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Let's Get Started 
 

Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) is a cornerstone of dystopian 
fiction and an eerily prescient critique of engineered pleasure, technocratic 
control, and the cost of comfort.  

As our first reading guide, it opens essential questions about autonomy, desire, and the 
fate of the individual in mass society. 

In this guide, you’ll find major themes, discussion prompts, and a theoretical 
companion to help you read deeply and critically. 

 

How to Use This Guide 
• Reflect on prompts below during or after reading 
• Jot down responses in a notebook 
• Return to key themes after finishing the book 
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Context for Brave New World 
Published in 1932, Brave New World is 
frequently paired with Orwell’s 1984 as 
a foundational vision of dystopian 
control, but its mechanisms are subtler, 
more seductive, and arguably more 
relevant today.  
 
As I type, on a rainy Thursday in 2025, it is 
difficult to discern which of these two texts 
has more to say about contemporary society. 
Both depict totalitarian regimes where the 
common people lack agency and suffer a kind 
of conditioning, but the nature of that 
conditioning is starkly different in each novel.  
 
To think back to Huxley's moment, however, it 
becomes clear that the anxieties Huxley's 
initial readers would have suffered would have 
been very specific to that time, and very 
different from those of 2025. In Europe, 
fascism was beginning to gain momentum. 
Mass industrialisation -- which we can see in 
Brave New World's themes quite readily -- 
was rampant in the 1920s and 30s, along with 
new ideas in psychology and behaviourism. 
Today, concepts like Pavlov's dog are old hat, 
but for readers in 1932 the idea that behaviour 
that seems unconscious could be trained was 
quite new. Similarly, ideas such as biological 
engineering and eugenics were filling people 
with both fear and wonder.  
 

At a Glance 

 
• Published in 1932  

 
• Written in just four months 

 
• Influenced by Huxley's visit to a Ford 

Motor Company factory  
 

• The title comes from Shakespeare's 
The Tempest.  

 
• Contemporary with the rise of 

behaviorism  
 

• Written as fascism was gaining 
momentum in Europe  

 
• Predates Orwell's 1984 by 17 years  

 
• Influenced by H.G. Wells' utopian novels  

 
• Banned in Ireland until the 1960s  

 
• Huxley was deeply influenced by his 

study of Eastern philosophy and 
mysticism  

 
• The novel reflects 1920s anxieties about 

mass entertainment  
 

• Eugenics was a mainstream scientific 
movement  

 
• Soma was inspired by both alcohol 

prohibition  
 

• Huxley later wrote Brave New World 
Revisited (1958)  

 
• The novel's critique of consumer 

capitalism proved remarkably prescient 
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On the financial side of things, most Western economies were still reeling from the 
stock market crash of 1929 and the austerity of the Great Depression. Faith in 
capitalism and liberal democracy was shaky at best, and Huxley plays with that 
uncertainty to explore alternative possibilities where economic stability might be 
purchased or maintained at the cost of human freedoms and individuality. Comfort, he 
seems to suggest, costs liberty. 

It is unsurprising, then, that the shape of Huxley's would-be utopian society begins to 
resemble a kind of "soft totalitarianism" that seduces people into obedience through 
pleasure and distraction. That society could so easily be both unsettling and enjoyable 
was a common meditation in literature at the time, with similar works such as HG 
Wells' Men Like Gods and Yevgeny Zamyatin's We that looked to techno-optimism 
while also exploring dystopic surveillance and control, demonstrating how the best 
case and worst-case scenarios may well be one and the same.  

To think of these issues in the here and now of 2025, it seems initially startling that we 
are still grappling with the same questions. But what is perhaps more concerning is the 
proximity we see to our current society in some of the more nefarious aspects of 
societies like the one Huxley describes. Indeed, we have no "savage" class living out its 
days in squalor beyond the periphery of privileged (and tightly controlled) society, but 
we don't have to work that hard to find metaphorical resonances either. In reading 
Huxley, one might feel that, in reading a past version of a distant future, it’s 
unnervingly easy to find the darker aspects of the present.  
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Key Themes & Discussion Prompts 
 

Control vs. Freedom 
 
The World State maintains stability through 
engineered satisfaction. Traditional 
repression is replaced by conditioning, 
distraction, and pharmacological compliance. 
Citizens don't rebel because they've been 
designed genetically, psychologically, and 
chemically to want exactly what the system 
requires of them. Dissent becomes 
impossible when desire itself has been 
programmed to align with state objectives, 
creating a population that polices itself 
through pleasure. 

Prompts 
 
Which forms of control in the World 
State are the most insidious, and why 
do they work so well? 
 
How does the novel redefine 
freedom, and who gets to decide 
what counts as liberation? 
 
Is control still control if the controlled 
feel content? 

 
 
 

 

Soma and Emotional Regulation 
 
Soma replaces suffering with sedation. Grief, 
anxiety, and even love are medicated out of 
existence. This isn't mere escapism. It's the 
systematic elimination of any emotion that 
might lead to reflection, resistance, or genuine 
human connection. By chemically neutralizing 
discomfort, the World State ensures that 
citizens never develop the psychological tools 
necessary for critical thought. Pain, after all, is 
what forces growth and self-examination. 

Prompts 
 
Can chemically induced happiness 
be considered real if it eliminates 
suffering without reflection? 
 
What do we lose when discomfort, 
grief, and longing are erased? 
 
Is there a difference between peace 
and numbness? How does the novel 
explore that boundary? 
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Reproduction, Sexuality, and Individuality 
 
From Bokanovsky groups to erotic play, 
reproduction and intimacy are detached from 
meaning and transformed into mass systems. 
The World State has industrialized the most 
fundamental human experiences, turning birth 
into manufacturing and sexuality into scheduled 
recreation. By severing reproduction from family 
bonds and intimacy from emotional connection, 
the state eliminates the private relationships 
that might compete with public loyalty. Love 
becomes a threat to social stability when 
citizens might value personal bonds over 
collective efficiency. 

Prompts 
 
What happens to desire when 
intimacy is managed like 
infrastructure? 
 
How does the World State 
transform sexuality into a tool of 
social engineering? 
 
Is individuality possible when 
reproduction itself is industrialized? 
 
 

 

 

Spectacle, Conditioning, and Escapism 
 
Hypnopaedia, centrifugal bumble-puppy, and 
synthetic music: this world offers endless 
escape from thought. What does it cost? Every 
distraction is carefully engineered to prevent 
the kind of sustained attention that breeds 
dangerous ideas. Citizens are kept perpetually 
stimulated but never truly engaged, consuming 
experiences that demand nothing of them 
intellectually or emotionally. The cost is the 
capacity for deep reflection, genuine creativity, 
and the uncomfortable questions that lead to 
wisdom. In this system, entertainment becomes 
a sophisticated form of mental sedation. 

Prompts 
 
How does the novel turn leisure into 
a mechanism of control?  
 
What kinds of thought or resistance 
are erased by constant distraction? 
 
Does the promise of comfort make 
people easier to govern or easier to 
forget? 
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Close-Reading Moments 

 
“Ending is better  
than mending.  
The more stitches,  
the less riches.” 

 

 

Questions 
 

How does this phrase reflect the 
economic logic of control? 
 
What values are being embedded 
through this slogan, and who 
benefits from them? 
 
Does repairing imply too much 
independence? 

 
 

 

 
 
“You can’t consume  
much if you sit still  
and read books.” 

 

Questions 
 

Why might reading be seen as 
dangerous in a society that prizes 
distraction? 
 
What does the novel suggest about 
the relationship between solitude 
and subversion? 
 
Can books be a form of resistance in 
a pleasure-driven society? 
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Theoretical Companion: “The Political Function of the 
Intellectual” by Michel Foucault 
 

This text questions the standard role of intellectuals: not merely as 
observers but as active agents shaping power. It bridges theory and 
political practice -- exactly what students of Brave New World need to 
interrogate authority and ideology. 

Why it’s Included 

It forces you to confront the assumption that intellectuals are neutral. It directly 
challenges that delusion and prompts critical engagement: ask who’s benefiting from 
ideas, and whose silence makes them powerful. That’s your insight lever. 

Where it Comes From 

It’s a translated excerpt by Michel Foucault, originally published in Politique Hebdo 
No. 247 on 29 November 1976, as a preface to the Italian edition of Microphysics of 
Power. Radical Philosophy later reprinted it in its Summer 1977 issue (RP 017) 
radicalphilosophy.com. 

Occasion of its Writing 

Foucault wasn’t crafting academic theory. He was intervening. This was a preface, 
meant to frame radical thought for Italian readers in the wake of widespread social 
unrest and avant-garde intellectual discourse of the 1970s. He wasn't theorizing in 
isolation; he was mobilizing. 
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The political 
intellectual 

function 01 the 

Michel Foucault 

The text here translated consists of extracts, 
published in Politigue Hebdo No. 247, 29 November 
1976, from a preface to the Italian translation of a 
collection of articles and interviews by Michel 
Foucault, entitled 'Microphysics of Power', to be 
published shortly by Einaudi, Turin. The preface 
is in the form of an interview with Alexandra 
Fontana and Pasquale Pasquine. 
(Michel Foucault recommended this piece to us for 
translation in preference to the interview we 
published in Radical Philosophy 16. ) 

For a long time the 'left' intellectual spoke and was 
acknowledged to have the right of speaking in the 
capacity of master of truth and justice. He was 
heard, or purported to make himself heard, as the 
representative of the universal. To be an intellect-
ual meant to be, a little, the consciousness / con-
science of everyone. I think we encounter here an 
idea transposed from Marxism, from a faded 
Marxism indeed: just as the proletariat, through 
the necessity of its historical position, is the bear-
er of the universal (but its immediate, unreflected 
bearer, scarcely conscious of itself as such), so 
the intellectual, by his moral, theoretical and poli-
tical chOice, aspires to be the bearer of this uni-
versality in its consciOUS, elaborated form. The 
intellectual is supposed to be the· clear, individual 
figure of a universality of which the proletariat is 
the obscure, collective form. 

For some time now, the intellectual has no long-
er been called upon to play this role. A new mode 
of 'connection between theory and practice' has 
been established. Intellectuals have become accus-
tomed to working not in the character of the 'uni-
versal', the 'exemplary', the 'just-and-true for 
all', but in specific sectors, at precise points 
where they are situated either by their professional 
conditions of work or their conditions of life (hous-
ing, the hospital, the asylum, the laboratory, the 
university, f4milial and sexual relations). Through 
this they have undoubtedly gained a much more con-
crete awareness of struggles. They have also there· 
by encountered problems which are specific, 'non-
universal', often different from those of the 
proletariat and the masses. And yet, I believe that 
they have really come closer to the proletariat, for 
two reasons: because it has been a matter of real, 
material, everyday struggles, and because they 
often came up, even though in a different form, 
against the same adversary as the proletariat, the 
peasants and the masses, namely the multinational 
corporations, the judicial and police apparatuses, 
property speculato,rs etc. This is what I would 
call the 'specific' intellectual as opposed to the 
'universal' intellectual. 
'Universal r or 'speci fic' 
This new configuration has a further political sig-
nificance: it makes it possible, if not to integrate, 
at least to rearticulate categories which were pre-
viously kept apart. The intellectual 
12 

had hitherto been the .writer: as universal con-
sciousness, free subject, he was counterposed to 
those who were merely competent instances in the 
service of State or Capital (technicians, magis-
trates, professors). Since politicisation has begun 
to take place on thel basis of each individual's 
specific activity, the threshold of writing, as the 
sacralising mark of the intellectual, has dis-
appeared. And transverse connections have been 
able to develop between different areas of know-
ledge, from one focus of politicisation to another: 
magistrates and psychiatrists, doctors and social 
workers, laboratory workers and sociologists have 
been able, each in his own field and through mutual 
exchange and support, to participate in a global 
process of pOliticisation of intellectuals. This 
process explains how, even though the writer tends 
to disappear as a figurehead, the lecturer and the 
university emerge, not perhaps as principal 
elements, but as 'exchangers', privileged points 
of intersection. If the universities and education 
have become politically ultra sensitive areas, this 
is no doubt the reason why. And what is called the 
crisis in the universities should not be interpreted 
as a loss of power, but on the contrary as a 
multiplication and reinforcement of their power-
effects as the centre of a multiform ensemble of 
intellectuals who practically all pass .through and 
relate themselves to it ... 

It seems to me that this figure of the 'specific' 
intellectual has emerged since the Second World 
War. Perhaps it was the atomic physicist - let's 
say in a word, or rather a name: Oppenheimer -
who acted as the point of transition from universal 
intellectual to specific intellectual. It's because he 
had a direct and localised relation with 
knowledge and institutions that the atomic scientist 
could make his intervention; but because the nuclear 
threat concerned the entire human race and the fate 
of the world, his discourse could be at the same 
time the discourse of the universal. Under the cover 
of this protest which concerned the entire world, 
the atomic expert brought into effect his specific 
position in the order of knowledge. And for the first 
time, I think, the intellectual was hounded by poli-
tical powers, no longer on account of the general 
discourse he conducted, but because of the know-
ledge at his disposal: it was at this level that he 
constituted a political threat •.. 

The end of the writer 
One can suggest that the 'universal' intellectual as 
he functioned in the 19th and early 20th century was 
in fact derived from a very particular historical 
figure: the man of justice, the man of law, he who 
opposes to power, despotism, the abuses and arro-
gance of wealth the of justice and the 
equity of an ideal law. The great political struggles 
of the 18th century were fought over the laws, just-
ice, the constitution, what is just in Teason and 
nature, what can and must apply universally. What 
we today call 'the intellectual' - I mean the intellect· 
ual in the political, not the sociological or profes-
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sional sense of the word, in other words the person 
who makes use of his knowledge, his competence, 
his relation to truth in the order of political 
struggles - was born, I think, out of the jurist, at 
any rate out of the man who invoked the universality 
of a just law, on occasion against the legal profes-
sions themselves (Voltaire, in France, is the 
prototype of these intellectuals). The 'universal' 
intellectual derives from the jurist/notable and 
finds his fullest expression in the writer, the 
bearer of values and significations in which all can 
recognise themselves. The 'specific' intellectual 
derives from quite another figure, not the 'jurist/ 
notable' but the 'savant/expert' ..• 

Let us now turn to more detailed issues. Let's 
acknowledge, with the development of technico-
scientific structures in contemporary society, the 
importance acquired in recent decades by the 
specific intellectual. And also the acceleration of 
this movement since 1960. The specific intellectual 
encounters certain' obstacles and faces certain 
dangers. The danger of immersing him in con-
junctural struggles, in pressing claims within 
particular sectors. The risk of letting himself be 
manipulated by the political parties or union 
apparatuses directing these local struggles. Above 
all, the risk of being unable to develop these 
struggles for want of a global strategy or of outside 
support; also the risk of not being followed, or 
being followed only by very limited groups. In 
France we have before our eyes at the moment an 
example of this. The struggle over the prisons, 
the penal system, the police / judicial system, 
because it has developed 'in solitary' among social 
workers and ex-prisoners, has tended increasingly 
to separate itself from the forces which would 
have enabled it to grow. It has allowed itself to be 
penetrated by a whole naive, archaic ideology 
which makes the criminal into at once the innocent 
victim and the pure rebel, society's sacrificial 
lamb and the young wolf of future revolutions. 
This return to anarchist themes of the late 19th 
century was possible only because of a failure of 
integration of current strategies. And the result 
has been' a profound divorce between this campaign 
with its monotonous, lyrical little song, heard 
only among a few small groups, and the masses 
who have good reason for not accepting it as valid 
political currency but who also, because of the 
studiously cultivated fear of criminality, tolerate 
the maintenance, or rather reinforcement, of the 
judicial and police apparatuses. 

The politics of truth 
It seems to me that we are now at a stage where 
the function of the specific intellectual needs to be 
reconsidered. Reconsidered, but not abandoned, 
in spite of the nostalgia of some for the great 
'universal' intellectuals (we need, they say, a 
philosophy, a vision of the world). It's sufficient to 
consider the important results that have been 
achieved in psychiatry: they prove that these local, 
specifiC struggles haven't been a mistake ,and 
haven't led to a dead end. One can even say that the 
role of the sp'ecific intellectual must become more 
and more important in proportion to the political 
responsibilities which he is obliged willy-nilly to 
accept, in his character as nuc.1ear scientist, gen-
etiCist, data processing expert, pharmacologist 
etc. It would be a dangerous error to discount him 
politically in his specifiC relation to a local power, 
on the pretext either that this is an affair for 
specialists and doesn't concern the masses (which 

is doubly wrong: they are already aware of it, and 
in any case they are implicated in it), or that he 
serves the interests of Capital and State (which is 
true, but also reveals the strategic position he 
occupies), or again that he propagates a scientistic 
ideology (which isn't always true, and is certainly 
a matter of secondary importance compared with 
what is primordial: the effects proper to true 
discourses). 

The important point here, I believe, is that truth 
isn't outside power, or deprived 'of power (contrary 
to a myth whose history and functions would repay 
further study, it isn't the of free spirits, 
the child of prolonged sOlitudes, or the privilege of 
those who have been able to liberate themselves). 
Truth is of the world: it is produced by virtue of 
multiple constraints. And it induces the regular 
effects of power. Each society has its regime of 
truth, its 'general politics' of truth: that is, the 
types of discourse it harbours and causes to func-
tion as true; the mechanisms and instances which 
enable one to distinguish true from false state-
ments, the way in which each is sanctioned; the 
techniques and procedures which are valorised for 
obtaining truth; the status of those who are charged 
with saying what counts as true. 

In societies like ours the 'political economy' of 
truth is characterised by five historically import-
ant trails: 'truth' is centred on the form of scienti-
fic discourse and the institutions which produce'it; 
it is subject to a constant economic and political 
incitation (the demand for truth, as much for 
economic production as for political power): it is 
the obj¤ct, under diverse forms, of an immense 
diffusion and consumption (it circulates in appara-
tuses of education and information whose extent is 
relatively wide within the social body, notwithstand-
ing certain strict limitations); it is produced and 
transmitted under the control, dominant if not ex-
clusive, of a few great political and economic 
apparatuses (university, army, writing, media ••. ); 
lastly, it is the stake of a whole political debate 
and social confrontation ('ideological" struggles). 

Local not sectoral 
It seems to me that what must now be recognised in 
the intellectual is not the 'bearer of universal 
values'; rather it's the person who occupies a 
specific position - but with a specificity, in a 
society like ours, linked to the general functiOning 
of an apparatus of truth. In other words, the intel-
lectual has a three-fold specificity: specificity of 
his class position (a petty-bourgeois in the service 
of capitalism, an 'organic' intellectual of the pro-
letariat); the specificity of his conditions of life 
and work, linked to his condition as an intellectual 
(his domain of research, his place in a laboratory, 
the political or economic demands which he sub-
mits to or rebels against, in the university, the 
hospital, etc); lastly, the specificity of the politics 
of truth in our societies. 

And it's with this last that his position can take 
on a general significance and his local, specifiC 
battle can carry with it effects and implications 
which are not Simply professional or sectorial. 
He can work and fight at the general level of that 
regime of truth which is so essential to the struct-
ures and functioning of our so c,iety . There is a 
battle 'for or at least 'around truth' - it 
being understood once again that by tI'1.lth I do not 
mean 'the ensemble of truths which is to be dis-
covered and given acceptance', but rather 'the 

13 
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ensemble of rules according to which true and false 
are separated and specific effects of power attached 
to the true'; it being understood also that it's not a 
question of a battle 'in favour' of truth but of a 
battle about the status of truth and the economic / 
political role which it plays. It is necessary to 
think the political problems of intellectuals not 
in terms of 'science' and 'ideology', but in terms 
of 'truth' and 'power'. And it is here that the 
professionalisation of the intellectual and the 
intellectual/manual division of labOtir can be 
envisaged in a new way. 

Some propositions 
All this must seem very confused and uncertain. 
Uncertain, yes, and what I'm saying here is, above 
all, in the nature of a hypothesis. In order for it to 
be a little less confused, however, I would like to 
advance a few 'propositions' - which are not hard 
assertions, but are simply put forward for future 
essays and tests. 
- By 'truth' is meant a system of ordered proced-
ures for the production, regulation, distribution 
and circulation of statements. 
- 'Truth' is linked by a circular relation to systems 
of power which produce it and sustain it, and to 
effects of power which it induces and which redirect 
it. A 'regime' of truth. 
- This 'regime' is not merely ideological or super-
structural; it has been a condition of the formation 
and development of capitalism. And it's the same 
regime which, subject to certain modifications, 
operates in the socialist 'countries (I leave open 
here the question of China, which I do not know 
suffi'Ciently well). 
- The essen.tial political problem for the intellect-
ual is not that of criticising ideological content 
to which science is linked, or to bring it about that 
his scientific practice should be accompanied by a 
correct ideology. But of knowing that it is possible 
to constitute a new politics of truth. The problem 
is not one of changing people's 'consciousness' or 
what's in their heads; but the political, economic, 
institutional regime of the production of truth. 
- It's not a question of emancipating truth from 
every system of power - which would be a chimera, 
because truth is already itself power - but of de-
taching the power of truth from the forms of 
hegemony (social, economic, and cultural) within 
which it operates at the present time ... 

(translated by Colin Gordon) 
14 

CAPITAL & CLASS 
The Bulletin of the Conference of Svcialist Econo-
mists will in 1977 be produced in a new printed 
form, under the title CAPITAL & CLASS. 

The CSE is committed to the development of a mater-
ialist analY5is and critique of capitalism which 
is not constrained by an academic division of lab-
our into 'economics', 'politics', 'sociolcJy','his-
torY',etc. We want to communicate with all who are 
interested in questions of marxist political econ-
omy. 

of the first issue, Spring 1977, include: 
Pannekoek,'The Theory of the Collapse of 
italism' 
Brighton Labour Process Group, 'The Capital-
ist Labour Process' 
Andy Friedman, 'Responsible Autonomy vs. Di-
rect Control over the Labour Process' 
Penny Summerfield, 'Women Workers in Britain 
in the Second World War' 
Rakovski, 'Marxism and Soviet Societies' 

plus Notes, Debates, Reviews. 

Contributions to: John Harrison, Institute of Econ-
and Statistics, Manor Rd, Oxford. 

Subscriptions and enquiries about the activities of 
the Conference of Socialist Economists; 

CSE Membership, Dept.Economics, 
BUkbeck College, 7-15 Gresse St, 
London WlP IPA. 

Subscription for three issues: 
UK individual full rate £2.50; low income £2.00 

institution £9.00 
Over- individual full rate £6.00; low income £4.00 
seas ($9.50) ($6.00) 

institution £9.00 
($14.50) 

The low income rate is intended for students, unem-
ployed etc. Overseas subscribers any special 
difficulties shoulu contact CSE membership. 

Working Papers in Cultural Studies 10 
ON IDEOLOGY 

The first part of the 1977 issue will analyse different concepts of ideology 
within the marxist tradition. The theorists considered will include Gramsci, 
Althusser, and Poulantzas. A series of case studies are presented in the second 
part. These involve the ideological aspects of the crisis in education, a critique 
of sociological notions of working class 'community', and a commentary on the 
problems of ideology. in marxist aesthetics. 
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UNIVERSITY OF BIRMINGHAM 
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Toward a Theory of the Lyric:: Georg Lukks aM Christopner Caudwen 

In the Belly of the Monster: The Filipino Revolt in the U.S. 

My Education 

Ideology I. Derniurge in Mod,rn Art 

£1.75 

Felt:nc 

Jean Thlbaudeau Preliminary Notes on the Prison Writings of Gram.ci: The Place of Liter.tur. in Mer.ien Theory 
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Nan BauerMaglm 

Bram Oljkstra 

Anel Dortman 

Single Copies 

SubsCriptions 
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The Marxism of Lucien Gotdm.nn in The Philosophy of the EnlIghtenment 

ViSions of O.fi.nce: Work, Political Commitment ,nd Sisterhood in 
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Theoretical Discussion 
 

In Brave New World, Aldous Huxley imagines a society in which 
domination is achieved not through violence but through pleasure, 
programming, and the careful management of bodies and minds.  

From the moment of conception, individuals are genetically engineered, incubated, and 
conditioned to fit within a rigid caste system: Alphas at the top, Epsilons at the bottom. 
They are subjected to hypnopaedic sleep-teaching, physiological interventions, and 
chemical controls such as soma, a drug that neutralizes discomfort and ensures 
compliance. This system creates a population that not only accepts its position but 
finds satisfaction in it. There is no need for censorship or repression because there is no 
conflict between desire and duty. The self has been trained to want precisely what the 
system demands. 

Michel Foucault’s concept of the “rank and file,” especially as articulated in his 1973 
lectures on psychiatric power and later in Discipline and Punish, offers a powerful 
framework for reading Huxley’s dystopia. Foucault argues that modern power does not 
operate by crushing opposition through brute force; rather, it functions through the 
classification, segmentation, and normalization of subjects. In disciplinary institutions 
such as schools, prisons, barracks, and hospitals, bodies are shaped into predictable, 
efficient components of a larger system. Through surveillance, routine, and ranking, 
power renders individuals legible and useful. The subject is not repressed but 
constructed, disciplined into docility. 

Huxley’s World State is the culmination of this logic. Each citizen is the product of a 
deeply bureaucratized process of classification and deployment. The state engineers 
not only labor roles but tastes, habits, and reflexes. An Alpha does not merely perform 
a high-status job; he is Alpha through and through, in body, temperament, and 
cognition. The Epsilon, stunted both intellectually and physically, feels no resentment 
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because resentment has been biologically and culturally designed out of him. This 
goes beyond Foucault’s concern with institutional design; it is the totalization of power 
into biological life, what he would later term biopolitics. In this society, control is not 
enforced. It is embodied. 

Unlike the overt surveillance of Orwell’s 1984, the control in Brave New World is 
ambient and largely invisible. There is no centralized gaze, no Big Brother figure. 
Instead, the mechanisms of control are diffused across bodies, pleasures, and habits. 
Foucault’s concept of panopticism is still relevant here, not in the form of a tower 
overseeing inmates, but in the internalization of norms through conditioning. The 
panoptic function is distributed: each citizen is calibrated to self-regulate, not because 
they fear punishment, but because the conditions of their socialization make deviation 
unimaginable. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault notes how surveillance and ranking 
create the “normal” individual. Huxley goes one step further: he imagines a world 
where even the desire to be abnormal has been annihilated. 

In this light, Brave New World reads not as a vision of tyranny but as a perfected 
disciplinary state: an efficient, stable, and self-replicating system where the rank and 
file do not need to be coerced because they have been shaped, from before birth, to 
desire their own subjection. Freedom has been redefined as conformity; happiness has 
been calibrated to productivity. Dissent is not crushed. It is rendered impossible. What 
Foucault helps us see is that the horror of Huxley’s world is not in its cruelty but in its 
subtlety. It is a society in which power has colonized the most intimate spaces: the 
body, the memory, the instinct. Brave New World thus becomes not just a warning 
about the future, but a chilling diagnosis of the present: a world where the rank and 
file no longer need to be watched because they have already become what power 
requires. 

Re!ect 

• How do institutional hierarchies manage bodies and minds? 
• What invisible systems train behaviours? 
• How is discipline internalized through seemingly benign structures 
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Closing Thoughts from the Readist 
 

At this point, I think you can see why I chose Brave New World and this 
theoretical lens for my first Readist offering. The Readist is not just about 
reading great books. It’s about learning to see differently.  

Huxley’s novel, with its sleek surfaces and engineered happiness, invites readers to ask 
what lies beneath systems that promise ease, safety, and pleasure. Pairing it with 
Foucault sharpens that encounter: it reveals how control often hides behind the 
language of freedom, and how docility can be produced not through punishment, but 
through normalization and design. 

This combination models the kind of critical reading The Readist is here to cultivate. 
You’re not just identifying themes or interpreting symbols. You’re interrogating the 
structures of power embedded in narratives and mirrored in the world around you. 
Starting with Brave New World allows us to begin with a familiar text and dislodge 
familiar readings. The goal is not to agree with a particular theory, but to practice 
looking at fiction as a site of friction where competing values and anxieties meet. My 
hope is that you emerge from this reading not just understanding the novel more 
deeply, but seeing contemporary life with a sharper, more skeptical eye. 
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Where to from here? 
 

 

What to read next 
 
Looking for more fiction like Brave New World? Try these on for size:  

• George Orwell's 1984 
• Yevgeny Zamyatin's We 
• Kurt Vonnegut's Player Piano 
• Kazuo Ishiguro's Never Let Me Go 
• Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale 
• Octavia Butler's The Parable of the Sower 

 

 

Think Deeper 
 
Want more theory to chew on? Check out the following: 

• Neil Postman's Amusing Ourselves to Death 
• Zygmunt Bauman on "liquid modernity" 
• Byung-Chul Han on neoliberal control via freedom 

 
 

 


