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Introduction 

This essay will discuss three means of control used by regimes in Brave New World, Nineteen 

Eighty-Four and The Handmaid’s Tale. The three means discussed are; religion, sex and 

language. The reasoning behind the choice of these three means of control is that they are 

both common to all three books and prominent in each of them. There are other means of 

control in the books that are more noticeable, but not evident in all of the novels. As the point 

of this essay is to discuss themes that are common to all three books despite the differences in 

the main trends of the books, those means of control are not discussed in this essay.  

     The first chapter discusses the use of language as a means of governmental control, the 

second chapter is concerned with the use of religion as a means of control, and the third 

discusses the ways religion is used as a means of control. This structure allows for each topic 

to be discussed in depth in separate chapters. 

     The books included in this essay are selected because they are prominent representatives of 

the genre; they are from different periods in time and they offer different perspectives on the 

genre. The perspectives are affected by the period of time during which they were written. 

     First published in 1932, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World differs from the other two 

novels in the sense that it can be seen as an ironic utopia rather than a typical dystopia. Set 

mainly in London in the year 632 A.F. (After Ford) Huxley describes a world where humanity 

is cloned in great batches instead of being born as normal. The motto of the World State is 

“Community, Identity, Stability”1, which is achieved principally by cloning and conditioning. 

The central story of the novel is Bernard Marx and his problems with conforming to society 

and the issue of the Savage, whom Bernard brings into the society; something which causes a 

great cultural clash. 

     Arguably the most famous piece of dystopian fiction ever written, George Orwell’s 

Nineteen Eighty-Four was first published in 1949 and is set in the war-torn London of 1984. 

Although, due to the Party changing the records of history on a daily basis, there are some 

doubts of the actual year. The story is centred on the main protagonist Winston Smith and his 

struggle against the totalitarian government. Winston’s first rebellious act comes when he 

starts writing a diary, dating it April 4th, 1984, “but it was never possible nowadays to pin 

down any date within a year or two”.2 The government has three slogans which summarize its 

                                                 
1 Huxley, Aldous. Brave New World. (1932; England: Penguin 1973) 15. 
2 Orwell, George. Nineteen Eighty-Four. (1949; England: Penguin 1977) 9. 
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society: “War is Peace”, “Freedom is Slavery” and “Ignorance is Strength”3. That is, constant 

war, essentially no freedom and no knowledge of the world or history that is not filtered 

through the Ministry of Truth, which serves as the Party propaganda apparatus,. Throughout 

the book, Winston’s silent rebellion is described and his desire to oppose the system more 

grows until the final section when he is captured and brought to the attentions of the Ministry 

of Love. 

     Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale was first published in 1986 and explores a 

society where the advances in the area of female rights have been reversed. The society of 

Gilead is based on a “return to traditional values” something strongly championed by the 

religious right-wing in the United States at the time the book was written. The plot follows 

Offred, a Handmaid and her life in Gilead. She has recurring flashbacks of her life before the 

rise of Gilead, and especially of her husband and daughter. She repeatedly finds herself 

unable to bring herself to act rebelliously. “Ordinary, said Aunt Lydia, is what you are used to. 

This may not seem ordinary to you now, but after a time will. It will become ordinary.”4 This 

quotation represents the power of a totalitarian society; people will grow to accept things, not 

because they approve of them, but because they are accustomed to them and unable to think 

of a different alternative. 

     Utopian and dystopian fiction have been the subject of many studies, discussing different 

aspects and themes, either on individual works or in comparison with other works. The vast 

majority of secondary sources for this essay are articles or essays discussing one or more of 

the themes studied here. Some articles are of comparative nature while others discuss one 

book. 

                                                 
3 Orwell, 7. 
4 Atwood, Margaret. The Handmaid’s Tale. (1986; England: O.W. Toad 1986) 43. 
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Background 

To understand the origins of dystopian literature, it is essential to first look at the genre’s 

predecessor, utopian literature. The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines utopia as 

“an imaginary place or state in which everything is perfect” and points out the origin of the 

term “[f]rom the title of a book by Sir Thomas More, which describes a place like this”5. 

More’s book was published in 1516 and describes his view of an ideal society and at the same 

time it was an analysis of the contemporary English society. The title itself is a word-play 

with the Greek words eutopia, meaning “good place”, and outopia, meaning “no place”. The 

setting of the book in “no-place” gave More the chance to criticise society while appearing to 

conduct a thought experiment, thus avoiding offence to the establishment. Descriptions of 

utopias thrived in the 19th century when a love for scientific progress was the trend. Karl 

Marx, among others, believed that the forces of history and the accumulation of rational 

knowledge would eventually see the rise of an “end state” that would remain in place 

eternally.6 More’s was not the first book to ironically criticise society or give its author’s view 

of the perfect society. Arguably the first would be Plato’s Republic (approx. 360 B.C.).  

     The term dystopia was used in a speech to the parliament by John Stuart Mill in 1868 and 

this is possibly the first time the use of this term was recorded.7 The term dystopia is defined 

by The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary as “an imaginary place or state in which 

everything is extremely bad or unpleasant” 8 . In other words, the opposite of a utopia. 

Dystopian literature is, like utopian literature, often a criticism of a contemporary society or 

of trends in society. The main difference is that while utopian fiction focuses on a perfect 

future, the dystopian novel focuses on a nightmare society where contemporary trends are 

taken to the extreme. Arguably the most famous dystopian novel is Nineteen Eighty-Four by 

George Orwell, which depicts a society where governmental totalitarianism is taken to the 

extreme. First published in 1949, the nightmare totalitarianism described was much more 

present than it is today. Nazi Germany had recently fallen and the totalitarianism in the Soviet 

Union grew stronger. Published seventeen years earlier, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World is 

also considered a dystopian novel. It can, however, be argued that it is more of an anti-utopia 

as the book describes a society, that to the eye seems rather free and content, close to the 

                                                 
5 Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of current English. 7th ed. 
6 science fiction,  Encyclopædia Britannica. 2007. Encyclopædia Britannica Online. 
6 Nov.  2007  http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-235726. 
7 Hermansson, Niclas Exploring Dystopia 7 Nov, 2007 http://hem.passagen.se/replikant/dystopia_timeline.htm. 
8 Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of current English. 7th ed. 
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fantasy of a utopian ideal. The main difference is that the seemingly perfect society comes at a 

price almost as high as the hellish world of Nineteen Eighty-Four. There is a passage in 

Nineteen Eighty-Four where Inner Party-member O’Brien explains to Winston Smith what 

the Party is trying to achieve that epitomises what a dystopia is all about: 

Do you begin to see, then, what kind of world we are creating? It is the exact 

opposite of the stupid hedonistic Utopias that the old reformers imagined. A 

world of fear and treachery and torment, a world of trampling and being trampled 

upon, a world which will grow not less but more merciless as it refines itself. 

Progress in our world will be progress towards more pain. The old civilizations 

claimed that they were founded on love or justice. Ours is founded upon hate. In 

our world there will be no emotions except fear, rage, triumph and self-abasement. 

Everything else we shall destroy – everything. [---] If you want a picture of the 

future, image a boot stamping on a human face – for ever.9 

Orwell clearly states the goal of the Party here as he has a high-ranking member of the Party 

explain to the protagonist how their visions of the future look.  

     Dystopian novels are always imaginary. While there may be societies that come close to 

being dystopian, such as the Soviet Union or Nazi Germany, they are still not dystopias. 

While they may borrow influences from reality, the purpose of a dystopia is to explore and 

debate possibilities. When Nineteen Eighty-Four was published, its nightmare future was 

very plausible. The key motif in all dystopian literature is oppression and rebellion. The 

oppression may be more or less obvious, but it is always there. The oppressors are always 

more powerful than the rebels, thus making the dystopian novel a study in survival. A 

significant part of dystopian literature is that the hero almost always faces utter defeat, as in 

Nineteen Eighty-Four, or at best a Pyrrhic victory. Another very common element in 

dystopian fiction are the use of landscapes that diminish people, such as the war-torn London 

of Nineteen Eighty-Four.10 In his article for The English Journal, Richard Lederer states as 

the first rule of writing a dystopia: “You are to create a dystopia – a warning of dangers in 

the days to come. Project a currently outstanding social trend into the future, not a human 

foible in the abstract, such as greed, but a social direction that you feel may end 

unhappily.”11  

                                                 
9 Orwell, 214-215. 
10 Hermansson, Niclas. 7 Nov. 2007 http://hem.passagen.se/replikant/dystopia_characteristics.htm  
11 Lederer, Richard. ”Shaping the Dystopian Nightmare.” The English Journal, Vol. 
56, No. 8, 1132-1135. Nov., 1967 
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     The balance of power in dystopian literature is invariably in favour of the government, as 

the individual is of little or no consequence and freedom is crushed. 12  This is done to 

different degrees in different novels; for example in Nineteen Eighty-Four, one Party slogan 

is “Freedom is Slavery”13 and truly illustrates how the government perceives freedom. In 

Brave New World, the individual appears to have vast freedom but is extremely limited due 

to the conditioning and schooling received. The Handmaid’s Tale has many similarities to 

Nineteen Eighty-Four in the limit put on individual freedom, but does not depict a society 

quite as hopeless as the one described by Orwell. 

                                                 
12 BBC h2g2. 7 Nov, 2007. http://www.bbc.co.uk/dna/h2g2/A510922 
13 Orwell, 7. 
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Language as a means of control 

Language is a highly potent tool of power. Governments in dystopian fiction often use this 

tool as a means of control. Whether it is by creating a whole new language, like Newspeak in 

Nineteen Eighty-Four or by denying access to language as in The Handmaid’s Tale, it is a 

common feature with a high level of efficiency. One theme that runs through all three novels 

in regards of language mentioned by Bowen and Daniels is that women are discouraged from 

reading. Handmaids are forbidden to read or even have access to reading material, women of 

the World State in Brave New World are taught that “You can’t consume much if you sit still 

and read books.” 14  Equally, in Nineteen Eighty-Four, Julia is bored by reading, telling 

Winston that “I am not literary, dear”15. Reading as a leisure activity for women is restricted, 

forbidden or discouraged.16 Despite all other differences, Brave New World and Nineteen 

Eighty-Four have one person in common; Shakespeare. They both suppress the ideals that 

Shakespeare’s works represent and value. John the Savage’s debate with Mustapha Mond not 

only shows the conflict of their religious ideals, it also makes visible the World Controllers’ 

view on classical literature.  

‘Have you read it too?’ he asked. ‘I thought nobody knew about that book here, in 

England.’ 

‘Almost nobody. I’m one of the very few. It’s prohibited, you see. But as I make 

the laws here, I can also break them  

[---] 

‘But why is it prohibited?’ asked the Savage. In the excitement of meeting a man 

who had read Shakespeare he had momentarily forgotten everything else. 

The Controller shrugged his shoulders. ‘Because it’s old; that’s the chief reason. 

We haven’t any use for old things here.’ 

‘Even when they’re beautiful?’ 

‘Particularly when they’re beautiful. Beauty is attractive, and we don’t want 

people to be attracted by old things. We want them to like the new ones.’  

[---] 

‘Why don’t you let them see Othello instead?’ 

‘I’ve told you; it’s old. Besides, they couldn’t understand it.’  

                                                 
14 Huxley, 50. 
15 Orwell, 107. 
16 Bowen & Daniels, 435. 
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[---] 

‘Well, then,’ he said, after a pause, ‘something new that’s like Othello, and that 

they could understand.’  

[---] 

‘if it were really like Othello nobody could understand it, however new it might 

be. And if it were new, it couldn’t possibly be like Othello.’ 

‘Why not?’  

[---] 

‘Because our world is not the same as Othello’s world. You can’t make flivvers 

without steel – and you can’t make tragedies without social instability. The world 

is stable now. People are happy  

[---] 

‘All the same,’ he insisted obstinately, ‘Othello’s good, Othello’s better than those 

feelies.’ 

‘Of course it is’ the Controller agreed. ‘But that’s the price we have to pay for 

stability. You’ve got to choose between happiness and what people used to call 

high art. We’ve sacrificed the high art.17 

The Controller appreciates the works of Shakespeare for their beauty and quality, but will not 

release them to the public as they are disruptive to society. On the contrary, the Party of 

Nineteen Eighty-Four know Shakespeare and has plans to change his works to fit the Party 

policy. Winston’s acquaintance, Syme, works on the Newspeak dictionary and has this to say 

on the topic of classical literature; “Chaucer, Shakespeare, Milton, Byron – they’ll exist only 

in Newspeak versions, not merely changed into something different, but actually changed 

into something contradictory of what they used to be.”18 Syme’s comment is completely in 

line with the Party policy of altering records of past events to make them all in favour of 

Party ideology and in line with the current policy. Both governments are aware of classical 

literature, but choose to remove them from the populace. The World State motivated by their 

potentially disruptive influence on the rampant consumerism, and the Party because they are 

not in line with Party ideology. The two governments both realise the power of language and 

literature and remove literature from the people in order to prevent unwanted ideas from 

spreading. 

                                                 
17 Huxley, 172-173. 
18 Orwell, 46. 
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     In The Handmaid’s Tale, the Gilead government also uses language to maintain control 

over the Handmaids by denying them their own names. The protagonist is Offred, her real 

name is never revealed, and the name Offred is a patronymic of the Commander that she is 

assigned to. The name itself makes more sense if you add the word property in front of it; 

property of Fred. By denying the Handmaids their own names, Gilead attempts to deny them 

their individuality as well. Women are defined by their gender roles, Wives, Marthas and 

Handmaids, as these titles denote what they do and also their worth. Feminists are referred to 

as “Unwomen”, in order to make them seem less human. The same goes for miscarriages, 

“unbabies”.  

     The prefix un- is highly represented in Nineteen Eighty-Four’s Newspeak, a language 

designed by the Party to replace Oldspeak, standard English, as the language in use. This 

language is not dedicated to create new opportunities of expression; on the contrary, it aims 

to “[cut] the language to the bone”19 as Syme puts it. He goes on to explain how many 

useless words the language contains by explaining how the final version of Newspeak would 

deal with the concepts of good and bad. Using this concept as an example of how Newspeak 

deals with antonyms; “A word contains its opposite in itself. Take “good”, for instance. If 

you have a word like “good” what need is there for a word like “bad”? “Ungood” will do just 

as well – better, because it’s an exact opposite, which the other is not.” 20  The aim of 

Newspeak is to strengthen the Party’s control over the populace by removing the possibility 

of questioning the Party’s power. Syme quite explicitly lets Winston know the meaning of 

Newspeak, “’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.”21 Political theorist and literary critic Judith N. Shklar sees Nineteen Eighty-

Four as being not just about totalitarianism, but about the “practical implications of the 

notion that language structures all our knowledge of the phenomenal world.”22 Her key-point 

in the section being that; “The truth shall not make us free because meanings are infinitely 

alterable, and one who dominates the language we speak rules us utterly.”23 This is the 

essence of Newspeak, to create a language so dominated by the Party that there will be no 

                                                 
19 Orwell, 44. 
20 Orwell, 44. 
21 Orwell, 45. 
22 Judith N. Shklar. Nineteen Eighty-Four: Should Political Theory Care? Political Theory. Vol. 13, No. 1. 10-11. 
23 Shklar, 11. 
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way for an individual to question the ultimate power of the Party. The thought cannot be 

formed as there are no words that can be used to hold any meaning against the Party. Once 

Newspeak has been fully developed and implemented, the Party’s control will be complete, 

thoughtcrime impossible. The word thoughtcrime itself is from Newspeak, and as many other 

Newspeak-words, a compound, of the words though and crime. Its meaning is that the 

perpetrator has had thoughts that oppose the policy of the Party, for example “down with Big 

Brother.”24 While these specific words might remain in Newspeak, their meanings would be 

so strictly regulated that the phrase “down with Big Brother” could not be formed.  

     Yet another way to use language for control is employed by the Controllers in Brave New 

World – that is, hypnopaedia. The regular repetition of selected phrases during sleep from 

infancy and up until adolescence ingrains these phrases in the mind of the children as 

indisputable truths. The method cannot be used to teach science, as the experiment with Little 

Reuben showed, he was only able to repeat back the sentences told him, not use the 

knowledge.25 The World State instead uses hypnopaedia to teach moral and social values, 

which, as the Director of Hatcheries and Conditioning says; “ought never, in any 

circumstances, to be rational.”26 These regular repetitions become more advanced as the 

children grow older, until these phrases are so deeply ingrained in the individual that “the 

child’s mind is these suggestions, and the sum of these suggestions is the child’s mind. And 

not the child’s mind only. The adult’s mind too – all his life long.”27 So, as the Controller 

states; at the end of the hypnopeadic treatment, the child will carry certain phrases as truths 

inside its mind that will remain throughout life. By simple use of language, i.e. repeating 

over and over the State’s basic philosophy, the minds of its people are conditioned to make 

the choices and decisions desired by State. 

                                                 
24 Orwell, 18 
25 Huxley, 31-32. 
26 Huxley, 32. 
27 Huxley, 34. 
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Religion as a means of control 

The religion which is used as a means of control in Brave New World, Nineteen Eighty-Four 

and The Handmaid’s Tale is very different from what is considered to be a normal religion. 

Orwell is said to have commented on what he felt the world leaders in Huxley’s book were 

lacking; “a strict morality, a quasi-religious belief …, a mystique”.28 This quasi-religion is 

prominent in Nineteen Eighty-Four with the cult of personality surrounding Big Brother. In 

some ways there is a similar feature in Brave New World with Ford, and Freud, as the target 

of the personality cult, something which is particularly noticeable with the dating in the novel. 

The year denotes A.F. (After Ford), with its starting point set as the release date of the Model 

T. In the world of Huxley’s novel, conventional religious belief has been replaced by 

celebrating Henry Ford for his invention of the assembly line and major contribution to 

progress. This is demonstrated by the fact that the top part of the crosses on churches in the 

book have been cut off to resemble the symbol T, in honour of Ford’s Model T.29 Ford 

however, plays a much smaller role than Big Brother does in Nineteen Eighty-Four, where the 

posters with “BIG BROTHER IS WATCHING YOU” are everywhere to be seen. This 

omnipresence is pointed out at the very start of Orwell’s book; “[o]n each landing, opposite 

the lift-shaft, the poster with the enormous face gazed from the wall. It was one of those 

pictures which are so contrived that the eyes follow you about when you move. BIG 

BROTHER IS WATCHING YOU, the caption beneath it ran.”30 Big Brother’s role is that of 

an always present guardian watching over the individual, and at the same time watching every 

step one takes; in this fashion he is both the shielding “God” and the vengeful one at the same 

time. The quasi-religion of the Party also has an anti-thesis to Big Brother, much like Satan is 

to God in Christianity, in the figure of Emmanuel Goldstein. Everything that threatens the 

Party, such as sabotage, deviations and treacheries, is attributed to his teachings, which is why 

he is the main target of the Two Minutes Hate. The Two Minutes Hate has a very strong 

resemblance to fanatical religious sermons aimed against the enemy of the faith. A strong 

collective feeling of rage and hate is built up and directed at the desired enemy, and is 

followed by the conclusion when the image of Big Brother, the saviour, is shown and the 

                                                 
28 Steinhoff, William. Utopia Reconsidered. No Place Else: Explorations in Utopian and Dystopian Fiction 1983.  
153 
29 Matter, William. On Brave New World. No Place Else: Explorations in Utopian and Dystopian Fiction 1983.  
94. 
 
30 Orwell, 5. 
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collective chant of “B-B!” breaks out.31 The purpose of this procedure is to turn the anger and 

frustration of the people away from the Party and onto an external enemy and keep the people 

under control. The Two Minutes Hate is designed to direct the hatred and anger of the people 

towards Goldstein and the current enemy, and their love and adoration towards Big Brother, 

the symbol of the Party. 

     The corresponding ritual in Brave New World is the Solidarity Service. This ritual has 

more in common with conventional religions than the Nineteen Eighty-Four cultist version, as 

it comprises singing, and the ingestion of soma. Which is a drug used to alleviate periods of 

feeling low, in a manner rather reminiscent of the Christian communion. The culmination of 

the ritual is the sense of the arrival of the Greater Being. The attendants of the ritual 

experience themselves as one with the Greater Being and the other attendants in a ritual dance. 

The purpose is to give the participants the feeling of being part of something larger than 

themselves and give satisfaction and a form of ecstasy.32 To relate back to the previously 

mentioned quotation from Orwell, the religion of Brave New World is much less the quasi-

religion of Nineteen Eighty-Four. It is more similar to conventional religions in the aspect that 

its purpose is for the participants to feel a belonging to something larger than themselves and 

convey happiness. The Big Brother-cult has a purpose of directing hate towards enemies, and 

love towards the Party figurehead. Both of these religions or cults have their own benefits 

towards the control of the populace, each playing towards the overall choices of the regimes. 

The Party in Orwell’s novel prefers control through fear and oppression, while the World 

Controllers of Huxley’s book use happiness and contentment through freely accessible leisure 

and pleasure. There is the implication towards the end of Solidarity Service that the ritual 

turns into a sexual orgy. 

     The greatest confrontation of the novel, and perhaps the most important passage, is when 

John the “Savage” meets Mustapha Mond, one of the ten World Controllers. John was born 

and raised in an Indian reservation with a volume of Shakespeare’s works as a lesson about 

life from the outside world. His mother is from the world outside and John also has her stories 

of that wonderful Other Place. The confrontation begins with John stating the price that has 

been paid and asks “[a]nything else?” to which the Controller responds; “Well, religion, of 

course. […] There used to be something called God.”33 John is highly distressed about the 

lack of the concept of God;  

                                                 
31 Orwell, 13-17. 
32 Huxley, 71-75. 
33 Huxley, 180. 
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‘Then you think there is no God?’ 

‘No I think there quite probably is one.’ 

‘Then why …?’ 

Mustapha Mond checked him. ‘But he manifests himself in different ways to 

different men. In pre-modern he manifested himself as the being described in 

these books. Now…’ 

‘How does he manifest himself now?’ asked the Savage. 

‘Well, he manifests himself as an absence; as though he weren’t there at all.’ 

‘That’s your fault.’ 

‘Call it the fault of civilization. God isn’t compatible with machinery and 

scientific medicine and universal happiness. You must make your choice. Our 

civilization has chosen machinery and medicine and happiness.’34  

John brings up the need of pain and sorrow as valuable counterpoints to happiness, and 

Mond refutes him, explaining the way soma works, finishing with his key line; 

“Christianity without tears – that’s what soma is.”35 

     Denied the aspects of life that he values most, “I want God, I want poetry, I want real 

danger, I want freedom, I want goodness, I want sin.”36 John retreats to a distant lighthouse, 

where he punishes himself for his sins. This in turn attracts people who want to see him carry 

out these strange rites, eventually driving him to suicide.37 Traditional religion has become 

obsolete, in the Controller’s definition. Religion needs people to be unhappy, to be a reason 

for patience and acceptance, qualities which there is no need for in the new society. There is 

soma to help for those moments when the endless joys of extreme consumerism falter. When 

there is anger or enemies, soma is the new cure or as Mond puts it; “You can carry at least 

half your morality about in a bottle.”38 

     The deliberate confusion of Ford and Freud in Brave New World, where they are supposed 

to be the same entity, with Ford using the name Freud when he is discussing psychology is 

never clearly explained. However it makes a lot of sense that, when constructing a religion 

based on a person to take both an inventor of a key element of your society, and the 

                                                 
34 Huxley, 182-183. 
35 Huxley, 185. 
36 Huxley, 187. 
37 Matter, 99-101. 
38 Huxley, 185. 
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psychologist that first formulated the theory of family life as the source of danger to society, 

Freud.39 This Freudian theory will be further developed in the next chapter. 

     In The Handmaid’s Tale, religion is one of the two main means of control used by the 

regime. In fact, the entire society is built upon a warped form of Christianity where the 

scriptures of the Bible are used to find precedents for laws and regulations that the regime has 

created. It is also very closely linked to the other two means of control that will be discussed 

later; the idea of and, more importantly, justification for, using women as handmaids is taken 

directly from the Bible, Genesis, 30:1-3. In which Rachel directs her husband Jacob to have a 

child with her maid.40 At the time Atwood wrote her novel, the Christian fundamentalist, 

political, right-wing in America urged women to return to the homes to “fulfil their putative 

biological destiny”. This is symbolised in the novel by the ritualised sex where the Handmaid 

lies between the wife’s legs.41 The presence of prominent women among the Christian Right 

does not escape Atwood, and is illustrated by Serena Joy, the wife of Offred’s commander. 

Serena Joy was one of the key figures in the “time before” for the religious Right, preaching 

about how women should stay at home. Now, in Gilead as Offred remarks; “She stays in her 

home, but now it doesn’t seem to agree with her. How furious she must be, now that she’s 

been taken at her word.”42  

     Also, the titles and names given in the novel are largely related to the Bible and religion. 

The Handmaid’s Tale in addition has one aspect of religion that is very much related to the 

versions of Brave New World and Nineteen Eighty-Four, as its Prayvaganzas, Salvagings and 

Particicutions are closely related to the Two Minutes Hate and the Solidarity Service. They 

are all used as outlets for penned up energy in manners that are beneficial to the state. 

Particicutions, much like the Two Minutes Hate are used to channel the frustrations and 

aggressions of the people towards the enemies of the regime. This is a clever way to control 

the populous, as even though they are likely to hate the government and carry hostility and 

frustration towards it, the one way that they are allowed to release frustration and anger, is 

directed by the regime. This makes the enemy of the state the target for the people’s hate, 

even if that target is what could release them from the oppression of the state. In the 

Particicution outlined in the book, Offred’s partner, and resistance member, Ofglen pushes 

ahead of the rest of the Handmaids and kicks the victim in the head repeatedly. When Offred 

                                                 
39 Huxley, 41-42. 
40 Neuman, Shirley. ” ‘Just a Backlash': Margaret Atwood, Feminism, and The Handmaid's Tale. University of 
Toronto Quarterly; Summer2006, Vol. 75 Issue 3, p857-868. 2006. 857. 
41 Neuman, 865. 
42 Atwood, 56. 
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asks her why, Ofglen reveals that the victim was not a rapist as they were told, but a political 

prisoner, another resistance member, and she knocked him unconscious to put him out of his 

miseries.43 Compared to the Two Minutes Hate, the Particicutions are much more hands on, 

the word itself being a contraction of the two words participation and execution. The 

similarities are there, however, as they are both examples of pent up aggression and rage 

being released at a single individual. During the Two Minutes Hate, that individual is 

Goldstein, who might be an invention of the Party for that specific purpose. At the 

Particicution, the regime gives the victim the final insult of being torn apart by the very 

people he is trying to help, which is likely to be a greatly discouraging factor.  

     The difference in approach to real religion is also interesting. In Orwell’s book, religion is 

not acknowledged, as Huxley describes it as “a thing of the past”, together with liberalism and 

democracy44, and in Atwood’s novel the slogan is “God is a national resource”45. There is no 

separation between the church and the state in The Handmaid’s Tale, while both Huxley and 

Orwell describe societies that are at least partially secular. The religion in their books strongly 

resembles therefore the personality cults of real totalitarian societies. In her essay “‘Just a 

backlash’: Margaret Atwood, Feminism and The Handmaid’s Tale” Shirley Neuman 

describes the selectiveness of the religious government well; “Handmaids greet each other 

with words from the Catholic litany to the Virgin, ‘Blessed be the fruit’, while the state hangs 

priests.”46 Other religions and, most prominently, other branches of Christianity, appear to be 

the main enemies of the Gilead government. There are depictions of the army “smoking out a 

pocket of Baptist guerrillas”47, the arrests of “five members of the heretical sect of Quakers”48 

as well as the breaking of Catholic nuns. The nuns are given the choice of going to the 

colonies or renouncing their vow of celibacy and becoming Handmaids.  

                                                 
43 Atwood, 290-292. 
44 Huxley, 47. 
45 Atwood, 225. 
46 Neuman, 864-865 
47 Atwood, 92. 
48 Atwood, 93. 
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Sex as a means of control 

The view of sex differs in all three books but all argue that it is used to control the various 

populations. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, sex between Party members is only supposed to occur 

between married couples, and only for the sake of producing children. It is meant to be as free 

from pleasure as possible. In The Handmaid’s Tale, sex is also strictly for procreation of the 

species; however, the Handmaids are there to be the vessels of the child. The use of women as 

Handmaids is not only effiecient towards the control of the Handmaids, but also used in 

controlling the wives and to some extent also the Marthas, that is, the domestic servants. The 

wives are, as a matter of course, jealous of the Handmaids, removing any incentive from them 

to form any alliance with the Handmaids to overthrow the government. The wives also hold 

sway over the household, they are allowed to strike the Handmaids and it is likely that many 

use this privilege to release their frustration that these women of lower status are having sex 

with their husbands. The way that Gilead is organised, is that children are the top priority for 

women, and as the Marthas are unable to have children, they too are dependant on the 

Handmaids to remain in their place and fulfil their purpose. Both Nineteen Eighty-Four and 

The Handmaid’s Tale share the view that sex is something that is strictly for procreation and 

without pleasure. However, the World State in Brave New World uses sex in a different 

manner. Promiscuity is the norm in Huxley’s novel, which contributes towards the same result 

as the denial of sex in Nineteen Eighty-Four; the disruption and destruction of meaningful 

relationships. 

     Feminist theorists and literary critics Bowen and Daniels discuss the use of sex as a way to 

reduce leisure time for women; “If Atwood’s Handmaids can be said to be in a state of painful 

self-awareness of their social condition, then, in contrast, the women of Huxley’s Brave New 

World reside in a realm of blissful ignorance. Unlike Atwood’s Handmaids, the women in 

Brave New World are fully accepting their status as objects of sex.”49 Their closing statement 

about women’s leisure in The Handmaid’s Tale implicates the way the latter are unable to 

control their sex lives; “Atwood’s Handmaids, then, are an extreme example of almost 

complete loss of personal leisure space. They have no choice regarding the treatment of their 

bodies; no permission to select the individuals with whom they pass time; no control of their 

lives. 50 The women, and also the men, of Huxley’s novel are deeply conditioned through 

                                                 
49 Bowen, Margaret J. & Daniels, “Heather E. Feminist Implications of Anti-leisure in Dystopian Fiction” 
Journal of Leisure Research; 2003 4th Quarter, Vol. 35 Issue 4, p423-440. 428. 
50 Bowen & Daniels, 428. 
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hypnopaedia – sleep-teaching – to be promiscuous and also to be consumers of goods and 

other things; promiscuity is one way to express this as most people go out on dates on an 

almost daily basis. Since you are not expected to go out with the same person every night, all 

dates are bound to involve restaurants, “feelies” or other consumer activities. The World State 

slogan “everyone belongs to everyone else”51 is deeply ingrained in the inhabitants; its effect 

is that they know it as an indisputable truth, meaning that meaningful relationships based on 

trust or emotions are unachievable.  

‘But after all,’ Lenina was protesting, ‘it’s only about four months now since I’ve 

been having Henry.’ 

‘Only four months! I like that. And what’s more.’ Fanny went on, pointing an 

accusing finger, ‘there’s been nobody else except Henry all that time. Has there? 

[---] Of course there’s no need to give him up. Have somebody else from time to 

time, that’s all. He has other girls, doesn’t he?’ 

Lenina admitted it. 

‘Of course he does. Trust Henry Foster to be the perfect gentleman – always 

correct. And then there’s the Director to think of. You know what a stickler…’ 

Nodding, ‘He patted me on the behind this afternoon,’ said Lenina. 

‘There, you see!’ Fanny was triumphant. ‘That shows what he stands for. The 

strictest conventionality.’52 

The above quotation illustrates well the view on monogamy in Huxley’s novel. However, 

there is one piece of the conversation that is very much worth noting individually; “It’s such 

horribly bad form to go on and on like this with one man.”53 This conversation between the 

two women does illustrate how deeply the conditioning runs, the fact that Lenina has been 

with only one man for four months is considered bad form, a breach of protocol. 

     The women of the World State are “highly trained objects of pleasure”54 who do not 

question their sexual roles, in fact, they are absorbed by them. Bernard holds genuine 

feelings for Lenina, something very rare in that society, but all his attempts to discuss 

feelings or do something like going for a walk instead of the standard consumerist pastimes, 

leave her horrified, bored and lead her to persuade him to do something more conventional. 

For her, what Bernard wants is incompatible with her conditioning; anything that involves 

more than consuming something and then having sex is appalling. Bowen and Daniels 
                                                 
51 Huxley, 42. 
52 Huxley, 42-44. 
53 Huxley, 43. 
54 Bowen & Daniels, 429. 
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mention the reason for this behaviour; “World State women are trained to be consumers of 

sex, soma and material goods. World State women put forth much effort in preparing for and 

engaging in sexual activity.” 55  The reasoning of the Controllers when implementing 

promiscuity as the norm comes from Freud. “Our Freud had been the first to reveal the 

appalling dangers of family life. The world was full of fathers – was therefore full of misery; 

full of mothers – therefore every kind of every perversion from sadism to chastity; full of 

brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts – full of madness and suicide.”56 In his essay Atavism and 

Utopia, Eric S. Rabkin discusses that “[o]ne way deal with the disruptive consequences of 

sex is to make it so frequent and so mechanical that it will not generate any love.”57 He 

points to Brave New World as an example of a book where sex is mechanised; “Lenina 

[returned] from the vibro-vac like a pearl illuminated from within, pinkly glowing.”58 He 

also clearly formulates two of the keys to this form of control through sex: “sex must never 

be allowed to develop into personal attachment. [---] When sex is everywhere it shouldn’t 

make much difference.”59 He also brings up suppression as another way to deal with the 

disruptiveness of sex, something that is more apparent in Nineteen Eighty-Four and The 

Handmaid’s Tale. 

     Literary critic William Steinhoff mentions how in Nineteen Eighty-Four the government 

does it’s absolute best to do the opposite of what is usual in Brave New World; there is 

Victory Gin instead of soma, O’Brien instead of Mond, shoddiness and scarcity instead of 

cleanliness and comfort. Sexual frenzy is not expressed in the meaningless promiscuous sex 

of Brave New World, but rather in the public rallies against the enemies of the State.60  

Bowen and Daniels explore this further, focusing on how women are strongly encouraged to 

spend any free time volunteering for the Junior Anti-Sex League. The political organization 

advocating “complete celibacy for both sexes”61. They also note that “women are trained 

from a very early age to repress their sexual instincts and are given monthly talks 

conditioning them to hate sex.”62 Women married to Party members force themselves to 

have sex with their husbands to propagate the species, and are trained to consider the act 

“Our duty to the Party”63. Before Winston and Julia have sex for the first time, Winston asks 

                                                 
55 Bowen & Daniels, 428. 
56 Huxley, 41. 
57 Rabkin, Eric S. Atavism and Utopia. No Place Else: Explorations in Utopian and Dystopian Fiction 1983, 5. 
58 Huxley, 40-41. 
59 Rabkin, 5. 
60 Steinhoff, 154. 
61 Orwell, 56. 
62 Bowen & Daniels, 432. 
63 Orwell, 109. 
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Julia if she has done this before, when she tells him that she has on several occasions, 

Winston is delighted, his hope soars. He is especially encouraged by the fact that she does it 

because she adores the act itself; “Not merely the love of one person but the animal instinct, 

the simple undifferentiated desire: that was the force that would tear the Party to pieces.”64  

                                                

     Steinhoff’s argument that the public rallies act as the outlet of sexual frenzy is echoed by 

Bowen and Daniels as they mention the quotation from the book that Steinhoff refers to, that 

is, when Julia explains to Winston how the Party’s puritan attitude works in its favour; 

When you make love you’re using up energy; and afterwards you feel happy and 

don’t want to give a damn for anything. They can’t bear you to feel like that. They 

want you to be bursting with energy all the time. All this marching up and down 

and cheering and waving flags is simply sex gone sour. If you’re happy inside 

yourself, why should you get excited about Big Brother and the Three-Year Plans 

and the Two Minutes Hate and all the rest of their bloody rot?65 

Julia shows an awareness of sexuality, how it affects humans and how the Party uses it, 

which is far beyond Winston’s comprehension. When she explains it to him, he immediately 

realises that she is right. “For how could the fear, the hatred, and the lunatic credulity which 

the Party needed in its members be kept at the right pitch, except by bottling down some 

powerful instinct and using it as a driving force? The sex impulse was dangerous to the Party, 

and the Party had turned it to account.”66 That Winston’s realisation of the nature of the Party 

policy on sex does not occur until after he has had sex with Julia and she spells it out for him 

can be traced to the fact that his previous sexual experience has been with his wife, who was 

extremely true to the Party policy, “[t]o embrace her was like embracing a jointed wooden 

image”67, and prostitutes, about whom he has fearful flashbacks. Neither of which produced 

the same effect as his intercourse with Julia where both feel lust and desire.  

     The Party’s approach is further defined by O’Brien during Winston’s captivity and re-

education; “The sex instinct will be eradicated. Procreation will be an annual formality like 

the renewal of a ration card. We shall abolish the orgasm.”68 O’Brien’s comment may look 

contradictory to Winston’s thoughts of using the suppressed sex instinct to drive the people 

to the degree of rage and hysteria desired. But it is actually the same concept, just taken to 

the extreme. The instinct is repressed to the extent that the person would not be aware that he 

 
64 Orwell, 103. 
65 Orwell, 109. 
66 Orwell, 109. 
67 Orwell, 57. 
68 Orwell, 215. 
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is repressing something, all that would remain is the energy and feeling that something is 

missing, that void to be filled by marches, the Two Minutes Hate and the love for Big 

Brother. 

     Under these circumstances, Winston and Julia’s affair is clearly a rebellion against the 

Party’s perversion of sex. “Their embrace had been a battle, the climax a victory. It was a 

blow struck against the Party. It was a political act.”69 The Party can not tolerate this kind of 

“leisure rebellion” as Bowen and Daniels put it. Subsequently, Winston and Julia’s forced 

betrayal of each other in the ending annihilates their sexual instincts; “[t]hey could have lain 

down on the ground and done that if they had wanted to. His flesh froze with horror at the 

thought of it.”70 Bowen and Daniels’ closing statement regarding the Party members are; 

“Thus, the exploration of physical desires and pleasures, an essential component of women’s 

personal leisure spaces is forbidden.”71 

                                                 
69 Orwell, 104. 
70 Orwell, 234. 
71 Bowen & Daniels, 433. 
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 Conclusion 

Religion, sex and language are all very powerful when used as means of control. They can be 

used individually or in combination with other means, but always with the same goal; 

controlling the masses. No matter if the way the means is used appears to be tyrannical or 

kind, the goal is always control. Life in a dystopian society inevitably means the lack of 

control over ones own life, as even in the seemingly free World State, there is no choice about 

how to live life. The regime has to be in complete control if its system is to remain in place 

and revolutions are crushed before they have chance to gain momentum.  

     Religion in itself is highly capable of dominating a person’s life. When used as a means of 

control, its form is altered to benefit the regime instead of catering to the worshipers’ needs. 

Actions performed in the name of religion often enjoy a high level of acceptance, even if the 

act itself is not accepted to the same extent. Criticising someone who acts in the name of his 

or her religion is very difficult. In Western societies, choosing your religion is considered a 

right. Criticism of acts performed in the name of religion is therefore often seen as an 

infringement of this right. The regime in The Handmaid’s Tale takes this away, replacing it 

with a duty to the state to follow the state-endorsed religion by using force to “convert” 

unbelievers. In Brave New World, the choice is also removed; the World State presents its 

citizens with the celebration of Ford for his contributions to industrialisation. It is, however, 

done through hypnopaedia instead of force. While it is a more peaceful way, the World State 

offers less choice than Gilead. In Gilead, it is possible to die for your faith; however, in the 

World State, conditioning has removed any such possible escapes. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, 

the only faith allowed is in Party ideology. The Party figurehead, Big Brother, is the object of 

a personality cult which is the only religion allowed.  

     The sex drive is one of the most powerful human instincts, which, considering its nature 

makes perfect sense. As with all animals, the sex drive is there to ensure the propagation of 

the species. Both the republic of Gilead and the Party takes note of this and aim to make sex 

exclusively for the propagation of the species. In Gilead, this is strongly related to the state 

religion, which uses religion as an excuse for its institutionalised rape of the Handmaid. The 

Party suppresses the sex drive to the extreme, channelling the pent up energy into rallies 

against the enemies of the state and war hysteria. While there are similarities between 

Gilead’s and the Party’s use of sex as a means of control, the World State act in an opposite 

manner. The mechanization of sex through hypnopaedia and conditioning ensures that sex is 

not done for procreation, but rather for pleasure. Despite these different approaches, all three 
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governments strive to disrupt the bond between love and sex. There are no relationships based 

on love allowed in any of the three novels.  

     It can be argued that spoken language is what separates humanity from other animals. To 

control language therefore means controlling humanity. The clearest example in these novels 

is Newspeak from Nineteen Eighty-Four; its object is to control the very ability to think. High 

art and literature strive to perpetuate certain ideals and values, and to promote a broadening of 

perspective. For that reason, a dystopian regime has to control literature if it is to retain 

control over its populace. The World State is aware of this, and withholds the knowledge of 

literature from the masses. Gilead does not allow women any reading material, denying their 

ability to read to make their value lower than that of men. The Party changes every article, 

notice, novel and book ever written in order to make it correspond to its own ideology and 

current policy. The editing of the past is done on a daily basis to make it seem that the Party is 

always right, and has always been right. 
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