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Essay topics for Nineteen Eighty-four and The Lives of Others
 ‘Studying two texts in relation to one another allows students to widen their understanding of the constructed nature of texts and to gain a better understanding of the influence of sociocultural contexts in generating both the text and the response of the reader.’

English Studies Curriculum Statement

Set in an imaginary future in which the world is dominated by three perpetually warring totalitarian police states, Nineteen Eighty-four’s hero, the Englishman Winston Smith, is a minor party functionary in one of these states. His longing for truth and decency leads him to secretly rebel against the government, which perpetuates its rule by systematically distorting the truth and continuously rewriting history to suit its own purposes. Henckel von Donnersmarck’s powerful cinematic expression of the human cost of totalitarian repression in The Lives of Others touches on the arts of modern theatre, music and writing, as well as the techniques of state control within an historical context of the real autocratic regime of East Germany in the actual year of 1984. As another narrative of lovers under a totalitarian regime, it almost mirrors Orwell’s dystopian vision, yet it remains far more hopeful and life affirming than the latter’s bleak warning about future totalitarian socialist states.
The key assessment criterion for the paired texts study is:

· How effectively does the student compare and contrast texts to evaluate the role of sociocultural and situational contexts?

The options for establishing a link between these paired texts could be:

· A common theme, idea, or topic (e.g. the power of the state over the individual; voyeurism; human vulnerabilities and victimization; sacrifice and redemption)

· The same historical or literary period (mid to late 20th C. modernism & its abuse of political power; the year of 1984 itself as a symbol of totalitarian oppression)

· The same genre or different genres (cinema vs. novel; psychological thrillers; docudrama vs. dystopia)

· Similar or contrasting cultural perspectives (prophetic English author vs. post analytic German director)
With the above in mind, choose one of the following topics to write a comparative essay on George Orwell’s novel Nineteen Eighty-four and Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck’s film The Lives of Others:
1. How do George Orwell and Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck use the experiences of individuals to explore a broader social wrong in Nineteen Eighty-four and The Lives of Others?

This topic essentially invites exploration of the clichéd conflict between society and the individual, but the key words experiences and social wrong should not be glossed over. The verb use also places the focus squarely on the authors’ techniques. It actually lies at the heart of Nineteen Eighty-four’s presentation of sadistic state control through Winston’s psychological traumas of betrayal; a betrayal that can be usefully linked to the ‘love triangle’ which generates the plot of The Lives of Others. The most successful response would do much more than discuss the negative experiences of individual characters by providing an integrated analysis of their characterisations and narrative arcs, clearly comparing the ways both film and novel use them to present a precise examination of totalitarianism: a particular kind of ‘broader social wrong’ that needs careful explanation in the context of both texts.

2. Compare the ways in which Orwell and von Donnersmarck use symbolism to explore similar ideas in Nineteen Eighty-four and The Lives of Others.

This topic demands a fairly obvious focus on techniques and indicates quite clearly that it is intended for the ‘similar ideas’ found in the book and film. ‘Symbolism’ may be interpreted in varied ways: virtually anything that you can show as having multi layers of meaning or as representative of an idea or concept will be acceptable. You may show how the two authors use quite different symbols to explore the similar ideas, such as the rats of Nineteen Eighty-four and the interrogation techniques of the Stasi; or the symbols may be similar across the texts. The focus should not just be on a description of the symbols and the ideas but on how the two authors have used symbolism to explore the ideas; such as Orwell’s intricate connotations of Room 101 or von Donnersmarck’s complex variations on the idea of an ‘audience’. Good responses to this question should identify symbols clearly, and compare how the authors used them to explore similar rather than different ideas.
3. ‘Hope always dies last’. Compare the ways in which this idea is explored by George Orwell in Nineteen Eighty-four and Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck in The Lives of Others. 

Like the previous question, this clearly demands a focus on techniques, which means more than focusing on the differences between the narratives and includes how the narratives are presented. Although the statement is presented as a given, you could legitimately argue that the idea is explored in the text but ultimately holds true for some characters and not for others. It seems for example at the end of Nineteen Eighty-four that Winston Smith’s lingering shadow in the Cherry Tree Café has left hope far behind, his belief that residual memories of his mother are false confirming the Party’s victory. Winston’s persistent fatalism actually confirms Orwell’s point about totalitarian worlds making legitimate optimism impossible: lacking any real hope, he gave himself false hope, fully aware that he is doing so. In contrast, Dreyman not only believes in the ability to effect change but takes real hope in Minister Hempf’s words. Losing it in Jerska’s suicide, a flame of hope is coincidentally lit in the unlikeliest of places: a Stasi spy. Good responses could explore themes like power, surveillance, secrets and death in relation to the role and influence of pessimism and hope in both texts, but would also need to address the ‘ways’ such themes are presented. A simplistic answer would result from seeing Winston Smith’s childhood or Norman Bates’ first murder as the driving force respectively in both the novel and the film.

4. To what extent was it the differences between Nineteen Eighty-four and The Lives of Others that gave you a better understanding of the ideas in each text? 
This question not only expects you to consider the contrasting elements in the two texts as the focus of your discussion, but to cover more than one idea that is explored in both as well. While in considering ‘to what extent’, you may argue that the differences were not as significant as the similarities in shaping your understanding of the ideas, the richness of their contrast lies in Weisler’s questionable heroism in a world that 1984 argues is impossible. The focus should also be on the features of the different text types, such as shot types, music, camera angles and narrative structure in film; or interaction of characters, dialogue, setting and plot in narrative prose. Some features such as narrative structure or characterisation are present in both the novel and the film, but you should still identify the different ways the common feature is used to explore an idea (e.g. dialogue and action do help to characterise both Georg Dreyman and Winston Smith as intellectuals goaded into rebellion; but performance, lighting and mise-en-scene are the key properties of one, while exposition, digressive enquiry and introspection are hallmarks for the other). Simply pointing out the differences in the storylines is not an adequate response to the question. Successful responses must effectively highlight the differentiation between the features that make a film a film and a novel a novel. The weakest response would simply discuss the themes or lapse into a recount of the plots. The question is an ideal one for exploring differences between Orwell’s deliberate and pessimistic deconstruction of Utopian fiction, and Donnersmarck’s intriguing blend of documentary realism with a cinema of dramatic intimacy. The ‘ideas’ in Nineteen Eighty-four and The Lives of Others could cover the impact of totalitarianism on privacy, individuality, trust; the alienation of modernity; or the resistance of expressive humanism against material power (clarifying Donnersmarck’s pitting of aesthetic feeling against ideology as a version of Orwell’s reliance on memory and sexuality as a defiance of Big Brother).
In addition to reading the following assessment criteria, it may be helpful for you to consider the specific grade band quality indicators for a paired text essay (on page three)

Criteria for Judging Performance

Your performance in the shared studies will be judged by the extent to which you demonstrate:

understanding

How well do you show an understanding of the ideas in texts?

· How clearly does the student explain authors’ use of textual features to communicate ideas and influence the reader’s response? 

· To what extent do you recognise the characteristics of different text types?

· How well do you understand the role of audience, purpose, and form in a text?

communication

How accurate and fluent is your expression? 

· How appropriate are the form and register for the audience and purpose?

analysis and application

How well do you clarify the role of the author in constructing texts?

· How aware are you of the role of the reader in making meaning of texts? 

· How precise is your response to the meaning and intention of the set question?

· How effectively and appropriately do you use evidence from the texts to support an argument?

· How effectively do you integrate quotations into the line of discussion?

· How effectively do you compare and contrast texts to evaluate the role of sociocultural and situational contexts?

QUALITY INDICATORS FOR A PAIRED TEXTS ESSAY

A-GRADE BAND (17–20)

Well-focused and sustained answer to the question at a level of depth throughout the essay.

Personal, reflective, and evaluative engagement with the texts, conveyed in an expressive and natural style of writing.

Depth of understanding, synthesis, and interpretation of the central ideas of the texts.

Depth of understanding and analysis of such textual features as plot, character, setting, and their significance in the world of the text.

Analysis and interpretation of the authors’ construction of text.

Textual references incorporated naturally and fluently in the line of discussion and integrated with the student’s own response and language.

A depth of understanding of the connections between the texts, based on an analysis and synthesis of their similarities and differences.

A discussion that integrates both texts and moves between each.

Essay is written with expressiveness, a sophisticated vocabulary, fluency, and precision, and in a style and register appropriate to the topic.

B-GRADE BAND (14– 16)

Clearly structured and focused discussion of the question or topic.

Personal and reflective engagement with the texts.

Perceptive understanding and analysis of the texts and their central ideas.

Perceptive insights into such textual features as plot, character, setting, and so on.

General understanding of the authors’ construction of text, but with a partial grasp of the effects of the stylistic features on the reader’s understanding and response.

Textual references incorporated naturally and fluently in the line of discussion.

A perceptive understanding of the various connections between the texts.

A discussion that interrelates both texts and compares and contrasts them.

Essay is written clearly and correctly, with an appropriate vocabulary and in a style and register appropriate to the topic.

C-GRADE BAND (11–13)

Sound focus on the requirements of the question and how it relates to the texts.

Sound understanding of the texts, with a tendency to make inadequately supported generalisations or to lack discrimination in the selection of material to illustrate a point.

Clear understanding of the details of the texts, more likely to be evident through descriptions and summaries of character and plot, rather than through an exploration and analysis of characters and issues.

Some awareness of the author’s craft, with a limited exploration of how it is evident in the texts.

Use of relevant references to the text.

A sound understanding of a number of the connections between the texts.

A discussion that deals with the two texts in a segmented manner.

Clear and fluent writing, generally accurate in spelling, punctuation, and grammar.

D-GRADE BAND (8–10)

Little attention given to the question or topic.

Essay structure tends to present lists of details from the texts, with little or no developed line of thought.

Superficial or simplistic understanding of the texts, often with textual inaccuracies.

Focuses on concrete aspects of the texts, often dealing with character and plot, usually chronologically, with little reference to the main ideas of the texts.

No reference to, or understanding of, the stylistic features of the texts.

Textual references not integrated into the discussion.

Few connections made between the two texts and each is dealt with separately from the other.

Simplistic or faulty expression, sentence structure, vocabulary, spelling, and punctuation.

E-GRADE BAND (0–7)

Answer inadequately addresses the question.

Substantial inaccuracies or gaps in the student’s knowledge or understanding of the texts.

The two texts are dealt with in relative isolation from each other.

Often a very short answer.

Faulty language expression, with frequent errors in spelling, punctuation, and grammar.

