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The Prisoner: I Am Not a Number

The Prisoner, a British television series that aired from 1967 to 1968, is a thought-
provoking exploration of individuality, identity, and the essence of freedom. Created by
Patrick McGoohan, who also starred as the enigmatic protagonist known simply as
Number Six, the show has left an indelible mark on popular culture. Its iconic
catchphrase, "I am not a number, I am a free man," encapsulates the struggle against
dehumanization in a world that often prioritizes conformity over individuality. This article
will delve into the series’ themes, its cultural significance, and the enduring legacy it has
left behind.

Background of the Series

The Prisoner was conceived during a time of significant social and political upheaval in the
1960s. The Cold War, the rise of counterculture movements, and the questioning of
authority influenced its narrative and themes. Here are some key points about the show’s
background:

1. Creation: Patrick McGoohan, frustrated with the conventional television landscape,
aimed to create a series that would challenge viewers’ perceptions of freedom and control.
2. Setting: The series was filmed in a picturesque seaside village in Wales, which
juxtaposed the tranquil environment with the psychological turmoil faced by the
protagonist.
3. Format: The show consists of 17 episodes, each encapsulating a unique story while
contributing to an overarching narrative about the struggle for individual autonomy.

The Plot and Characters

The Prisoner follows Number Six, a former secret agent who resigns from his job. Shortly
thereafter, he is abducted and taken to a mysterious village where he is stripped of his
identity and assigned a number—Number Six. The village is populated by other residents,
many of whom have also been similarly dehumanized.

Key Characters

- Number Six (Patrick McGoohan): The protagonist who fiercely resists the authority of the
village and seeks to escape and reclaim his identity.
- Number Two: The chief antagonist who represents the authoritarian forces of the village,
often changing between different actors throughout the series, symbolizing the
facelessness of oppressive systems.
- The Rover: A menacing balloon-like creature that patrols the village and enforces its



rules, representing the omnipresence of surveillance and control.

Themes Explored in The Prisoner

The Prisoner is rich in themes that resonate deeply with contemporary issues surrounding
identity, social control, and personal freedom. Some of the most prevalent themes include:

Individuality vs. Conformity

- Resistance: Number Six embodies the struggle against conformity, often finding creative
ways to resist the village's attempts to subdue him.
- Identity Crisis: The show raises questions about what defines a person. Is it their name,
their occupation, or their choices? Number Six’s rejection of the label “Number” signifies
a refusal to be reduced to a mere statistic.

Surveillance and Control

- Panopticism: The village represents a microcosm of a surveillance state where residents
are constantly monitored, reflecting contemporary concerns about privacy and
government oversight.
- Psychological Manipulation: The techniques employed by the village to break Number Six
include psychological games, drugs, and coercion, highlighting the lengths to which
oppressive systems will go to maintain control.

Freedom and Autonomy

- Personal Freedom: The series constantly questions the meaning of freedom. Number
Six’s journey is a quest for autonomy in a world that seeks to dictate his choices.
- Choice and Consequence: The choices made by Number Six often have profound
consequences, illustrating the burden of free will in a controlled environment.

Cultural Impact and Legacy

The Prisoner has had a lasting influence on television and popular culture. Its themes of
individuality and resistance have resonated with audiences for decades and inspired
various works across different media.



Influences on Television

- Innovative Storytelling: The non-linear narrative structure and psychological depth of
The Prisoner have paved the way for future series, influencing shows like Lost, Twin
Peaks, and The X-Files.
- Cult Following: The series has garnered a dedicated fanbase, leading to conventions, fan
theories, and extensive analysis of its narrative and symbolism.

Philosophical and Political Discussions

- Existentialism: The show has been analyzed through existentialist lenses, exploring
themes of freedom, choice, and the search for meaning in a seemingly absurd world.
- Critique of Authority: The series serves as a critique of authoritarian regimes and the
ways in which they suppress individual freedoms.

Revival and Reinterpretation

In 2009, The Prisoner was reimagined in a miniseries starring Ian McKellen and Jim
Caviezel. While it introduced the story to a new generation, reactions were mixed, with
many fans of the original expressing disappointment in the reinterpretation.

Key Differences in the 2009 Miniseries

- Setting and Tone: The new series took on a more modern aesthetic and incorporated
contemporary themes, such as corporate control and technology.
- Characterization: The portrayal of Number Six and Number Two differed significantly,
with a focus on their psychological states rather than the philosophical underpinnings of
the original characters.

Conclusion

The Prisoner remains a landmark in television history, a series that transcends its era to
explore fundamental questions about identity, freedom, and the nature of authority. Its
powerful assertion, “I am not a number, I am a free man,” continues to resonate in an age
where individual autonomy is frequently challenged. As audiences grapple with issues of
surveillance, control, and the essence of personal freedom, The Prisoner serves as both a
cautionary tale and a source of inspiration. Through its innovative storytelling and rich
thematic content, it has carved out a unique space in the pantheon of great television,
encouraging viewers to reflect on their own identities and resist the forces that seek to
define them.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Prisoner: I Am Not a
Number'?
The central theme explores individuality versus conformity, emphasizing the struggle of
the protagonist against an oppressive system that reduces individuals to mere numbers.

Who is the main character in 'The Prisoner: I Am Not a
Number'?
The main character is known as Number Six, who was a secret agent that is captured and
imprisoned in a mysterious village where he is referred to only by his number.

How does 'The Prisoner' critique authority and
surveillance?
The series critiques authority and surveillance by depicting a society where personal
freedoms are stripped away, and individuals are constantly monitored, representing the
dangers of totalitarianism.

In what ways does 'The Prisoner: I Am Not a Number'
reflect Cold War anxieties?
The series reflects Cold War anxieties by highlighting themes of paranoia, the loss of
identity, and the fear of being controlled by a powerful state, mirroring the tension of the
era.

What role does the setting of the Village play in the
narrative?
The Village serves as a microcosm of a dystopian society, where the loss of individuality is
prominent, and it acts as both a prison and a psychological battleground for Number Six.

What are some of the psychological tactics used against
Number Six?
Psychological tactics include manipulation, deception, and coercive interrogation methods,
which aim to break his spirit and force him to conform to the expectations of his captors.

How does 'The Prisoner: I Am Not a Number' use
symbolism?
The series employs symbolism through its use of numbers, the recurring motif of the chess
game, and the structure of the Village, all representing the struggle for power and control.



What impact did 'The Prisoner: I Am Not a Number'
have on popular culture?
The series had a significant impact on popular culture, influencing future television shows
and movies with its themes of individualism, rebellion, and the questioning of authority.

Is 'The Prisoner: I Am Not a Number' considered a cult
classic?
Yes, 'The Prisoner: I Am Not a Number' is considered a cult classic, revered for its
innovative storytelling, visual style, and thought-provoking themes that resonate with
audiences even today.
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