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Orwell, Huxley and America’s Plunge into
Authoritarianism

Legitimizing State Violence

by HENRY A. GIROUX

June 19-21, 2015

In spite of their differing perceptions of the architecture of the totalitarian superstate and how it
exercised power and control over its residents, George Orwell and Aldus Huxley shared a
fundamental conviction. They both argued that the established democracies of the West were
moving quickly toward an historical moment when they would willingly relinquish the noble
promises and ideals of liberal democracy and enter that menacing space where totalitarianism
perverts the modern ideals of justice, freedom, and political emancipation. Both believed that
Western democracies were devolving into pathological states in which politics was recognized in
the interest of death over life and justice. Both were unequivocal in the shared understanding that
the future of civilization was on the verge of total domination or what Hannah Arendt called
“dark times.”

While Neil Postman and other critical descendants have pitted Orwell and Huxley against each
other because of their distinctively separate notions of a future dystopian society,[1] | believe
that the dark shadow of authoritarianism that shrouds American society like a thick veil can be
lifted by re-examining Orwell’s prescient dystopian fable 1984 as well as Huxley’s Brave New
World in light of contemporary neoliberal ascendancy. Rather than pit their dystopian visions
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against each other, it might be more productive to see them as complementing each other,
especially at a time when to quote Antonio Gramsci “The old world is dying and the new world
struggles to be born. Now is the time of monsters.”[2]

Both authors provide insights into the merging of the totalitarian elements that constitute a new
and more hybridized form of authoritarian control, appearing less as fiction than a threatening
portend of the unfolding 21% century. Consumer fantasies and authoritarian control, “Big
Brother” intelligence agencies and the voracious seductions of privatized pleasures, along with
the rise of the punishing state—which criminalizes an increasing number of behaviors and
invests in institutions that incarcerate and are organized principally for the production of
violence—and the collapse of democratic public spheres into narrow market-driven orbits of
privatization—these now constitute the new order of authoritarianism.

Orwell’s “Big Brother” found more recently a new incarnation in the revelations of government
lawlessness and corporate spying by whistleblowers such as Chelsea Manning, Jeremy
Hammond, and Edward Snowden.[3] All of these individuals revealed a government that lied
about its intelligence operations, illegally spied on millions of people who were not considered
terrorists or had committed no crime, and collected data from every conceivable electronic
source to be stored and potentially used to squelch dissent, blackmail people, or just intimidate
those who fight to make corporate and state power accountable.[4] Orwell offered his readers an
image of the modern state in which privacy was no longer valued as a civil virtue and a basic
human right, nor perceived as a measure of the robust strength of a healthy and thriving
democracy. In Orwell’s dystopia the right to privacy had come under egregious assault, but the
ruthless transgressions of privacy pointed to something more sinister than the violation of
individual rights. The claim to privacy, for Orwell, represented a moral and political principle by
which to assess the nature, power, and severity of an emerging totalitarian state. Orwell’s
warning was intended to shed light on the horrors of totalitarianism, the corruption of language,
the production of a pervasive stupidity, and the endless regimes of state spying imposed on
citizens in the mid-20"-century.

Orwell opened a door for all to see a “nightmarish future” in which everyday life becomes harsh,
an object of state surveillance, and control—a society in which the slogan “ignorance becomes
strength” morphs into a guiding principle of mainstream media, education, and the culture of
politics. Huxley shared Orwell’s concern about ignorance as a political tool of the elite, enforced
through surveillance and the banning of books, dissent, and critical thought itself. But Huxley,
believed that social control and the propagation of ignorance would be introduced by those in
power through the political tools of pleasure and distraction. Huxley thought this might take
place through drugs and genetic engineering, but the real drugs and social planning of late
modernity lies in the presence of an entertainment and public pedagogy industry that trades in
pleasure and idiocy, most evident in the merging of neoliberalism, celebrity culture, and the
control of commanding cultural apparatuses extending from Hollywood movies and video games
to mainstream television, news, and the social media.

Orwell’s Big Brother of 1984 has been upgraded in the 2015 edition. As Zygmunt Bauman

points out, if the older Big Brother presided over traditional enclosures such as military barracks,
prisons, schools, and “countless other big and small panopticons, the updated Big Brother is not
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only concerned with inclusion and the death of privacy, but also the suppression of dissent and
the widening of the politics of exclusion.[5] Keeping people out is the extended face of Big
Brother who now patrols borders, hospitals, and other public spaces in order to “spot “the people
who do not fit in the places they are in, banishing them from the place and departing them
‘where they belong,” or better still never allowing them to come anywhere near in the first

place.”[6]

This is the Big Brother that pushes youthful protests out of the public spaces they attempt to
occupy. This is the hyper-nationalistic Big Brother clinging to notions of racial purity and
American exceptionalism as a driving force in creating a country that has come to resemble an
open air prison for the dispossessed. This is the Big Brother whose split personality portends the
dark authoritarian universe of the 1 percent with their control over the economy and use of
paramilitarised police forces, on the one hand, and, on the other, their retreat into gated
communities manned by SWAT-like security forces.

The increasing militarization of local police forces who are now armed with weapons from the
battlefields of Irag and Afghanistan has transformed how the police respond to dealing with the
public. Cops have been transformed into soldiers just as dialogue and community policing have
been replaced by military-style practices that are way out of proportion to the crimes the police
are trained to address. For instance, The Economist reported that “’SWAT teams were deployed
about 3,000 times in 1980 but are now used around 50,000 times a year. Some cities use them for
routine patrols in high-crime areas. Baltimore and Dallas have used them to break up poker
games. In 2010 New Haven, Connecticut sent a SWAT team to a bar suspected of serving under-
age drinkers. That same year heavily-armed police raided barber shops around Orlando, Florida;
they said they were hunting for guns and drugs but ended up arresting 34 people for “barbering
without a license”. Maricopa County, Arizona sent a SWAT team into the living room of Jesus
Llovera, who was suspected of organizing cockfights.”[7]

In the advent of the recent display of police force in Ferguson, Missouri and Baltimore,
Maryland it is unfair to view the impact of the rapid militarization of local police on poor black
communities as nothing short of terrifying and symptomatic of the violence that takes place in
authoritarian societies. For instance, according to a recent report produced by the Malcolm X
Grassroots
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AMERICA’S

EDUCATION
DEFICIT AND THE
WAR ON YOUTH

ir* N iMovement entitled Operation Ghetto Storm, ‘police officers, Securlty
guards, or self appomted vigilantes extra judicially killed at least 313 African-Americans in
2012...This means a black person was killed by a security officer every 28 hours’. Michelle
Alexander adds to the racist nature of the punishing state by pointing out that “There are more
African American adults under correctional control today — in prison or jail, on probation or
parole — than were enslaved in 1850, a decade before the Civil War began.”[8] Meanwhile the
real violence used by the state against poor minorities of color, women, immigrants, and low
income adults barely gets mentioned, except when it is so spectacularly visible that it cannot be
ignored as in the cases of Eric Garner who was choked to death by a New York City policeman
after he was confronted for illegally selling untaxed cigarettes. Or the case of Freddie Gray who
had his spine severed and voice box crushed for making eye contact with a cop. These cases are
not exceptional. For too many blacks, the police have turned their neighborhoods into war zones
where cops parading as soldiers act with impunity.

Fear and isolation constitute an updated version of Big Brother. Fear is managed and is
buttressed by a neoliberal logic that embraces the notion that while fear be accepted as a general
condition of society, how it is dealt with by members of the American public be relegated to the
realm of the private, dealt with exclusively as an individual consideration, largely removed from
the collapse of authoritarian control and democratic rule, and posited onto the individual’s fear of
the other. In the surveillance state, fear is misplaced from the political sphere and emergence of
an authoritarian government to the personal concern with the fear of surviving, not getting ahead,
unemployment, and the danger posed by the growing legions of the interminable others. As the
older order dies, a new one struggles to be born, one that often produces a liminal space that
gives rise to monsters, all too willing to kidnap, torture, and spy on law abiding citizens while
violating civil liberties.[9] As Antonio Gramsci once suggested, such an interregnum offers no
political guarantees, but it does provide or at least gestures towards the conditions to reimagine
“what is to be done,” how it might be done, and who is going to do it.[10]

Orwell’s 1984 continues to serve as a brilliant and important metaphor for mapping the
expansive trajectory of global surveillance, authoritarianism, and the suppression of dissent that
has characterized the first decades of the new millennium. The older modes of surveillance to
which Orwell pointed, including his warnings regarding the dangers of microphones and giant
telescreens that watch and listen are surprisingly limited when compared with the varied means
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now available for spying on people. Orwell would be astonished by this contemporary,
refashioned “Big Brother” given the threat the new surveillance state poses because of its reach
and the alleged “advance” of technologies that far outstretch anything he could have imagined—
technologies that pose a much greater threat to both the personal privacy of citizens and the
control exercised by sovereign power.

In spite of his vivid imagination, “Orwell never could have imagined that the National Security
Agency (NSA) would amass metadata on billions of our phone calls and 200 million of our text
messages every day. Orwell could not have foreseen that our government would read the content
of our emails, file transfers, and live chats from the social media we use.”[11] Edward Snowden
and other critics are correct about the dangers of the state’s infringement of privacy rights, but
their analysis should be taken further by linking the issue of citizen surveillance with the rise of
“networked societies,” global flows of power, and the emergence of a totalitarian ethos that
defies even state-based control.[12] For Orwell, domination was state imposed and bore the
heavy hand of unremitting repression and a smothering language that eviscerated any appearance
of dissent, erased historical memory, and turned the truth into its opposite. For Orwell, individual
freedom was at risk under the heavy hand of state terrorism.

In Orwell’s world, individual freedom and privacy were under attack from outside forces. For
Huxley, in contrast, freedom and privacy were willingly given up as part of the seductions of a
soft authoritarianism, with its vast machinery of manufactured needs, desires, and identities. This
new mode of persuasion seduced people into chasing commodities, and infantilized them
through the mass production of easily digestible entertainment, disposable goods, and new
scientific advances in which any viable sense of agency was undermined. The conditions for
critical thought dissolved into the limited pleasures instant gratification wrought through the use
of technologies and consuming practices that dampened, if not obliterated, the very possibility of
thinking itself. Orwell’s dark image is the stuff of government oppression whereas Huxley’s is
the stuff of distractions, diversions, and the transformation of privacy into a cheap and
sensational performance for public display. Neil Postman, writing in a different time and worried
about the destructive anti-intellectual influence of television sided with Huxley and believed that
repression was now on the side of entertainment and the propensity of the American public to
amuse themselves to death. [13] His attempt to differentiate Huxley’s dystopian vision from
Orwell’s is worth noting. He writes:

Orwell warns that we will be overcome by an externally imposed oppression. But in Huxley’s
vision, no Big Brother is required to deprive people of their autonomy, maturity and history. As
he saw it, people will come to love their oppression, to adore the technologies that undo their
capacities to think. What Orwell feared were those who would ban books. What Huxley feared
was that there would be no reason to ban a book, for there would be no one who wanted to read
one. Orwell feared those who would deprive us of information. Huxley feared those who would
give us so much that we would be reduced to passivity and egoism. Orwell feared that the truth
would be concealed from us. Huxley feared the truth would be drowned in a sea of irrelevance.
Orwell feared we would become a captive culture. ... As Huxley remarked in Brave New World
Revisited, the civil libertarians and rationalists who are ever on the alert to oppose tyranny
“failed to take into account man’s almost infinite appetite for distractions.” In 1984, Huxley
added, people are controlled by inflicting pain. In Brave New World, they are controlled by
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inflicting pleasure. In short, Orwell feared that what we hate will ruin us. Huxley feared that
what we love will ruin us.[14]

Echoes of Huxley’s insights play out in the willingness of millions of people who voluntarily
hand over personal information whether in the service of the strange sociality prompted by social
media or in homage to the new surveillance state. New surveillance technologies employ by
major servers providers now focus on diverse consumer populations who are targeted in the
collection of endless amounts of personal information as they move from one site to the next,
one geopolitical region to the next, and across multiple screens and digital apparatuses. As Ariel
Dorfman points out, “social media users gladly give up their liberty and privacy, invariably for
the most benevolent of platitudes and reasons,”[15] all the while endlessly shopping online,
updating Facebook, and texting. Indeed, surveillance technologies are now present in virtually
every public and private space — such as video cameras in streets, commercial establishments,
workplaces, and even schools as well as the myriad scanners at entry points of airports, retail
stores, sporting events, and so on — and function as control mechanisms that become normalized
through their heightened visibility. In addition, the all-encompassing world of corporate and state
surveillance is aided by our endless array of personal devices that chart, via GPS tracking, our
every move, our every choice, and every pleasure.

At the same time, Orwell’s warning about “Big Brother” applies not simply to an authoritarian-
surveillance state but also to commanding financial institutions and corporations who have made
diverse modes of surveillance a ubiquitous feature of daily life. Corporations use the new
technologies to track spending habits and collect data points from social media so as to provide
us with consumer goods that match our desires, employ face recognition technologies to alert
store salesperson to our credit ratings, and so it goes. Heidi Boghosian points out that if
omniscient state control in Orwell’s 1984 is embodied by the two-way television sets present in
each home, then in “our own modern adaptation, it is symbolized by the location-tracking cell
phones we willingly carry in our pockets and the microchip-embedded clothes we wear on our
bodies.”[16] In this instance, the surveillance state is one that not only listens, watches, and
gathers massive amounts of information through data mining, allegedly for the purpose of
identifying “security threats.” It also acculturates the public into accepting the intrusion of
commercial surveillance technologies — and, perhaps more vitally, the acceptance of privatized,
commodified values — into all aspects of their lives. In other words, the most dangerous
repercussions of a near total loss of privacy involve more than the unwarranted collecting of
information by the government: we must also be attentive to the ways in which being spied on
has become not only normalized, but even enticing, as corporations up the pleasure quotient for
consumers who use new digital technologies and social networks — not least of all by and for
simulating experiences of community.

Many individuals, especially young people, now run from privacy and increasingly demand
services in which they can share every personal facet of their lives. While Orwell’s vision
touches upon this type of control, there is a notable difference that he did not foresee. According
to Pete Cashmore, while Orwell’s “Thought Police tracked you without permission, some
consumers are now comfortable with sharing their every move online.”[17] The state and
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corporate cultural apparatuses now collude to socialize everyone — especially young people —
into a regime of security and commodification in which their identities, values, and desires are
inextricably tied to a culture of commodified addictions, self-help, therapy, and social
indifference. Intelligence networks now inhabit the world of major corporations such as Disney
and the Bank of America as well as the secret domains of the NSA, FBI and fifteen other
intelligence agencies. As Edward Snowden’s revelations about the PRISM program revealed, the
NSA also collected personal data from all of the major high tech giant service providers who
according to a senior lawyer for the NSA, “were fully aware of the surveillance agency’s
widespread collection of data.”[18]

The fact is that Orwell’s and Huxley’s ironic representations of the modern totalitarian state —
along with their implied defense of a democratic ideal rooted in the right to privacy and the right
to be educated in the capacity to be autonomous and critical thinkers— has been transformed and
mutilated almost beyond recognition by the material and ideological registers of a worldwide
neoliberal order. Just as we can envision Orwell’s and Huxley’s dystopian fables morphing over
time from “realistic novels” into a “real life documentary,” and now into a form of “reality TV,”
privacy and freedom have been radically altered in an age of permanent, non-stop global
exchange and circulation. That is, in the current moment, the right to privacy and freedom have
been usurped by the seductions of a narcissistic culture and casino capitalism’s unending desire
to turn every relationship into an act of commerce and to make all aspects of daily life subject to
market forces under watchful eyes of both government and corporate regimes of surveillance. In
a world devoid of care, compassion, and protection, personal privacy and freedom are no longer
connected and resuscitated through its connection to public life, the common good, or a
vulnerability born of the recognition of the frailty of human life. Culture loses its power as the
bearer of public memory, civic literacy, and the lessons of history in a social order where the
worst excesses of capitalism are left unchecked and a consumerist ethic “makes impossible any
shared recognition of common interests or goals.”[19] With the rise of the punishing state along
with a kind of willful amnesia taking hold of the larger culture, we see little more than a
paralyzing fear and apathy in response the increasing exposure of formerly private spheres to
data mining and manipulation, while the concept of privacy itself has all but expired under a
“broad set of panoptic practices.”[20] With individuals more or less succumbing to this insidious
cultural shift in their daily lives, there is nothing to prevent widespread collective indifference to
the growth of a surveillance culture, let alone an authoritarian state.

The worse fears of Huxley and Orwell merge into a dead zone of historical amnesia as more and
more people embrace any and every new electronic device regardless of the risks it might pose in
terms of granting corporations and governments increased access to and power over their choices
and movements. Detailed personal information flows from the sphere of entertainment to the
deadly serious and integrated spheres of capital accumulation and policing as they are collected
and sold to business and government agencies who track the populace for either commercial
purposes or for fear of a possible threat to the social order and its established institutions of
power. Power now imprisons not only bodies under a regime of surveillance and a mass
incarceration state but also subjectivity itself as the threat of state control is now coupled with the
seductions of the new forms of passive inducing soma: electronic technologies, a pervasive
commodified landscape, and a mind numbing celebrity culture.
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Underlying these everyday conveniences of modern life, as Boghosian documents in great detail,
is the growing Orwellian partnership between the militarized state and private security
companies in the United States. Each day, new evidence surfaces pointing to the emergence of a
police state that has produced ever more sophisticated methods for surveillance in order to
enforce a mass suppression of the most essential tools for democratic dissent: “the press, political
activists, civil rights advocates and conscientious insiders who blow the whistle on corporate
malfeasance and government abuse.”’[21] As Boghosian points out, “By claiming that anyone
who questions authority or engages in undesired political speech is a potential terrorist threat,
this government-corporate partnership makes a mockery of civil liberties.”[22] Nowhere is this
more evident than in American public schools where a youth are being taught that they are a
generation of suspects, subject to the presence of armed police and security guards, drug sniffing
dogs, and an array of surveillance apparatuses that chart their every move, not to mention in
some cases how they respond emotionally to certain pedagogical practices.

Whistleblowers are not only punished by the government; their lives are also turned upside down
in the process by private surveillance agencies and major corporations who now work in tandem.
For instance, the Bank of America assembled 15 to 20 bank officials and retained the law firm of
Hunton & Williams in order to devise “various schemes to attack WikiLeaks and Greenwald
whom they thought were about to release damaging information about the bank.”[23] It is worth
repeating that Orwell’s vision of surveillance and the totalitarian state look mild next to the
emergence of a corporate-private-state surveillance system that wants to tap into every
conceivable mode of communication, collect endless amounts of metadata to be stored in vast
intelligence storage sites around the country, and use that data to repress any vestige of
dissent.[24]

As Huxley anticipated, any critical analysis must move beyond documenting abuses of power to
how addressing contemporary neoliberal modernity has created a social order in which
individuals become complicit with authoritarianism. That is, how is unfreedom internalized?
What and how do state and corporate controlled institutions, cultural apparatuses, social
relations, and policies contribute to making a society’s plunge into dark times self-generating as
Huxley predicted? Put differently, what is the educative nature of a repressive politics and how
does it function to secure the consent of the American public? And, most importantly, how can it
be challenged and under what circumstances? Aided by a public pedagogy, produced and
circulated through a machinery of consumption and public relations tactics, a growing regime of
repression works through the homogenizing forces of the market to support the widespread
embrace of an authoritarian culture and police state.

Relentlessly entertained by spectacles, people become not only numb to violence and cruelty but
begin to identify with an authoritarian worldview. As David Graeber suggests, the police
“become the almost obsessive objects of imaginative identification in popular culture...
watching movies, or viewing TV shows that invite them to look at the world from a police point
of view.”[25] But it is not just the spectacle of violence that ushers individuals into a world in
which brutality becomes a primary force for mediating relations as well as the ultimate source of
pleasure, there is also the production of an unchecked notion of individualism that both dissolves
social bonds and removes any viable notion of agency from the landscape of social responsibility
and ethical consideration.
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Absorbed in privatized orbits of consumption, commodification, and display, Americans
vicariously participate in the toxic pleasures of the authoritarian state. Violence has become the
organizing force of a society driven by a noxious notion of privatization in which it becomes
difficult for ideas to be lifted into the public realm. Under such circumstances, politics is
eviscerated because it now supports a market-driven view of society that has turned its back on
the idea that social values, public trust, and communal relations are fundamental to a democratic
society. This violence against the social mimics not just the death of the radical imagination, but
also a notion of banality made famous by Hannah Arendt who argued that at the root of
totalitarianism was a kind of thoughtlessness, an inability to think, and a type of outrageous
indifference in which “There’s simply the reluctance ever to imagine what the other person is
experiencing.” [26]

By integrating insights drawn from both Huxley and Orwell, it becomes necessary for any viable
critical analysis to take a long view, contextualizing the contemporary moment as a new
historical conjuncture in which political rule has been replaced by corporate sovereignty,
consumerism becomes the only obligation of citizenship, and the only value that matters is
exchange value. Precarity has replaced social protections provided by the state, just as the state
cares more about building prisons and infantilizing the American public than it does about
providing all of its citizens with quality educational institutions and health care. America is not
just dancing into oblivion as Huxley suggested, it is also being pushed into the dark recesses of
an authoritarian state. Orwell wrote dystopian novels but he believed that the sheer goodness of
human nature would in the end be enough for individuals to develop modes of collective
resistance he could only imagine in the midst of the haunting spectre of totalitarianism. Huxley
was more indebted to Kafka’s notion of destabilization, despair, and hopelessness. For Huxley,
the subject had lost his or her sense of agency and had become the product of a scientifically
manufactured form of idiocy and conformity. Progress had been transformed into its opposite
and science now needs to be liberated from itself. As Theodor Adorno has pointed out, where
Huxley fails is that he has no sense of resistance. According to Adorno, “The weakness of
Huxley’s entire conception is that it makes all its concepts relentlessly dynamic but nevertheless
arms them against the tendency to turn into their own opposites.” [27] Hence, the forces of
resistance are not simply underestimated but rendered impotent.

The authoritarian nature of the corporate-state surveillance apparatus and security system with its
“urge to surveil, eavesdrop on, spy on, monitor, record, and save every communication of any
sort on the planet”[28] can only be fully understood when its ubiquitous tentacles are connected
to wider cultures of control and punishment, including security-patrolled corridors of public
schools, the rise in super-max prisons, the hyper-militarization of local police forces, the
justification of secret prisons and state-sanctioned torture abroad, and the increasing labeling of
dissent as an act of terrorism in the United States. [29] This is part of Orwell’s narrative but it
does not go far enough. The new authoritarian corporate-driven state deploys more subtle tactics
to depoliticize public memory and promote the militarization of everyday life. Alongside efforts
to defund public and higher education and to attack the welfare state, a wide-ranging assault is
being waged across the culture on all spheres that encourage the public to hold power
accountable. If these public institutions are destroyed, there will be few sites left in which to
nurture the critical formative cultures capable of educating people to challenge the range of
injustices plaguing the United States and the forces that reproduce them. One particular
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challenge comes from the success of neoliberal tyranny to dissolve those social bonds that entail
a sense of responsibility toward others and form the basis for political consciousness. Under the
new authoritarian state, perhaps the gravest threat one faces is not simply being subject to the
dictates of what Quentin Skinner calls “arbitrary power,” but failing to respond with outrage
when “my liberty is also being violated, and not merely by the fact that someone is reading my
emails but also by the fact that someone has the power to do so should they choose.”[30] The
situation is dire when people no longer seem interested in contesting such power. It is precisely
the poisonous spread of a broad culture of political indifference that puts at risk the fundamental
principles of justice and freedom which lie at the heart of a robust democracy. The democratic
imagination has been transformed into a data machine that marshals its inhabitants into the
neoliberal dream world of babbling consumers and armies of exploitative labor whose ultimate
goal is to accumulate capital and initiate individuals into the brave new surveillance/punishing
state that merges Orwell’s Big Brother with Huxley’s mind- altering soma.

Nothing will change unless people begin to take seriously the subjective underpinnings of
oppression in the United States and what it might require to make such issues meaningful in
order to make them critical and transformative. As Charles Derber has explained, knowing “how
to express possibilities and convey them authentically and persuasively seems crucially
important”[31] if any viable notion of resistance is to take place. The current regime of
authoritarianism is reinforced through a new and pervasive sensibility in which people surrender
themselves to the both the capitalist system and a general belief in its call for security. It does not
simply repress independent thought, but constitutes new modes of thinking through a diverse set
of cultural apparatuses ranging from the schools and media to the Internet. The fundamental
question in resisting the transformation of the United States into a 21%-century authoritarian
society must concern the educative nature of politics — that is, what people believe and how their
individual and collective dispositions and capacities to be either willing or resistant agents are
shaped.

| want to conclude by recommending five initiatives, though incomplete, that might help young
people and others challenge the current oppressive historical conjuncture in which they along
with other oppressed groups now find themselves. My focus is on higher education because that
is the one institution that is under intense assault at the moment because it has not completely
surrendered to the Orwellian state.[32]

First, there is a need for what can be called a revival of the radical imagination. This call would
be part of a larger project “to reinvent democracy in the wake of the evidence that, at the national
level, there is no democracy—if by ‘democracy’ we mean effective popular participation in the
crucial decisions affecting the community.”[33] Democracy entails a challenge to the power of
those individuals, financial elite, ruling groups, and large-scale enterprises that have hijacked
democracy. At the very least, this means refusing to accept minimalist notions of democracy in
which elections become the measure of democratic participation. Far more crucial is the struggle
for the development public spaces and spheres that produce a formative culture in which the
American public can imagine forms of democratic self-management of what can be called “key
economic, political, and social institutions.”[34]
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One step in this direction would be to for young people, intellectuals, scholars and other to go on
the offensive in defending higher education as a public good, resisting as much as possible the
ongoing attempt by financial elites to view its mission in instrumental terms as a workstation for
capital. This means fighting back against a conservative led campaign to end tenure, define
students as consumers, defund higher education, and destroy any possibility of faculty
governance by transforming most faculty into adjuncts or what be called Walmart workers.
Higher education should be harnessed neither to the demands of the warfare state nor the
instrumental needs of corporations. In fact, it should be a viewed as a right rather than as an
entitlement. Nowhere is this assault on higher education more evident than in the efforts of
billionaires such as Charles and David Koch to finance academic fields, departments, and to
shape academic policy in the interest of indoctrinating the young into the alleged neoliberal, free
market mentality. It is also evident in the repressive policies being enacted at the state level by
right-wing politicians. For instance, in Florida, Governor Rick Scott’s task force on education
has introduced legislation that would lower tuition for degrees friendly to corporate interests in
order to “steer students toward majors that are in demand in the job market.”[35] In Wisconsin,
Governor Scott Walker drew up a proposal to remove the public service philosophy focus from
the university’s mission statement which states that the university’s purpose is to solve problems
and improve people’s lives. He also scratched out the phrase “the search for truth” and
substituted both ideas with a vocabulary stating that the university’s goal is to meet “the state’s
work force needs.”[36] But Walker’s disdain for higher education as a public good can be more
readily understood given his hatred of unions, particularly those organized for educators. How
else to explain his egregious comparison of union protesters to the brutal terrorists and thugs that
make up ISIS and his ongoing attempts to eliminate tenure at Wisconsin’s public universities as
well as to eviscerate any vestige of shared governance.[37]

Another egregious example of neoliberalism’s Orwellian assault on higher education can be
found in the policies promoted by the Republican Party members who control the North Carolina
Board of Governors. Just recently it has decimated higher education in that state by voting to cut
46 degree programs. One member defended such cuts with the comment: “We’re capitalists, and
we have to look at what the demand is, and we have to respond to the demand.”’[38] The
ideology that drives this kind of market-driven assault on higher education was made clear by
Republican governor, Pat McCrory who said in a radio interview “If you want to take gender
studies, that’s fine, go to a private school and take it. But I don’t want to subsidize that if that’s
not going to get someone a job.”[39] This is more than an example of crude economic
instrumentalism, it is also a recipe for instituting an academic culture of thoughtlessness and a
kind of stupidity receptive to what Hannah Arendt once called totalitarianism.

Second, young people and progressives need create the institutions and public spaces in which
education becomes central to as a counter-narrative that serves to both reveal, interrogate, and
overcome the common sense assumptions that provide the ideological and affective webs that tie
many people to forms of oppression. Domination is not just structural and its subjective roots and
pedagogical mechanisms need to be viewed as central to any politics that aims to educate,
change individual and collective consciousness, and contribute to broad-based social formations.
Relatedly, a coalition of diverse social movements from unions to associations of artists,
educators, and youth groups need to develop a range of alternative public spheres in which
young people and others can become cultural producers capable of writing themselves back into
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the discourse of democracy while bearing witness to a range of ongoing injustices from police
violence to the violence of the financial elite.

Third, America has become a society in which the power at the state and national levels has
become punitive for most Americans and beneficial for the financial and corporate elite.
Punishment creep now reaches into almost every commanding institution that holds sway over
the American public and its effects are especially felt by the poor, blacks, young people, and the
elderly. While the American public is distracted by Bruce Jenner’ sex change, millions of young
men are held in prisons and jails across the United States, and most of them for nonviolent
crimes. Working people are punished for a lifetime of work by having their pensions either
reduced or taken away. Poor people are denied Medicaid because right-wing politicians believe
the poor should be financially responsible for their health care. And so it goes. The United States
is one of the few countries that allow teenagers to be tried as adults, even though there are
endless stories of such youth being abused, beaten, and in some cases committing suicide as a
result of such savage treatment. Everywhere we look in American society, routine behavior is
being criminalized. If you owe a parking ticket, you may end up in jail. If you violate a dress
code as a student you may be handcuffed by the police and charged with a criminal offense. A
kind of mad infatuation with violence is matched by an increase in state lawlessness. In
particular, young people have been left out of the discourse of democracy. They are the new
disposables who lack jobs, a decent education, hope, and any semblance of a future better than
the one their parents inherited.

In addition, an increasing numbers of youth suffer mental anguish and overt distress even,
perhaps especially, among the college bound, debt-ridden, and unemployed whose numbers are
growing exponentially. Many reports claim that “young Americans are suffering from rising
levels of anxiety, stress, depression and even suicide. For example, “One out of every five young
people and one out of every four college students ... suffers from some form of diagnosable
mental illness.”[40] According to one survey, “44 percent of young aged 18 to 24 say they are
excessively stressed.”’[41] One factor may be that there are so few jobs for young people. In fact
the Jobless rate for Americans aged 15 to 24 stands at 15.8 percent, more than double the
unemployment rate of 6.9 per cent for all ages, according to the World Bank.”[42] Facing what
Richard Sennett calls the “spectre of uselessness,” the war on youth serves as a reminder of how
finance capital has abandoned any viable vision of democracy, including one that would support
future generations. The war on youth has to be seen as a central element of state terrorism and
crucial to critically engaging the current regime of neoliberalism.

Fourth, As the claims and promises of a neoliberal utopia have been transformed into an
Orwellian and Dickensian nightmare, the United States continues to succumb to the pathologies
of political corruption, the redistribution of wealth upward into the hands of the 1 percent, the
rise of the surveillance state, and the use of the criminal justice system as a way of dealing with
social problems. At the same time, Orwell’s dark fantasy of an authoritarian future continues
without enough massive opposition as students, low income, and poor minority youth are
exposed to a low intensity war in which they are held hostage to a neoliberal discourse that
translates systemic issues into problems of individual responsibility. This individualization of the
social is one of the most powerful ideological weapons used by the current authoritarian regime
and must be challenged.
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Under the star of Orwell, morality loses its emancipatory possibilities and degenerates into a
pathology in which misery is denounced as a moral failing. Under the neo-Darwinian ethos of
survival of the fittest, the ultimate form of entertainment becomes the pain and humiliation of
others, especially those considered disposable and powerless, who are no longer an object of
compassion, but of ridicule and amusement. This becomes clear in the endless stories we are
now hearing from U.S. politicians disdaining the poor as moochers who don’t need welfare but
stronger morals. This narrative can also be heard from conservative pundits such as New York
Times columnist, David Brooks, who epitomize this view. According to Brooks, poverty is a
matter of the poor lacking virtue, middle-class norms, and decent moral codes.[43] For Brooks,
the problems of the poor and disadvantaged can be solved “through moral education and self-
reliance...high-quality relationships and strong familial ties.”’[44] In this discourse soaring
inequality in wealth and income, high levels of unemployment, stagnant economic growth and
low wages for millions of working Americans are ignored. What Brooks and other
conservatives conveniently disregard are the racist nature of the drug wars, the strangle hold of
the criminal justice system on poor black communities, police violence, mass unemployment for
black youth, poor quality education in low income neighborhoods, and the egregious effect of
mass incarceration on communities of color are ignored. Paul Krugman gets it right in rebutting
the argument that all the poor need are the virtues of middle class morality and a good dose of
resilience.[45] He writes:

So it is...disheartening still to see commentators suggesting that the poor are causing their own
poverty, and could easily escape if only they acted like members of the upper middle
class....Shrugging your shoulders as you attribute it all to values is an act of malign neglect. The
poor don’t need lectures on morality, they need more resources — which we can afford to
provide — and better economic opportunities, which we can also afford to provide through
everything from training and subsidies to higher minimum wages.[46]

Lastly, any attempt to make clear the massive misery, exploitation, corruption, and suffering
produced under casino capitalism must develop both a language of critique and possibility. It is
not enough to simply register what is wrong with American society, it is also crucial to do so in a
way that enables people to recognize themselves in such discourses in a way that both inspires
them to be more critical and energizes them to do something about it. In part, this suggests a
politics that is capable of developing a comprehensive vision of analysis and struggle that “does
not rely on single issues.”[47] It is only through an understanding of the wider relations and
connections of power that the American public can overcome uninformed practice, isolated
struggles, and modes of singular politics that become insular and self-sabotaging. This means
developing modes of analyses capable of connecting isolated and individualized issues to more
generalized notions of freedom, and developing theoretical frameworks in which it becomes
possible to translate private troubles into broader more systemic conditions. In short, this
suggests developing modes of analyses that connect the dots historically and relationally. It also
means developing a more comprehensive vision of politics and change. The key here is the
notion of translation, that is, the need to translate private troubles into broader public issues and
understand how systemic modes of analyses can be helpful in connecting a range of issues so as
to be able to build a united front in the call for a radical democracy.
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This is a particularly important goal given that the fragmentation of the left has been partly
responsible for its inability to develop a wide political and ideological umbrella to address a
range of problems extending from extreme poverty, the assault on the environment, the
emergence of the permanent warfare state, the roll back of voting rights, and the assault on

public servants, women’s rights, and social provisions, and a range of other issues that erode the
possibilities for a radical democracy. The dominating mechanisms of casino capitalism in both
their symbolic and material registers reach deep into every aspect of American society. Any
successful movement for a radical democracy will have to wage a struggle against the totality of
this new mode of authoritarianism rather than isolating and attacking specific elements of its
anti-democratic ethos.

The darkest side of the authoritarian state feeds and legitimizes not only state violence, the
violation of civil liberties, a punishing state, and a culture of cruelty, but also a culture for which
violence becomes the only mediating force available to address major social problems. Under
such circumstances, a culture of violence erupts and punishes the innocent, the marginalized, and
those everyday people who become victims of both hate crimes and state terrorism. The Killings
in South Carolina of nine innocent black people once again registers the lethal combination of
racist violence, a culture of lawlessness, and political irresponsibility. In this case, politics
becomes corrupt and supports both the ideological conditions that sanction racist violence and
the militarized institutional gun culture that it celebrates rather than scorns it. Should anyone be
surprised by these killings in a state where the Confederate flag waves over the state capital,
where the roads are named after Confederate generals, and where hate crimes are not reported?
South Carolina is only the most obvious example of a racist legacy that refuses to die throughout
the United States. Violence has become the DNA of American society. And it will continue until
a broken and corrupt political, cultural, and market-driven system, now controlled largely by
ideological, educational, economic, and religious fundamentalists, can be broken. Until then the
bloodshed will continue, the spectacle of violence will fill America’s screen culture, and the
militarization of American society will continue. Neither Orwell nor Huxley could have
imagined such a violent dystopian society.

What will American society look like in the future? For Huxley, it may well mimic a nightmarish
image of a world in which ignorance is a political weapon and pleasure as a form of control,
offering nothing more that the swindle of fulfillment, if not something more self-deluding and
defeating. Orwell, more optimistically, might see a more open future and history disinclined to
fulfill itself in the image of the dystopian society he so brilliantly imagined. He believed in the
power of those living under such oppression to imagine otherwise, to think beyond the dictates of
the authoritarian state and to offer up spirited forms of collective resistance willing to reclaim the
reigns of political emancipation. For Huxley, there was hope in a pessimism that had exhausted
itself; for Orwell optimism had to be tempered by a sense of educated hope. Only time will tell
us whether either Orwell or Huxley was right. But one thing is certain, history is open and the
space of the possible is always larger than the one currently on display.

Henry A. Giroux currently holds the McMaster University Chair for Scholarship in the Public
Interest in the English and Cultural Studies Department and a Distinguished Visiting
Professorship at Ryerson University. His most recent books are America’s Education Deficit and
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