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THE ROLE OF SOMA: UNDERSTANDING DRUGS IN BRAVE NEW WORLD

Aldous Huxley's Brave New World, published in 1932, remains one of the most prophetic and
unsettling dystopian novels  ever  written.  While  many readers  focus on the novel's  critique of
consumerism, reproductive technology, and state control, the role of drugs in Brave New World
serves as the psychological glue that holds the entire society together. Huxley envisioned a world
where the state doesn't just control what you do—it controls how you feel. The drug soma is not
merely a recreational substance; it is a tool of governance, a mechanism of escape, and a chilling
foresight  of  our  own  relationship  with  mood-altering  substances.  This  article  explores  the
multifaceted role of soma, its symbolic meaning, and the disturbing parallels between Huxley's
fictional dystopia and our modern world.

What is Soma? The Drug That Defines a
Civilization
In  the  World  State,  soma  is  a  perfect  drug.  It  has  no  negative  side  effects—no  hangover,  no
addiction in the traditional sense, and no risk of overdose as depicted in the novel. It is a religious
sacrament, a party favor, a therapeutic medicine, and a political tranquilizer all rolled into one.
Citizens are encouraged to take a "gramme" of soma whenever they feel negative emotions such as
sadness,  anger,  frustration,  or  loneliness.  The drug produces a state of  euphoric contentment,
allowing users to escape reality without actually altering their productivity or obedience to the state.
Huxley describes soma as having "all  the advantages of Christianity and alcohol; none of their
defects." This line is crucial because it reveals that drugs in Brave New World are designed to
replace both religion and intoxication with a single, state-approved substance. The drug allows
citizens to have mystical  experiences without theological  commitment and to numb their  pain
without  social  dysfunction.  It  is  the  ultimate  technological  solution  to  the  problem of  human
suffering.

Soma as a Tool of Social Control
The most insidious aspect of soma is not its chemical properties but its political function. The World
Controllers understand that a happy population is a compliant population. The mantra of the World

State is "Community, Identity, Stability," and soma ensures stability by preempting dissent. When a
citizen feels the stirring of an uncomfortable thought or an unorthodox desire, they are instructed to
take soma and "turn the switch" on their consciousness.
Consider  the  character  of  Lenina  Crowne.  She  uses  soma regularly  to  maintain  her  cheerful,
promiscuous, and consumerist lifestyle. When she feels anxiety about her relationship with John the
Savage, she reaches for soma. The drug prevents her from engaging in deep introspection or
questioning the values of her society. This is the genius of the World State: it eliminates rebellion
not through force, but through pharmacology. Why overthrow the system when you can simply take
a drug to feel content within it?
Huxley's critique is directed not only at totalitarian governments but at any society that prioritizes
comfort over freedom. The novel suggests that drugs in Brave New World represent a subtle
form  of  tyranny—one  that  people  willingly  embrace  because  it  feels  good.  This  is  a  more
sophisticated and arguably more frightening form of control than the overt violence seen in George
Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-Four.

The Ritual of Soma: Religion Replaced by
Chemistry
One of the most striking aspects of soma use in the novel is its ritualistic nature. The citizens do not
just swallow pills; they participate in "soma-holidays" and group orgies fueled by the drug. These
rituals  serve the same function that  religious ceremonies once served:  they create communal
bonding, provide a sense of transcendence, and offer a release from the monotony of daily life.
However, Huxley makes it clear that soma-induced transcendence is hollow. It provides the feeling
of  spiritual  experience  without  the  actual  struggle  for  meaning.  The  drug  offers  a  shortcut  to
happiness that bypasses the human need for genuine connection, struggle, and growth. This critique
of  artificial  happiness  is  perhaps  more  relevant  today  than  ever,  as  we  live  in  an  age  of
antidepressants, anxiolytics, and recreational drugs that promise to optimize our mood without
requiring us to change our lives.
The use of drugs in Brave New World also highlights the commodification of human experience.
Just  as  everything else  in  the World  State  is  manufactured and standardized—from babies  to
emotions—happiness itself becomes a product. Soma is mass-produced, distributed by the state,
and consumed like any other consumer good. There is nothing sacred or authentic about it. It is
simply another tool to keep the economic machine running smoothly.
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John the Savage and the Rejection of
Soma
Perhaps  the  most  powerful  examination  of  drugs in  Brave New World  comes  through  the
character of John the Savage. Raised on a reservation where soma does not exist, John has learned
to  experience  the  full  range  of  human  emotions—pain,  jealousy,  grief,  and  ecstasy—without
chemical intervention. When he is brought to London, he is horrified by the citizens' reflexive use of
soma to avoid discomfort.
John's famous confrontation with Mustapha Mond, one of the World Controllers, crystallizes the
novel's central debate. Mond defends soma as a tool for social stability: "You've got to choose
between the happiness of the conditioned and the misery of the unconditioned." John chooses
misery,  authenticity,  and  the  freedom  to  suffer.  He  rejects  soma  because  he  understands  that  a
happiness purchased at the cost of truth is not happiness at all; it is merely anesthesia.
John's eventual downfall, however, complicates this message. He cannot function in the World State,
but he also cannot return to the reservation. He becomes a spectacle, a tourist attraction, and
ultimately  a  tragic  figure  who  cannot  find  a  place  in  either  world.  His  suicide  is  a  devastating
commentary  on  the  impossibility  of  living  an  authentic  life  in  a  society  engineered  for  superficial
contentment.

Parallels to Modern Society: Prescription
Culture and Escapism
When Huxley wrote Brave New World, he was reacting to the rise of consumer culture and the early
development of psychiatric drugs. Today, his vision seems eerily prescient. We live in a world where
prescription  rates  for  antidepressants  and  anti-anxiety  medications  have  skyrocketed.  The
pharmaceutical industry actively markets drugs to treat "conditions" that are essentially normal
human emotions—sadness, shyness, restlessness.
The drugs in Brave New World  parallel  our  own culture of  chemical  coping.  While  modern
medications are not prescribed for political control in the same way as soma, one can observe a
similar tendency to pathologize negative emotions and treat them as problems to be eliminated
rather  than  experiences  to  be  understood.  The  multi-billion-dollar  wellness  industry,  with  its
supplements, nootropics, and microdosing protocols, similarly promises to optimize our mood and
performance without requiring us to question the conditions that make us unhappy.
Moreover, the rise of recreational drugs—from marijuana to MDMA to psilocybin—reflects the same
search for chemical transcendence that Huxley described. While some of these substances have

genuine  therapeutic  potential  when  used  responsibly,  the  cultural  emphasis  on  "hacking"  our
consciousness through chemistry mirrors the soma-saturated world of the novel. We are increasingly
uncomfortable with discomfort, and we have a vast pharmacopeia to prove it.

The Existential Cost of a Pain-Free Society
The most profound critique offered by Huxley's portrayal of drugs in Brave New World  is that a
society without pain is also a society without meaning. The characters in the novel are superficially
happy, but they lack depth, creativity, and genuine love. Their relationships are transactional, their
art  is  trivial,  and their  lives are empty of  struggle.  Soma eliminates the negative,  but  it  also
eliminates the conditions that make life rich and meaningful.
This  insight  aligns  with  the  findings  of  modern  psychology.  Research  on  resilience  and  well-being
suggests that experiencing and overcoming adversity is essential for psychological growth. The
avoidance of negative emotions, whether through drugs or other means, can lead to a shallow and
fragile form of happiness. Huxley anticipated this research by decades, showing that a society
devoted  to  the  elimination  of  suffering  produces  citizens  who  are,  in  a  profound  sense,  less  than
human.
The character of Bernard Marx illustrates this tragedy. Bernard is intelligent and sensitive, but he is
also insecure and cowardly. He uses his outsider status to criticize the World State, but when he is
given a taste of social acceptance, he eagerly abandons his principles. He lacks the inner strength to
stand alone, and soma is always there to smooth over his discomfort. Bernard is not a rebel; he is a
neurotic who has been conditioned to need the very system he criticizes.

Conclusion
Huxley's vision of drugs in Brave New World is not a simple cautionary tale about substance
abuse. It is a profound meditation on the nature of happiness, freedom, and the human condition.
Soma represents the temptation to escape from reality, to avoid pain at all costs, and to trade
authenticity for comfort. In the decades since the novel was published, we have developed an ever-
expanding arsenal of chemical tools to manage our emotions, and the question Huxley raises has
only become more urgent.
Are we willing to accept a shallow, chemically-induced happiness in exchange for the depth and
struggle that make life truly meaningful? Or do we have the courage to experience the full range of
human emotion—the highs and the lows, the joy and the sorrow—without reaching for a pill to make
it all go away? Huxley does not offer easy answers, but he forces us to confront the uncomfortable
truth that the pursuit of happiness, when divorced from the pursuit of truth, can become a form of
slavery. The drugs in Brave New World are a warning, not a prophecy—and it is up to us to decide
whether we will heed it.


