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Abstract 

In 2016, “post-truth” was chosen as the word of the year by the Oxford Dictionaries. 

This is a concept that has come to be associated with a type of political discourse in 

which objective facts are less important than factual inaccuracies which appeal to 

emotion to influence people’s attitudes. Due to this recent increase in post-truth politics, 

critical thinking becomes an important skill to master. Yet, studies have suggested that 

students often lack the necessary skills for critical thinking. One way of approaching 

this problem is through the reading of literature. This essay specifically argues that 

George Orwell’s 1984 provides teachers with an excellent opportunity to develop 

critical thinking skills among upper secondary English as a foreign language (EFL) 

students, with the novel as an excellent platform to also promote student reflection on 

current post-truth politics. In order to work with 1984 to foster critical thinking, this 

essay utilizes a literature-based, pedagogical model developed by Bobkina and 

Stefanova that draws inspiration from elements of reader-response theory and critical 

literacy pedagogy (CLP). To show how 1984 can be used to discuss current post-truth 

politics, a thematic analysis was performed where central themes and concepts from the 

novel, such as doublethink, Newspeak and telescreens, were compared to current trends 

in post-truth politics. The analysis itself was structured around the following themes: 

the distortion of truth for political gains, the use of language as an instrument of political 

power and the use of technology to spread misinformation. Following the analysis, a 

lesson project based on Bobkina and Stefanova’s four-stage model was constructed, 

focusing on different pre-, while- and post-reading activities aimed at making the 

students develop their critical thinking skills as well as their awareness of the three 

themes mentioned above. While this approach is deemed suitable for working with 

1984 to discuss post-truth politics, a suggestion for further research would be to use 

Bobkina and Stefanova’s model together with more contemporary dystopian novels in 

order to discuss other topics that are more relatable to young adults, e.g. identity issues 

and social stratification.  
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The Party told you to reject the evidence of your 

eyes and ears. It was their final, most essential 

command. 

- George Orwell 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Several scholars and educators suggest that critical thinking is an essential skill to 

master in our current society and that developing students’ critical thinking skills should 

be considered one of the primary goals of education overall (Tung & Chang 288; 

Stefanova et al. 252). The importance of teaching critical thinking is also acknowledged 

in the Swedish curriculum for upper secondary school, which states that “[s]tudents 

should develop their ability to think critically, examine facts and relationships, and 

appreciate the consequences of different alternatives” (Skolverket, “Curriculum” 5). 

However, the curriculum does not give any guidelines on how teachers should approach 

the goal of teaching critical thinking; instead, teachers have to rely on different 

pedagogical strategies to fulfill this task. One example of such a strategy is a 

pedagogical, four-stage model recently developed by Jelena Bobkina and Svetlana 

Stefanova, which draws inspiration from elements of reader-response theory and 

critical literacy pedagogy (CLP). The model is specifically designed to be used in an 

English as a foreign language (EFL) setting, using literature as a way to increase 

students’ critical thinking skills as well as their awareness of various sociopolitical 

issues.  

One of the most widely discussed sociopolitical topics in recent years has been 

the idea that we are currently living in a post-truth society (Horsthemke 2). This idea is 

perhaps most clearly expressed in the current political climate in countries such as the 
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US where factual inaccuracy, emotional argumentation and personal belief have come 

to increasingly replace objective facts as the main strategy to influence a people’s 

thoughts and opinions. Some scholars suggest that the prevalence of fake news on social 

media have contributed to this idea of a post-truth society (Peters 563). Due to the 

current prevalence of the post-truth phenomenon, critical thinking should be considered 

an especially important skill to master, not only for young adults, but for our entire 

society. In this essay, I will utilize and develop the model proposed by Bobkina and 

Stefanova, using George Orwell’s dystopian novel 19841, originally published in 1949, 

as an example of how to work with literature in the EFL classroom to develop students’ 

critical thinking skills and to reflect on sociopolitical issues, with specific focus on 

current post-truth politics in the English-speaking world. This is in line with the 

syllabus for English 7 which states that the course should include the use of “older 

literature” and discussions about “[s]ocietal issues, cultural, historical, political and 

social conditions, and also ethical and existential issues in different contexts and parts 

of the world where English is used” (Skolverket, “Syllabus” n.p.).  

Although many educational scholars suggest that critical thinking is an essential 

skill to possess in our current society, several studies have found that students often 

lack critical thinking skills. For example, a recent report issued by the Stanford History 

Education Group indicates that many US students lack critical thinking skills, 

especially when it comes to the ability to critically evaluate information found on the 

internet and on social media (Wineburg et al. 2016). This is alarming news given that 

young adults spend a great deal of time on the internet and rely heavily on social media 

to provide them with information. For example, a majority of sixteen-to-twenty-five-

year-olds in Sweden consider Facebook to be their main or only source of news and 

information (Davidsson & Findahl 48).  Thus, in a time where post-truth politics and 

fake news have become increasingly prevalent, it is crucial that the entire Swedish 

                                                 
1 1984 centers on the protagonist Winston Smith, a citizen of the totalitarian surveillance-state Oceania, 

and his struggles against the omnipresent, manipulative and repressive Ingsoc party and its supposed 

leader, Big Brother. The Party seemingly has complete control over Oceania’s citizens through its 

combined use of manipulative propaganda, mass-surveillance and historical revisionism. Throughout the 

novel, it is also described how the Party and its Ministry of Truth aim at limiting the citizens’ freedom 

of thought through the use of the constructed language Newspeak, where words such as “justice”, 

“democracy” and “science” are erased in order to limit the citizen’s capabilities to think of such concepts. 

Winston, himself an employee at the Ministry of Truth, sees through the repressive nature of the Party 

and rebels against it by committing a series of illegal acts in secret, e.g. by keeping a diary where he 

records his own thoughts on the state of his society. Ultimately, Winston is captured and taken to the 

Ministry of Love where he is tortured and is brainwashed into loving Big Brother.  
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school system, regardless of the subject being taught, pursues the goal presented in the 

curriculum and gives the students the opportunity to develop their critical thinking 

skills.  

The effectiveness of using dystopian literature to develop students’ critical 

thinking skills has been the topic of previous research. For example, in a recent BA 

thesis, Dominik Selzer investigated how Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger Games could be 

used in an EFL setting to raise students’ critical thinking skills as well as their political 

awareness about societal issues such as environmental justice and consumerism. The 

use of 1984 in the EFL classroom was the focus of a 2013 thesis, in which Marie 

Anneling investigated how 1984 could be used in an EFL setting to initiate discussions 

on how the novel can be compared to our current IT society where social media, filter 

bubbles and targeted advertising are used to surveil and manipulate people’s thoughts 

and opinions. However, no previous academic work has focused on the usefulness of 

applying Bobkina and Stefanova’s literature-based model in an EFL context to raise 

students’ awareness of post-truth politics. Therefore, this essay aims to fill this gap by 

showing how the model can be utilized together with Orwell’s 1984 to create an 

efficient pedagogical strategy to increase students’ critical thinking skills and their 

awareness of post-truth politics. The model will be slightly modified by applying 

exercises inspired by educational scholars such as Carl Leggo, Joanne Collie and 

Stephen Slater.  

In order to show how the novel can be used to discuss current post-truth politics, 

I will perform a thematic analysis of 1984, where central themes and concepts of the 

novel such as doublethink, Newspeak and telescreens are compared to current trends in 

post-truth politics and the post-truth society overall. The analysis will be divided into 

three parts, focusing on the themes of truth, language and how technology can be used 

to spread misinformation. Following the analysis, I will apply Bobkina and Stefanova’s 

four-stage model in order to show how the novel can be used successfully in the EFL 

classroom—specifically in relation to the English 7 course—over a series of lessons to 

develop students’ critical thinking skills and to initiate critical discussions on the three 

themes mentioned above. In the following section, I will describe some of the 

characteristics of the post-truth phenomena and how it has come to be associated with 

recent political events in the English-speaking world.  
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2. Background 

2.1. Current Post-Truth Politics 

In 2016, “post-truth” was chosen by the Oxford Dictionaries as the word of the year, a 

word which denotes “circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in 

shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief” (“Word of the 

year…” n.p.). According to Horsthemke, 

the ‘post-’ prefix does not mean ‘after’ so much as it implies an 

atmosphere in which a notion is irrelevant. Thus, post-truth as an 

adjective refers to ‘beyond or superseding the importance of truth; 

usually in a pejorative sense, uncaring of factual accuracy’. (2) 
 

Although the word “post-truth” has been in use for some time to describe the political 

climate in countries such as Poland, North Korea, Turkey and Russia, it has lately seen 

an increase in usage, mainly due to recent political events in the English-speaking 

world, such as the 2016 EU referendum in the UK, i.e. Brexit, as well as the 2016 

American presidential election, especially in relation to the campaign of Donald Trump 

(Peters 563). Gleb Tsipursky describes Trump as the first post-truth president, claiming 

that “Trump’s political methods ultimately rely on the appeal to emotions, such as fear 

and anxiety, and to personal beliefs over objective truth” (12). During and after his 

presidential campaign, president Trump has given false information on a large number 

of topics. For example, Trump has stated that the US murder rate was as its highest 

point in 47 years, while it was actually at its lowest point in approximately 45 years 

(Diamond n.p.). Also, without any evidence to support him, Trump claimed that he 

would have won the popular vote if it was not for the millions of illegal immigrants 

who voted in the election (Sherman n.p). As stated above, writers such as Matthew 

d’Ancona and Michael A. Peters see the increased usage of social media and the 

prevalence of fake news articles as one of the reasons why post-truth politics have 

become so prevalent today (54; 563).  

While post-truth politics might seem like an overly complex issue to discuss in 

upper secondary school, it is important for students to be aware of this type of political 

discourse in order to not be swayed by false claims and fake news stories in the future. 

As Horsthemke states, “it may be pedagogically and epistemically useful to teach these 

qua beliefs, opinions, assertions, superstitions, prejudice and bias. This would no doubt 

strengthen students’ reasoning and critical thinking abilities” (8). Although this essay 

will focus on post-truth politics in relation to the EU referendum in the UK and, 
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especially, the current Trump administration, it is important to note that this essay is 

not meant as a form of negative criticism of the Trump administration or the outcome 

of the EU referendum. Instead, this essay aims at giving students the opportunity to 

discuss and reflect on recent examples of post-truth politics in the English-speaking 

world in relation to literature. In order to explain how 1984 can be used in combination 

with Bobkina and Stefanova’s model to develop critical thinking skills, I will first 

define the premises of critical thinking for this essay.  

 

2.2. Critical thinking, literature and sociopolitical issues 

As mentioned in the introduction, several educational scholars suggest that critical 

thinking is an essential skill for students to possess in our current society. For example, 

educational scholars Tung and Chang suggest that critical thinking enables students to 

“function well within society, evaluate the validity of information available, [and] make 

better personal, business or leadership decisions” (288). Similarly, Rezaei et al. state 

that critical thinking is at the heart of meaningful education and can serve as a useful 

tool for students to better understand the world that they live in (769). One possible 

definition of critical thinking is given in a report issued by the Institute for Academic 

Excellence, where it is stated that  

there is general agreement about the kind of abilities associated with 

critical thought: recognizing patterns and relationships; applying general 

principles to solve specific problems; judging the accuracy of a 

statement or the strength of an argument; synthesizing unique and 

creative insights and ideas. (“Critical thinking…” 2-3) 
 

According to Alec Fisher, critical thinking “requires interpretation and evaluation of 

observations, communications and other sources of information” (14). As previously 

mentioned, one way to develop students’ critical thinking skills is through the reading 

of literature; however, literature has not always been used in teaching for this purpose.  

Traditionally, literature-based reading has often been used in language 

classrooms as a strategy to develop students’ vocabulary and their understanding of the 

syntax of the target language (Bobkina & Stefanova 678-9). However, several 

educational scholars argue that literature should not only be used to increase the 

students’ language skills, but that it should also be used to encourage students to discuss 

and critically reflect on various societal issues (Stefanova et al. 253). According to the 

previously mentioned report issued by the Institute for Academic Excellence, literature-

based reading consists of similar cognitive processes as those found in critical thinking. 



  Hudberg  6 

For example, just as critical thinking involves recognizing patterns and evaluating the 

accuracy of statements, literature-based reading involves identifying different themes 

and implied meanings in a text, drawing conclusions regarding the plot as well as 

understanding the choices made by different characters (“Critical Thinking…” 5). In 

other words, by reading, discussing and analyzing a literary text, students can develop 

their critical thinking skills, which they can in turn apply to different societal issues in 

the real world. Because of the similarities between critical thinking and literature-based 

reading, the EFL classroom provides the teacher with ample opportunities for 

developing students’ critical thinking through literature. The question, then, is how EFL 

teachers should use literature to develop students’ critical thinking skills? As stated 

above, Bobkina and Stefanova have recently proposed a pedagogical model specifically 

aimed at developing EFL students’ critical thinking skills through the reading of 

literature. The model draws inspiration from two pre-existing pedagogical theories, 

namely: reader-response theory and critical literacy pedagogy.  

Originally developed by educational scholars such as Louise Rosenblatt, reader-

response theory encourages students to take an active part in the meaning-making of a 

literary text in order for them to form their own interpretations that are meaningful to 

them (Rosenblatt 33-5). In other words, focus is shifted from the author to the reader 

and his/her own personal understanding of the text. According to Rosenblatt, the same 

literary text will always have a different meaning to different readers (35), and it is 

therefore advisable for teachers not to force their own interpretations of the text onto 

the students, but rather to encourage them to draw their own conclusions based on their 

own personal interpretations. In order for the teacher to see what the students find 

important in the text, Carl Leggo has proposed a reader-response-centered activity 

based on the students formulating their own questions in relation to the text they read. 

According to Leggo, this is a useful strategy to see what the students find interesting or 

difficult to understand in the text (58). These questions could then serve as a basis for 

peer-to-peer or group discussions in the classroom in order to give the students the 

opportunity to get a more nuanced understanding of the text. In addition, Rosenblatt 

states that for a text to become meaningful to the students, it has to have some kind of 

connection to their own reality (74). How, then, can teachers enable the students to 

connect with an older novel such as 1984, which was written almost 70 years ago? One 

way is to encourage the students to try to connect the fictional world of 1984 to the 

supposed post-truth society of today. This could help make the text appear more 
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relevant and interesting to the students, as they connect the fictional world to their own 

world. Since reader-response theory is focused on the close-reading and personal 

interpretation of a literary text, it is also useful in developing students’ critical thinking 

skills. Just as critical thinking involves being open to different viewpoints, a close 

reading of literature involves an openness to different interpretations of the text. In other 

words, by discussing, arguing and presenting reasons for their respective interpretations 

of the text, the students will discover new ways of understanding the text and can later 

go back and reconsider their initial response to the text. As Bobkina and Stefanova 

state: 

A personal response to a literary work urges students to interact with the 

text and with other students in order to communicate their interpretation 

of the work. They are expected to develop skills to help them understand 

hidden or implied meanings, separate facts from opinions, examine 

characteristics of the narrative from multiple points of view, reconstruct 

images from details, and apply what they have learnt to other aspects of 

life. In other words, close reading improves all those skills that are part 

of the critical thinking process: analysis, synthesis, argumentation, 

interpretation, evaluation, problem-solving, and reasoning, among 

others. (680; emphasis in original) 
 

While reader-response theory is useful to increase the students’ interest in a text, it does 

not explicitly focus on how different sociopolitical issues can be incorporated in the 

teaching of literature. For this reason, Bobkina and Stefanova have also included 

elements of critical literacy pedagogy (CLP) in their model.  

CLP is a pedagogical method that draws inspiration from a wide range of different 

disciplines, including: critical theory, postcolonial studies and educational sociology.  

Perhaps the most influential contributor to the development of CLP is the Brazilian 

educational scholar Paulo Freire. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire criticized the 

so-called “banking concept of education” (73), where teachers are viewed as the sole 

keepers of knowledge, tasked to fill the unenlightened minds of students with as much 

knowledge as possible. As the name suggests, Freire likens the banking concept of 

education to the act of depositing money in a bank, “in which the students are 

depositories and the teacher is the depositor” (72). Freire viewed this as a highly 

uncritical form of education, and instead proposed a type of problem-posing pedagogy 

where the teacher could utilize the classroom to ask questions related  to various social 

issues aimed at making the students critical thinkers capable of taking social 

responsibility (84). As Aliakbari and Faraji state: “Through problem posing education 

[…] students learn to think critically and develop a critical consciousness which help 
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them to improve their life conditions and to take necessary actions to build a more just 

and equitable society” (77). Thus, the aim of CLP is not to fill the students with 

knowledge and give them the correct answers and interpretations to the questions posed 

in class; instead, CLP aims to make the students think critically and draw their own 

conclusions about different social issues discussed in class. Furthermore, CLP has been 

especially concerned with unequal power relations in society, often with a focus on 

political, racial, gender and class-related issues (Bobkina & Stefanova 685).  By 

encouraging students to critically examine these issues, CLP aims at making the 

students contribute to a more just society. For example, Darder et al. state that CLP can 

be understood as the “process of teaching and learning, by which students and teachers 

interrogate the world, unmask ideological and hegemonic discourses, and frame their 

actions, in the interest of the larger struggle for social justice” (279). In relation to this 

essay, CLP should serve as a useful method to also discuss the current prevalence of 

post-truth politics, where politicians in a position of power often manipulate or dismiss 

the truth in order to further their political agenda. Furthermore, although CLP has 

proved useful in developing students’ critical awareness of different societal issues, the 

method has often been ignored in EFL teaching, especially when working with literary 

texts. According to Bobkina and Stefanova, analyzing and discussing literature in the 

classroom can provide EFL students with the opportunity to become critically aware of 

the different societal issues brought up in the text (685).  In short, by analyzing and 

discussing literary texts that address similar sociopolitical issues as those found in our 

current society, students can become more critically aware of these issues while 

simultaneously increasing their knowledge of the target language.  

Based on elements of the two pedagogical theories presented above, Bobkina and 

Stefanova have proposed their own literature-based model, specifically designed to 

develop EFL students’ critical thinking skills. The model consists of four stages that 

the authors refer to as situated practice, overt instruction, critical framing and 

transformed practice respectively (Stefanova et al. 254). The first stage, situated 

practice, consists of pre-reading activities that are aimed at activating the students’ 

schemata, i.e. pre-existing knowledge, of the issues related to a specific literary text, 

thus enabling them to form an initial impression of the text and what it will be about. 

The second stage, overt instruction, focuses on student-centred while-reading activities, 

aimed at increasing the students’ general comprehension of the text. For example, the 

teacher can do this by presenting the students with a set of comprehension questions 
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related to the text’s plot, its characters and their motivations as well as themes or 

concepts present in the text. This stage utilizes elements of reader-response theory in 

that it encourages students to express and share their interpretations with each other 

(Stefanova et al. 254). The third stage, critical framing, is primarily focused on CLP-

based strategies aimed at developing the students’ critical thinking skills, and consists 

of a set of activities where the students try to connect the literary text to different 

societal issues.  In this stage, the teacher can also encourage the students to analyse the 

author’s choice of words and descriptions and how these relate to different social issues. 

For this essay, this stage will be slightly altered in order for the students to discuss more 

contemporary issues such as post-truth politics. This will be described further in section 

4.3. The last stage, transformed practice, consists of a post-reading activity where the 

students are asked to write their own text in relation to the text that they have read. As 

the name of this stage suggests, this can be done by creatively reshaping the original 

text into a new text that reflects their own understanding of the novel and its relation to 

the issues discussed in class (Stefanova et al. 254).  

In a recent case study in Spain, Stefanova et al. investigated the efficacy of this 

model in enhancing EFL students’ critical thinking skills, using Caryl Phillip’s novel 

The Lost Child to develop the student’s critical awareness of issues such as bullying, 

discrimination and immigration. The results of a pre- and post-diagnostics test, aimed 

at measuring students’ critical thinking abilities, indicated that the model has great 

potential to increase students’ critical thinking skills, especially in terms of their self-

reflection and critical awareness of the societal issues related to the text (Stefanova et 

al. 258). However, the authors mention that they have not yet established any clear 

criteria for which type of literature is most useful in developing critical thinking skills. 

Although Bobkina and Stefanova’s model is, in theory, compatible with several genres 

of literature, I argue that the dystopian genre of literature, of which 1984 is a part, is 

especially useful in developing students’ critical thinking skills due to the frequently 

critical nature of the genre itself. To better understand this reasoning, it is important to 

describe some of the characteristics of the dystopian genre. 

According to Gregory Claeys, the term “dystopia” is often used “to describe a 

fictional portrayal of a society in which evil, or negative social and political 

developments, have the upper hand” (107). Thus, dystopia can be seen as a contrast, or 

even as a form of satire of utopia, i.e. a type of ideal society where there exists no social 

or political injustices. Scholes and Ostenson have compiled a list of common elements 
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often found in dystopian fiction, some of which include: the use of propaganda through 

different media outlets, alteration of a society’s history, limited individual freedom and 

excessive measures to control society (11). Yet, despite the grim promise of this literary 

genre, dystopian fiction has become increasingly popular among young adults in recent 

years, perhaps best exemplified by the popularity of Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger 

Games series (Scholes & Ostenson 11). Since many dystopian novels are written as a 

critique towards a certain aspect of society, dystopian fiction is a reasonable choice of 

literature to be used to develop the students’ critical thinking skills as well as their 

awareness of sociopolitical issues. Rachel Wilkinson seems to agree with this 

reasoning, claiming that dystopian literature “exaggerates our modern context so that 

we can challenge it” (22), and further describes how dystopian novels such as Aldous 

Huxley’s Brave New World can be used in a classroom situation to discuss current 

issues such as consumerism and society’s overreliance on technology. Dystopian fiction 

has also proved useful in increasing young adults’ interest in different political matters 

and to make them reflect on different sociopolitical events that are currently taking 

place in the world (Ames 17). For example, Kerry Mallan states that: 

This ability of dystopian fiction to open up to readers a dystopian social 

elsewhere serves a double function: On the one hand, it offers readers 

an opportunity to reflect on their current existence to compare the 

similarities and differences between the real and the fictional; on the 

other, these stories implicitly exhort young people to take responsibility 

for their own lives and the future of society. (16) 
 

Perhaps dystopian fiction such as 1984 can create an opportunity for students to 

critically reflect on the possibly negative consequences of post-truth politicians lying 

openly in order to influence voters’ opinions? Before exploring this matter any further, 

it is important to also mention that there are several differences between the dystopian 

society portrayed in 1984 and our supposed post-truth society. For example, Douglas 

Kellner states that “1984 is most appropriately read as a critique of a specific form of 

state communism, namely Stalinism” (n.p.). Since this essay focuses on post-truth 

politics in the English-speaking world, mainly in relation to the US and the UK, it 

should be obvious that the connection to communism cannot be made. Although it 

might be self-explanatory, it should also be mentioned that an equivalent of the 

totalitarian, repressive and fascistic Ingsoc party2 portrayed in the novel is nowhere to 

be found in either of the two above-mentioned democratic and capitalistically oriented 

                                                 
2 From here on referred to as “the Party”.  
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countries. With that said, there are several themes present in the novel that can all be 

related to current post-truth politics, especially in relation to how truth and facts are 

treated with contempt by the Party as well as how language and technology can be used 

to influence people’s political opinion. 

Dystopian fiction such as 1984 has lately seen an increase in interest due to the 

current post-truth political climate. For example, following the 2017 American 

presidential inauguration, 1984 became the best-selling book on amazon.com, 

increasing its sales by roughly 9.500 percent (Alter n.p.). In addition to 1984, other 

dystopian novels such as Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale and Ray Bradbury’s 

Fahrenheit 451 saw a similar increase in sales. According to the New York Times 

journalist Alexandra Alter, the  

sudden prominence of such novels reflects a renewed public interest in 

decades-old works of speculative fiction as guides for understanding our 

current political moment. Readers who are grappling with a jolting shift 

in American politics, when easily verifiable facts are subject to debate 

and civil liberties and democratic norms feel fragile, are turning to 

dystopian novels for guidance and insight. (n.p.) 
 

Alter’s claim that dystopian fiction can serve as a source of guidance for current 

political issues is perhaps especially true for 1984, which seems to increase in 

popularity in times of political turmoil. For example, following Edward Snowden’s 

revelations of the National Security Agency’s (NSA) surveillance program in 2013, 

1984 saw a similar increase in sales as it did in relation to the 2017 presidential 

inauguration (Capon n.p.). This led several scholars and journalists to draw 

comparisons between the way that the totalitarian surveillance-state of Oceania and the 

NSA’s surveillance program undermine individual privacy. Similar comparisons have 

also been made between the novel and the way that the Internet, social media and so-

called filter bubbles can be used to manipulate people’s opinions on various issues. As 

Anneling suggests, 1984 is suitable in EFL education to make students aware of our 

current IT society. However, as stated above, no previous academic work has focused 

on how 1984 can be used in an EFL context to raise students’ awareness of post-truth 

politics. This research gap is what the remainder of this essay aims to fill.  

 

3. Analysis: Comparing 1984 to Current Post-Truth Politics 

This analysis should be seen as an attempt to highlight a number of themes in 1984 that 

can be likened to current trends in the post-truth society, especially in relation to 
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politics, and to show how the novel can effectively be combined with Bobkina and 

Stefanova’s model to raise students’ critical awareness of such issues. The analysis will 

be based on three themes, namely, the distortion of truth in Oceania and in post-truth 

politics, the way that language is used as an instrument of political power both in the 

novel and in current post-truth politics, and, lastly, how technology can be used to 

spread misinformation. 

 

3.1. From Doublethink to Alternative Facts: Distortion of Truth in Oceania 

and in Post-Truth Politics 

The prevalence of lying in politics is not exclusively tied to current post-truth politics. 

For example, d’Ancona claims that “[l]ying has been an integral part of politics since 

early humans arranged themselves in tribes” (23). According to Reznitskaya and 

Wilkinson, what is new about post-truth political discourse is not the prevalence of 

lying, but the fact that  

claims no longer need to be justified in the sense of being tested against 

the best available reasons and evidence. Knowledge is seen as entirely 

subjective, as if there are no established methods to judge the soundness 

of different arguments or to reconcile opposing opinions. (33) 
 

In other words, post-truth political discourse differs from traditional lying in the sense 

that truth and objective facts are often regarded as unimportant concepts that no longer 

have to be anchored in an empirically verifiable reality. Thus, false statements and 

factual inaccuracies are no longer viewed as untruth, but rather as personal perceptions 

of the truth. As summed up by journalist Scottie Nell Hughes during an interview on 

the National Public Radio in relation to the prevalence of post-truth politics during the 

2016 presidential election: “One thing that’s been interesting this entire campaign 

season to watch is that people that [sic] say that facts are facts. They’re not really facts. 

[…] There’s no such thing, unfortunately, anymore as facts” (as qtd. in d’Ancona 13). 

It follows from this reasoning that in a post-truth context, facts and traditionally reliable 

sources of information such as empirical evidence, expert knowledge and statistics are 

not taken seriously, but are instead “treated with suspicion and, sometimes, outright 

contempt” (d’Ancona 8). This negative attitude towards expert knowledge was also 

evident during the Brexit referendum, as famously summed up in the following 

statement by Brexit proponent Michael Gove: “People in this country have had enough 

of experts” (as qtd. in d’Ancona 35).  
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The idea that truth can be defined by groups in possession of political power is 

one of the central themes of 1984. Throughout the novel, the Party is described as being 

in full control of what should be perceived as truth. This is made possible by the 

Ministry of Truth’s steady flow of propaganda and the erasure of all records of 

information that contradict the Party’s current agenda. Ultimately, this means that the 

Party has the ability to independently determine what is true and thereby to control how 

the citizens of Oceania perceive reality. As the character O’Brien states as he is 

torturing protagonist Winston Smith at the Ministry of Love:  

But I tell you, Winston, that reality is not external. Reality exists in the 

human mind, and nowhere else. Not in the individual mind, which can 

make mistakes, and in any case soon perishes: only in the mind of the 

Party, which is collective and immortal. Whatever the Party holds to be 

the truth, is truth. It is impossible to see reality except by looking through 

the eyes of the Party. (Orwell 200; emphasis in original) 
 

According to David Dwan, one of Orwell’s biggest fears was the possibility for political 

leaders to completely rely on a relativistic view of reality to support their arguments 

(383). In other words, if there is no ultimate sense of truth or reality, political leaders 

are free to present falsehoods as facts, as long as they themselves perceive them to be 

true. The idea of believing in obvious falsehoods is reflected in one of the central 

concepts of the novel: doublethink.  Doublethink, or reality control as it is also called, 

is described as the act of “holding two contradictory beliefs in one’s mind 

simultaneously, and accepting both of them” (Orwell 171), and is one of the primary 

strategies that the Party uses to control both the citizens of Oceania as well as fellow 

party members. A more detailed description of doublethink is given in the following 

passage: 

To tell deliberate lies while genuinely believing in them, to forget any 

fact that has become inconvenient, and then, when it becomes necessary 

again, to draw it back from oblivion for just so long as it is needed, to 

deny the existence of objective reality and all the while to take account 

of the reality which one denies—all this is indispensably necessary. 

Even in using the word doublethink it is necessary to exercise 

doublethink. For by using the word one admits that one is tampering 

with reality; by a fresh act of doublethink one erases this knowledge; 

and so on indefinitely, with the lie always one leap ahead of the truth. 

(Orwell 171) 
 

Perhaps the most direct examples of doublethink given in the novel are three slogans of 

the Party: “War is peace, freedom is slavery, ignorance is strength” (Orwell 7). Out of 

these three slogans, the last one rings true for our current post-truth age where the 
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rejection of facts and reason is often encouraged in politics. For example, several 

journalists have drawn parallels between the concept of doublethink and presidential 

counsellor Kellyanne Conway’s recent use of the term “alternative facts” (e.g. Seaton 

et al.). The term itself was first uttered in relation to a statement made by former White 

House press secretary Sean Spicer in regards to the crowd size at Trump’s presidential 

inauguration on January 20th, 2017. According to Spicer, Trump’s inauguration 

ceremony was attended by the biggest crowd in the history of American presidential 

inaugurations, despite there being clear photographic evidence that the attendance 

number was lower than that of previous inaugurations. In an NBC interview the 

following day, Conway defended Spicer’s statement, claiming that Spicer only gave 

“alternative facts” of the matter (Bradner n.p.). Thus, despite clear evidence that 

Spicer’s comments were false, Conway still presented them as being truthful. This can 

be related to the idea of doublethink, and how lies can be told openly by politicians 

despite there existing clear evidence to contradict their claims, thereby creating a 

contradicting and relativistic view of reality where facts are considered unimportant. 

As d’Ancona states:  

NBC’s reporter might regard Spicer’s claim as a lie, but this, from 

[Conway’s] perspective, was to misunderstand the new rules of political 

debate. There was no stable, verifiable reality – only an endless battle to 

define it, [the reporter’s] ‘facts’ versus [Conway’s] ‘alternative facts’. 

(14) 
 

Doublethink can therefore be seen as a thematic ancestor to alternative facts, as both 

terms rely on a contradictory and relativistic view of reality and truth.  

Furthermore, Horsthemke states that “[a] defining trait of post-truth politics […] 

is that campaigners continue to reiterate their assertions, even if these are found to be 

untrue by the media experts or independent researchers” (4). This can clearly be related 

to the concept of doublethink, which centers on repeatedly making false statements 

despite there being clear evidence to disprove them. For example, during the 2016 EU 

referendum in the UK, the leave-side continuously made a  false claim that the UK sent 

approximately £350 million to the EU on a weekly basis, further stating that the same 

amount of money could instead be spent on the National Health Service (Rose 556). 

According to Jonathan Rose,  

[t]his claim was deeply problematic, because it relied on the maximum 

possible conceptualisation of the costs of EU membership for the UK 

while disregarding both the rebate that the UK receives and the effects 

of direct EU spending on the UK as a result of membership. (556) 
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 Even though the claim was debunked by several independent fact-checkers, the leave-

side continued to make this claim up until the very end of the campaign. Another 

frequently used claim from leave-side campaigners was that Turkey was likely to join 

the EU by 2020, which would have allowed free-access to Turkish citizens into the UK. 

However, as d’Ancona points out, the likelihood of Turkey joining the EU “was a 

remote prospect at best” (20). Similar examples of false claims have been widespread 

both during and after Donald Trump’s presidential campaign. According to fact-

checking site Politifacts, 69% of Trump’s statements both before and after his 

inauguration have been false to some degree (“Donald Trump’s…” n.p.).3 For example, 

during his campaign, Trump made several incorrect or misleading statements, such as 

claiming that inner-city crime had reached new record levels, that there were as many 

as 30 million undocumented immigrants living in the US and that the unemployment 

rate in the US was as high as 42 percent (Peters 563). Again, these claims were made 

despite there being no evidence to support them whatsoever. Trump has also repeatedly 

made several contrasting claims such as that he is a supporter of the LGBT community 

while simultaneously supporting anti-LGBT legislation, e.g. by attempting to ban 

transgender people from joining the military (Peters 563). Another example includes 

Trump’s remarks that he is the world’s “least racist person” while simultaneously 

labelling Mexicans as rapists and referring to countries such as Haiti and El Salvador 

as “shitholes” (Smith & Rawlinson n.p.). While neither the campaigns of the Brexit 

leave-side nor the Trump administration are anywhere near the likes of the Party 

portrayed in the novel, there are connections to be found in their modern day use of 

doublethink. In an EFL context, any of the above-mentioned examples could prove 

useful to initiate discussions on how the concepts of doublethink and reality control can 

be related to current post-truth politics and how obviously false statements can be told 

with the utmost sincerity in order to influence people’s opinions on various political 

issues. 

 

3.2. 21st Century Newspeak: Language as an Instrument of Political Power 

Another major theme of 1984 is the idea that language can be used for political purposes 

to influence people’s thoughts, an idea that is most effectively understood through the 

Party’s use of the invented language Newspeak. The first thorough description of 

                                                 
3 As reported on March 12th, 2018.  
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Newspeak is given in chapter 5 when Winston is having lunch together with the 

philologist Syme, who works at the research department at the Ministry of Truth tasked 

with compiling the latest edition of the Newspeak Dictionary. As Winston and Syme 

are sitting down for lunch, Syme begins to give a small lecture on the purpose of 

Newspeak, stating the following to Winston: “Don’t you see that the whole aim of 

Newspeak is to narrow the range of thought? In the end we [the Party] shall make 

thoughtcrime literally impossible, because there will be no words in which to express 

it” (Orwell, 1984 45). Thoughtcrime is, in turn, described as any type of thought that is 

deemed illegal by the Party, such as any kind of oppositional thought aimed at the 

Party’s ideology. As Syme mentions, in order to prevent thoughtcrime, the Party aims 

to suppress people’s freedom of thought by erasing certain words from the Newspeak 

vocabulary, and by slowly replacing Standard English with Newspeak. In the appendix 

to the novel, titled “The Principles of Newspeak”, it is further explained how “[t]he 

purpose of Newspeak was not only to provide a medium of expression for the world-

view and mental habits proper to devotees of Ingsoc, but to make all other modes of 

thought impossible” (Orwell 241). An example of this is mentioned in chapter 9 of the 

second part of the novel, after Winston has received the book The Theory and Practice 

of Oligarchical Collectivism, supposedly written by Emmanuel Goldstein, the chief 

opponent of the Party. In the book, it is mentioned how the word “science” has been 

erased from the Newspeak vocabulary due to the fact that “[t]he empirical method of 

thought, on which all the scientific achievements of the past were founded, is opposed 

to the most fundamental principles of Ingsoc” (Orwell 156). Similarly, it is stated in the 

appendix how words such as “thought”, “democracy” and “justice” had all been erased 

from the Newspeak vocabulary as a means to prevent the citizens of Oceania from doing 

anything except blindly following the Party’s ideology. Kellner states that “[i]n these 

reflections on the politics of language, Orwell was generalizing from the practices of 

existing totalitarian states and projected a future in which truth and honesty no longer 

played any role in political discourse” (n.p.). As it has been almost 70 years since 1984 

was published, the question is whether we are now living in the type of political future 

that Orwell feared? 

Language has long been used as an instrument of political power and as a way 

to promote certain opinions and ideologies. For example, Kellner has connected the 

concept of Newspeak to different forms of political euphemisms aimed at presenting 

certain political ideas or actions in a positive light. As examples, Kellner mentions 
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euphemisms used by the US government during the Vietnam War, including how the 

destruction of Vietnamese villages was labeled as “pacification program” (n.p.). The 

trend of using language to promote, or limit, certain political attitudes continues in 

current post-truth politics. A recent example from current post-truth politics could, once 

again, include the term “alternative facts”, which functions as a euphemism for “lies”. 

Another example is the way that the Trump administration has used language as a way 

to suppress ideas not in line with their political agenda by limiting or omitting the use 

of certain words from government websites and documents, the clearest example being 

the topic of climate change. As stated above, the Party in 1984 is strongly opposed to 

science and empirical evidence due to the fact that the scientific method poses a risk to 

their totalitarian agenda. An example of this suspicion towards science can be seen in 

the way that the Trump administration has continuously rejected the notion of climate 

change despite there being an almost universal scientific consensus, approximately 

97%, regarding the prevalence of climate change (Cook et al. 1). Although climate 

change denial is not a new phenomenon in US politics, the Trump administration has 

gone further in their rejection of this by calling for the removal of the term “climate 

change” from the Environmental Protection Agency’s website as well as the agency’s 

four-year strategic plan (Marsh & Wallace n.p.). This stands as a firm example of how 

language, or rather the removal of language, can be used as an instrument by politicians 

to further their agenda.  

An additional example of how language can be used to influence people’s 

opinions includes president Trump’s labelling of major news organizations such as 

CNN, The New York Times and The Washington Post as “fake news”, especially if these 

organizations have published articles that present Trump in a disfavorable light. While 

it is true that there have been articles published by these organizations that have not 

been fully accurate, it is problematic to refer to their entire news outlet as being fake. 

As The Atlantic journalist Uri Friedman states: 

[…] in specifically repurposing the term ‘fake news,’ and conflating 

unfavorable journalism with disinformation, Trump is arguing that 

journalists maliciously fabricate the sources and substance of their 

reporting—at least when what they report doesn’t reflect well on him. 

By persistently hurling the fake-news put-down at nearly all the 

country’s leading news organizations, he is refashioning a vital 

democratic institution—the independent press—as an enemy. (n.p.) 
 

Thus, Trump’s frequent use of the term “fake news” could be likened to a modern day 

form of Newspeak, aimed at portraying news organizations that publish unfavorable 
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articles about him as being instigators of thoughtcrime. All of these examples could 

prove useful in an EFL classroom to let students discuss “how language [can be] used 

as an instrument to exercise power” (Skolverket, “Syllabus” n.p.). Apart from Trump’s 

use of the term, there is another form of fake news that have been connected to the rise 

of our supposed post-truth society, namely those found on social media.  

 

3.3. The Ministry of Fake News: Technology, telescreens and social media 

According to Rose, fake news can be defined as “wholly or mostly fabricated stories in 

the style of news reports usually posted online and often shared virally” (556). While 

fake news has always existed in some shape or form, the concept has recently taken on 

a new meaning in relation to the development of  social media, which allows anyone to 

post their own or someone else’s personal opinions and present them as facts. The idea 

that technology can be used to present false information as truthful is also one of the 

central themes of 1984. One of the primary ways in which the Party is able to control 

the citizens of Oceania’s view of reality is through the Ministry of Truth’s use of 

propaganda spread via technology in the form of so-called telescreens, which are 

described as instruments capable of both transmitting and receiving information 

simultaneously (Orwell 6). The telescreens are constantly bombarding the citizens of 

Oceania with propaganda in order to portray the Party and Big Brother in a positive 

light. For example, in chapter 7 of the first part of the novel, it is described how: 

Day and night the telescreens bruised your ears with statistics proving 

that people today had more food, more clothes, better houses, better 

recreations – that they lived longer, worked shorter hours, were bigger, 

healthier, stronger, happier, more intelligent, better educated, than the 

people of fifty years ago. Not a word of it could ever be proved or 

disproved. (Orwell 63) 
 

Thus, through their use of the telescreens, the Party is able to project their own 

fabricated version of reality to the rest of Oceania without any risk of being challenged. 

Seen from a modern perspective, the telescreens in the novel are not wholly unlike 

current technology in the form of smartphones and laptops. In addition, the 

development of social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter has made it 

possible to spread misinformation to large numbers of people through these devices. 

According to d’Ancona, social media and “[t]he web is the definite vector of Post-Truth 

precisely because it is indifferent to falsehood, honesty and the difference between the 

two” (53).  
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However, there is a clear difference between the telescreens used in the novel 

and our current information technology. In today’s post-truth society, there is no 

centralized government agency such as the Ministry of Truth that is in charge of 

manipulating and distributing news. Instead, anyone with access to the Internet can 

easily spread either their own or someone else’s personal opinions and beliefs as facts 

despite them being false. Also, it is described in the novel how the so-called Thought 

Police are in charge of monitoring the citizens’ opinions and behavior through the 

telescreens in order to discover and prevent any form of thoughtcrime (Orwell 6). 

Today, there is no such thing as the Thought Police that monitor people’s political 

opinions. However, as suggested by Anneling, there are parallels to be drawn between 

the Thought Police and the way that information on social media such as Facebook can 

be algorithmically personalized based on what the user has previously liked, 

commented on or shared in his/her newsfeed (14). For example, if a Facebook user has 

a liberal political attitude, it is likely that he/she will like, comment and share posts that 

reflect similar opinions as those of the user. Based on this collected user data, 

Facebook’s algorithms select which news stories or posts that will appear in the user’s 

newsfeed. The selected news stories are meant to match the user’s own political 

opinions, thus limiting the user from reading any other information that might oppose 

his/her political beliefs (d’Ancona 53). As Peters states:  

One major consideration about the shift to post-truth is the “truth 

carrying capacity” of new social media and its propensity to disseminate 

fake news through Facebook, Google and Twitter, and thereby to create 

a “bubble world” where algorithmically selected news sources simply 

reinforce existing prejudices thus compromising the capacity for moral 

thinking. (564) 
 

The worrisome part of this phenomenon is that Facebook’s algorithms do not 

distinguish between real and fake news, which can lead to fake news stories being 

spread to large numbers of people who view them as real. This phenomenon was 

widespread during the 2016 presidential election, with polls showing that 75% of adult 

Americans who had read fake news articles on social media judged them to be accurate 

(d’Ancona 55-6). The effect was even larger if the fake news stories matched the user’s 

own political leanings. For example, one of the most widely circulated fake news stories 

on social media during the 2016 election involved Pope Francis endorsing Donald 

Trump’s presidency, with polls showing  that 75% of Trump’s supporters believed the 

story to be true (Silverman & Singer-Vine n.p.). Again, there is a parallel to be drawn 
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to 1984 that can help explain this phenomenon. The Newspeak vocabulary includes a 

word called “bellyfeel”, which refers to a blind, enthusiastic acceptance of an idea 

issued by the Party (Orwell 245). As the name of the word suggests, it is not important 

if a claim made by the Party is true or not as long as it feels true. In other words, gut 

instinct is deemed more important than actually checking the facts. The same principle 

can be seen today in our current social media-saturated age of fake news where people 

often tend to believe what they read on social media if it complies with their pre-existing 

beliefs and opinions. As d’Ancona states, it does not matter if the news stories are 

actually true or not, “[a]ll that matters is that the stories feel true” (54). This can also be 

related to the concept of confirmation bias, which refers to the phenomenon where 

people only tend to accept information that complies with their pre-existing view of the 

world (Wikforss 89). Also, statements that contradict one’s own version of truth are in 

turn often ignored or even met with hostility. As a final note, this can be related to 1984 

through the concept of crimestop, which refers to  

the faculty of stopping short, as though by instinct, at the threshold of 

any dangerous thought. It includes the power of not grasping analogies, 

of failing to perceive logical errors, of misunderstanding the simplest 

arguments if they are inimical to Ingsoc, and of being bored or repelled 

by any train of thought which is capable of leading in a heretical 

direction. (Orwell 169) 
 

In relation to our post-truth world, the idea of crimestop can be related to how people 

on either side of the political spectrum often dismiss information if it contradicts their 

own political views. To conclude, the Ministry of Truth and the Thought Police have 

found their modern-day parallels in social media algorithms that often prevent us from 

seeing the world in any other way other than that which we already perceive to be true. 

Therefore, unlike in 1984 where the Party is in full control of what should be perceived 

as truth, social media algorithms and fake news have contributed to a post-truth world 

where it is possible for everyone to have their own view of what constitutes truth and 

reality, while also making this view vulnerable to political manipulation. 

 

4. Applying Bobkina and Stefanova’s Model to 1984  

In this section, I will show how 1984 can be used in combination with Bobkina and 

Stefanova’s pedagogical model in an EFL setting to develop students’ critical thinking 

skills and their awareness of the themes discussed above. As mentioned earlier, 

Bobkina and Stefanova’s model is comprised of four stages that are meant to be 
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stretched over a series of lessons. The model will be slightly modified at places to suit 

this essay’s aim of developing the students’ awareness of post-truth politics 

specifically. In addition, ideas from Collie and Slater’s book Literature in the Language 

Classroom: A Resource Book of Ideas and Activities as well as reader-response-based 

exercises proposed by Leggo will serve as inspiration for the different stages of the 

lesson project. Considering that approximately 130 minutes of time is allocated to the 

English 7 course each week, I propose that a period of five weeks should be enough for 

the students to read the novel and for the teacher to structure the lesson project based 

on all four stages of the model. The model comprises all four language skills, i.e. 

reading, listening, speaking and writing. The reading of the novel will mostly take place 

at home, which will result in more time to discuss the novel in class. By allowing the 

students to discuss the novel with each other, they will not only be able to practice their 

speaking and listening skills in English, but they will also be able to develop their 

critical thinking skills by taking into account their peers’ interpretations of the novel, 

thus gaining a broader perspective on how to interpret the novel. In order to see if the 

model has any effect on the development of the students’ critical thinking skills, a pre- 

and post-diagnostics test similar to the one used by Stefanova et al. would also have to 

be incorporated into the lesson project.  

 

4.1. Situated Practice 

The first stage of the model, situated practice, consists of a set of pre-reading activities 

primarily aimed at activating the student’s schemata, i.e. pre-existing knowledge, on 

the topics that are to be discussed in class (Stefanova et al. 254). This stage will be 

divided into two lessons, where each lesson will serve as an introduction to the novel 

and to post-truth politics respectively.  

The entirety of the first lesson will be dedicated to introducing 1984 to the 

students. It is also important for the teacher to present the purpose of this lesson project, 

which is to work with 1984 to develop the students’ critical thinking skills and their 

awareness of post-truth politics in the English-speaking world. Since 1984 is a famous 

novel, it is likely that some of the students have some basic knowledge about it and 

some of its main themes. However, in order to let all of the students form their own 

initial impression of the novel and what it will be about, the class will be asked to search 

online for the different cover designs that have been used for 1984 throughout the years. 
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According to Collie and Slater, introducing the novel through book cover designs is a 

useful way in getting students to reflect individually on what the novel will be about 

(17-18). After the students have done this, they will form small groups consisting of 4-

5 people and share their initial impression with each and with the teacher. The teacher 

will in turn write down all the students’ thoughts on the whiteboard, thus creating a 

mind map of all the possible themes of the novel. As a final part of this exercise, the 

students will also be asked to discuss what the cover design of 1984 would look like in 

2018. This cover design-based pre-reading exercise is not meant to have any correct 

answer, but is rather aimed at activating the students’ reflective thinking skills and to 

spark their interest in the novel. Before ending the lesson, the teacher will hand out a 

sheet of comprehension questions to the students that can be used as a guide while 

reading the novel at home. Examples of these questions will be presented in section 4.2. 

As a final note, the teacher will leave the students with an open question as to why the 

sales of 1984 increased massively in the beginning of 2017. Once again, this question 

is not really meant to be answered, but is rather aimed at sparking the students’ interest 

in the novel and its relation to our current time. 

The second lesson will serve as an introduction to the novel’s relevance to our 

supposed post-truth world. Since the notion of truth is one of the central themes of the 

novel, the teacher will begin the lesson by asking the students to take 5 minutes to 

individually write down what the words “truth” and “fact” mean to them, while also 

asking them if there is such a thing as truth at all. After the students have done this, they 

are asked to form groups consisting of 4-5 people and take 10 minutes to present their 

answers to the each other. It is possible that the students will discover that they have 

quite varied definitions of “truth” and “fact”, which, in turn, will serve as a way for the 

teacher to introduce them to the discussion of post-truth politics and of the post-truth 

society overall, as described below. The teacher will proceed to write the words “post-

truth” and “alternative facts” on the whiteboard while encouraging the groups to discuss 

what these words might mean by comparing them to their previous discussion on the 

words “truth” and “fact”. Once again, this exercise is not meant to have a definite 

answer, but is aimed at triggering the students reflective thinking abilities. Following 

this exercise, the teacher will introduce the class to the discussion of a post-truth society 

and current post-truth politics. Specifically, the students will be asked to read an article 

called “Facebook’s fake news: ‘post-truth’ is the word” taken from the website The 

Day. This is also in line with the syllabus which states that the course should involve 
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“[t]exts of different kinds and for different purposes, such as agreements, in-depth 

articles and scientific texts” (Skolverket, “Syllabus” n.p.). Although the article is short, 

it contains some of the main points discussed in section 3 of this essay, including the 

notion of confirmation bias and how social media has contributed to the spread of fake 

news and how politicians today often rely openly on false information despite being 

proven wrong, such as the £350 million claim used by the Brexit proponents. In 

addition, the article contains several questions that could be used in class to discuss the 

notions of a post-truth society and politics, the clearest example being the following: 

“Have we entered an age of ‘post-truth’ politics?” (“Facebook’s Fake...” n.p.). As a 

final exercise, the students will be asked to search the web for fake news articles and 

so-called alternative facts, i.e. false claims, that have been widespread either during the 

presidential election in the US or the Brexit campaign. This exercise will come of use 

in their written assignment as part of the last stage of the model.  

 

4.2. Overt Instruction 

Once the two introductory lessons are finished, the teacher should proceed to the second 

stage of the model, overt instruction. This stage includes elements of reader-response 

theory in the form of a close reading of chapter excerpts of the novel where the students 

will get the opportunity to reflect on and discuss some of the central themes and 

concepts of 1984 through a set of comprehension questions (Stefanova et al. 254).4 As 

suggested by Bobkina and Stefanova, this stage is not explicitly meant for the students 

to connect the text to societal issues, but rather to increase their understanding of the 

central ideas present in the text. However, the students will be asked to reflect on 

whether there exist any modern day equivalents to the concepts from the novel. This 

comparison does not necessarily have to be connected to post-truth politics, but will 

rather serve as a way to increase the students’ interest in the novel and to trigger their 

reflective thinking abilities. This in line with Rosenblatt’s idea that if a text is to become 

meaningful and interesting to the students, it has to have some sort of connection to 

their own world (74). The lesson examples presented here will be based on the three 

themes discussed in section 3, but the same approach could be applied to a variety of 

themes present in the novel. This stage will also utilize the reader-response-centered 

                                                 
4 Due to their length, the chosen excerpts will be presented in full in the appendix.   
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activity proposed by Leggo where the students are asked to formulate their own 

questions in relation to the text (58).  

 In the first lesson of this stage, the teacher will focus on the first chapter of 1984 

in which the students are introduced to protagonist Winston Smith and central concepts 

such as the telescreens, Big Brother, The Ministry of Truth and the Thought Police. 

Prior to reading the chapter, the students will have been given a set of comprehension 

questions that can be used as a guide for their reading at home. Examples of questions 

to be used in relation to the first chapter can include the following:  

 Describe the protagonist Winston Smith in your own words. Who is he and what 

does his main work tasks consist of?  

 What is the prevailing mood of the introduction of the novel?  

 What is Winston’s opinion of Big Brother and the Party?  

 What are the telescreens and what is their purpose?  

 Who are the Thought Police and what is the role in Oceania? 

 Technology is used excessively by the Party to monitor the citizens’ political 

opinions. Can you think of a modern day equivalent of how technology can be 

used for the same purpose?  

The students should try to answer these questions individually at home while reading 

the novel, and then bring their notes to class in order to discuss their answers in small 

groups consisting of 4-5 students. This serves as an opportunity for the students to 

practice the “[p]rocessing of language and structure in their own and others’ 

communications” (Skolverket, “Syllabus” n.p). In addition to discussing the questions, 

the students will also be asked to re-read excerpts of the chapter and come up with their 

own questions in relation to the chosen excerpt. As suggested by Leggo, this is a useful 

strategy to understand what the students find important in the text (58). The excerpt I 

have chosen to work with here is taken from page 6 and focuses on the telescreens and 

the Thought Police. Each student is asked to re-read the excerpt and come up with at 

least one question, which they will then discuss together in their respective groups. As 

proposed by Leggo, this exercise aims helping the students get a more nuanced 

understanding of the text, as they have to try and answer their peers’ questions or reflect 

on their interpretations of the novel. 

In the second lesson example, the teacher will focus on chapter 5 in which 

Winston’s colleague Syme is explaining the function of Newspeak. The same principle 
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will be used here as in the previous lesson, namely that the students will have read the 

chapter at home and answered the comprehension questions. These questions will then 

serve as basis for classroom discussions in groups of 4-5 students.  Examples of 

questions related to chapter 5, or Newspeak in general, can include the following: 

 What is the main aim of the invented language of Newspeak, and how is this 

aim realized by the Party?  

 Give some examples of Newspeak words from the novel. What is the 

significance of these words? 

 Is it possible to change and/or control people’s thoughts and opinions through 

language? 

 Can you think of a modern day equivalent of Newspeak in current politics, or 

an example of how language can be used as an instrument to exercise political 

power? 

As in the previous lesson, the students will first discuss these questions in groups and 

then later re-read an excerpt from the chapter as well as an additional excerpt taken 

from page 156 that mentions how the word “science” has been removed from the 

Newspeak vocabulary. The reason for including this excerpt is because of its relevance 

to current post-truth politics where science is often treated with suspicion. Once the 

students have discussed the comprehension questions, they are, once again, asked to 

create their own questions which the groups will later try to answer. This lesson will 

also feature an additional exercise aimed at making the students understand the concept 

of Newspeak more thoroughly. In this exercise, the students are supposed to discuss a 

given topic, such as climate change, without ever being allowed to use the words 

“climate change” or “global warming” or any other words related to the issue. In all 

likelihood, this will be a frustrating experience for the students. However, the exercise 

has a purpose in that it will hopefully help them gain a deeper understanding of the 

concept of Newspeak and “how language [can be] used as an instrument to exercise 

power” (Skolverket, “Syllabus” n.p.).  

The third lesson example will focus on the concept of truth through a closer 

analysis of the concept of doublethink and reality control. During this lesson, the 

students will work with multiple excerpts taken from several chapters in the novel (see 

appendix). Questions related to truth and doublethink can include:  

 Please try to define the concept of doublethink/reality control. 
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 Give an example of doublethink from the novel.  

 Can you think of any modern day examples of doublethink in current politics? 

 Are there any dangers with politicians presenting clear falsehoods as facts?  

 What is to be gained by the Party through their use of doublethink? 

 Is it possible to genuinely believe in an obvious lie?  

 How does Winston’s understanding of truth differ from that of the Party’s? 

 Is there such a thing as objective truth? 

As in the previous two lessons of this stage, the students will bring their notes to class 

and discuss these questions in groups of 4-5 students and come up with their own 

questions in relation to the excerpts given to them. An additional exercise that will be 

used in this lesson is to let the students discuss a topic that is irrefutably false, such as 

the flat earth theory for example, and ask them to come up with as many truthful claims 

about the topic as possible, despite them knowing that it is false. This will serve as a 

way to further increase their understanding of doublethink and how politicians can rely 

on similar mechanisms to present obvious falsehoods as facts.  

In sum, Stefanova et al. state that this approach has several benefits in that it 

gives the students the opportunity to  

develop the skills students need to understand hidden meanings, 

reconstruct images from details, separate facts from opinions, examine 

phenomena from multiple points of view, and apply what they have 

learnt to other aspects of their daily life. In short, a close reading of a 

literary text involves all those skills that are part of the critical thinking 

process: analysis, synthesis, argumentation, interpretation, evaluation, 

problem-solving, and reasoning, among others.  (253) 
 

Thus, by working with questions such as those presented above, the students will not 

only be able to get a deeper understanding of the novel and some of its central themes, 

but they will also utilize similar cognitive processes as those associated with critical 

thinking skills (Stefanova et al. 253). The reason for asking the students to think of 

contemporary examples that resemble some of the concepts in the novel is to encourage 

them to reflect on why the novel is still relevant today, which, hopefully, will render 

the novel more interesting and relevant to them (Rosenblatt 74). This will also be of use 

in the following stage of the model.  

 

4.3. Critical Framing 
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The third stage, critical framing, utilizes elements of CLP-based strategies aimed at 

getting students to explicitly connect the novel to current sociopolitical issues 

(Stefanova et al. 254), and will be comprised of one lesson placed at the end of the 

lesson project after the students have read most of the novel. Originally, Bobkina and 

Stefanova proposed that one way of carrying out this stage was to analyze the language 

used by the author and by focusing on the author’s intentions of writing the text. 

However, I will here propose a slightly altered version of this stage which centers on a 

comparison between central concepts in 1984 and terms associated with the current 

post-truth phenomenon. This is in line with Mallan’s claim that dystopian fiction “offers 

readers an opportunity to reflect on their current existence to compare the similarities 

and differences between the real and the fictional” (16). Also, in compliance Freire and 

his thoughts on the inefficiency of the banking model of education, (73) it is important 

for the teacher not to supply the students with answers on what the connection is 

between the concepts in the novel and the contemporary terms. Instead, they should be 

encouraged to draw their own conclusions in order to develop their interpretative skills.  

The lesson will focus on a student-centered discussion on whether there is any 

connection between central concepts from the novel such as doublethink, Newspeak, 

Ministry of Truth, Thought Police, telescreen, thoughtcrime, crimestop and current 

terms such as post-truth, alternative facts, social media, fake news and confirmation 

bias. The first part of this activity will be carried out individually, where each student 

takes approximately 10 minutes to write down his/her thoughts on the connection 

between the terms. Although these terms are chosen by the teacher, the students are free 

to add any other concepts from the novel that they feel reflect the modern day terms. 

One possible connection that the students could make is the similarities between the 

ways that the party uses technology to spread false information via the telescreens and 

the way that social media platforms such as Facebook can be used to spread fake news 

articles aimed at influencing people’s opinions. Another possible interpretation could 

be the similarities between the term “alternative facts” and the concepts of doublethink 

and/or Newspeak. The teacher will further guide the development of the students’ 

critical thinking skills by also encouraging them to find differences between the words 

they have connected. All of this will later be of use in their final written assignment. 

Following the individual task, the students will discuss their interpretations in groups 

of 4-5 students and compare their answers with each other. Since this exercise is not 

meant to have any definite answers, it will prove useful to further develop their 
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reflective skills as they try to connect the concepts from the novel with those associated 

with the post-truth phenomenon. 

Lastly, since this stage centers on elements of CLP, the teacher will also pose 

questions focused on the issue of power in relation to the novel and post-truth politics. 

Examples of such questions can include:  

 What is power?  

 How does the Party in 1984 use power to control the citizens of Oceania?  

 What is the relationship between post-truth politics and power?  

 Are there any similarities between current post-truth politics and the political 

situation described in the novel? What is different between the two? 

Again, these questions should be discussed in groups consisting of 4-5 students. The 

students are also free to search the Internet for any information of what constitutes post-

truth politics and for examples of how politicians related to the post-truth phenomenon 

have used lies to further their agenda. This will also serve as an opportunity for the 

students to discuss “[s]ocietal issues, cultural, historical, political and social conditions, 

and also ethical and existential issues in different contexts and parts of the world where 

English is used” (Skolverket, “Syllabus” n.p.). 

 

4.4. Transformed Practice 

In the last stage of the model, transformed practice, the students are asked to write their 

own text by creatively transforming the literary text to express their understanding of 

the novel and its relation to the societal issues discussed in class (Stefanova et al. 257). 

According to Bobkina and Stefanova, examples of this exercise can include “genre or 

stylistic reformulation of the text, inventing story continuations, translation, and so on” 

(687). Other examples include rewriting a piece of dialogue into narration or creating 

new characters that influence the plot in some way (Stefanova et al. 256-7). For this 

specific assignment, the students will write a text based on an alternative ending of 1984 

where Winston manages to escape from the Ministry of Love before getting 

brainwashed into loving Big Brother. Years later, the Party has been abolished and 

Winston is working as a senior fact-checker and political reporter, tasked at covering 

the current post-truth political climate in the English-speaking world today. In their 

written texts, the students will have to write from the perspective of Winston and 

describe both similarities and differences between our current post-truth society and the 
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society portrayed in the novel. In order to guide their writing, the teacher can provide 

the students with examples of topics to write about, including “Doublethink in 1984 

and in current post-truth politics”, “Contemporary forms of Newspeak”, and “Social 

media and fake news: The new Ministry of Truth?”. Since the writing task involves 

presenting both similarities and and differences between the novel and our current post-

truth world, the task can be seen as an example of “written production […] where 

students argue from different perspectives, apply, reason, assess, investigate, negotiate 

and give reasons for their views” (Skolverket, “Syllabus”, n.p.). 

 

5. Conclusion 

The aim throughout this essay has been to show how George Orwell’s 1984 can be used 

in combination with Bobkina and Stefanova’s model to develop students’ critical 

thinking skills and their awareness of current post-truth politics. As shown above, the 

model offers several opportunities for the students to reflect on the novel’s relation to 

our current post-truth society, and to develop not only their knowledge of the English 

language but also their critical thinking skills by close-reading, analyzing and 

discussing the novel in class.  

Although Bobkina and Stefanova’s model is useful in developing students’ 

critical thinking and raising their awareness of different societal issues, the model is not 

without faults. For example, since the reader-response theory centers on the idea that 

the reader, i.e. the student, should take an active part in the meaning-making of a text, 

it could become a problem if the students cannot relate to the issues and themes 

discussed in the literary text. Also, by relating the text to different sociopolitical issues 

chosen by the teacher, e.g. post-truth politics, there is a risk of undermining the 

students’ personal understanding and involvement in the text. That said, the students 

still get the opportunity to express their own understanding of the novel and its thematic 

relation to the post-truth phenomenon through their own written texts as well as during 

classroom discussions. Another potential challenge that needs to be addressed is the 

fact that post-truth politics is quite a complex issue that might not be fully relatable to 

Swedish young adults. Some might argue that the topic of post-truth politics is better 

suited for a social studies classroom than in an EFL context. However, according to a 

survey conducted by Ungdomsbarometern, 42% of Swedish fifteen-to-twenty-four-

year-olds’ have a large interest in both domestic and foreign politics (“Unga Saknar…” 
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n.p.). This is hopeful but also makes it even more crucial that the Swedish school system 

helps them gain the tools needed to deal with contemporary political mechanisms. The 

main argument throughout this essay has been that working with literature in the EFL 

classroom can increase not only the students knowledge of the English language, but  

also develop critical thinking skills by discussing both the similarities and differences 

between the novel and current sociopolitical issues. Suggestions for future research 

include working with Bobkina and Stefanova’s model in relation to other dystopian 

novels that discuss societal issues more closely related to the students’ own lives. 

Examples of this could include working with Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale 

to discuss issues such as sexism and gender equality or with more contemporary novels 

such as Veronica Roth’s Divergent, which includes themes related to social 

stratification and identity, all of which are issues that can easily be related to the lives 

of young adults in modern day Sweden.  

To sum up, Orwell’s 1984 may have been published in 1949, but it still holds 

relevance today due to its thematic similarities to current post-truth politics, especially 

in relation to how truth and language can be distorted for political aims. It is likely that 

some educators might find the subject matter of 1984 to be too dark to be taught in a 

classroom situation. After all, Winston Smith’s attempts at rebellion are rendered futile 

towards the end of the novel as he is tortured at The Ministry of Love and brainwashed 

into loving Big Brother. However, despite Winston’s bitter fate, his continuous fight 

for the truth might still serve as a source of inspiration for students currently living in a 

post-truth age where critical thought and the concept of truth are at risk. As Berel Lang 

states: 

It is clear that Orwell was not very optimistic in his view of human 

nature, of how people were likely to treat each other; yet in all his 

writing, the values of decency and truth are so strongly represented, even 

when they are eventually defeated […], that readers might well conclude 

that those values could have won—or more to the point, that they may 

yet win. For himself, moreover, Orwell felt that by writing 1984, by 

making his readers aware of what the future might hold for them, he 

could perhaps help to prevent it from happening. There was, in short, the 

possibility of escape. (166) 
 

To build on Lang’s statement, I believe that the idea of truth has not, and will not, fully 

disappear from our supposed post-truth society. That being said, it is the duty of 

teachers to see to it that young people get the opportunity to develop their critical 

thinking skills in order to be able to search for the truth and to recognize when 
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falsehoods are presented as facts. As is mentioned in the curriculum: “[s]tudents should 

develop their ability to think critically, examine facts and relationships, and appreciate 

the consequences of different alternatives” (Skolverket, “Curriculum” 5). Swedish 

students are more than capable of accomplishing the curricular goal of becoming 

critical thinkers, and using 1984 in combination with Bobkina and Stefanova’s model 

is a successful strategy for reaching this goal. Thus, in a time where truth and fiction 

are becoming increasingly indistinguishable, fiction such as 1984 can, ironically, be 

used to encourage students to search for the truth.  
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Appendix 

 

Below follows a list of excerpts taken from the novel that were used in the second stage 

of the lesson project, overt instruction.  

 

1. Excerpt chosen for the lesson based on the theme of technology includes the 

following: 

 

Behind Winston’s back the voice from the telescreen was still babbling 

away about pig-iron and the overfulfilment of the Ninth Three-Year 

Plan. The telescreen received and transmitted simultaneously. Any 

sound that Winston made, above the level of a very low whisper, would 

be picked up by it, moreover, so long as he remained within the field of 

vision which the metal plaque commanded, he could be seen as well as 

heard. There was of course no way of knowing whether you were being 

watched at any given moment. How often, or on what system, the 

Thought Police plugged in on any individual wire was guesswork. It was 

even conceivable that they watched everybody all the time. But at any 

rate they could plug in your wire whenever they wanted to. You had to 

live—did live, from habit that became instinct—in the assumption that 

every sound you made was overheard, and, except in darkness, every 

movement scrutinized. (Orwell 6) 

 

 

2. Exerpts chosen for the lesson on Newspeak and the idea of language as an 

instrument of political power: 

 

‘Don’t you see that the whole aim of Newspeak is to narrow the range 

of thought? In the end we shall make thoughtcrime literally impossible, 

because there will be no words in which to express it. Every concept that 

can ever be needed, will be expressed by exactly one word, with its 

meaning rigidly defined and all its subsidiary meanings rubbed out and 

forgotten. Already, in the Eleventh Edition, we’re not far from that point. 
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But the process will still be continuing long after you and I are dead. 

Every year fewer and fewer words, and the range of consciousness 

always a little smaller. Even now, of course, there’s no reason or excuse 

for committing thoughtcrime. It’s merely a question of self discipline, 

reality-control. But in the end there won’t be any need even for that. The 

Revolution will be complete when the language is perfect. Newspeak is 

Ingsoc and Ingsoc is Newspeak,’ he added with a sort of mystical 

satisfaction. ‘Has it ever occurred to you, Winston, that by the year 2050, 

at the very latest, not a single human being will be alive who could 

understand such a conversation as we are having now?’. (Orwell  45) 

 

In Oceania at the present day, Science, in the old sense, has almost 

ceased to exist. In Newspeak there is no word for ‘Science’. The 

empirical method of thought, on which all the scientific achievements 

of the past were founded, is opposed to the most fundamental principles 

of Ingsoc. And even technological progress only happens when its 

products can in some way be used for the diminution of human liberty. 

(Orwell 156) 

 

3. Excerpts chosen for the lesson based on truth and doublethink includes the 

following:  

 

He picked up the children’s history book and looked at the portrait of 

Big Brother which formed its frontispiece. The hypnotic eyes gazed into 

his own. It was as though some huge force were pressing down upon 

you—something that penetrated inside your skull, battering against your 

brain, frightening you out of your beliefs, persuading you, almost, to 

deny the evidence of your senses. In the end the Party would announce 

that two and two made five, and you would have to believe it. It was 

inevitable that they should make that claim sooner or later: the logic of 

their position demanded it. Not merely the validity of experience, but 

the very existence of external reality, was tacitly denied by their 

philosophy. The heresy of heresies was common sense. And what was 

terrifying was not that they would kill you for thinking otherwise, but 
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that they might be right. For, after all, how do we know that two and two 

make four? Or that the force of gravity works? Or that the past is 

unchangeable? If both the past and the external world exist only in the 

mind, and if the mind itself is controllable what then? 

But no! His courage seemed suddenly to stiffen of its own 

accord. The face of O’Brien, not called up by any obvious association, 

had floated into his mind. He knew, with more certainty than before, that 

O’Brien was on his side. He was writing the diary for O’Brien—To 

O’Brien: it was like an interminable letter which no one would ever read, 

but which was addressed to a particular person and took its colour from 

that fact. 

The Party told you to reject the evidence of your eyes and ears. 

It was their final, most essential command. His heart sank as he thought 

of the enormous power arrayed against him, the ease with which any 

Party intellectual would overthrow him in debate, the subtle arguments 

which he would not be able to understand, much less answer. And yet 

he was in the right! They were wrong and he was right. The obvious, the 

silly, and the true had got to be defended. Truisms are true, hold on to 

that! The solid world exists, its laws do not change. Stones are hard, 

water is wet, objects unsupported fall towards the earth’s centre. With 

the feeling that he was speaking to O’Brien, and also that he was setting 

forth an important axiom, he wrote: Freedom is the freedom to say that 

two plus two make four. If that is granted, all else follows. (Orwell 67-

68). 

 

Doublethink means the power of holding two contradictory beliefs in 

one’s mind simultaneously, and accepting both of them. The Party 

intellectual knows in which direction his memories must be altered; he 

therefore knows that he is playing tricks with reality; but by the exercise 

of doublethink he also satisfies himself that reality is not violated. The 

process has to be conscious, or it would not be carried out with sufficient 

precision, but it also has to be unconscious, or it would bring with it a 

feeling of falsity and hence of guilt. Doublethink lies at the very heart of 

Ingsoc, since the essential act of the Party is to use conscious deception 
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while retaining the firmness of purpose that goes with complete honesty. 

To tell deliberate lies while genuinely believing in them, to forget any 

fact that has become inconvenient, and then, when it becomes necessary 

again, to draw it back from oblivion for just so long as it is needed, to 

deny the existence of objective reality and all the while to take account 

of the reality which one denies—all this is indispensably necessary. 

Even in using the word doublethink it is necessary to exercise 

doublethink. For by using the word one admits that one is tampering 

with reality; by a fresh act of doublethink one erases this knowledge; and 

so on indefinitely, with the lie always one step ahead of the truth. 

(Orwell 171).  

 

 

 

 

 


