

SURVEILLANCE WE CHOSE

What our era adds to Foucault is a final twist: we built this system

ourselves and called it freedom.

Geolocation, facial recognition, behavioral tracking, and predictive
profiling are not simply imposed on us. They are demanded as
features. We exchange extraordinary personal traceability for
convenience, personalization, and connection. The architecture of
control presents itself as the infrastructure of choice: optimize your
life, maximize your options, design your identity. The telescreen no

longer stares. It whispers.

We are approaching something like total
surveillance in a world without a clear

totalitarian.

States want security. Corporations want profit. Platforms want
engagement. Users want recognition. No one planned the outcome.
Yet the cumulative effect approaches something total — a dense web
of watching in which the cost of opting out rises steadily, year by
year, and the question of who is responsible becomes genuinely

unanswerable.

FROM BREAKING PEOPLE TO NUDGING THEM
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The Ministry of Love does not merely punish. It transforms. Winston
is not made to comply — he is rebuilt until he genuinely loves Big
Brother. The horror of the book's final pages is not the violence. It is

the authenticity of his surrender.

Our version needs no such dramatics. Behavioral science,
algorithmic design, and continuous testing specialize in something
quieter: micro-adjustments that shift preferences without ever
forcing a choice. Recommendation engines do not ask you to betray
what you love. They train you to love lighter things, until depth itself

starts to feel inconvenient.

The danger is not a dramatic moment of surrender. It is a slow drift
— a quiet reconfiguration of what you imagine wanting, what
alternatives still feel real, what questions you stop asking because
nothing in your environment returns them. For museums,
collections, and cultural institutions, this is not a theoretical
concern. It governs programming decisions, communication
strategies, and fundraising logics already shaped by metrics

designed for engagement, not meaning.
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SAPIENS 3.0

Yuval Noah Harari described a similar trajectory from a different
angle: Sapiens 1.0 shaped by biology, Sapiens 2.0 by the cognitive
revolution and its institutional sediment. What he could not fully
anticipate — writing before large language models and behavioral
optimization at scale — is that Sapiens 3.0 is not an upgrade chosen
by the species but a reconfiguration occurring beneath the
threshold of deliberate choice. The distinction matters. In every
prior transformation, humans remained, however messily, the
authors of the systems that reshaped them. In this one, authorship
has become recursive: systems trained on human behavior produce
the environment in which future behavior is formed, and the loop

closes quietly, without announcement.

Orwell imagined a system that demanded your surrender. Sapiens
3.0 does not need surrender. It needs only your continued
participation — which you have already given, and which, by the
time you read this, has already been used to train the next iteration
of the model. The telescreen demanded attention. The behavioral
loop rewards it, optimizes it, and in doing so quietly narrows the
space of what can still be imagined outside it. What Harari called the
cognitive revolution gave humans the ability to believe in shared
fictions — money, nations, rights. What Sapiens 3.0 introduces is a
new kind of fiction: one that learns, that adapts to your resistance,
and that has no author you can identify, no editor you can appeal to,

and no publisher you can hold responsible.
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The system is not against you. It is built from

YOuU.

THE EXHAUSTION OF TRUTH

One of the sharpest readings of Orwell treats the novel as a study in
enforced doubt: a world where people are systematically prevented
from trusting their senses, their memories, each other. In
philosophy, doubt is a tool for testing what we know. Orwell shows
what happens when a regime weaponizes it — turning uncertainty
from a path toward knowledge into a condition of permanent

manipulability.

Our version is noisier and no less damaging — and it has a specific
name: post-vérité. This is not simply a regime of lies. Lies still
presuppose a shared reality against which they can be measured and
exposed. Post-vérité is something structurally different: the collapse
of the infrastructure on which the distinction between true and false
once depended. Deepfakes do not merely deceive — they dissolve
the evidentiary status of the image itself, the foundation on which
documentary memory, legal testimony, and historical record have
rested for a century and a half. When any image can be fabricated
with negligible effort, the question ceases to be ‘is this real?” and
becomes ‘why would I even try to find out? That is the precise
mechanism of exhaustion: not misinformation, but the systematic

destruction of the incentive to verify.

Coordinated disinformation networks, Al-generated content at

industrial scale, and synthetic media operate in the same register.
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They do not need to convince. They need only to overwhelm — to
produce enough plausible noise that signal becomes
indistinguishable, and the effort of discrimination begins to feel
disproportionate to its rewards. Orwell's Winston Smith is tortured
into accepting that two plus two equals five. Our version is subtler
and more durable: two plus two equals five circulates as a data point,
acquires citations, generates responses, and by the time anyone
traces it back to its origin, it has already shaped three downstream

conversations. No torturer required.

We swing between believing too readily and refusing to believe
anything at all. The real danger is not being misinformed. It is
becoming so exhausted that we abandon the effort of trying to know
— and in that abandonment, hand the terrain of reality over to

whoever has the most persistent infrastructure for producing it.

For cultural institutions, this exhaustion appears as apathy —
audiences who no longer believe that paying sustained attention will

change anything.

And perhaps they are not entirely wrong to feel that. Perhaps the
museum's claim to be a refuge of slow attention is itself already a
kind of branding — one more narrative competing for credibility in
an environment that has learned to monetize authenticity as
efficiently as anything else. But there is a difference between a
branding problem and a structural one. The collection, the archive,
the authenticated object with a verifiable provenance: these are not
just cultural preferences. In a post-vérité environment, they are
among the few remaining technologies for producing a shared

reality that resists synthetic substitution. That is not a comfortable
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position. It is, however, a precise one. I do not know how to resolve

the branding problem. I am more certain about the structural one.

WHO CONTROLS THE FUTURE?

Orwell's nightmare was a state that secured the future by controlling
the past. Our situation is harder to name precisely because control is
distributed. States compete over infrastructure and narrative.
Corporations own the data. Al systems operationalize prediction at

scales no human institution can match. No one is in charge.

Yet the logic remains. When credit decisions, job applications, bail
hearings, and content recommendations all depend on algorithmic
forecasts, the future belongs — in a meaningful sense — to whoever
set the objectives and assembled the training data, often years
earlier, in a different context, with unstated assumptions. This is
already reshaping cultural life: the artists who accumulate
algorithmic visibility are not necessarily those whose work will
matter in twenty years, but those whose images perform best in the

formats the platforms currently reward.

Who controls the data controls the model. Who
controls the model controls the field of the

possible.

If your predicted behavior becomes the basis on which institutions
treat you, the model is no longer simply describing you — it is
helping to make you. This is a feedback loop, not a mirror. The more

we delegate decisions to such loops, the more the future calcifies
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around existing patterns of inequality.

Statistical ancestry becomes social fate.

A LANGUAGE THAT RESISTS

Orwell believed that clear, honest writing was itself a form of
resistance — that to say what you mean, precisely, is to refuse the
fog in which power hides. In Nineteen Eighty-Four 2.0, clarity must
go further. It must resist the platforms that flatten all language into
engagement data and the systems that recombine words into
endless fluent novelty — style without substance, fluency without

reference.

What might that look like? Writing that is slow — that resists the
reflex to react instantly. Writing that is honest about its position —
that does not pretend to speak from nowhere. Writing that builds
meaning with readers rather than broadcasting at them. And writing
that remains suspicious of any system that treats language purely as

material to be optimized.

This is the standard I try to hold my own writing to, even when it
means writing more slowly and reaching fewer people. The trade-off

is real. So is the reason for accepting it.

But I notice, writing this, that 'slow, situated, dialogical writing' is
itself a describable category — one that systems can learn to
recognize, classify, and in time absorb. The counter-language of one
generation becomes the content-type of the next. I do not raise this

to suggest that the effort is futile. I raise it because any honest
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account of resistance must include the possibility that the system is

already learning its shape.

In Orwell's novel, the final defense of truth is almost physical: the
stubborn certainty that two plus two is four, and that surrendering
this means surrendering something irreducibly human. In our world,
that defense may be less solitary — webs of trust, carefully built, in
which people can check reality together in ways that neither states

nor platforms fully control.

CONCLUSION

Nineteen Eighty-Four 2.0 is not a destination we will suddenly arrive
at. It is a direction we are already moving in. The structure Orwell
diagnosed — power that bends reality, that makes the present
contingent and the past malleable, that turns language into an
instrument for erasing rather than communicating — has not
disappeared. It has updated its operating system, distributed its

control, and learned to present its constraints as features.

What this essay has tried to show is that understanding this
migration requires more than updating Orwell's vocabulary. It
requires understanding how power becomes environmental — how
it moves from coercion to infrastructure, from the visible to the
ambient, from decisions made by identifiable actors to outcomes
that emerge from the interaction of systems that no one designed
and no one controls. This is the deeper challenge: when there is no
Ministry of Truth to name, no Big Brother to resist, the categories of

analysis must themselves be rebuilt from the ground up.
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Some things remain stable across the two versions. Language is still
the primary terrain of struggle. The capacity to mean what you say,
to remember what has happened, and to imagine something
different from what exists — these remain the core human
capabilities that systems of domination, in every era, work to erode.
What changes is the mechanism of erosion: no longer the telescreen
and the thought police, but the recommender system and the
behavioral nudge, the optimized feed and the synthetic text, the

gradual narrowing of what the environment rewards.

The task is not to repeat Orwell's warnings — they have been
repeated enough to have become comfortable, absorbed into the
culture as a kind of inoculation that provides the feeling of
awareness without its consequences. The task is to ask his question
again, from inside the infrastructure he could not have imagined:
under what conditions can people still mean what they say,

remember what happened, and conceive of something different?

For DSLcollection and every institution I advise, this is not a
philosophical horizon. It is the practical reality of every decision
about what to show, how to show it, and how it will be remembered
— at a moment when what a system cannot process risks becoming
what history forgets. The collection, the archive, the act of
deliberate, unreduced attention to a specific work in a specific
historical moment: these are not merely cultural gestures. They are,
in the current environment, acts of institutional memory against the

pressure of algorithmic forgetting.
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That question is not abstract. It is the work.

Sylvain Lévy is co-founder of DSLcollection, one of the world's foremost private
collections of Chinese contemporary art (1997-2012), and of Aika, a cultural advisory
firm working with institutions, foundations, and family offices. He has been collecting
art for four decades, has traveled regularly to China since 2005, and pioneered the first
private VR museum in 2016. He writes extensively in French and English on art

collecting, institutional governance, cultural strategy, and digital transformation.
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