
Correcting the citizen: The use and abuse of science and technology in the dystopian text

In this essay I shall be looking into the use and abuse of science and technology in dystopian texts and how successful it is in controlling citizens, in particular those who express individual desires. The texts I have found interesting and wish to explore further with this concept are Brave New World, 1984, and A Clockwork Orange. Each of these texts share an individual citizen who has difficulty conforming to their society. I will explore the influence of science and technology are how they used in these novels to correct the citizens mind, and to what extent does oppressive mind control function against natural, human biology. 

In Brave New World, Huxley presents the World State as dependent on the progress of technology. This is made apparent in the World State’s motto “Community, Identity, Stability”[footnoteRef:1] which indicates the importance of structure that has been developed through science to maintain stability. The novel begins by informing the reader about the Bokanovsky Process, in which Henry T Ford’s mass production line has been applied to biology, indicating the premise of a factory-like setting where shells of a human being are manufactured artificially, which are then conditioned into productive workers that contribute towards society as a “major instrument of social stability”[footnoteRef:2]. These people have been devoid of the right to their own conscious thoughts as they are predetermined to enjoy the life and jobs they are given be it an Alpha or an Epsilon. Although readers see this as morally wrong, each person has been conditioned to believe this is a rational way of life as they would have no conception of slavery, therefore slavery is void to these citizens. It is important to consider Huxley’s use of the term ‘Predestination’ as the “theological belief that man is predestined to go to hell or heaven before birth, underlining the world state’s mocking of the invisible world and playing the role of God by their act of conditioning and predestination.”[footnoteRef:3] This shows the disregard of religious beliefs which Mustapha explains that the process of predestination eliminates any need for God because God is incompatible with technology and progress: “Our civilization has chosen machinery and medicine and happiness.”[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (London: Vintage, 2007), p. 1. ]  [2:  Aldous Huxley, p. 5.]  [3:  Bilal Tawifq Hamamra, “A Foucauldian Reading of Huxley’s Brave New World”, Theory & Practice in Language Studies, vol.7.1 (2017), pp.12-17 <https://doi.org/10.17507/tpls.0701.02>]  [4:  Aldous Huxley, p. 207] 

However, in this society, science still has its limits: “They thought that hypnopaedia could be made an instrument of intellectual education…”[footnoteRef:5]. Reuben’s case study shows that enforcing the factual information onto a child has no success because there is no moral attachment to the words scientific facts have no impact on the mindless brain indicating that facts have to be taught not conditioned. Instead of using hypnopaedia to increase intelligence, it is used in moral training. The abuse of this technology is shown in the character of Helmholtz. On the surface he is a great contributor towards the state and has a good reputation, but because of the lack of challenge in his life he is unsatisfied and left with a desire to know more. [5:  Aldous Huxley, p. 20.] 

Another significant piece of advanced science is the use of the drug soma to increase happiness. As discussed, the society functions on the importance of stability so any fluctuations in moods would be dangerous and cause concern of an uprising for human rights. To counteract this problem Huxley introduces soma: “a gramme is better than a damn”[footnoteRef:6] to replace all human emotion. Lenina is a perfect example of this because she consistently repeats the phrases conditioned through hypnopaedia and relies on soma to remain undisturbed. However, when she is exposed to the Reservation and the people she meets there, she begins to question this unfulfilled desire that soma usually replaces. Nevertheless, Lenina does not act on these budding thoughts and falls back to soma, suggesting that she prefers oblivion to experience. Bernard on the other hand shows that he prefers to remain conscious with his thoughts even if he doesn’t always understand them and repeatedly questions the World State’s morality: “as though I were more me, if you see what I mean. More on my own, not so completely a part of something else. Not just a cell in the social body.”[footnoteRef:7] Regardless of the power the State has, they have no control over Bernard as a thinking individual, as with Helmholtz and John, showing that not everyone responds to technology in the same way and that there is a limitation on how far they can control thought. It raises the question as to whether every citizen would act this way if there were no soma to rely on, and how quickly the state would fall apart without it?  [6:  Aldous Huxley, p. 47.]  [7:  Aldous Huxley, p. 78.] 

This contrasts with the world that John grew up in, where nobility and virtue are valued greatly, and when exposed to this “brave new world”[footnoteRef:8], Huxley shows John’s desire for beauty and art that the world state was built to eliminate. John’s experience in this society shows that a free-thinking individual, regardless of their level of intelligence, has no place in the World State when they have not been conditioned to enjoy this level of conformity an outsider would understand. This implies that unhappiness in its raw emotional form is the only sense of freedom because of human desire to experience both joy and misery in life. Ferns suggests that Huxley expresses “a vision of a consumer society based on an ethos of endless self-sustaining economic growth which bears a disquieting resemblance to the western society of today”[footnoteRef:9]. It is intriguing to develop a link between this dystopian society to our own because it shows Huxley’s impression that science can become dangerous if allowed to go too far or fall into the wrong hands of high authority power, and that as his readers, we should consider the effects of technology on our society as to how dependent we are on it.  [8:  Aldous Huxley, p. 120.]  [9:  Chris Ferns, Narrating Utopia: Ideology, Gender, Form in Utopian Literature (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1999)] 


Orwell’s 1984 uses of technology features different concepts than Huxley’s in terms of control over the mind and soul. Oceania’s citizens are under constant surveillance: “BIG BROTHER IS WATCHNG YOU”[footnoteRef:10] meaning that there is no escape and no sense of individuality. This concept of the telescreen as an instrument of control is effective as the Party members are unable to switch off the propaganda, with the addition of the telescreen watching them in return to spy on their actions. The Party’s use of telescreens suggest that intelligence is a threat so they use surveillance to monitor the situation before it is uncontrollable: “It was terribly dangerous to let your thoughts wander when you were in any public place or within range of a telescreen,”[footnoteRef:11] implying that the Party is unstable despite their use of invasive technology. However, the telescreens are an advanced piece of technology as the chief’s monitor demonstrates: “you could not control the beating of your heart, and the telescreen was quite delicate enough to pick it up”[footnoteRef:12] showing they are sensitive enough to detect a heart rate for the Party to observe who is displaying rebellious thoughts. The control over people through fear is expressed further with the use of concealed microphones which Luegenbiehl suggests is a “means of actual rather than psychological surveillance”[footnoteRef:13] because they can be planted in secret without the citizen being aware of its existence. Luegenbiehl says that “the telescreen, on the other hand, gives obvious and intentional evidence of its presence and therefore can be temporarily evaded”[footnoteRef:14] indicating the Party’s monitoring of suspicious acts but their inability to control thought from a distance. An example of this temporary evasion is Winston’s diary because he is able to process his rebellious thoughts in private, and is not intimidated of the consequences despite understanding he will be caught for these actions one day.  [10:  George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four (London: Penguin Books, 2000) p. 3.]  [11:  George Orwell, p. 71.]  [12:  George Orwell, p. 90.]  [13:  Heinz C. Luegenbiehl, “1984 and the Power of Technology”, Social Theory and Practice, vol.10.3 (1984), pp. 289-300 <https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/23556567> [Accessed 1 November 2018].]  [14:  Heinz C. Luegenbiehl] 

Oceania’s environment mirrors the Party’s abuse of control by depicting a setting of decay and destruction that parallels with London in the 1940s during the German bombings. This shows the use of advanced military technologies the Party has control of in this society. Additionally, the symmetry of the ministry buildings is significant because they demonstrate the conformity that is required to maintain order and control as Luegenbiehl explains: “the ministries are the true embodiment of the technological ideal which overshadows reality.”[footnoteRef:15] The depiction of conformity and destruction in the setting of Oceania illustrates the breakdown of language and history within the novel. A power over reality is exhibited through the shattering of personal connections because citizens should only be loyal to the state, family loyalty is no longer valued. The Party goes even further and alters the historical records to portray the perspective it wants to promote, and a person can easily be removed from society without any trace that they ever existed. However, Winston and Julia’s relationship shows, for a moment, that the Party cannot interfere with real feelings, demonstrating a scientific intellectual progress but a lack of emotional progress, which ties in with Huxley’s Brave New World.  [15:  Heinz C. Luegenbiehl] 

The Party has a third element of technological mind control through their extensive use of instruments used in print, speech and behavioural modification. There is the practice of doublethink in which the Party has control not only over speech but over thought itself, in order for them to change people’s thoughts to reflect what the Party wants them to believe. This is demonstrated in the years of torture in trying to reform Winston’s mind by getting him to not only say that “two and two make five”[footnoteRef:16] but for him to actually believe it in the process of Learning and Understanding. By limiting language, such as the removal of the word science to explain things or God to give hope, Newspeak has limited thought. Winston’s hope for a revolution in the Proletariats (Proles) shows that the Proles are greatly ignored for the most part by the government because they are not considered intelligent enough showing that they have the lack of security to try it. Despite this they are kept distracted by gambling showing that the government recognises that they do have some element of power in thought but the Proles remain unconscious to this revelation: “Ignorance is strength”[footnoteRef:17]. Thus, whilst the Party does have its limitations in technology, they always remain one step ahead of Oceania’s citizens through the use of psychology. Psychology is significant within the novel because Room 101 demonstrates the use of a person’s greatest fear used intensely against them for them to commit their body and soul over to the Party in complete submission. Therefore, it can be argued to a certain extent that the Party has full control over Winston because he has sacrificed all of his values of love and loyalty that kept him as an individual. [16:  George Orwell, p. 318.]  [17:  George Orwell, p. 6.] 


Technology in A Clockwork Orange is directed more towards the individual rather than society as a whole in an attempt to control the individual to conform to society. Burgess explores the use of mind aversion therapy, a common technique in the 1960s where “a liberally wishful newspaper like the London Observer could regale its readers with regular accounts of how a homosexual was being “cured” by emetics and films”[footnoteRef:18]. It is interesting to consider how the people of this society’s respond to the newspaper articles about Alex’s reformed mind; with the majority in favour of the Ludovico technique to reform violent criminals because the government has abused their power to influence the citizens minds to reflect the view that this is the only path for peace; some arguing that the treatment is unfair, such as the prison chaplain stating that Alex “has no real choice, has he?”[footnoteRef:19]; or in F. Alexander’s case to use Alex as a weapon to start a revolution against the government. Mind aversion therapy strips the victim of their free will, which in Alex’s case takes away his ability to defend himself from any attacks. This may be considered as deserved for his violence, but morally he should not have the abuse of technology imposed onto him. Forcing one collective idea of goodness onto a person contradicts the word of God, that a person has a right to choose their own path: “Is a man who chooses the bad perhaps in some ways better than a man who has the good imposed upon him?”[footnoteRef:20] this shows that this society is corrupt as they control people to their own personal requirements for self-gain. Therefore, is the Ludovico technique a correction of the individual or an elimination of the self? To a certain extent, Alex is sacrificed by the government as a tool of power over society as a whole to represent their level of authority, even when they give him a job in a position he enjoys, music, it is for the government’s public image, just like how they give Dim and Billyboy positions in the police force. It is clear that Alex responded to the mind aversion therapy but not that he has transformed from a violent character to good. He still wants to fight back and continues to see women as an object for pleasure, he only ceases these desires so that he is not sick.  [18:  Christopher Ricks “Horror Show”, New York Review of Books, 1972]  [19:  Anthony Burgess, A Clockwork Orange (London: Penguin Books, 2013), p. 137.]  [20:  Anthony Burgess, p. 105.] 

At the end of the novel Alex returns to his violent roots, however, it is clear he is less reluctant to engage in the ultra-violence; but it appears the reason is only because he is bored with it rather than has been corrected to see that violence is wrong. There is an implication that he has reached an age where he is beginning to grow up into adulthood: “I am not young, not no longer, oh no. Alex like groweth up, oh yes”[footnoteRef:21] which highlights this idea of boredom as he wishes to discover more and take what the world has to offer. The cut-out baby photos he carries with him shows a more vulnerable side to Alex, suggesting that to some extent the therapy has evolved a part in him that he now expresses real human emotions, but this may also be the result of a personal revelation that he is growing up rather than a forced revelation that this is the meaning of life. Nevertheless, it is evident that the government have not succeeded in controlling Alex’s behaviour the way they intended to, showing the limitations of forced correction on a morally corrupt teenager. To develop this further, it is clear that society’s organisation of their citizens and the focus of their control on individuals in an attempt to achieve peace and stability for the state displays the abuse of technological advances, rather, the treatment just opened his mind up to the government’s desires. Servitje enlightens this subject by sharing the similarities in the apparatus used to restrain Alex as being as equally constricting to “the state’s imperative to “cure” Alex and free him from the prison in order for him to re-join society as a disciplined, productive subject”[footnoteRef:22]. This demonstrates the governments manipulation by any means to produce a moral ideal for society to conform to.  [21:  Anthony Burgess, p. 204.]  [22:  Lorenzo Servitje, “Of Drugs and Droogs: Cultural Dynamics, Psychopharmacology, and Neuroscience in Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange”, Literature and Medicine, vol.36 (2018), pp. 101-123 <https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1353/lm.2018.0004>] 


In conclusion there is an evident divide between the success of using technology to correct the individual and the morality of the process to do so. It is significant that these novels are of the dystopian genre, or the authors speculative fiction, because through the eyes of the unconnected individual the reader is shown the problems and negatives of the society compared to viewing the State as a whole which would be considered as running effectively on the advancement of science and technology. The texts I have discussed explore the abuse of technology with invasion of privacy and thought, as well as restricting free will through the governments power of control, however, the novels also show how the restrictions in reforming individuals but the success in oppressively controlling their societies.  
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