Overview
Aldous Huxley's Brave New World is a satirical vision of a future that is bleak and unwelcoming. The science fiction novel is dystopian or anti utopian in tone and subject matter. The title is drawn from the Shakespearean play The Tempest but instead of referring to an idyllic island paradise it now describes a nightmarish place of stultifying uniformity and oppressive control. Paradox and irony are the major tools used throughout the novel to highlight the negative impact of rampant scientific and technological progress on man and his relationship with the natural world. When published, the author in interview stated that his theme was the advancement of science as it affects human individuals. He explained that his focus lay with the interaction of scientific progress and humanity and, in particular, its impact on man in his natural world.

Set in AF (after Ford) 632, we are shown a world that has developed from the aftermath of biological war where anthrax bombs fundamentally changed the fabric of society, including the foundation values and codes of practice that held it together. Science is now revered and technology is now worshipped as an alternative religion, worshipped by a radically different society. Scientists have usurped God as the creators of life and they dictate every facet of human existence. Diversity has been replaced by uniformity and free choice has been abandoned in favour of imposed and strictly monitored conformity. Standardisation has become the goal, the 'norm', and ethical benchmark of this society. So called 'progress', however, has come at an enormous cost, for individuality, freedom and love have been eradicated along with war and disease. Human interaction has become superficial and identity crushed under mind numbing conditioning.

Humans are now conceived in test tubes rather than born naturally. A new caste system and form of servitude has been developed where individuals are predestined for a particular role in life and therefore genetically engineered on an assembly line. They are subsequently decanted and brainwashed as Alphas, Betas and so on according to the needs of society. Life has been mechanised and linked to the production line techniques of industry. Mass production and quality control ensures clinical stability and equilibrium but precludes any opportunity for human warmth or ethical integrity. Social conditioning reinforces the concepts of consumerism and ensures total acceptance and uniformity. Huxley uses irony to enable readers to recognise his brave new world as a cold, heartless place that is totally devoid of love, family life, commitment or spirituality.

Context - The novel has been both praised and condemned. Most critics, however, concur that it is a unique, science fiction masterpiece. The book's central concepts were influenced by the political context of the 1930s when it was published. Huxley was a staunch critic of totalitarianism and he challenged the concepts of utopian societies that were promulgated by the political doctrines of communism and fascism. He felt that such regimes threatened man's innate freedom and independence by fostering a false concept of the common good and the subservience of the individual to the party or the state.

Drawing on his own extensive background in history, economics and science, he extrapolated elements of radical political philosophy and presented it to readers in its most extreme form. He emphasised the progress made in manufacturing, technology, science and medicine to demonstrate how man could become exploited, subservient and dehumanised. The novel implies that if science and technology ceases to be the servants of man, then man himself may become enslaved by them. He warns that knowledge and power are linked and open to abuse as is evident in the novel where man has been reduced to a commercial commodity whose main purpose is being able to produce and consume manufactured goods. Huxley believed that man had to be more aware of the dangers of being overawed by scientific and economic progress. The book has a strong ironic undercurrent and many of the prophetic elements in the book such as cloning and test tube fertilisation are becoming scientific reality.

Purpose - Huxley satirically warns of the dangers of allowing science to be revered and used for political purposes such as a means of maintaining control. He describes a society fashioned on a blind acceptance of the status quo in the absence of literature, history and individual thought. The physical setting is primarily London, England, and the Savage Reservation in New Mexico. These two locations are polarised: one sanitised and emotionally anaesthetised while the other is dirty, raw and harsh. Ibis place where most people still live retains its humanity, however, and has much closer links with the natural world. Children are still born in labour, people still become ill and die without the comfort of “soma”.

Comparison between the two worlds highlights the many differences that help reinforce the author's social message. Aldous Huxley himself said in 1956: “Brave New World is a fantastic parable about the dehumanisation of human beings. In the negative world described in my story, man has been subordinated to his own inventions.' In the 20th century, science, technology, politics and social organisations have ceased serving man; they have instead become his masters.”

Values - The novel explores a world whose society and value system are ruled by technologically enforced conformity and uniformity. Huxley's tone is cynical as he condemns the perception that the elimination of dirt, unhappiness, unemployment and loneliness are worth the accompanying loss of personal freedom and independence. Our complacency is challenged by the thought that a society could think it beneficial to dismiss with the family as a social unit and it is disturbing to listen to inhabitants of this world ponder what the old values would be like: “I often think that one may have missed something in not having a mother.”

It is a society peopled with clones and passionless souls. Humanity has been sacrificed on the alter of mass production, control and the “bottom line”. He depicts a clinical, insensitive and oppressive world that is in direct juxtaposition to the accepted and valued patterns of contemporary society. It broaches many social taboos that accounts for the novel being banned for a time. Statements such as “Erotic play between children had been regarded as abnormal” and “You ought to be a little more promiscuous” are contrary to contemporary social norms and imply a world that has become decadent and perverted. Love, religion and the arts have been eradicated and 'natural' childbirth has become anathema, represented as an act of shame and a threat to social stability.

The concept of actually having parents has become a bizarre concept and beyond the average person's understanding: “Try to imagine what it would be like to have viviparous mother”, Parenthood has become demonised and the term “mother”' is now equated with something t is obscene while the image of 'father' has become nothing more than a smutty joke. “Family, monogamy, romance” is denounced as being only “a narrow channelling of impulse and energy” and human relationships have fundamentally changed.

Style- The novel is a satirical fantasy that casts the reader into an environment where mankind has lost its humanity. A chronological narrative structure is used and the heavy use of coincidence in the book makes the end fairly predictable. This does not really hinder its effectiveness, however, for its strength lies in the ideas and social context of this world rather than with aspects of realism. Paradoxically, a world that has developed to the point where it lacks conflict, disease, filth and other negative aspects of modern existence is also devoid of any real sense of life or happiness. At first it seems superficially attractive, but Huxley makes it clear to readers, through the eyes of the Savage, that this society is in fact hideous and abhorrent. Change seems impossible to achieve given the level of social conditioning.

Satire graphically demonstrates how destructive the tendency to venerate science can be. Technology has enslaved mankind rather than liberated it. Nature has been suppressed and an overriding impression of sterility and coldness has taken its place. In the hatchery 'the light was frozen, dead, a ghost' while the workers in the 'squat grey building' of the Conditioning Centre become mere “spectres of men and women.” They have been made into soulless drones who never question or challenge. Mankind has become anonymous, mindless, “like aphids and ants” existing in an environment which is stark, sterile, cold and scientific. The Fertilising Room seems hellish with its “frozen, dead, ghostly light” a place occupied by workers whose hands are 'gloved with a pale corpse coloured rubber'. Everything is mechanised and emotionless and the bottling room, where 'whiz, click, the hatches fly open' is only part of the process of production.

Historical references and literary allusions also add depth and give added symbolic impact on issues that are raised. The setting and world of AF 632 is given a sense of realism by references to familiar London landmarks. Contrast and antithesis help delineate the features of this emotionally barren environment. Aspects of contemporary society are reversed, mocked and parodied in order to shock and challenge the reader. In 1961, Huxley said “We are getting more and more into a position where these things can be achieved,” and this is the warning that underlines the text. Ironic parody, the use of dictums and slogans such as “Community, Identity, Stability” enable the author to confront us with visions of what the future might hold.

