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Abstract: Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World is a critical analysis of how artificial happiness leads to
societal domination. This paper explores the depiction of soma, a substance that induces citizens into
a state of contented conformity, and its connection to a contemporary phenomenon: the widespread
usage of social media. It introduces the concept of artificial happiness and analyzes Huxley’s
portrayal of a dystopian society, aiming to explore the philosophical concerns regarding the pursuit
of manufactured happiness and its potential consequences for human nature. There is a debate
between modern culture and the reliance on technology and external substances to maintain
emotional stability, raising questions about the true nature of happiness.
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Introduction

Pursuing happiness is a fundamental aspect of the human condition, deeply
influencing how societies are structured and individuals live. However, the nature of
happiness, particularly when it is artificially manufactured, has sparked significant
philosophical and ethical debates. Aldous Huxley’s seminal novel “Brave New World,”
published in 1932, provides a dystopian lens through which we can explore the complexities
and potential pitfalls of this pursuit. Huxley’s envisioned future is one where happiness is not
an organic outcome of personal fulfillment or emotional growth but is instead artificially
produced and maintained through the widespread use of the drug soma. This synthetic form
of happiness serves as a powerful tool for societal control, ensuring compliance and stability
at the expense of individuality and authentic emotional experiences.

In today’s world, Huxley’s vision is strikingly relevant as we grapple with the
pervasive influence of technology, social media, and psychotropic drugs on our mental and
emotional well-being. The novel’s themes resonate with contemporary concerns about how
these external factors shape our perceptions of happiness and influence our behavior. This
paper aims to examine Huxley’s portrayal of soma and introduce the concept of artificial
happiness, drawing parallels to present-day society, particularly focusing on the emergence of
social media as a modern equivalent to soma. By analyzing the lasting significance of
Huxley’s work, this study seeks to illuminate the moral and philosophical dilemmas related to
the quest for happiness and the potential loss of humanity in an increasingly technologically
mediated society.

Huxley’s dystopian perspective was significantly influenced by the socio-economic
and technological changes of his time. In “Brave New World,” Huxley presents a chilling
vision of a society where artificial happiness is the cornerstone of social order. The drug
soma induces euphoria and contentment, suppressing rebellion and negating the need for
personal growth or genuine emotional experiences.

I will explore the broader implications of Huxley’s critique, focusing on the parallels
between soma and contemporary tools and practices aimed at achieving artificial happiness.
It will examine the sociological and psychological consequences of such trends, drawing on
insights from modern scholars and researchers.
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Huxley’s Vision of Soma

In the early twentieth century, Huxley expressed concern about the repercussions of
Europe’s Industrial Revolution, which prioritized mass manufacturing and placed great
importance on technological advancements. Baggini (2003) asserts that Huxley’s firsthand
experience as a laborer in an English chemical plant instilled in him a fear of the increasing
industrialization in Europe, which dehumanized individuals by seeing them as mere
machines. In “Brave New World,” the population is kept in a state of blissful compliance
through the drug soma, which induces euphoria and contentment. This enforced happiness
suppresses rebellion and negates the need for personal growth or genuine emotional
experiences. Huxley depicts a civilization that appears to be well-developed, but in reality,
sacrifices truth for artificial happiness, love for temporary gratification, and originality for
predictability. The regime instills the principles of “Community, Identity, Stability.” “Social
stability” is achieved by ensuring universal satisfaction at all times. The state’s objective is to
ensure perpetual happiness for all individuals to uphold social equilibrium. According to
Mencilitekin (2011), happiness in this society is attained through a combination of
hypnopaedic brainwashing from infancy, sexual promiscuity (which is cherished),
entertainment, and the use of the antidepressant medicine soma: “Always soma, delicious
soma, half a gramme for a halfholiday, a gramme for a week-end, two grammes for a trip to
the gorgeous East, three for a dark eternity on the moon” (Huxley, 2010, p. 53). The
pervasive use of soma illustrates Huxley’s critique of hedonism and the pursuit of artificial
happiness. Soma becomes a metaphor for how the leaders of a society can manipulate
emotions and consciousness to maintain control. In Huxley’s world, this drug promotes a
superficial life where people are detached from reality, with their understanding and
perception dulled, preventing them from recognizing the deeper truths of their existence.

Artificial Happiness in Brave New World

The artificial happiness explored in Brave New World questions our understanding of
genuine happiness. What does it mean to be truly happy? In the novel, pleasure is not
obtained by personal accomplishments, interpersonal connections, or self-fulfillment, but
rather it is artificially produced through the use of soma: “Everybody’s happy now” (Huxley,
2010, p. 71).

The extensive impact of soma and the synthetic bliss it generates within the World
State is demonstrated in Chapter 5 of the novel. The chapter depicts Lenina and Henry
obediently concluding their evening at the Club, illustrating the meticulously regulated and
conformist character of their society. Upon their departure, the “depressing stars” and
diminishing natural light juxtapose with their sustained state of “happy ignorance” (Huxley,
2010, p. 73), which is attained through the use of soma. The detailed description of the
evening’s activities, from the cabaret to the synthetic music and the final soma-induced state
is meant to show the social rituals designed to keep individuals occupied and content. These
rituals serve as a form of escapism, ensuring that individuals do not question their reality or
the artificial nature of their happiness. Henry’s brief moment of melancholy when reflecting
on the crematorium and the philosophical implications of life and death is quickly
overshadowed by the conditioned mantra that “everybody’s happy now” (p. 71). This
moment of introspection is rare in the World State because the pervasive influence of soma
and conditioning in suppressing deeper thoughts and emotions is major.

Soma creates a barrier between the individuals and reality, which is symbolized by the
“impenetrable wall between the actual universe and their minds” (p. 73). In this sense, the
artificial happiness they achieved prevents them from experiencing or contemplating the true
nature of their surroundings, maintaining a superficial sense of contentment. Huxley’s vivid
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imagery and symbolism depict the superficiality of chemically induced fulfillment and the
ethical considerations that arise from it. This passage represents the dehumanizing effects of a
society that values order and stability above genuine human experience and emotional
authenticity of the human person, and in that light, also reflects a contradiction of perennial
interest: happiness and the human condition.

Social media as modern-day soma: The pursuit of Artificial Happiness

Brave New World remains relevant to the core of the modern community, which today
is swept away both by technological progress and by the demand for happiness.

The widespread use of antidepressants and other psychotropic drugs to manage mental
health reflects a desire to achieve emotional stability through external means. When it comes
to illicit drug abuse, the latest international data show that more than 100,000 people die from
drug overdoses every year globally (Ritchie et al, 2022). While soma can be directly
paralleled to both prescribed psychoactive substances and illicit drugs that are being abused
globally, the focus of this paper is mostly on the metaphorical aspect of soma and the
parallels between social media and artificially created happiness.

The concept of artificial happiness is associated with Dr. Ronald Dworkin, an
American philosopher, who critiqued it in his book Artificial Happiness: The Dark Side of
the New Happy Class. He explores the sociological consequences of the growing reliance on
antidepressants, alternative medicine, and exercise routines as methods for attaining
happiness. Dworkin (2006) argues that these trends have created an “artificial happiness” that
is detached from the actual conditions of people’s lives. Dworkin (2006) points out four main
trends that are contributing to this phenomenon, among which are psychotropic drugs, which
have become common in today’s society. They are often prescribed by primary care
physicians instead of psychiatrists—this has created a situation where many people depend
on medications to improve their mood without actually addressing the root causes of their
issues (Dworkin, 2006). Ironically, there is a real-world drug marketed as Soma
(Carisoprodol), which is a non-controlled skeletal muscle relaxant (Reeves et al, 1999). The
widespread prescription of Soma persists despite multiple case reports highlighting the drug’s
potential for abuse. A large number of physicians are uninformed of Carisoprodol’s misuse
risk and metabolism to meprobamate. This lack of awareness shows that doctors should be
cautious when giving Carisoprodol, especially to substance abusers (ibid.). Recent studies
found that Soma is commonly misused due to its central action as a muscle relaxant.
Carisoprodol addiction is frequent, and the sedative properties of the substance are
responsible for its medicinal and recreational use (Gonzalez et al, 2009). Additionally,
Huxley’s soma has largely been compared to psychoactive drugs such as MDMA,
amphetamine, cocaine, cannabis, and opiates.

When it comes to medicine, Dworkin (2006) also criticizes the increasing popularity
of alternative medicine practices that claim to bring happiness and well-being, even though
the practitioners themselves may not have complete faith in these methods. Fitness culture is
another trend facing critiques. Even though many people have come to view fitness and
exercise as a means to find happiness, Dworking (2006) argues that this belief can sometimes
lead to self-deception, as individuals may mistakenly believe that they have undergone
profound personal transformations simply by engaging in physical activity. And finally,
spirituality and religion: Dworkin’s book also explores how doctors have at times assumed
responsibilities that were traditionally fulfilled by clergy, advocating for a type of well-being
that may be perceived as superficially spiritual. Dworkin’s analysis suggests that this change
towards using artificial methods to find happiness has major consequences for society. It
could potentially harm our true emotional and psychological well-being by hiding the real
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issues we face. It’s interesting to see how these insights connect with Huxley’s depiction of
soma, emphasizing even more the risks associated with artificial happiness.

Alongside the trends identified by Dworkin, | will note that the emergence of social
media has become a significant contributor to artificial happiness in contemporary society.
And in the context of dystopian fiction, one of the most vivid similarities between the world
of Huxley and modern society is the appearance of social media as a newfangled synonym
for soma. Social media platforms, similar to soma, create an escape from reality and become
a tool for pursuing instant gratification. Users spend time creating online personas in search
of digital validation through shares, likes, and comments. Such a pursuit often drives a
superficial sense of happiness—similar to the chemically induced contentment that soma
provides. Social media creates some form of illusion of connectedness or fulfillment, but in
reality, it brings feelings of loneliness and inadequacy. The algorithms that drive social media
are designed to maximize user engagement, often at the expense of genuine human
interaction, just like soma is used to placate the population and maintain social order in the
novel.

In their extensive study, Does social media make people happier?, Miller et al.
discuss the complex relationship between social media and happiness, noting that while
social media can provide temporary pleasure and entertainment, it often leads to superficial
and transient forms of happiness. Users may experience short-term satisfaction from
achievements in online games or positive interactions on social platforms, but these pleasures
are fleeting and can lead to deeper feelings of dissatisfaction and inadequacy (Miller et al.,
2016, pp. 195-197). Their study highlights several negative emotional consequences
associated with social media use, such as increased feelings of depression, dissatisfaction,
jealousy, negative body image, and loneliness. These outcomes are often attributed to social
comparisons and the pressure to present a perfect life online (Miller et al., 2016). This mirrors
the way soma suppresses negative emotions and maintains a facade of happiness in Brave
New World. Users often find excitement and joy in digital interactions, but these emotions are
fleeting and do not contribute to long-term well-being. The concept of “emotional contagion”
on social media, where users’ emotions are influenced by the content they see, further
underscores the artificial nature of this happiness (Miller et al., 2016, p. 195). The pressure to
present a happy and successful image on social media can lead to a performative aspect of
happiness. Users feel compelled to showcase their lives as more fulfilling than they may
actually be, creating a cycle of seeking validation and approval. This performative nature of
happiness is comparable to the World State’s use of soma to ensure citizens remain content
and compliant.

First published in 1985, Neil Postman’s book, Amusing Ourselves to Death, takes on
the damaging influence of television. It has been acclaimed as remarkably prescient and
regarded as a book written for the twenty-first century. Postman’s insights into the corrosive
effects of media are even more pertinent today as social media amplifies these issues.

Postman (2005) explains that Orwell’s vision, depicted in 1984, involves an
authoritarian regime that controls and restricts access to information, thereby keeping the
population oppressed and uninformed. On the other hand, Huxley’s vision in Brave New
World is of a society where people are inundated with so much information and entertainment
that they become indifferent, disengaged, and obsessed with trivial pursuits. Orwell was
concerned about the banning of books, whereas Huxley was worried that books would
become irrelevant because no one would want to read them—Huxley feared society would
become trivial, obsessed with superficial entertainment like the “feelies,” “orgy porgy,” and
“centrifugal bumblepuppy” (Postman, 2005, p. 21).
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Brave New Posthumans?

Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World resonates with philosophical meaning, especially
when it comes to the problems of happiness and the full blossoming of a human being. The
understanding of happiness was one of the oldest problems for people and phenomena for
philosophers. Aristotle placed great emphasis on eudaimonia, which refers to the state of
human flourishing that is attained through ethical conduct and the realization of one’s full
capabilities. Epicurus promoted a lifestyle centered around modest joys and the evasion of
suffering, prioritizing inner serenity over external indulgence. Utilitarians such as Bentham
and Mill prioritized the maximization of happiness for the largest possible number of people.
They considered happiness to be synonymous with pleasure and the lack of suffering.
Kant regarded happiness as subordinate to moral obligation, contending that genuine
enjoyment emanates from adhering to moral precepts.

Well-being is traditionally associated with virtues, good relationships, and self-
realization; however, the artificial happiness in Huxley’s novel raises into question our
conventional understandings and brings in important questions concerning the role of
external substances and technologies in our life-fulfilling pursuits.

Posthumanism, a philosophical perspective that explores the possibilities and
implications of transcending human limitations through technology, is a prominent theme in
Brave New World. Francesca Ferrando, a leading scholar in posthumanist thought, provides a
critical framework to understand these themes in her book, Philosophical Posthumanism.
Ferrando’s approach highlights the dynamic nature of human identity and the capacity of
technology to bring about significant changes. She questions established concepts of human
existence and promotes a more inclusive perspective that encompasses technological
advancements and the development of human awareness. She bases her viewpoint on ethical
considerations and the possibility of both liberation and domination resulting from
technological breakthroughs (Ferrando, 2019). In Huxley’s novel, soma is employed as a
means to surpass human suffering and improve overall welfare, resulting in an artificially
produced state of happiness. It eliminates negative feelings and guarantees that individuals
stay satisfied and obedient. The utilization of soma leads to a homogenized population where
individual identities are repressed in favor of collective harmony, causing individuals to
forfeit their distinct identities and assimilate into a uniform, satisfied society. Ferrando’s
posthumanism aims to surpass the constraints of human beings by utilizing technology, such
as biotechnology and pharmaceuticals, to augment human skills and improve overall well-
being. Nevertheless, Ferrando underscores the malleability of one’s sense of self in a
posthuman society, where progress in technology enables the investigation and manifestation
of various identities. The perception of this mobility is regarded as a favorable amplification
of human capacity rather than a stifling of individuality (Ferrando, 2019). Her philosophy
follows Heidegger’s assertion that technology cannot be reduced to a mere instrument or
objectification, and therefore cannot be fully controlled or dominated. Heidegger’s
observation is especially pertinent in the current climate of concerns about an Al takeover,
where technology may potentially exert control and supplant human authority. Heidegger
argues that as technology becomes increasingly difficult to govern, the need to dominate and
control it becomes even more pressing (Heidegger, 1977). He posits that the true nature of
technology is in its capacity to uncover possibilities, rather than solely in its practical
usefulness. This perspective provides a dimension to comprehending the significance of
technology in both Brave New World and our present-day society. The true peril of
technology lies not in its power to become self-governing and beyond human influence, but
rather in its capability to radically alter the fundamental nature of humanity by constraining
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our capacity to connect with profound, instinctual truths (Heidegger, 1977). He argues that
the fundamental nature of technology, as a process of uncovering, carries inherent risks and
dangers (Heidegger, 1977). This implies that the real danger resides in the ability of
technology to overpower and empower human life, transforming our reality into a collection
of resources to be efficiently managed and manipulated, therefore concealing the deeper parts
of existence. In Brave New World, soma can be interpreted as a metaphor for Heidegger’s
concept of technology as a tool for controlling and constraining. That substance diminishes
the range of human encounters to a regulated and foreseeable condition of contentment,
ultimately eradicating the potential for actual human challenges, development, and genuine
encounters. Extrapolating, social media has become a contemporary form of enframing.
Social media often reduces human interactions to quantifiable data points—Ilikes, shares, and
followers. This quantification turns social interactions into commodities, obscuring the more
profound aspects of human connection and community, similar to how soma creates artificial
happiness.

In our contemporary society, we can observe parallels to Huxley’s vision through the
growing dependence on technology and drugs to control and regulate our lives. The quest for
artificial happiness through the use of antidepressants, engagement with social media, and
immersion in virtual realities closely resembles the utilization of soma in Brave New World.
Huxley’s literature prompts us to critically analyze the influence of these patterns on our
human nature and to contemplate the moral consequences of a future characterized by
posthumanism. The concern about losing our humanity and individuality while striving for
happiness is a significant issue that is discussed in modern philosophical and psychological
debates.

Conclusions

Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World serves as a timeless and prophetic critique of the
pursuit of artificial happiness through technological and pharmacological means. The novel’s
depiction of soma as a tool for maintaining societal control by suppressing individuality and
genuine emotional experiences mirrors contemporary issues such as the pervasive influence
of social media and the widespread use of psychotropic drugs. By highlighting the ethical and
existential risks associated with manufactured happiness, Huxley’s work challenges us to
reconsider our definitions of true well-being and reflect on the implications of a posthuman
future where technology increasingly mediates our emotional lives.

The parallels between Huxley’s soma and modern-day practices such as the use of
social media, antidepressants, and other psychotropic substances underscore the ongoing
relevance of his critique. Social media, much like soma, creates an escape from reality and
offers instant gratification through digital validation, often leading to superficial and transient
forms of happiness. Hence, concerns are rising over the effect of technology on our emotional
well-being and the true nature of our interpersonal relationships.

Furthermore, the exploration of posthumanism in the context of Huxley’s work
provides a deeper understanding of the philosophical implications of transcending human
limitations through technology. As we are dealing with an increasingly digital and mediated
world, the ethical considerations surrounding the use of technology to enhance or control
human emotions become ever more pertinent. The potential for technology to both liberate
and dominate human existence highlights the need for a careful and thoughtful approach to its
integration into our lives.

Huxley’s Brave New World urges us to strive for a more authentic and human-
centered approach to happiness, one that values individuality, genuine emotional experiences,
and the complexities of the human condition. As we continue to grapple with the influence of
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technology and external substances on our well-being, we have to contemplate the
implications of artificial happiness and seek a deeper understanding of what it means to be

truly happy.
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