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 i 

Útdráttur 

Í þessari ritgerð er fjallað ítarlega um hamfarakapítalisma og birtingarmyndir hans í 

nútímasamfélagi. Farið er létt yfir hugmyndafræði hamfarakapítalisma og sögu frjáls markaðs 

til þess að sýna hvernig fyrirbærið hamfarakapítalismi varð til. Í framhaldinu eru eiginleikar 

og afleiðingar hans eru svo ræddar í samanburði við þekktar dystópískar bókmenntir sem voru 

skrifaðar á 20. öldinni og spáðu fyrir um margt af því sem á sér stað í samfélagi dagsins í dag. 

Með því að bera saman þessa tvo hluti er markmiðið að sýna fram á mátt stórfyrirtækja og 

markaðarins, og rannsaka að hversu miklu leyti þessir hlutir hafa tekið við af ríkinu sem 

ógnandi máttur. Samfélög úr dystópískum bókmenntum eru skoðuð og borin saman við 

alvöru samfélög sem hafa orðið fyrir hamfarakapítalisma. 

Lykilhugtök: Hamfarakapítalismi, Dystópía, Frjáls markaður, Alræði. 
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Abstract 

In this thesis, the concept of disaster capitalism and its manifestation in modern society is 

scrutinised. A brief overview of disaster capitalism’s ideology and the history of the free-

market provide information about the affirmation of disaster capitalism. Next, this concept 

will be compared to dystopian literature from the 20th century that prophesised a lot of what 

we see happening in today’s society. By comparing disaster capitalism and dystopian 

literature the aim is to show how the big corporation and the market have replaced the state as 

a coercive power that threatens our well-being. Dystopian societies within the literature are 

observed and contrasted with real societies that have experienced disaster capitalism first 

hand. 

Key words: Disaster capitalism, Dystopia, Free-market, Totalitarianism 
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Introduction 
Since the beginning of the 20th century, the role of the economy in society has changed 

significantly. Today our financial system is arguably one of the pillars of society, in public 

discourse a growing economy is often revealed as more important than basic human needs, and 

politicians argue that economic growth shows how successful they have been even though 

healthcare might suffer and poverty might be on the rise. In particular, economic growth is 

commonly more important than these factors because the concept of growth —the qualifier 

“economic” being often dropped as redundant— has become so powerful in our worldview that 

growth and growth alone is often said to be the solution to all our problems. By nurturing our 

economy and, in accordance with the assumptions of neoliberal ideology, letting it be totally 

free, that is, deregulated, we could eventually reach a point where poverty and other terrors can 

be erased.  

 This seemingly noble ideology is supposed to provide individuals with liberty and 

prosperity.  However, it fails to do so for all individuals on this planet and it is often said to 

create a divide between the richest and the poorest while at the same time failing to distinguish 

between the needs of the poorest and the artificial wants of the richest. After the great wars and 

battles of ideologies that took place in the 20th century this capitalist system has persevered as 

the ruling ideology and has, in many ways, escaped the close critical scrutiny of its prejudices, 

unlike other ideologies, which have succumbed to their own historical errors. Those who still 

oppose the capitalist system, however, argue that it is not as virtuous as many will have you 

believe. Quite the opposite, it is argued that capitalism favours only a small elite and exploits 

the rest. The ideology’s most inherent flaw is perhaps the belief its supporters have in the purity 

of it. Capitalism has yet to live up to its promise of prosperity for all and seems to have lost its 

purpose somewhere along the way, as it has now started providing certain people with 

fulfilment of their artificial wants while other less fortunate people are not able to have their 

basic natural needs met. The very definition of freedom has in many ways changed to fit into 

the criteria provided by capitalism. Peoples’ right to freedom has become less important than 

the markets’ right to freedom. Thus, peaceful protestors may be seized and jailed for opposing 

the liberty of investments to enter and leave their country at will. While focusing on getting rid 

of coercive powers that threatened society’s freedom, the so-called free market and the 

corporations seem to have become somewhat coercive powers themselves. People are 

increasingly dependent on the market and are manipulated in thinking they need to behave in a 

way that benefits the market.         
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 Among other things, the need to satisfy the market has resulted in a predatory form of 

capitalism that has been on the rise since the middle of the 20th century. This form has been 

called “shock therapy” or “disaster capitalism” and its methods are sketchy at best, as even 

democratic values do not seem to be able to stand in the way of its often-brutal methods. In the 

present thesis, this method will be analysed and compared with a form of literature that has 

been advancing parallel to the rise of modern capitalism. This form of literature is known as 

dystopian as it puts the future of the human race and our planet under the microscope of critical 

reflection. Future societies are drawn up and mirror the worst outcomes possible. Totalitarian 

regimes that rule with fear and terror as a result of systematic changes, technological 

advancements taken too far, and total loss of freedom or control are examples of societal factors 

that dystopian authors of the 20th century describe in their work. 

 

PART I 

Capitalising on disasters 
“We used to have vulgar colonialism. Now we have sophisticated colonialism, and they call it 

‘reconstruction.’’’ Shalmali Guttal, The Nation, 2005 

In her 2007 best-selling book, The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism, Canadian 

journalist Naomi Klein defined disaster capitalism as “orchestrated raids on the public sphere 

in the wake of catastrophic events, combined with the treatment of disasters as exciting market 

opportunities” (Klein, 2007:6). She claims countries shocked by wars, terror attacks and natural 

disasters are today shocked again by corporations and politicians who exploit the situation after 

the original shock to push through an economic shock therapy. They do this by imposing 

privatisation, government deregulations and deep cuts to social spending and these occur before 

the victims are able to regroup and recover from the original shock. Then, when people try to 

resist, they are shocked again by police, soldiers or prison interrogators (Klein, 2007:26).  

 Klein (2007) describes how this process escalated in the United States after the terrorist 

attacks on the Twin Towers and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001. She claims the Bush 

administration used the ensuing mass shock to their advantage. and that the administration took 

the role of an “all protective parent” ready to defend the country and its people by all means 

necessary. She how the creation of the Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and 

Stabilisation in the United States three years later contributed to ideologies of disaster 

capitalism as its directive was to draw up detailed post-conflict plans for up to twenty-five 
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countries that were not even in conflict with the United States at that time. Klein (2005) 

concludes that the office’s mandate was not to rebuild any old States, but to create new ones 

that are formally democratic and economically market-oriented. This international policy 

included a seductive promise of a blank slate where a novel utopia can be established. 

 Klein (2007) uses psychological shock therapy as an example and claims that the notion 

of shock that was inflicted on people for healing purposes, a tactic that has been proved 

medically indecisive, can be applied to the sort of shock inflicted on nations after a disaster. 

Klein believes experiments on people under the supervision of Dr. Ewen Cameron in the 1950’s 

offer “unique insight into the underlying logic of disaster capitalism”. The experiments funded 

by the CIA and the Canadian government included keeping psychiatric patients asleep and in 

isolation, then administering huge doses of electroshock along with experimental drug 

cocktails. Cameron wanted to re-create his patients using this method instead of mending or 

repairing them. To do this he believed it was essential to “depattern” the patients and return 

their mind to a state of a blank slate by attacking the brain to break up old pathological patterns. 

Klein refers to this method as a “shock and awe’’ warfare on the mind (Klein, 2007:31).  

 The only thing this therapy seems to have accomplished is destroying the patients. 

Cameron never succeeded in properly remaking them and a follow-up study on his works shows 

that 75 percent of his patients were worse off after the treatment. The entire theory was based 

on the fact that everything that existed needed to be wiped out, so the rebuilding could begin. 

He never got to the state of a blank slate but he shattered his patients and messed up permanently 

their mind. Klein claims that disaster capitalists end up with the same shortcomings when 

confusing between destruction and creation. And just like Cameron, they have failed to follow 

shock and awe with successful “therapy” (Klein, 2007:47-48).  

 What Klein (2007) found out after researching the new markets established by the power 

of shock was that most people do not want a clean slate after surviving a disaster; they want the 

opposite, they want to repair and salvage what they can. They want to rebuild themselves along 

with the place that formed them and reaffirm their relation to the place while doing it. But as 

shown by many examples that are discussed in further detail later on, from the United States’ 

occupation of Iraq and Sri Lanka’s 2004 tsunami to Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, disaster 

capitalists have no real interest in rebuilding. Their reconstruction begins with finishing the job 

of the original disaster to make a clean slate for corporations and private industries to take over. 

The fate of the people does not really matter because their fear and disorder offer better business 

opportunities (Klein, 2007:8-9). According to Klein, the so-called free market seems to be 

dependant on the power of shock. (The expression “free market” must be qualified because, as 
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observed inter alia by Galbraith (1967) and McMurtry (1999), the interlocked corporate 

oligopoly of actual capitalism is clearly not a textbook case of free-market economic order, 

pace much rhetorical usage of the term). Following the September 11 terrorist attacks and the 

creation of the Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilisation, which by its very 

existence contradicts the recurrent slogan of free markets, it appeared that the United States 

were able to stop asking countries if they wanted their own version of the free market and 

democratic values. Klein (2007) concludes that the idea of exploiting crises and disasters is an 

even older idea that has been fundamental to the ideas of Milton Friedman and his form of 

laissez-faire economics. His movement and ideology have, according to her, always needed 

disasters to advance even though these disasters are becoming bigger and more shocking in 

recent years. 

 The shock therapy model derived its name from Poland’s stabilisation and liberalisation 

program of 1990, with other Eastern-European countries following later the same approach. 

Marangos (2002) describes the shock therapy model as a transitional model to help transform 

countries rapidly into market economies. In Poland, in particular, this shock therapy resulted, 

among other things, in the elimination of hyperinflation, the firm establishment of money as a 

medium of exchange, and the development of a substantial private sector. In post-communist 

Eastern Europe, the transition economies were surrounded by mature market economies and 

were determined to achieve the same standard of living by adopting the principles of the free 

market. Some transitions proved very difficult, though, which resulted in tension, tension 

resulted in impatience, and impatience resulted in extreme, more radical and more rapid 

reforms. Because these transition economies were latecomers to achieving a certain standard of 

living that more advanced economies had grown accustomed to, the reforms were introduced 

without delay with the thought that the benefits would also come without delay. Yet, catching 

up with the mature economies did not occur, full development remained elusive, and transition 

economies went on transitioning, just like most developing countries had been developing for 

decades without joining the ranks of developed nations. 

 Marangos (2002) observes that it is possible to interpret this imperfect process as a 

strategy imposed upon the transition countries as international funding requires implementing 

policies which satisfy a dominant view originating in the mature economies, therefore failing 

to take into due consideration the actual needs and circumstances of the transition economies. 

In practice, the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank only gave money to countries 

that satisfied certain conditions. Romania did not receive any money from those institutions, 
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for example, as all loans were stopped because of the country’s privatisation strategy that 

limited foreign ownership (Marangos, 2002).  

 Klein (2007) claims that these kinds of so-called free-market reforms have been 

regularly introduced by actually terrorising the public since the day Milton Friedman’s 

neoliberal ideologies were pushed through with a military coup in Chile in 1972 and that, since 

then, the most infamous human rights violations have continued to be deliberately carried out 

by anti-democratic regimes in the name of free-market reforms. These radical transformations 

of national economies in the name of the free market were not implemented through democracy, 

even though they happened in many democratic countries. Crises, whether economic, natural 

or because of warfare, provided the necessary pretext to overrule voters and their wishes and 

hand over the country to large private economic powers. It is not that so-called free-market 

policies have never been adapted through democratic channels, but when that has been the case, 

then there has also been pressure from the public to direct them in specific ways that may impair 

leading corporate interests.  

 However, economic shock therapy can be applied without restraints, while democratic 

practices are blocked or suspended because of major collective trauma in society (Klein, 

2007:9-11). The “Post-conflict” shattered countries are also more desirable for implementation 

of the desired new economic model because they are in dire need for help and they take orders 

well. According to Klein (2005), reconstruction work had emerged as a lucrative industry and 

it became too important to be left entirely to the United Nations. Hence the World Bank took 

over with the principle of mitigating poverty by enhancing profit-making, disaster capitalism 

by large business interests.   

 After a major disaster, a government has barely any other choice but to do whatever it 

takes to get aid through international monetary channels, often signalled or heralded by the 

World Bank, racking up huge debts in the process and agreeing to comprehensive policy 

reforms. In many of these countries the government is even considered too unstable and unfit 

to manage the money coming in through aid, so the World Bank or its sister Bretton-Woods 

institution, the International Monetary Fund, will insist in these cases that trust funds should 

manage it (Klein, 2005:10). A recent example of this practice is the Troika’s control on the 

“aid” that Greece received after 2010. In his 2017 book, Adults in the Room, world-famous 

economist and former Greek Minister of Finance Yannis Varoufakis describes this process in 

detail. He claims that after the Greek State went bankrupt and the bankruptcy had been, as he 

puts it, covered up by the European Union, the International Monetary Fund and the Greek 

government with a loan deal of around 110 billion euros, i.e. the largest single loan in history, 
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group of enforcers known as the troika were dispatched to “reduce Greece’s national income 

and place most of the burden of the debt upon the weakest Greeks’’. The troika represented 

three institutions: the European Commission, the European Central Bank and the International 

Monetary Fund. Varoufakis (2017) describes this process as forcing new loans upon the 

bankrupt on condition that they lower their income and calls it a “cruel and unusual 

punishment’’. He claims these institutions knew it was easier to get the country to repay its 

loans by lending it more money, especially as the shrinking of its income was part of the deal. 

That way they could “squeeze blood out of a stone more easily’’ (Varoufakis, 2017:44-46). 

 This form of predatory capitalism even goes beyond just exploiting a disaster and 

favouring client businesses financial stake. Actually, it seems to sustain ongoing crises by 

feeding on governments that are already weakened by the multiple shocks inflicted by disasters, 

disaster capitalists and the World Bank. The government must then rely on the private sector to 

provide public services for citizens (Loewenstein, 2015:22). In 2005 Klein described the 

situation in East Timor, for instance, where public-sector jobs were slashed and aid money was 

used on foreign consultants. At the same time, she writes that in Afghanistan healthcare had 

been privatised largely by the World Bank that refused to give money to the Ministry of Health 

for hospitals. Instead, the money was used for NGO’s that ran their private health clinics. The 

water system, telecommunications, oil, gas and mining were all left in increasing control of the 

private sector and the government was directed to leave the electronic sector to foreign private 

investors. Haiti had also experienced the same development where education and health sectors 

were privatised in exchange for a 61-million-dollar loan (Klein, 2005:10).  

 Loewenstein (2015) argues that the corporation has become a more powerful institution 

than the nation-State. That shift in authority took place over the last 50 years and corporate 

power can now be said to have won the battle for ultimate control. Today the reality is that the 

corporation dictates terms to the nation, as this is patently acknowledged and revealed each and 

every time government officials claim to be doing or not to be doing something because of “the 

markets”, “the investors”, “the creditors”, etc. According to Loewenstein, even though some 

say it is not that bad yet and that the nation and corporations rely on each other equally, today’s 

State oversight is so weak, and often non-existent, that it is easy to say that corporate powers 

have won. These global injustices are not the fault of individuals or groups but of the economic 

system that we adhere to in the modern world. Companies profit from crises and therefore they 

want more of it; they, therefore, facilitate or strengthen crises and then sell themselves as the 

saviours, as the only ones who can resolve it, but in the ultimate name of private power and 

private benefit. In the light of the ongoing environmental collapse of the planet’s life-support 
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systems (cf. UNESCO’s Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems, 2002-present), Loewenstein 

believes this will result in a world ruled by unaccountable markets where full privatisation of 

the natural world itself will be acceptable, even with regard to basic life-sustaining necessities 

such as water or primary education.   

 

The Chicago experiment in Chile - The first shock therapy 
This curious free-market dependancy on State-imposed shock finds its origin in the University 

of Chicago’s Economic Department, according to Klein (2007). She describes it as one of the 

most heavily mythologized academic environments ever. The Chicago Economics Department, 

led by Milton Friedman in the 1950’s was, according to her, a place intensely conscious of itself 

both as a school and a School of Thought, training students and building and strengthening the 

ideas of conservative academics. Klein compares Friedman’s laissez faire economics to 

Cameron’s experiments with the human mind and claims he dreamed of depatterning societies, 

like Cameron depatterned his patients’ minds, and implementing pure capitalism on their blank 

slate. She also claims that his preferred method to do so was by implementing shock by the 

drastic change of State policy (Klein, 2007:50).   

 In Capitalism and Freedom, Friedman’s manifesto, he does claim that for the 

preservation of freedom, fundamental threats like the power to coerce at the hands of a monarch, 

a dictator, an oligarchy or a momentary majority, must be eliminated. He believes the free 

market will eliminate this source of coercive power. By keeping economic power separate from 

political power, it would therefore serve as a check and counter it (Friedman, 1962: 15-16). The 

core of the Chicago teachings was that economic forces were like forces of nature and in a truly 

free market, they would exist in a perfect balance. If economies suffered inflation, for example, 

it was because the policies were not being implemented correctly and the market had not been 

allowed to find its true balance. The market would always do so if it would be left to its own 

devices. For the true believers of the Chicago School of Economics, the free market is a perfect 

system where individuals create the maximum benefits for all simply by acting in their own 

self-interest. If something is wrong it can be only because the market is not truly free, and the 

solution for that is a stricter application of the fundamentals (Klein, 2007:50-51).  

 Baruchello (2015) argues that the free market, or at least its “imperfect instantiation’’ 

as the global market, fails to satisfy the needs of everyone on the planet while at the same time 

catering to the wants of select others. The failure lies in not distinguishing between genuine 

human needs and sheer subjective wants. In addition, he points out that history has shown that 
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markets are not perfect and that capitalism has throughout history provided powerful group 

planning of the economy, market manipulation and conditions of monopoly and oligopoly. The 

assumption that the free market possesses a unique capacity to generate prosperity —a 

commonplace view that pervades the whole spectrum of liberal conceptions of the economy— 

is therefore debatable (Baruchello, 2015).  

 However, Friedman’s theory of a global free market coincided in practice with the 

interests of large multinational corporations and their craving for unregulated markets. His 

advised economic agenda consisted of deregulation, privatisation and cutbacks. Specifically, 

removing governmental rules and regulations standing in way of the accumulation of profits, 

selling any assets of government that corporations could run and profit from, and cutbacks in 

social programs funding. This hunger for vast new unregulated markets was provided by 

colonialism in the first stage of capitalist extension. This time, the promise of economic bloom 

would be through a war on the Welfare State with shock treatment of public services and 

government assets (Klein, 2007:57). 

 Friedman’s ideology and the fundamentals of the Chicago School of Economics were 

first put to the test in Chile in 1973 (Klein, 2007:59). In the 1960’s and 1970’s conflicts over 

the direction of State intervention and tensions between the reproduction of capital within Chile 

resulted in repeated moments of crisis. Salvatore Allende’s government attempted at a 

democratic transition to socialism that ended when his lawful rule was put to a bloody end in a 

military coup in September 1973. His project had run into the barrier of stagnation in key 

branches of production and the result was the outbreak of intense crisis and escalating political 

confrontation. When an authoritarian regime seized power with the military coup, the goal was 

to reassert the conditions for social peace and sustained capital accumulation as quickly as 

possible (Taylor, 2006: 29-30).       

 Before the coup, the United States government had tried to change the economics of the 

country by educating Chilean students to become the intellectual leaders in the economic affairs 

in the country but were unsuccessful. Klein (2007) claims that the country was turned into a 

laboratory for alleged free-market experiments because United States’ multinationals feared 

that Allende’s policy of putting large sectors of the economy in the hands of government would 

become a trend in Latin America.  

 Since the depression of the 1920’s and 1930’s, Chile had emerged as a populist State 

characterised by growing State intervention to engineer changes in social structures. Political 

parties incorporated social and political demands through the formation of state bodies such as 

welfare and labour institutions. By 1957 the country was, as Klein (2007) describes it, “a hotbed 
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of State-centered economics’’ (Klein, 2007: 59-71). Allende promoted and implemented 

socialist policies and the State gained considerable further control over the economy in Chile 

which, according to Leonidas Montes (2015), was widely successful in 1971; but the economic 

situation began to spiral down in 1972.  

 Klein writes that at that point corporate America had declared war on his administration 

by using dirty tricks and spending eight million dollars in covert spending to weaken his 

electoral base, similar to what has been done to other Latin American countries that steered too 

far away from United States’ strategic interests (e.g. Cuba, Venezuela). These attempts she 

deems unsuccessful: even though they affected the economy, a more radical plan was needed 

to get rid of Allende and his ideologies (Klein, 2007: 72). As Marangos (2002) points out, the 

shock therapy process, while rapid, needed time to be operative and therefore it was impossible 

for a reform program of such magnitude and social cost to survive a democratic process of 

decision-making.  

 On September 11, 1973, Allende’s government was overthrown by the military coup 

and the liberalisation of the economy, under the influence from the Chicago Boys, was now 

supported by a dictatorship that had committed brutal crimes and abused human rights to gain 

power. (Montes, 2015).  Klein (2007) describes the military coup as a shock treatment that 

included three shocks. The shock of the coup itself, followed by Milton Friedman’s capitalist 

shock, and then Doctor Ewen Cameron’s psychological shock treatment for everyone that 

resisted or thought to stand in the way of the capitalist shock. In her opinion, it was not just a 

violent end to Allende’s democratically backed socialist regime, it was the first concrete victory 

for the Chicago School (Klein, 2007:71-76). Friedman’s responsibility for the way Allende’s 

government had been overthrown has been debated ever since, but the fact remains that at this 

point Chile’s United-States-trained economists had now the opportunity to force their declared 

free-market ideas through without any democratic debate.  

 The economists that became known as “the Chicago Boys” owed their economic 

training to the department of economics at the University of Chicago, where a United-States 

funded academic exchange program with Chile had been operational since the 1950s. Before 

the coup, they had already gained stature by catering to the business interests of the Chilean 

right. In 1973-74, under Pinochet, mounting economic anxiety, triple-digit inflation, stagnation 

of profits and a significant fall in the value of copper on the global market pressured the military 

regime to become even more radical. The leadership of Pinochet became more centralised and 

began to follow the prescriptions of the Chicago Boys even more closely (Taylor, 2006: 54). 



 

 10 

 Klein (2007) claims that on the day after the coup a new document, with principles like 

privatisation, deregulation and social-spending cuts had been given to every General Officer of 

the Armed Forces that now performed government duties. General Augusto Pinochet had set 

up an authoritarian regime and, as a dictator, he faithfully followed the Chicago-instructed 

rules, even without understanding much about inflation or interest rates (Klein, 2007: 79). 

Friedman himself visited Chile in 1975 and participated in seminars and public talks. Then, 

inflation in Chile had fallen from its peak of 606,1% in 1973 but was still a major problem. 

Friedman, along with his associates, had a meeting with Pinochet where he recommended 

certain measures to get the inflation under control (Montes 2015). In a follow-up letter he 

discussed these measures further and explained that to end the inflation a transitional period of 

severe difficulty would be necessary. He used historical examples of post-war reconstruction 

as arguments for shock treatment. That would make the transitional period briefer and the 

subsequent recovery, rapid. He urged for cutbacks in government spending and said the most 

important step was to free international trade  (Friedman, 1998: 591-594). Klein claims that 

after their meeting, the Chicago experiment in Chile was fully on. Pinochet hired a new 

economic advisor and they got to work stripping away the Welfare State in their quest for a 

pure capitalist utopia. It resulted in the loss of 177 thousand industrial jobs and a deep recession 

(Klein, 2007: 79-80).   

 Pinochet ruled for seventeen years and changed political direction many times. In the 

mid-eighties, the country started experiencing steady growth. Klein (2007) argues that the fact 

that this happened a full decade after the original shock therapy and after Pinochet made a 

radical course mean that crediting Friedmanism for transforming Chile’s economy into the most 

prosperous in Latin America is a matter of intense debate. After Chile’s economy crashed again 

in 1982, in fact, Pinochet had been forced to renationalise the companies the Chicago Boys had 

freed from all regulation. At that time, these companies had used borrowed money to buy up 

the country’s assets and had accumulated a debt of 14 billion dollars. Klein claims that instead 

of Chile being a laboratory for pure free markets, like many commentators say, it was a country 

where a small elite became super rich in a short time by manipulating public funds. Outside the 

wealth bubble, the country was experiencing depression, but inside profits flowed free and fast. 

The elite got used to an easy wealth made possible by shock therapy and has been addicted to 

that system ever since (Klein, 2007: 85-87).  

 However, the ideology of the Chicago Boys was not held accountable for Chile’s 

tragedies and Friedman even won a Nobel prize for Economics in 1976, whilst a year later 

Amnesty International won the Nobel Peace Prize, largely for exposing human rights violations 
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in Chile and Argentina. Klein says the fact that the Amnesty International movement focused 

solely on the crimes and not the reasons behind them played a big part in the Chicago School’s 

ideology to come out of its first experiment unaffected by the violence it brought about. While 

it should have served as a warning to humanity it was given immunity from its crimes. Since 

then we have lived in an era of corporate massacres and military violence alongside attempts to 

remake countries into alleged free-market economies and these things keep on being treated as 

completely unrelated (Klein, 2007: 118-128). 
 

The aftermath 
After an allegedly successful implementation of the Chicago School ideology in Chile, the next 

step was to use the country as a model for rich countries in the West. Before the focus was on 

economic emergencies, but now it was clear that similar opportunities could stem from wars 

and shocks at large. Disaster capitalism developed further and learnt how to take advantage of 

shocks like terrorist attacks and natural disasters.  

 Friedrich Hayek, an economist Klein refers to as the patron saint of the Chicago School, 

was eager to implement Chile’s model on western countries and contacted Margaret Thatcher, 

by then prime minister of the United Kingdom. She concluded that even though the Chilean 

economy had experienced remarkable success, these methods in shock therapy were not 

possible in a democracy like the United Kingdom. Thatcher, however, saw an opportunity for 

a radical capitalist transformation during the Falkland War. Subsequent developments show 

that the war’s impact on her free-market project was far greater than any historical significance 

the war may have had from a military standpoint (Klein, 2007: 131-134).   
 Specifically, Thatcher saved her political career by the glorious victory in the Falklands 

War. Now she was extremely popular and used that momentum to launch a corporate revolution 

against the British workers (Klein, 2007: 134). Thatcher’s (1993) victory in the Falklands war, 

though restoring in part British influence in Latin America, had still not been enough to rid part 

of the country from sour envy of American power and anti-Americanism. She claimed there 

was still too much socialism in Britain, built into the institutions and the mentality of the 

country. Despite cut-backs in trade-union power, almost 50 percent of the workforce was still 

unionised (Thatcher, 1993: 580- 581). According to her, this was negative and de-unionisation 

desirable.  

 The trade unions’ failures in a year-long coal strike in 1984 and Thatcher’s government 

determination to resist it changed the conventional wisdom that Britain could only be governed 
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with the consent of the trade unions. Thatcher writes that the failure of the long strike 

demonstrated how mutually dependent the free economy was to a free society (Thatcher, 1993: 

647). Klein claims that Thatcher successfully implemented a Chicago-School economic 

program without military dictatorship or torture chambers. That she imposed a limited version 

of shock therapy on a country going through political crisis and succeeded. What was essential 

though was an enemy to unite the people. The victory in the Falklands war made her look tough 

and decisive in her battle against the workers; without it, she would have looked cruel and 

regressive (Klein, 2007:140).  

 Disaster capitalism policies have often been applied since then in wealthier nations in a 

time of profound weakness, as well as being still implemented in poor nations. If a country is 

undergoing shock it does not take long for capitalists to call for mass privatisation and economic 

freedom, so big businesses can redevelop the ruined areas. The terrorist attacks on the Twin 

Towers in September 2001 handed George Bush Jr. a similar opportunity as the Falklands War 

had handed to Thatcher. Bush was unpopular at the time, but the attacks gave him a chance to 

push through massive privatisation in security, warfare and reconstruction (Klein, 2007:138-

139). Only two months after the attacks the Department of defence had put together a small 

group of venture capitalist consultants so that the government would no longer be responsible 

for providing security but would instead purchase it from the corporate market. This group was 

meant to identify solutions that could assist the United States in a global war on terror. Since 

then the war on terror has served to maximise the profitability of the corporate market for 

military and domestic security (Klein, 2007: 299-301).   

 The war on terror established a new global narrative which is shaped by the United 

States. On September 11 thousands were killed which resulted in thousands more being killed 

in Afghanistan, Palestine and Iraq because of economic policies set in motion by governments 

and militaries. This has been done without much controversy due to a cultural form that marks 

the people in those countries as, though not necessarily the enemy, sufficiently ‘other’, and that 

has made the violence against them socially acceptable, if not justified (Gregory, 2004:16).

 In Ullman’s and Wade’s (2007) military doctrine for the United States’ war on Iraq, 

Rapid Dominance was introduced as a goal. The aim of Rapid Dominance was to control the 

will, perception and understanding of the enemy to fit the strategic policy ends by imposing a 

regime of Shock and Awe that renders the enemy powerless. Not only would it render the 

enemy physically powerless but also psychologically. The goal was to destroy, disarm, disrupt, 

neutralise, but also to destroy, defeat, and neuter the will of the enemy to resist. This was the 
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key objective; to impose an overwhelming level of Shock and Awe to paralyse the enemies will 

to carry on. 

 The target is the adversary's will, perception, and understanding. The principal 

 mechanism for achieving this dominance is through imposing sufficient conditions of 

 “Shock and Awe” on the adversary to convince or compel it to accept our strategic aims 

 and military objectives. Clearly, deception, confusion, misinformation, and 

 disinformation, perhaps in massive amounts, must be employed (Ullman & Wade, 2007: 

 xxv). 

Klein (2004) argues that the invasion of Iraq provided an opportunity for the United States to 

prove that greed is good. It would not only be good for the ideological architects of the war, but 

also for humanity and the Iraqis themselves. The theory that greed creates profit and growth 

that, in turn, creates jobs, products and services for people and provides them with everything 

that they want, could be tested without meddling from opposing ideologies. Optimal conditions 

for commendably greedy corporations to meet the needs of society would be put in place on 

Iraq’s blank slate. Klein writes that just like Cameron intended to build his patients after 

attacking their brain and just as the Chicago Boys tried in Chile The United States government 

hoped it would be possible to build a utopian society from the ruins of a country inhabited by 

25 million.   

 Backed by prior military interventions paid-for with tax-payers’ money, multinational 

corporations would be allowed to go after profit without any regulations, tariffs or ownership 

restrictions. This could clearly result in multiple problems for the people of Iraq, but the big 

picture was more important and the end result was supposed to justify the fact that first of all 

people would die, survivors would lose their jobs, local businesses would not be able to 

compete, and State assets would be given up in order to create new opportunities for private 

growth and investment. This would all be okay when an economic boom would eventually and 

inevitably rebuild the country and make the growth pains go away. That boom never came and 

Klein argues that the reason is not because there was no plan in place, but that the plan itself 

was based on an “extraordinarily violent ideology” with a patchy, if not faulty, historical record 

behind it (Klein, 2004). 

 According to Gregory (2004) for the United States’ president at that time, George Bush 

Jr., the war in Iraq was officially supposed to liberate the Iraqi people from a government that 

had persistently violated human rights. He writes that Bush believed that Saddam Hussein’s 

regime was implicated in transnational terrorism and, above all, that they were implicated in 
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the attacks on the United States on September 11th, and that they possessed weapons of mass 

destruction. Not much later, all these beliefs were proved to be mistaken, as many 

commentators had argued from the start. The city of Baghdad was divided into two areas after 

the United States army had occupied it. One was the green zone was a military protected area 

with parks, lakes and fountains, the other on was the red zone, an area Americans were advised 

not to visit unless they had urgent business. When George Bush Jr. visited the city he only saw 

the green zone that Gregory describes as the United States’ Baghdad, a city that mirrored 

American culture completely. Furthermore, Gregory writes that Bush’s visit to the United 

States’ troops had to be made under conditions of the utmost secrecy and that he spent little 

over two hours on the ground. A young Iraqi woman that blogged about the war on her weblog 

asked why he did not walk the streets of the country he helped liberate. Gregory (2004) writes 

that it was because Bush was not there for the Iraqi’s. His target audience was the people of the 

United States. He never really visited Iraq, he only visited the United States’ Iraq (Gregory, 

2004: 247). 

 Disaster capitalism qua modern colonialism results precisely in this divide between two 

distinct groups of people. In Chile, we saw an economic bubble between the inner circle and 

the outer circle, while in Iraq we saw a geographical bubble between the occupier and the 

occupied. Loewenstein (2015) describes the situation In Sri Lanka, after the tsunami in 2004. 

There he claims economic privatisation and flexible labour laws were part of the alleged 

repairing of society. The 600,000 people that lost their homes did not benefit from it, though, 

and months after the disaster they were still living in temporary camps while the received aid 

and funds were used to benefit a privileged few. In particular, private companies and foreign 

investors benefitted by building resorts and hotels where these people used to live 

(Loewenstein, 2015).  

 Ongoing environmental crises are perhaps the biggest existential threat thus far to our 

civilisation, that is, the biggest shock imaginable. This shock-exploiting and fostering capitalist 

system seems like one of the least desirable that could ever be concocted.   

            

Climate change 
Climate change is considered by many experts a threat to our survival as a species but our 

culture still continues doing the very things that have been leading to the climate crisis (Pachauri 

et al., 2014). McMurtry (1999) writes that the global corporate market’s destructive use of 

environmental resources has not been sufficiently recognised yet as a pivotal causal factor, 
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despite wide recognition of the environmental crises faced by world’s societies and ecosystems 

and that the global corporate market use determines depletion, pollution and destruction of these 

resources. He points out that as the global corporate market use of the environment has 

advanced, it has, in direct proportion, degenerated in its capacity of life-carriage and yield. The 

World Trade Organisation and the North American Free Trade Agreement have protected the 

unrestricted rights of private corporations to access and exploit environments resources while 

no such regulations were put forth in the name of protecting the world against environmental 

destruction (McMurtry, 1999: 111-112).   

 In her 2014 book This Changes Everything, Klein points out that there are many signs 

that the climate change will be no exception to the shock doctrine and corporations will continue 

to “ram through policies that enrich a small elite”. Until now it seems that instead of finding 

solutions to prevent catastrophic effects the crises will rather be another opportunity for the 

disaster capitalists to provide resources for the richest one percent. There are signs of 

corporations preparing this process already. Global reinsurance companies are already profiting 

from selling protection schemes to developing countries that have a vulnerable infrastructure 

to climate change impacts, even though these countries were not a big part of creating these 

crises. Communal forests around the world are being privatised and companies can gamble on 

changes in the weather in the booming “weather future” trade. Companies like Apple, that are 

officially working to combat climate change, project an increasing need for their products in 

disaster scenarios that can result from climate change. There are expanded business 

opportunities in weaponry, resulting in part because of security concerns, but disasters also 

provide opportunities for real-estate developers while giant businesses like Monsanto and 

Syngenta have started preparing crop-seeds that are able to withstand extreme weather 

conditions. These forces are pushing to maintain the status quo, but without serious action and 

change the world we know might quite simply cease to exist (Klein, 2014).  

 American journalist Funk McKenzie (2014) looks at climate change as the ultimate case 

study for how we confront crisis as such. She believes that the vast universal change is testing 

the limits of human reason and thus it is not surprising that the ideologies that have contributed 

to the climate crisis are now the same ones that many rely on to try to find a way out. In 2008, 

during the nations’ financial crisis, businessmen were already looking at ways to profit from 

these and other crises. McKenzie was present at a Deutsche Bank event in New York where the 

objective was not only to show that climate change was happening but to also show that it could 

offer exciting business opportunities, that is, that an ecological catastrophe was not necessarily 

a financial catastrophe for everyone.  
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 The hope for many is that collective fear of climate change will eventually lead to a 

collective behaviour where mankind will work together for a solution. There is a widespread 

consensus on these views and high-level officials and representative political or intellectual 

leaders have acknowledged this. Barack Obama, former president of the United States, 

announced a national plan that outlined 75 goals in three main areas. That is cutting carbon 

pollution in the United States, preparing the country for the impacts of climate change and 

leading international efforts to combat climate change (Tubman, 2015). The European Union 

has a goal to limit the effects of climate change and play a leading role in taking global action. 

The climate change issue has allowed the European Union to maintain a united front and paper 

over its differences as the Member States repeatedly close ranks on climate change policy 

(Parker & Karlsson, 2010).         

 However, it is still a possibility that the world as we know and its economic system will 

keep functioning in the same way when the effects of climate change will start to change even 

more drastically as our planet and Earth as we know it will start to disappear. Capitalists have 

for example already started preparing for business opportunities that the vanishing of the ice-

cover in the Arctic can provide. Opportunities in oil, gas and polar shipping lane business are 

just a few examples of how corporation can benefit from a changing world (Dalsøren, et al, 

2017). McKenzie (2014) says a possible response to the reality of climate change will be a 

“tribal, primal, profit-driven, short-term and not at idealistic” one. If disaster capitalism 

prevails, it certainly seems a likely scenario (McKenzie, 2014). The majority of the world’s 

population is aware today that global warming poses an obvious and present threat to our 

civilisation. But rather than responding with actions to change this course we are on, large parts 

of our population keep going down the same road. Our current system is built to find new ways 

to privatise and profit from disaster and will continue to do so if nothing drastic is done to 

change it. Climate change can represent a historic opportunity to advance policies to improve 

lives, close the gap between rich and poor, create jobs, reinvent democracy and put power into 

the hands of the many, but for that to happen there needs to be a major change and people need 

to stop looking away. Perhaps modernity has made humans too myopically self-centered since 

they keep making collective sacrifices to stabilise an economic system that keeps making their 

daily life more expensive, precarious and unhealthy (Klein, 2014b). McMurtry (1999) writes 

that the continuity of money income has become essential in exchange for the fulfilment of our 

needs. That is, we need money to access food, clothing and shelter, because these things are 

now, in capitalist societies, only normally available in commodity form. Basic organic needs, 

and even just taking part in social and cultural aspects of society, has become more dependant 
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on money income (McMurtry, 1999:105). This increasing dependency on money allows the 

economic system to manipulate daily life and as a result, we become dependent on the corporate 

market, the corporate market system is, therefore, more interested in sustaining itself than 

generating prosperity for all.  

 Klein (2014b) believes that what is preventing us from making other sacrifices and stop 

something as big as climate change is the fact that that would conflict with the existing capitalist 

system. The actions that would avert a catastrophe for the vast majority would be an extreme 

threat to the ruling minority. She believes historians looking back to this era will see two 

defining processes: the climate process that struggles and fails to achieve its goals and the 

corporate globalisation that is continuously successful in implementing its corporate policies. 

The problem, she believes, is the power that the market logic secured itself over public life in 

this period, both in theory and in practice. All sensible action was blocked by attempts to fit the 

climate crisis into deregulated capitalism (Klein, 2014b).   

 The fact that climate change will probably not be equally bad for everyone is another 

win for the capitalist system according to McKenzie (2014). She claims the rich, among the 

better-off northern peoples, will find ways to thrive while others might not be able to. It is 

highly likely that disaster capitalists will, therefore, find ways to profit from this man-made 

disaster like any other disaster. The historical and geographical imbalance between the rich 

north and the poor south will be more rooted than ever, within and among nations (McKenzie, 

2014). (It is worth noting how simplistic the North-South divide is, as indigenous communities 

in the Arctic are among the worst affected; see Durfee and Johnstone, 2019). 

 Rockström et al. (2009) argue that without serious action to reduce global emissions, 

the world as we know it will no longer exist. It is not just a matter of global emissions: 

overexploitation of ecosystems, plastic or organic pollution, overconsumption and 

desertification are all crucial phenomena that are harmful even if global emissions are reduced 

considerably. The link between reducing emissions and challenging corruption could breathe 

new life into a political goal, which already has a great deal of public support (McGrath, & 

Bernauer, 2017). The climate crisis offers a narrative for global justice as a part of building a 

nontoxic, shockproof economy as opposed to climate-changed-fuelled disaster capitalism. 

Klein (2014b) portrays it as a conflict between good and evil where climate change pits what 

the planet needs against what our current economic model needs. This may seem simplistic, but 

it is not.  

 Saving our planet, lifting people out of poverty, advancing economic growth. These  

 are one and the same fight. We must connect the dots between climate change, water 



 

 18 

 scarcity, energy shortages, global health, food security and women's empowerment. 

 Solutions to one problem must be solutions for all. - Ban Ki Moon 

The economic model that is already failing the vast majority of the people on the planet against 

a plan to heal the planet and our broken economies and shattered communities. She quotes Miya 

Yoshitani, an executive director of the Oakland-based Asian Pacific Environmental Network 

(APEN), who says that the climate justice fight is:  

 Not just a fight against the biggest ecological crises of all time but also a fight for a  

 new economy, a new energy system, a new democracy, a new relationship to the planet 

 and to each other, for land, water, and food sovereignty, for Indigenous rights, for  

 human rights and dignity for all people (Klein, 2014b: 350-351). 

But the dramatic policy shifts that are needed are not necessarily easy to sell politically and we 

get other, more dubious measures, proposed instead. Large corporations are more interested in 

funding climate change denial, while at the same time preparing to capitalise on the economic 

opportunities that climate change can provide. This is why Klein concludes that it seems that 

the wealthy are preparing themselves to be the ones that will be safe when disaster hits, rather 

than preventing the catastrophe (Klein, 2014a).  

 Disaster capitalism is therefore not only unjust and inhumane towards countries and 

societies that have been through shock but could furthermore be a threat to our collective future 

on this planet, if implemented on a larger scale. Disaster capitalism has unveiled how the 

corporate market penetrates distraught societies and, arguably, exploits their vulnerability for 

their own gain, thus taking away the freedom of said society, by taking over development 

following a shock. This is done by ignoring the democratic values of shocked This removal of 

freedom, one of the characteristics of a totalitarian regime, has long been one of the main topics 

of dystopian novelists, who paint a grim picture of the future of mankind in their works. 

PART II 

The concept of Dystopia 
“Is it better for a man to have chosen evil than to have good imposed upon him?” - Anthony 

Burgess, A Clockwork Orange. 

Worrying about the future of our society is not a concept introduced simultaneously with 

climate change, far from it. The first known apocalyptic visions date back at least 3000 years.  
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The prophecies of Neferti, an ancient Egyptian literary text from that time, boded the complete 

breakdown of society. Since then many variations of the concept have seen the light of day. 

Most religions have some kind of visions of the apocalypse as nightmarish scenarios that 

subsequently lead to a new, divine era. With secular modernity and Nietzsche’s proclamation 

of the death of God, these scenarios still exist in our vocabulary and mental world but the 

hopeful outcome promised in theology has disappeared. Now we live in a world altered by 

humanity’s creative powers and despite all the good that has produced, Baruchello (2011) 

points out that many human beings now find it hard even to access clean air, uncontaminated 

or genuine food, and face an increased risk of developing diseases connected with excessive 

solar irradiation. The term dystopia is associated to these worries about our collective future. 

The word itself is derived from the Greek words, dus and topos and refers to a diseased, bad, 

faulty or unfavourable place. It is commonly used to contradict the term utopia, which is a good 

place or a paradise (Claeys, 2017: 4).     

 Even though the term is most commonly used in connection with literature, it does exist 

outside it. It simply refers to a fearful future where chaos and ruin triumph: two things disaster 

capitalists feed on. The 20th century and the immense destructiveness of its overly rapid 

modernisation made way for a condition of universalised fear associated with dystopia which 

allowed for the term to enter common currency (Claeys, 2017: 9).  

 Dystopian literature flourished in the 20th century. The optimism of the Enlightenment 

that respected the progress of reason and science was replaced with pessimism towards 

humanity's abilities to restrain the destructive powers that had been created. It is generally 

conceded that in that time dystopia becomes the prevailing voice of the utopian ideal (Claeys, 

2010:107-108). Dystopia’s inevitable connection to utopia is strongly reflected in the failures 

of 20th century total warfare and totalitarianism, and many authors now associate dystopia with 

totalitarianism, i.e. a regime defined by intense coercion, inequality, imprisonment and slavery. 

This regime is often the result of failed attempts to construct an ideal system or a utopia. This 

totalitarian political dystopia associated with the failure of utopian aspirations has received the 

greatest historical attention, but two other forms of the concept, that are often interrelated, have 

also emerged: the environmental dystopia and the technological dystopia (Claeyes, 2017:5). 

 Herbert George Wells was a writer who has been referred to as the world’s first 

professional futurologist. He believed that we should be able to predict and influence the 

political and technological forces that shape our world. Societal constructs such as religion, 

politics and class division were in his mind outmoded superstitions standing in the way of 

biological and technological evolution that could lead to a better future. He detested the way 
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the rich lived at the expense of the poor and believed that unrestrained capitalism would 

endanger civilisation by creating too wide a gulf between those people (Bizony, 2016). This is 

reflected in his first widely successful novel, The Time Machine, where the protagonist travels 

to the distant future via a sophisticated new kind of vehicle. There he encounters the Eloi, a 

complacent human species with no need to work or struggle. This luxurious lifestyle seems 

ideal until another species, the Morlocks, present themselves. The Morlocks, who live 

underground, are the opposite of the Eloi. When they surface they prey on the Eloi who have 

become too weak in their luxury to fight back (Wells, 1895). Other ground-breaking works 

attributed to Wells include The War of the Worlds, where he uses an alien invasion as a 

metaphor for colonialism and the complacent western readers are shown in a situation where 

technologically superior invaders exterminate their society (Wells, 1898). The works of Wells 

epitomise the dystopian concept as current societal constructs are mirrored and maximised in 

an alternative society. The possible horrors show an extreme form of the prevailing system and 

possible worst-case scenarios for where we are heading.    

 Other authors that defined the emerging genre of dystopia, like Aldous Huxley and 

George Orwell, were wary of the advancement of science. Both Huxley and Orwell were largely 

influenced by Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We, Zamyatin’s major work, written in 1920-21 that 

signalled a shift in topography from Wells’ work and focused on the qualms of 20th-century 

technocratic developments of Western civilisation (Parrinder, 1973).  
 Huxley’s Brave New World, Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four and Zamyatin’s We, have 

now become significant in the dystopian tradition. Malak (2003) describes the important 

dystopian features these novels reveal. They all deal with power in extreme terms, as the 

restriction to humans, functioning to its optimal totalitarian limit. They all describe a horrifying 

future society, but not just for horror’s sake, rather as a forewarning. They all dramatise the 

conflict between individual choice and social necessity. The protagonists in the stories are 

usually there to provide the reader with hope through their ideological thrust, but are also 

usually futile in their struggle against the regime. They are not associated with innovation and 

progress, but with fear of the future (Malak, 2003).   

 Orwell (1945) warned that putting too much emphasis on scientific advancement would 

result in a gulf between those scientifically trained and those who had no such training. He also 

did not see much reason to think that a scientist’s opinion on sociological questions, moral or 

philosophical ones, would be more valuable than those of regular individuals. In his opinion, 

scientific education should strive for a rational, sceptical, experimental “habit of mind”, but he 

worried that, by itself alone, it would lose focus on the existential and social importance of 
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other kinds of facts and aspects of life.      

 Huxley (1950) was not against the concept or practice of science per se but opposed 

how more attention was put in mass production and mass distribution than in providing each 

individual with adequate means of subsistence. He opposed the concentration of financial 

power that preceded the scientific revolutions of the 18th and 19th centuries and claims it was 

the reason for why the industrial civilisation is the hateful thing he believes it to be in the 20th. 

This centralised financial power exploited technological discoveries for the benefit of an upper-

class monopoly and he claims that this centralisation of industry has resulted in large part of 

the population being centralised as well and subsequently become dependent on financially 

potent capitalists or the government. In the middle of the last century he was already of the 

opinion that a great number of individuals in the contemporary Western world basically owned 

nothing and even, in many cases, lacked necessary life skills — another result, he believed, of 

technological advances that had made many required skills of older times obsolete. Things like 

personal liberty and rights were thus to a great extent dependent upon the grace of the capitalists 

who controlled the financial and industrial supplies. This dependency means that self-

government, which Huxley establishes as the very essence of democratic freedom, is just about 

completely absent from people’s professional lives. Letting centralised finance control applied 

science, he argued, greatly changed the dynamics of agricultural life. He also warned that the 

rapidness of these changes was affecting human well-being negatively (Huxley, 1950:13-17). 

 Huxley (1963) was vary of the growing power that these financially controlled scientists 

and technologists had acquired. He believed that even though a scientist was born into the 

“many-faceted world in which the rest of human race does its living and dying’,’ he was, as a 

professional, an inhabitant of a different universe of quantified regularities. The scientists’ 

knowledge in this peculiar universe gives them however power to control, direct and modify 

the other world, which regular human beings are born into and condemned to live in. He writes 

that for total science the ultimate goal is the creation of a monistic system where the “world’s 

enormous multiplicity is reduced to something like unity’’. This world differs from the world 

with which literature deals as all unique events could be simplified into a single rational order. 

That would make all experiences less unique and private. The individual loses his private 

experience that can beautiful and are his alone, in the name of pure and simple unity (Huxley, 

1963:8-9).   
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Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World 
Huxley’s magnum opus, Brave New World, originally published in 1932, is a dystopian novel 

where he explores this general ideology of the “application of psychological, physiological & 

mechanical knowledge to the fundamentals of human life’’. Even though Huxley has also 

described the work as a satire focusing on the horror of the “Wellsian’’ utopia, Claeys (2017) 

argues that those two share a closer position than often assumed. He describes the world 

envisioned in Brave New World as “a human nightmare of global warfare and economic 

collapse”, which is what one usually associates with Wells’ War of the Worlds and The Sleeper 

Awakes for example. (Claeys, 2017:360)  

 In the 1983 Longman’s Study Text Introduction of the book it is claimed that there is a 

persistent tendency among critics to oversimplify it. This oversimplification is said to be 

because of either the reluctance to accept it as a unique work, as people feel the need to place 

it within a specific pattern by relating it to Huxley’s other works or other utopian and dystopian 

literature, or of the mistaken assumption that it should provide a constructive alternative to the 

future Huxley forewarns. Brave New World should be taken seriously as a warning even though 

an alternative is not offered within it. While critics have differed about almost every detail of 

the book since its release, the one thing commonly agreed upon is its importance. The book is 

said to be more disturbing than Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, another genre-defining 

dystopian book, as people have willingly given up their freedom and moral responsibility for a 

world of stimulating sensation.  

 Brave New World (1932) takes place in a future where the world has experienced a nine-

year war in which advanced technology and science played a big part. This war results in a 

regulated State where population is controlled and limited in size by mass-producing all people 

in bottles and manipulating and conditioning them after birth. Society is split into five classes 

of Alphas, Betas, Gammas, Deltas, and Epsilons, each having their own roles and functions in 

society. Individuals are treated as social cells, but their loss of liberty is made up for by light 

work and material comfort. They are happy because they are conditioned into happiness. 

Happiness is paid for with the loss of freedom and there are hints through the book that this 

happiness is not equivalent to the happiness we know from our world, that is, the happiness 

does not seem genuine. The World State consists of 2 billion standardised and scientifically 

bred individuals supervised by ten Controllers who are classified as Alpha Plus Intellectuals. 

One of them, Mustapha Mond, sums up the State when confronted about the lack of real 
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experience and authentic liberty by pointing to the world’s stability, “the primal and ultimate 

need’’ (Huxley, 1932:34).  

 The people are happy because they are programmed to be happy but also because they 

are programmed not to want anything that they cannot have, like strong feelings, passion or 

close personal relationships. If they started feeling sadness, there was soma, a perfect drug that 

had “all the advantages of Christianity and alcohol; none of their defects’’ (Huxley, 1932:45) 

A gramme of soma is the solution to every genuine doubt or feeling of pessimism. The world 

is a complete mechanism where everyone has their role and accepts it because they are 

programmed to do so. Even though there is an evident class system from an Alpha to an Epsilon 

“all men are physico-chemically equal’’ (Huxley, 1932:61). Everyone performs their service 

to keep the world as it is and are happy to do so, everyone has a role that benefits everyone. 

Epsilons are glad to be Epsilons, Betas are thankful for being Betas and so on. The conditioning 

makes people happy and thankful for whatever role they are born into. Even science has stopped 

functioning in the name of progress and has only the purpose of preserving stability (Huxley, 

1932).    

 In a foreword to the book written in 1946, fifteen years after its original release, Huxley 

reflects on his prophecies and concludes that the form of utopia he predicts seems a lot closer 

than he originally thought when he wrote it. He warns that if applied science keeps being used 

as the end to which human beings are made instead of producing a race of free individuals, we 

will end up with:  

 Either a number of national, militarized totalitarianisms, having as their root the 

 terror of the atomic bomb and as their consequence the destruction of civilization (or, 

 if the warfare is limited, the perpetuation of militarism); or else one supranational 

 totalitarianism, called into existence by the social chaos resulting from rapid 

 technological progress in general and the atomic revolution in particular, and 

 developing, under the need for efficiency and stability, into the welfare-tyranny of 

 Utopia (p. xxxiii) 

An efficient totalitarian State would be, in his opinion one in which all-powerful executives of 

political bosses control the population who have become attached to and fond of their servitude 

(Huxley, 1932).  
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Kurt Vonnegut’s Player Piano 
American novelist Kurt Vonnegut Jr. used this dystopian narrative in his first fictional work 

Player Piano, a novel that has been placed alongside Brave New World and George Orwell’s 

Nineteen Eighty-Four. Tally (2011) writes that Player Piano adds the “anxieties of the middle 

class in an increasingly corporate and suburban society’’ to its dystopian critique and focuses 

on the fate of man in the world of machines (Tally, 2011:21). Vonnegut (1952) himself writes, 

in the foreword to the novel, that Player Piano is not about what is but what could be. He says 

it is mostly about managers and engineers as he believed that human life and freedom in 1952, 

when the book was published, depended largely on the skill of those people. In RosettaBooks’ 

introduction Vonnegut’s (1952) book it is written that despite being set in a grim Orwellian 

future, Player Piano teases the reader with the realisation that this future is already taking place. 

The future the novel takes place in seems very much like the then-present, a world increasingly 

dominated by computers and machines while being full of people, an increasingly less 

necessary resource (Vonnegut, 1952).    

 Player Piano takes place in a post-Third-World-War society, set in Ilium, New York, 

in the near future. Ilium is divided into three parts, one for the managers, engineers, civil 

servants and few professionals, another for machines, and then finally one where almost all 

ordinary people live (Vonnegut, 1952). Claeys (2017) writes that it explores the damage 

progressive mechanisation can create from the standpoint of humanism. The main objective of 

people was to do a good job of being human while machines, owned by corporations, do most 

of the work. But the managers and engineers are the ones that mostly benefit from that work. 

The supply and demand of commodities and labour and most other things are supervised by a 

computer.  

 Unlike in preceding dystopian work, there is no substantial political repression and 

citizens have free speech, freedom of worship and the right to vote, health care and social 

insurance, while the average living standard is higher than before the war. The competition with 

the machines however results in a declining sense of self-worth and feelings of depression, even 

suicide. By competing with the machines people become ones themselves, but just not as good. 

It poses the question of human purpose; personal relationships having deteriorated and 

environmental problems being unimportant. Claeys argues that the book is largely a satire on 

corporate life and as a dystopia it is, even though realistic, a particularly mild one (Claeys, 

2017: 454). Morse (2009) believes that the book is a plea for humanity to be human and a 

warning against its desire for perfection as perfection all too often, and certainly in his novel, 
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will lead to sterility. The corporations in Player Piano, while striving for utopia, actively oppose 

any belief in the importance of variety in humans and human experience. Like in Brave New 

World everything should be as easy and manageable as possible, and that will lead to a far 

greater degree of certainty and stability than is possible in a free society.   

 Segal (2005) points out that in the book the United States are a dominant world power 

with no apparent rivals for international hegemony after the Third World War, which also led 

to the domination of technology over mankind. He points out the fact that the United States are 

more economically prosperous than ever. But as noted before, this society does not seem to be 

utopian for the citizens because of their loss of purpose. Like in Brave New World, there is 

obvious class distinction, but in Player Piano this division between the elite and the masses is 

not as automatic. People are not made happy through conditioning but by being economically 

cared for. But what the Shah of Bratpuhr, the spiritual leader of six million of the Kolhouri sect, 

a more primitive society, points out, on his visit to the United States, is that this prosperity does 

not seem to make the richer Americans happier than their poorer fellow citizens. In Segal’s 

opinion, Player Piano differs from its predecessors in technological dystopianism in the fact 

that technology is scrutinised as a human creation. He writes that Vonnegut treats technology 

and human nature similarly and that Vonnegut’s views of human nature as permanently and 

inherently flawed result in the ambivalence toward mankind’s future. Technology is simply a 

means to the end of fulfilling the desire to dominate the world and only apparently solve all of 

mankind’s problems. The ultimate responsibility for its use rests on the creators, however.  

 Gottlieb (2001) writes that the big Corporation in Player Piano, represents the essence 

of the American State machine. That the government has become based on the divine rights of 

the machines just as medieval government was based on the divine right of kings. The United 

States’ technological advances allowed them to win the war and create prosperity for the masses 

but, at the same time the ruling elite gained control over all political power (Gottlieb, 2001:95-

96). The machines therefore are arguably the totalitarian power represented in Vonnegut's work. 

The ultimate goal is a systematical one that is supposed to erase all problems but individuals 

do not have the power to affect what constitutes a problem. The ruling elite benefits far more 

than the rest from this system but the ultimate control is in the hands of the machines and that 

is epitomised in the existence of EPICAC, a giant computer that makes all decisions and 

determines all needs, and the needs are economic ones. This can be portrayed as criticism on 

the emphasis we put on our economic system in modern society and reflects on the way the 

system that, at least is supposed to, work to economically care for all individuals. The failure 
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of that purpose is reflected in disregard for humanity and the will of the individual (Vonnegut, 

1952). 

 

Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaids Tale 
The focus on humanity is evident in the works of Canadian novelist Margaret Atwood. In 2015, 

thirty years after the release of her most known work, The Handmaids Tale, she writes that her 

rules for the book were to not put anything in it that humankind had not already done. The novel 

itself is dystopian, or ustopian, as Atwood herself would call it, a word she made up to combine 

utopia and dystopia, as in her view, “each contains a latent version of the other’’.  

 When writing The Handmaids Tale, Atwood claims that along with reflecting on how 

the position of supposedly liberated, modern Western women and how thin the ice they stand 

on is, she also reflects on how a totalitarian government can be established. A question she asks 

is how much social instability is needed before people trade their civil liberties for safety? 

(Atwood, 2015: 48-49) 

 The Handmaids Tale is type of feminist dystopian novel that focuses on female 

prisoners in an oppressive regime, which measures women solely on the basis of their 

reproductive capabilities. The story is told from the point of view of Offred. Offred is a 

Handmaid, which means her purpose is to bear children for couples in the ruling class that is 

largely barren (Atwood, 1985). Atwood insists, in an interview conducted by Mervyn Rothstein 

(1986) for the New York Times, that critics are wrong to limit the novel to just a matter of men 

against women. She says it is a study of power, how it operates and deforms or shapes the 

people living in certain kinds of regimes. The men-versus-women narrative is just how she 

imagines a totalitarian power regime’s form could be, were it to happen in the United States. 

Malak (2003) writes that the dystopian regime we see in The Handmaids Tale is similar to what 

we find in previous dystopian works, such as Zamyatin’s We, Huxley’s Brave New World, and 

Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four. That is a life pattern based on frugality, conformity, censorship, 

corruption, fear and terror, or as he puts it, “the usual terms of existence enforced by totalitarian 

States’’.     

 Atwood (2015) claims that in recent years, American society has moved towards the 

conditions necessary for a takeover of its power structures by an anti-democratic and repressive 

government. When the Soviet Union disintegrated she writes that control through conditioning 

and consumption had won the race versus control by terror, but now she claims the United 

States have been weakened by wars and financial meltdowns to the point where it appears to 
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be losing faith in liberal democracy. With the Patriot Act that was passed after the terrorist 

attacks on September 11th, 2001 and the degree of State supervision in Britain as historical 

champion of liberal values, the world of The Handmaid’s Tale does not seem as unthinkable 

any more (Atwood, 2015: 53).   

 Gottlieb (2001) writes that Vonnegut’s Player Piano and Atwood’s The Handmaids 

Tale, differ from the earlier 20th century dystopian fiction previously discussed, not only in the 

fact that they take place only in the United States, but also that they have abandoned the quasi-

Messianistic ideology that covers up for the organised injustice of those in power. (Gottlieb, 

2001:88) The rulers of the totalitarian State of Gilead that we see in The Handmaids Tale never 

promised a secular, utopian future, for they took control in the name of redressing the crises of 

a failed industrial society. The takeover of theocracy came about as a response to the breakdown 

of consumer capitalism. Unlike what we see in Brave New World, people are denied consumer 

goods that used to provide comfort and entertainment and offered relief in the form of religious 

faith instead, so as to adapt to a materially poorer world (Gottlieb, 2001:103-111). What is 

similar is the presence of a ruling class and a totalitarian regime. The humanity of certain 

individuals is not valued as we see blatantly in the treatment of the Handmaids. The value of 

humanity is therefore arguably sacrificed in order to sustain stability and progress in the system 

(Atwood, 1985).  

 Characteristics such as a presence of a ruling elite, and loss of autonomy through a 

totalitarian authority are evident in above mentioned works and it is worth reflecting on how 

our current system, also, reflects these values portrayed in the novels. A totalitarian regime lead 

by a coercive power which manipulates individuals into thinking they are happy, while 

fulfilling a certain purpose deemed more important than their own happiness and well-being. 

Such behaviour, whether that be in the name of religion, technology, prosperity, or science, 

used to be the work of science-fiction. Today, however, many of these characteristics are 

evident in the way disaster capitalism operates in the name of the corporate global market, as 

has been previously described. 

 

PART III 

Discussion and conclusion 
“The devil's finest trick is to persuade you that he does not exist” - Charles Baudelaire 
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So how close is our current society to those imagined in the dystopian work of the last century? 

It could prove hard to argue that our modern society is as badly off as those described in the 

works of the dystopian novelists, however, there are definite similarities. Although we might 

never witness identical societies, as they are indeed works of science-fiction, it would be naive 

to ignore the warning signs these works offer. Dystopian fiction focuses not only on the society 

as a whole but also on its influence on individuals. Freedom, feelings and other elements that 

we connect to humanity are sacrificed in the name of stability for the totalitarian regime, a 

coercive power attacking our freedom. Friedman (1998) claimed himself that this coercive 

power was the fundamental threat to our freedom. He believed the preservation of freedom 

required the elimination of such concentration of power to the fullest extent, and that it could 

be achieved by removing economic activity from political authority (Friedman, 1998:15). 

However, what if this results in the economic powers themselves becoming coercive? What if 

the order of large State companies is replaced by an order of large private companies, which do 

not even have to cater to the rights and demands of free citizens, but simply to the artificially 

constructed preferences of artfully managed moneyed consumers?  

 It could be argued that the corporation has today become more powerful than political 

authority, as Loewenstein (2015) has pointed out. It certainly seems as the global injustices 

covered in Part I are the result of our economic system more than anything else. An economic 

system which claims to be liberal, if not libertarian, and work in the name of freedom, 

specifically economic freedom. By establishing itself as such, as essentially anti-totalitarian, it 

is able to hide the fact that in many ways it works like a totalitarian regime, as can be seen in 

the case of disaster capitalism. American writer and political theorist Sheldon S. Wolin (2008) 

coined the phrase inverted totalitarianism. It reflects the belief that the world can be changed 

in accordance with a range of objectives that maintain our economic needs and security, such 

as establishing alleged free markets and maintaining military supremacy, while at the same time 

trumpeting the cause of democracy worldwide. Democracy is managed in a way where 

governments are legitimated by elections which they have learned to control themselves 

through intimidation, corruption and manipulation. Under this form of totalitarianism ordinary 

lives can be materially tolerable and safer but the regime is not a democratic one. This bears a 

striking resemblance to the societies portrayed in Brave New World and Player Piano, where 

individuals have lost their freedom in exchange for stability and comfort, yet are manipulated 

in to thinking that is what they want (Wolin, 2008:46-47).  

 It is important to note that human beings were not born consumers, but made into such 

creatures by means of pervasive techniques of mass manipulation that follow each and every 
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one of us from the cradle to the grave. Galbraith (1958) wrote that a high level of production 

had become the keystone of effective economic security but the resulting flow of goods had to 

be justified somehow. He concluded that production had to have a reason to exist of its own 

and could not only be an incidental to the mitigation of inequality or the provision of jobs. Since 

economists and economic theory entered the game they have managed to transfer the sense of 

urgency for consumer need to increased output in satisfying consumers cravings. In short, we 

have gone from a world where production meant more food for the hungry, more clothing for 

the cold and more houses for the homeless to a world where consumers crave better cars, exotic 

food, erotic clothing and elaborate entertainment. (Galbraith, 1958: 223-224)  

 Galbraith (1958) argues against the urgency of individual wants as he doubts they 

originate with the individual himself; production that satisfies the individual wants that it has 

created itself cannot be urgent (Galbraith, 1958:241). The link between the production and the 

wants is provided by advertising and salesmanship. Their central function, according to 

Galbraith, is to create desires and wants that did not previously exist (Galbraith, 1958:245). To 

efficiently produce goods and get a large volume of production, controlling consumer behaviour 

is necessary. The afore-mentioned needs based on craving now comprise a large and growing 

part of all production. Galbraith (1967) concludes that most goods in our consumer society now 

serve needs that are discovered by the individual by some psychic response to their possession. 

They give him a sense of achievement or a feeling of equality, divert his mind from thought, 

serve sexual aspiration, promise social acceptability, enhance a subjective feeling of health or 

well-being. In other words, they are psychologically rewarding, and the further an individual is 

removed from physical need, the easier it is to manipulate him (Galbraith, 1967:362-363).  

 With this premise, it is possible to argue that the corporations and the so-called free 

market have manipulated individuals into becoming dependant on them, hence depriving them 

of a part of their freedom. The creation of needs to satisfy, first and foremost, corporations’ 

own means of production for the stability of the economic system bears a striking resemblance 

to the society Huxley imagines in Brave New World. Although being evidentially more radical, 

we see similar tactics between fiction and reality. Individuals are, firstly, told what makes them 

happy and, secondly, convinced that wants, whether in the form of soma such as in Brave New 

World, or in the form of a new car which makes an individual, in our free-market society, feel 

more socially acceptable, can provide that happiness. This is the system that Klein (2007) 

claims is now being pushed through with disaster capitalism, but that method has resulted in 

corporate oligopoly more than anything else. 
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 Huxley (1932) believes that propaganda ministries like news-paper editors and school 

teachers had the task of making people love their servitude in his present-day society, a task he 

deemed crude and unscientific. He goes on to suggest that the greatest triumphs of propaganda 

had then already been accomplished by not mentioning certain truths and subjects. This can be 

portrayed onto the Disaster Capitalist system as certain truths are not portrayed regarding to the 

rebuilding of societies through shock therapy. Varoufakis (2017) claims that the corporate 

power that controlled so-called “aid’’ in Greece knew very well what they were doing to the 

country and that he was even told so. The poorest Greeks however had no idea, the big corporate 

power was to them offering aid and trying to help but at the same time their income was lowered 

and the country became more indebted. We might see beautiful Facebook ads that portray 

certain paradise scenarios for example through Sri Lanka’s beautiful resorts but we do not see 

how this affects the individuals that lived through the disaster in our current mainstream media 

that can be said to portray what Huxley defines as propaganda ministries.  

 Disaster capitalism has therefor arguably been utilised as a manipulation tool to further 

push the so-called free-market dependencies of societies and exploit their vulnerability when 

faced with environmental catastrophe, as in Sri Lanka (Loewenstein, 2015), or economic crises, 

such as in Greece (Varoufakis, 2017). This type of capitalism likewise removes the autonomy 

of the individual with the promise of rebuilding what came under shock, making the individual 

believe the promise being in their best interest. However, the promise being made by disaster 

capitalists is to the corporate market, made in the name of profit.  

 What is also worth noting is that a ruling elite is present in dystopian societies as well 

as in our so-called free-market society. This ruling elite writes the rules and determines what 

constitutes happiness and prosperity for the citizens. This is the result of an unquestioned belief 

in the system and its capabilities of providing these things. Disaster capitalism has been shown 

to push economic reforms through without regards to democratic values, as we saw in Chile, 

because of this belief in the system and the belief it will eventually lead to what is good. This 

can easily be connected to Atwood’s notion of ustopia, where the utopian society in dystopia 

can be far away geographically or in the future, there is always a notion of utopia in dystopia 

and the other way around.      

 What all these novels here discussed also have in common is the fact that the gigantic 

systematic change that has taken place, one that leads society in to these totalitarian, dystopian 

regimes, is the result of some kind of a shock. Usually this shock takes place in the form of a 

war of some sorts as this was perhaps the biggest threat the authors, some of whom lived 

through World War Two, could foresee in their present. No matter if the next big shock might 
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result from a war, natural disaster or something else, disaster capitalism has found a way to 

exploit it for the benefit of our economic system more than anything else. Gottlieb (2001) points 

out that dystopian writers, like Orwell and Vonnegut, are not focusing on the devastations of 

such future shocks, e.g. wars, but are more interested in the long-term threat they might pose to 

political institutions based on democratic freedom. In their case the machine turns out to be the 

ominous weapon against human dignity, instead of redeeming humanity from the suffering of 

poverty and labour. In today’s society, the so-called free-market might be that machine. As it 

has, through disaster capitalism ideologies, begun to work in the name of the global corporate 

market, and the tactics that this system uses have not been able to fulfil the so-called free-market 

promises of prosperity for all.     

 With disaster capitalism, those who adhere to the free-market ideologies à la Chicago 

School of Economics have found a way to implement them on societies without democratic 

methods. Like dystopian writers, we ought to be aware of the long-term shock effects rather 

than letting the devastations of disasters blind us. The rise of disaster capitalism has prepared 

the corporate global market for implementing its systematical change if, or when, we experience 

a shock of a giant magnitude. The repercussions of these developments ought to be taken 

seriously by society, and not simply be a matter for science-fiction writers.  
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