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Abstract 

Emerging to challenge formalist and traditional historical criticism, New Historicism 

demands that literary works be analyzed within their complex socio-historical 

contexts, rejecting the notion of the autonomous aesthetic text. This article employs 

this interdisciplinary lens to excavate Anthony Burgess’s controversial 1962 novel, 

A Clockwork Orange. It argues that the novel’s dystopian vision of a youth culture 

addicted to ultraviolence and a state deploying oppressive behavioral conditioning 

functions not as mere speculative fantasy but as a critical interrogation of post-war 

Britain’s deepest anxieties. By situating Burgess’s work within the precise historical 

crucible of the Cold War, burgeoning consumer capitalism, a crisis in political 

authority, and the rising influence of Skinnerian behaviorism, this analysis 

demonstrates how the novel refracts the period’s pervasive cultural tensions. 

Ultimately, this study contends that A Clockwork Orange is a seminal document of 

its time, a symbolic act that absorbs and artistically transforms the very real 

discourses of social control, moral panic, and ideological conflict that defined the 

early 1960s. 
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Introduction: Contextualizing the Ultraviolence 

The publication of Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange in 1962 sent 

seismic shockwaves through the literary establishment and the public consciousness. 

Its unflinching graphic depictions of “ultraviolence,” sexual assault, and a 

profoundly nihilistic youth culture, all narrated in a bizarre Anglo-Russian slang 

lexicon dubbed "Nadsat," ensured its immediate and enduring notoriety. The novel’s 

confrontational style provoked intense debate, polarizing early critical reception. 

Much of the initial scholarship focused on its sensationalistic surface, engaging in 

contentious debates over its morality, its potential to corrupt, and its very artistic 

merit. As the initial shock subsided, later interpretations leaned towards more 

philosophical and theological explorations, grappling with its profound questions 

concerning free will, ethical choice, and theodicy, which is the question of why evil 

exists in a world governed by a benevolent God. However, while these readings are 

valuable, to categorize the novel solely as a transgressive shocker or an abstract 

moral-philosophical fable is to critically overlook its profound and intricate 

embeddedness within the specific historical moment of its creation. The emergence 

of New Historicism as a dominant critical paradigm in the late twentieth century 

provides the necessary theoretical tools to unearth this essential context, arguing 

persuasively that a literary text is never an autonomous aesthetic object but an active 

participant in the complex circulation of what Stephen Greenblatt termed the “social 

energy” of its era. 

The historical context of a literary work is the very bedrock of the New 

Historicist project. This approach fundamentally redefined the relationship between 

text and context, distinguishing itself from traditional historical scholarship. As Cox 

and Reynolds adeptly define it, “new historicism can be distinguished from ‘old’ 

historicism by its lack of faith in ‘objectivity’ and ‘permanence’ and its stress not 

upon the direct recreation of the past, but rather the processes by which the past is 

constructed or invented” (1993, p. 4). This epistemological shift is profound. New 

Historicists, influenced by poststructuralist thought, are ardent believers in the 

textuality of history. They operate on the premise that the studying of history is 

unable to bring an objective, full truth to light precisely because the historical record 

is itself a narrative, a constructed text. As M. Keith Booker asserts in A Practical 

Introduction to Literary Theory and Criticism, “all historical accounts are partial, 

and all are conditioned by the terms of inquiry” (1996, p. 135). Therefore, the New 

Historicist study of literary works is pivoted not on a naive reconstruction of the 

past, but on the scrupulous study of the discourses and power structures that 

constituted the dominant culture of the period of the text's production. 

This methodology inherently acknowledges significant challenges. The 

scholar’s task is fraught with complexities; the study of a present culture is 

immense, and the study of past cultures is even more so, mediated by documents 

that are often incomplete, unreliable, or filtered through the biases of those who 

preserved them. Furthermore, every culture is a vast and contradictory network of 
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practices and beliefs, meaning any analysis will inevitably result in the biased 

inclusion and omission of certain information. The influence of the materials 

scholars choose to include “have a powerful impact on the historical visions they 

produce” (Booker; 1996, p. 136). 

Crucially, scholars must be reflexively aware that their own social standing 

and ideological position in the present culture “exerts a powerful influence on the 

ways they view cultures from the past” (Booker, 1996, p. 136). It can be concluded 

that a complete and whole picture of a past culture is an impossibility; the New 

Historicist can only arrive at a fragmentary vision, a partial construction realized 

through the lens of their own contemporary concerns. 

Anthony Burgess’s novel is a prime candidate for such an analysis 

precisely because of the vehement cultural reaction it ensued. The novel provoked 

havoc and profound discontent from critics and readers alike, a controversy that 

stemmed directly from its explicit depiction of gruesome, amoral violence. The 

figure of Alex and his teenage droogs, committing ghastly crimes without any pangs 

of conscience, represented a terrifying social threat. Contemporary society, in the 

early 1960s, was largely unwilling to accept such vivid scenes of violent criminality 

being propagated by a literary novel. The problem became further complicated and 

the cultural discourse amplified when, nine years later, the famed director Stanley 

Kubrick directed and produced a seminal film adaptation. The movie’s success was 

arguably even greater than the novel's, reaching a mass global audience. This fame 

meant the story’s provocative ideas and images were disseminated more widely, 

which in turn generated a larger and more vocal number of opponents to its 

broadcasting, leading to its controversial withdrawal in the UK by Kubrick himself. 

Burgess’s narrative depicts a society brimming with violence and crime 

emanating from its youth, matched only by an unreasonable and equally brutal 

response from the authorities and the structures of power, including the ineffectual 

parents, the cynical officers of the law, the expedient court, the compromised 

Church, and the totalitarian government. This dual critique suggests a deep 

engagement with the failures of both social anarchy and state control. Henceforth, 

the central intention of the present study is to analyze the novel from a rigorous New 

Historicist perspective. This entails examining the prevalent culture and society of 

post-war Britain, its evolving norms and taboos, and the officials and executives in 

power across the spheres of politics, economics, and religion. Specifically, the youth 

culture arising in the aftermath of the World Wars and during the peak of the Cold 

War will be analyzed as a key historical formation. These elements, it is argued, 

were all employed by Burgess, both consciously and unconsciously, and each comes 

to have a significant degree of explanatory power regarding the social, historical, 

and political standards and prohibitions that the novel simultaneously reflects and 

critiques. Through this lens, A Clockwork Orange is revealed not as a prophecy of a 

distant future, but as a brilliant and dark refraction of the very real cultural tensions 

of its own time. 
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Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative, hermeneutic methodology grounded in 

the principles of New Historicist criticism. Its primary intervention is the systematic 

application of this framework to Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange (1962). 

The core objective is to demonstrate that the novel functions not as a speculative 

prophecy but as a seminal document of its time, a symbolic act that absorbs and 

artistically transforms the precise discourses of social control, moral panic, and 

ideological conflict that defined post-war Britain. The methodology is 

fundamentally text-centered, treating the novel’s specific scenes, linguistic 

innovations, and character dynamics as primary evidence from which to excavate 

historical context. 

The analysis is constructed through a sustained engagement with primary 

sources, Burgess’s novel and his ancillary writings, and a wide range of secondary 

sources drawn from peer-reviewed academic journals and scholarly monographs on 

New Historicist theory, dystopian literature, and post-war British culture. 

Operationally, this involves a “thick description” of the literary text, reading it 

alongside non-literary “texts” and discourses from its historical moment e.g., 

political speeches, psychological studies, media reports. This practice is guided by 

Louis Montrose’s foundational dialectic of “the historicity of texts and the textuality 

of history,” which posits that the literary work is both shaped by and actively shapes 

the network of social energy in which it circulates. By situating the novel within the 

precise historical crucible of the early 1960s, this methodology seeks to illuminate 

how A Clockwork Orange critically interrogates the period’s deepest anxieties 

concerning youth, state power, behavioral science, and consumer capitalism. 

Operationalizing the Theory: A Schematic Approach 

To translate the principles of New Historicism into a concrete analytical 

practice, this study employs a specific methodological schema. Each core tenet of 

the theory directly informs a corresponding mode of engagement with A Clockwork 

Orange, ensuring the analysis remains a disciplined excavation of historical 

discourse rather than a general contextualization. The following schematic outlines 

this operational logic: 

The foundational premise of the historicity of texts guides the 

investigation’s primary orientation. This principle demands that the novel be read 

not as a timeless philosophical allegory but as an artifact saturated by the specific 

anxieties of its post-war British moment. In practical terms, this means interpreting 

the pervasive "ultraviolence" of Alex and his droogs as a direct literary refraction of 

the era’s very real moral panic over juvenile delinquency, embodied by the Teddy 

Boys and Mods and Rockers, and the pervasive media discourse around a 

destabilizing "youth question." 

Conversely, the principle of the textuality of history dictates the analytical 

method. It acknowledges that our access to the past is always mediated by surviving 

narratives and documents. The methodology, therefore, involves reading Burgess’s 

literary text alongside key non-literary "texts" from the early 1960s. For example, 
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the novel’s Ludovico Technique is analyzed not in a vacuum but is placed in 

dialogue with contemporaneous discourses: B.F. Skinner’s polemics on behavioral 

technology, parliamentary debates on crime and punishment, and journalistic reports 

on aversion therapy. This intertextual practice reveals the novel’s satirical 

engagement with a precise scientific and political conversation. 

The New Historicist focus on the circulation of social energy shifts the 

analysis from static reflection to dynamic cultural participation. It prompts an 

examination of how the novel itself entered and altered the discursive field. This 

involves tracing the reception of the work, particularly after Stanley Kubrick’s 1971 

film adaptation, when real acts of violence were sensationalized in the press as 

"Clockwork Crimes." This phenomenon demonstrates how the artwork became an 

active agent, a new lens through which societal fears were both expressed and 

amplified. 

The analysis of power and social control, deeply informed by Foucault, 

provides the central thematic lens. It directs the critique toward the mechanisms of 

discipline employed by various institutions within and against the novel’s world. 

The investigation interrogates how both Alex’s gang, through brute force, and the 

state, through the Ludovico Technique, seek to impose order, creating a critical 

dialectic. The state’s project of rendering Alex a predictable "clockwork orange" is 

thus revealed not as a solution to social chaos, but as its tyrannical mirror image, 

two sides of the same coin of dehumanizing control. 

Finally, a nuanced consideration of the author as a nexus of historical 

forces enriches the reading without resorting to biographical reductionism. It 

contextualizes Burgess’s creative choices within the confluence of his personal 

experiences, such as the traumatic assault on his first wife, his Catholic education, 

and his colonial service in Malaya, and the broader currents of post-war 

disenchantment. These experiences form the personal substrate through which the 

era’s larger anxieties about violence, free will, and cultural hybridity were filtered 

and artistically transformed in the invention of Nadsat and the novel’s moral 

architecture. 

Literature Review 

A comprehensive review of the scholarship confirms that while A 

Clockwork Orange has been analyzed from a multitude of critical perspectives, a 

dedicated and sustained New Historicist reading remains a significant, though not 

entirely unaddressed, gap in the literature. It is crucial to situate this study within the 

broader critical conversation. 

Early scholarship established key avenues of inquiry that remain 

influential. Robert O. Evans’s (1971) foundational linguistic analysis 

of Nadsat established the novel’s stylistic innovation as a critical site of meaning. 

Philosophical and ethical readings, like those of Bobby Newman (1991), rigorously 

examined its engagement with Skinnerian behaviorism, often framing the central 

conflict as one between free will and determinism. Subsequent studies employed 

adjacent theoretical lenses; for instance, Pat Gehrke’s (2001) Foucauldian critique 
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effectively analyzes the construction of criminological subjectivity, while Lauren 

Menking (2012) offers a comparative study of autonomy. 

The evolution of scholarship in the past decade indicates a strong trend 

towards more culturally and historically situated readings, yet often without fully 

embracing the integrative apparatus of New Historicism. For example, recent work 

by Böll (2022) precisely historicizes the character of Alex within the post-war 

British media’s construction of the “juvenile delinquent,” tying the novel’s 

ultraviolence directly to the era’s specific moral panics. Important meta-critical work 

by Van Lier (2018) on the critical reception shaped by the omitted twenty-first 

chapter highlights how the novel’s own material and publication history is a 

constitutive part of its cultural meaning, a concern central to New Historicist 

analysis. 

While New Historicist readings remain scarce, significant scholarly work 

has positioned A Clockwork Orange as a critical intervention in post-war British 

political discourse. Scholars have convincingly analyzed the novel’s engagement 

with the period's defining anxieties concerning state power and social control. 

Jackson (2018) provides a philosophical grounding for these analyses, arguing that 

the novel’s central conflict exposes the mechanisms of what he terms the 

"technology of behavior," a fusion of state power and behavioral science aimed at 

total social control. Together, these studies establish a firm foundation for 

understanding the novel’s political dimensions, yet they stop short of the 

comprehensive, discourse-driven synthesis that a full New Historicist analysis would 

undertake. 

Theoretical Foundations: The New Historicist Project  

Defining the New Historicist Enterprise 

This analysis is grounded in the principles of New Historicism, a critical 

practice that reconceives the relationship between literary texts and history. As 

articulated by its key proponents, this approach provides the essential framework for 

reading A Clockwork Orange not as a timeless allegory but as a dynamic participant 

in the cultural negotiations of its historical moment. 

The methodological cornerstone is Louis Montrose’s formulation of “the 

historicity of texts and the textuality of history” (1989, p. 20). This dialectic insists 

on two inseparable premises: first, that a literary work is a culturally embedded 

artifact, saturated by the conditions of its production, its historicity; and second, that 

our access to the past is always mediated by textual traces, archives, documents, 

narratives, that are themselves constructs shaped by power, history’s textuality. 

Consequently, the critic’s task is to trace the circulation of social energy, a term 

Stephen Greenblatt uses to describe how power, anxieties, and pleasures are 

negotiated and transferred between a literary text and the broader network of 

contemporary discourses (Greenblatt, 1989). 

To execute this task, the analysis employs two key instruments. From 

anthropologist Clifford Geertz, it adopts the technique of “thick description” (1973), 
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the meticulous interpretation of specific social actions (or, by extension, literary 

scenes) to unpack the layered webs of cultural meaning within which they are 

situated. From Michel Foucault, it draws the analytical focus on discursive 

practices and diffuse power relations (1977). Foucault’s work demonstrates how 

institutions produce knowledge to categorize, discipline, and normalize subjects, a 

model crucial for analyzing both the Ludovico Technique’s behavioral conditioning 

and the state’s mechanisms of control in Burgess’s novel. 

Therefore, this study reads A Clockwork Orange as one “text” among many 

in the early 1960s discursive field. It performs thick descriptions of the novel’s key 

scenes, the Korova Milkbar, the Ludovico sessions, the domestic spaces, and reads 

them against contemporaneous non-literary discourses on youth delinquency, 

consumer affluence, behaviorist psychology, and Cold War politics. The goal is to 

illuminate how Burgess’s novel absorbed, concentrated, and artistically transformed 

these specific historical energies. 

Foundational Influences: Foucault and the Archeology of Power 

The single most profound influence on New Historicist thought is the work 

of Michel Foucault. His seminal studies, including Madness and Civilization (1961), 

Discipline and Punish (1975), and The History of Sexuality (1976), provide the 

philosophical and methodological blueprint for the movement. Foucault’s historical 

investigations analyze how societal institutions—prisons, clinics, asylums, and 

schools—function as discursive "apparatuses" that produce knowledge and exert 

power through systems of surveillance, normalization, and discipline. He argues that 

society is not a monolithic structure but a complex and often contradictory 

amalgamation of interrelating discourses rooted in power. His methodology involves 

tracing how these discourses constitute subjects and define deviance. 

For New Historicists, Foucault’s work is indispensable for several reasons. 

It displaces the traditional Marxist focus on economics with a more diffuse model of 

power that operates at the capillary level of everyday life. It demonstrates that power 

is not merely repressive but also productive, creating categories of knowledge and 

social norms. Furthermore, Foucault’s rejection of grand historical narratives or 

“great evolutionary process[es]” (Foucault, 1977, p. 129) in favor of analyzing 

specific, local “discursive practices” licenses New Historicists to draw connections 

between a literary text and a seemingly unrelated non-literary document, such as a 

colonial report or a medical journal. Crucially, Foucault was reflexively aware that 

“his own habits of thought shape the outcome of these investigations” (Booker, 

1996, p. 137), a self-awareness that New Historicists adopt in their own critical 

practice. 

Anthropological Insights: Geertz and Thick Description 

If Foucault provides the theory of power, the cultural anthropologist 

Clifford Geertz provides the primary methodological tool for its application. 

Geertz’s definition of culture as “an historically transmitted pattern of meanings 

embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conception expressed in symbolic forms 

by means of which men can communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge 
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about and attitudes toward life” (1973, p. 89) shifted the anthropological goal from 

establishing universal laws to interpreting specific cultural systems. His celebrated 

technique of “thick description” involves the meticulous analysis of a culture’s 

smallest and most local practices, such as a Balinese cockfight, to unravel the 

complex webs of significance that constitute social life. 

Geertz’s influence on New Historicism is profound. His methodology 

legitimized the practice of treating a literary text not as a privileged, autonomous 

object but as one cultural artifact among many, to be read alongside and against 

contemporaneous non-literary “texts”—such as legal documents, travelogues, 

diaries, or political pamphlets. The attention he paid to marginal or peripheral 

cultural practices encouraged New Historicists to look beyond the literary canon and 

to question the hierarchies of value embedded within traditional historiography. By 

focusing on symbolic actions, Geertz provided a model for how to read a novel like 

A Clockwork Orange not just for its plot, but as a symbolic act that participates in 

the broader cultural conversations of its era. 

Key Principles and Critical Practices 

The synthesis of Foucault’s power analytics and Geertz’s thick description 

results in a distinct style of criticism that redefines the relationship between 

literature and society. It explicitly rejects the New Critical dogma of the text as a 

self-contained verbal icon, insisting instead that a literary work is produced at the 

intersection of the author’s interaction with the world and is interpreted by critics 

who bring their own historical situatedness to the process. H. Aram Veeser (1989) 

usefully distills the movement’s key premises into five central claims, which are as 

follows. Initially Veeser points out that every expressive act is embedded in a 

network of material practices. Then, that every act of critique or opposition 

inevitably uses the tools of the system it condemns and risks complicity. In third 

place Veeser claims that literary and non-literary texts circulate inseparably and 

must be read intertextually. The fourth claim is that no discourse, whether artistic or 

documentary, offers access to unchanging truths or a stable human nature. And 

finally, that the critic’s own language and method are implicated in the economy 

they describe. 

In practice, this leads to the kind of work pioneered by Stephen Greenblatt 

in Renaissance Self-Fashioning (1980), which demonstrates how the identities 

fashioned by Renaissance authors were constrained and enabled by powerful 

institutions like the church, court, or colonial administration. The success of this 

approach has led to its widespread application across literary periods, from Walter 

Benn Michaels’s work on American naturalism to Vincent Pecora’s studies of 

modernism. Its very popularity, however, has sparked internal critique, as noted by 

Montrose (1986), who warned against the movement hardening into a new 

orthodoxy, and who reminds practitioners that the academy is a site of ideological 

contestation where scholars must be conscious of their own power and positionality 

(1989, p. 416). This self-reflexive, politically engaged, and interdisciplinary stance 

remains the enduring legacy of the New Historicist project. 
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Applying the Lens: From Theory to Textual Practice 

The principles outlined above are not applied as a rigid template but as an 

interpretive lens. The practical methodology of this analysis, therefore, will be to 

allow the novel’s specific textual details, its scenes, linguistic innovations, and 

character dynamics, to generate the central analytical questions. For instance, the 

clinical brutality of the Ludovico Technique sessions does not merely "illustrate" 

Foucaultian discipline; it actively stages it, allowing us to ask how Burgess’s 

narrative form makes the abstract "technology of behavior" viscerally real. This text-

centered approach ensures that our New Historicist reading remains grounded in the 

literary artifact itself, using its symbolic constructions as the primary evidence for its 

historical engagements. 

A New Historicist Reading: Post-War Britain Refracted in Dystopian Form 

A Methodology of Textual Anchoring 

A New Historicist reading posits the literary text as a cultural artifact. To 

operationalize this, the following analysis will proceed not by layering historical 

context onto the novel but by excavating context from the novel’s own symbolic 

fabric. Each section will originate in a close examination of a pivotal textual 

element—the dysfunctional domestic space of the F. Alexander home, the synthetic 

consumerism of the Korova Milkbar, the hybrid slang of Nadsat. These elements 

serve as our primary archives. We will subject them to a “thick description,” asking 

what specific historical anxieties, discourses, and power relations are encoded within 

their narrative presentation. This method inverts the casual, illustrative reference; 

here, the text is the constant nucleus, and historical context forms the explanatory 

field that radiates from it. Through this practice, A Clockwork Orange is revealed 

not as a work about its era, but as a performative act within it. 

Key Analysis: The Theory-Practice Dialectic in Action 

The true strength of a New Historicist approach lies in the dynamic, 

dialectical relationship between its theoretical principles and its practical 

methodology. This is not a one-way application of theory to text, but a continuous 

loop where each informs and refines the other. 

From Theory to Text (Practical Application): The core principle of the 

"textuality of history" is not merely an abstract philosophical stance. It actively 

guides the practical research method of placing Burgess's invented Nadsat slang, a 

fusion of Russian roots with English, alongside Cold War political discourse from 

the early 1960s. This practice reveals how the novel linguistically embodies the era's 

paranoia about ideological infiltration and the blurring of East-West boundaries, 

showing history's "texts" embedded in the novel's very language. 

From Text to Theory (Refinement & Challenge): Conversely, a close 

reading of the novel’s material history and divergent endings challenges and refines 

theoretical assumptions. The fact of the omitted 21st chapter in the early American 

edition and Kubrick’s adaptation forces the critic to confront how a text's material 
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production, marketing, and adaptation shape its public "historicity." This practical 

observation leads back to theory, highlighting how market forces and cultural 

reception can alter a work's intended intervention, a nuance central to New 

Historicism's focus on the circulation of cultural energy. 

Beyond Reflection to Active Interrogation: A simplistic historicist practice 

might claim the novel "reflects" 1960s fears of youth violence. A sophisticated New 

Historicist practice, deeply informed by its theoretical commitment to analyzing 

power, demonstrates that the novel actively participates in and interrogates the 

cultural conversation. It does not simply mirror a moral panic; it uses satire to stage 

a dialectic of control, critiquing both the anarchic, consumerist violence of Alex and 

the oppressive, behaviorist response of the state. The text becomes a site where the 

era's competing discourses of individual freedom and social order clash. 

The Political Context: A Realm in Decline 

The novel’s dystopian landscape is fundamentally shaped by a crisis of 

institutional legitimacy, directly refracting post-war Britain’s loss of faith in 

authority. Burgess excavates this anxiety not through grand declarations, but through 

the granular failure of every entity meant to provide order and care, from the state to 

the family. 

The most potent symbol of this failure is P.R. Deltoid, the Post-Corrective 

Advisor. His interactions with Alex reveal a state apparatus concerned with 

bureaucratic management, not rehabilitation. After Alex’s arrest, Deltoid’s visit is 

devoid of empathy, centering instead on his own professional embarrassment, 

“'You’ve made me look a right govoreet,' he said.’I was your friend, Alex, and you 

let me down'" (Burgess, 1962, p. 68). The term "friend" is bitterly ironic, exposing 

the state’s paternalistic role as a hollow performance. His function is not to correct 

but to label and dispose, highlighting an institution that has abandoned its moral 

purpose. 

This institutional bankruptcy is mirrored and amplified in the domestic 

sphere, the traditional foundation of social authority. Alex’s parents are portrayed as 

profoundly passive and ineffectual. Upon his return from prison, his father’s 

welcome is weak and mediated by tabloid discourse: “'We’ve got your room ready... 

We read about what they did to you... It was in all the papers'" (p. 137). Their 

concern is derivative and passive, and their authority is so nullified that they are 

quickly displaced by a lodger, Joe. This signals the home’s transformation from a 

sanctuary into a negotiable economic asset, underscoring the collapse of paternal 

authority. 

This comprehensive vacuum of legitimate authority, from family to state, 

creates the essential conditions for the novel’s central dialectic. The narrative 

portrays a society in the throes of what might be termed a post-ideological collapse, 

a condition specific to post-imperial Britain in the wake of the Suez Crisis (1956). 

With the grand narratives of progress, order, and paternalistic authority shattered, a 

profound void opens at the center of civic life. Into this void steps first the anarchic, 

tribal authority of Alex’s gang, and subsequently, the state’s brutal, technocratic 
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solution in the Ludovico Technique. The novel thus presents a stark diagnosis of a 

national crisis: totalitarian control and random ultraviolence are not opposites 

but symbiotic pathologies, both born from the same foundational collapse of trusted 

institutions. The narrative argues that the vacuum left by crumbling traditional 

authority is inevitably filled by either anarchic violence or cynical state control, 

offering no viable alternative. 

The Economic Context: The Affluent Society and its Discontents 

Burgess’s genius lies in portraying Alex’s ultraviolence not as a result of 

poverty, but as a grotesque extension of consumer affluence and the 

commodification of experience. In the world of the novel, violence becomes the 

ultimate consumer good, a high-stakes leisure activity for bored youths in a 

sensation-seeking economy. This critique is anchored in the iconic setting of the 

Korova Milkbar, a site that offers a “thick description” of this new societal logic. It 

is not a place for communal bonding but a temple to synthetic, individual 

consumption, where clients drink “moloko plus” (milk laced with drugs) served by 

“devotchkas” amidst “rotten” statuary furniture. This environment does not satisfy a 

natural need; it manufactures artificial desires for chemical stimulation and 

aestheticized novelty, modeling a culture where authentic feeling is systematically 

replaced. 

Alex and his droogs are the perfect products of this affluent society. Their 

crimes consistently lack economic motive, transforming violence into a consumable 

experience pursued for its own sake. The invasion of the writer F. Alexander’s home 

is a key example; they seek not valuables but the experiential “kick” of terror and 

dominance. Alex narrates the assault with chilling aesthetic detachment, “Then there 

was the quiet, and we were breathing like asthmatic, and then we cracked into lovely 

laughter” (Burgess, 1962, p. 23), framing brutality as a form of performance art. 
This presents violence as 'aestheticized leisure,' a logical endpoint of an affluent 

society that treats all experience as a consumable 

The novel’s damning critique, therefore, is twofold. First, it dramatizes the 

spiritual emptiness of the “affluent society” diagnosed by Galbraith (1958), showing 

how material plenty can generate a violent, nihilistic search for authentic feeling. 

Second, it reveals a terrifying continuity between the disease and its cure. The 

Ludovico Technique ironically mirrors the very consumerist logic it purports to 

counteract; it seeks to “fix” undesirable behavior (a broken product) through a swift, 

technological intervention, utterly ignoring the underlying social and spiritual 

malaise. In positioning both anarchic violence and authoritarian control within the 

same framework of empty, mechanistic transaction, Burgess argues that a society 

which reduces human needs to problems of technical management is already 

halfway toward the dystopia it fears. 

The Social Context: Moral Panic and the “Youth Question” 

The most immediate and visceral social context for the novel was the 

pervasive moral panic over youth culture. The figure of the “Teddy Boy” in the 
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1950s, and later the “Mods and Rockers” of the early 1960s, became potent media 

symbols of social decay and moral decline. Sensationalist newspaper reports of gang 

violence and clashes at seaside towns like Brighton, famously analyzed by Stanley 

Cohen (1972) in his study of moral panics, created a public perception of a nation 

under threat from its own amoral, uncontrollable youth. Politicians and public 

figures demanded swift and effective solutions to this perceived “youth problem.”  

The discourse around a "youth problem" was fueled by concerns regarding 

the waning influence of traditional leftist politics, the ascendancy of consumer 

culture, and the rise of new youth subcultures (e.g., Teddy Boys, jazz clubs) that 

were perceived as disconnected from established political structures (1959). 

Prominent British New Left intellectual Stuart Hall interpreted this not as apathy but 

as a disenchantment with mainstream politics, arguing that youth were expressing 

dissent through cultural styles. Consequently, he urged political figures, particularly 

within the Labour Party, to recognize and constructively engage with these cultural 

expressions. 

Burgess, who worked as a teacher, had direct experience with this 

generation. Alex and his droogs are a direct literary extrapolation of these media-

fueled fears. Their fashion, the “cravat,” the “heavies” (boots), and the “old jelly 

mould” (codpiece), parodies and exaggerates contemporary youth styles. Their 

mindless, aestheticized violence reflects the media’s worst nightmares. The novel 

engages directly with the central tenet of the contemporary debate which can be 

acknowledged as the question, are these youths inherently evil, or are they products 

of a sick society? The state’s answer, the Ludovico Technique, is a terrifyingly 

logical extension of the calls for a quick, technological fix to a complex social issue. 

It represents the ultimate paternalistic overreach, the desire to eliminate the 

symptom, violent behavior, without addressing any of the underlying societal 

causes, such as the very affluence and spiritual emptiness that the state itself 

promotes. 

The Scientific Context: Behaviorism and the “Technology of Behavior”  

The Ludovico Technique stands as one of literature’s most potent critiques 

of behaviorist psychology, dramatizing the ethical catastrophe of reducing moral 

choice to mechanistic conditioning. Burgess moves beyond abstract debate, forcing 

the reader to experience the horror of having one’s humanity engineered away. The 

procedure’s mechanism is rendered through Alex’s agonizing sensory experience: 

"The nausea started now... I was heaving away... and then I felt like I was drowning" 

(Burgess, 1962, p. 115). This clinical brutality underscores the state’s reductive goal, 

summarized by Dr. Brodsky’s amoral declaration: "We are not concerned with 

motive... We are concerned only with cutting down crime!" (p. 115). This stance 

directly engages with B.F. Skinner’s (1971) contemporary arguments for a 

“technology of behavior,” personifying the era’s scientific optimism that treated the 

human mind as a machine to be rewired. 
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The true philosophical horror of the technique, however, is revealed in its 

catastrophic side effect. By using Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony as the score to 

violent films, the state inadvertently conditions Alex against sublime art. His 

anguished cry, "It's a sin! Using Ludwig van like that!" (ibid, p. 132), exposes the 

treatment’s fundamental barbarism: it cannot discriminate between destructive 

violence and transcendent beauty, erasing his capacity for deep emotional response. 

This narrative turn validates the Prison Chaplain’s humanist and theological 

warning, voiced earlier: "When a man cannot choose, he ceases to be a man" (p. 93). 

Burgess, therefore, does not merely reference the period’s debate between 

behaviorism and free will; he dramatizes its human cost, arguing through narrative 

consequence that a psychology ignoring the soul annihilates the interior self. 

This literary intervention constitutes a powerful critique of the period’s 

scientific paradigm. Burgess, through the Chaplain and the narrative’s sympathy for 

Alex’s loss, aligns with critics who saw in such science a fundamental threat to 

existential freedom. The Chaplain’s argument that goodness is meaningless without 

free will provides the novel’s core theological rebuttal to behaviorism, asserting that 

genuine morality necessitates the risk of evil choice. Thus, A Clockwork 

Orange functions as a seminal critique, insisting that any technology seeking to 

engineer goodness by destroying choice ultimately annihilates the very humanity it 

claims to protect. 

The International Context: Cold War Paranoia and Linguistic Politics 

The novel’s most ingenious formal feature, the Anglo-Russian 

slang Nadsat, is far more than a stylistic coincidence. It is a profound narrative 

embodiment of Cold War paranoia, materializing the fear of ideological infiltration 

and the blurring of cultural boundaries in a nuclear age. 

Nadsat linguistically fuses the enemy’s lexicon with the protagonist’s mind. 

Words like droog (friend, from Russian drug), horrorshow (good, from khorosho), 

and devotchka (girl, from devochka) are the basic fabric of Alex’s consciousness 

(Burgess, 1962, p. 3). This creates a profound dissonance, the ultra-English 

hoodlum, symbol of domestic social decay, thinks and speaks with a Russian-

derived vocabulary. This embodies the period’s deepest anxiety, that the ideological 

conflict with the Soviet East was not just external but an internal war for the soul of 

Western youth.  

The geopolitical tension is further reflected in the state’s own methods. The 

Ludovico Technique, with its clinical, dehumanizing efficiency, mirrors the cold, 

mechanistic stereotype of Soviet-style control. The novel thereby suggests a 

terrifying convergence, the Western state, in its panic to quell internal disorder, 

adopts a form of psychological coercion that mirrors the very totalitarianism it 

purports to fight. Burgess thus uses language and plot to argue that the Cold War’s 

binary “us vs. them” logic was breaking down, creating monstrous hybrids like 

Alex, a figure of English vandalism speaking the language of Soviet ideology. 
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The Authorial Context: Burgess’ Biographical Refractions 

A New Historicist reading must consider how Burgess’s biography 

positioned him as a unique link through which the era’s major currents filtered. His 

life experiences are not sources for one-to-one allegory but are the specific personal 

fractures through which broader historical traumas were refracted into art. 

Several key biographical strands are critical. First, the brutal assault and 

rape of his first wife, Lynne, by American G.I.s during the WWII blackout is starkly 

transmuted into the novel’s central traumatic event: the gang’s attack on F. 

Alexander and his wife. This personal knowledge of random, institutionalized 

violence profoundly shapes the novel’s cynical view of both criminal and state-

sanctioned brutality. Second, his Catholic upbringing directly informs the novel’s 

moral architecture, providing the framework for the Chaplain’s arguments about 

soul, free will, and the necessity of choosing goodness. Third, his time as 

an education officer in Malaya and Brunei exposed him to the mechanics of 

colonialism and cultural hybridity, influences seen in the constructed language of 

Nadsat and the novel’s preoccupation with the control of subject populations. 

Furthermore, Burgess identified with the “Angry Young Men,” a literary 

movement deeply critical of the British class system and establishment hypocrisy. 

This alignment fuels the novel’s satirical contempt for all figures of authority, from 

politicians and police to liberal intellectuals like F. Alexander, whose revolutionary 

ideals are revealed to be as self-serving and violent as the regime he opposes. 

Burgess, through this biographical lens, becomes less an isolated author and more a 

symptomatic figure, whose personal grievances and intellectual passions channeled 

the postwar disenchantment, theological anxiety, and anti-authoritarian spirit of his 

time directly into the symbolic form of his most famous novel. 

The Generic Context: Dystopian Tradition and Its Evolution 

A Clockwork Orange represents a pivotal evolution in the dystopian genre, 

shifting the primary threat from the external coercion of a totalitarian state to the 

internal, psychological manipulation of the individual by a therapeutic state, while 

introducing spiritual emptiness as a new social danger. 

Classic dystopias like George Orwell’s magnum opus 1984 (1949) and 

Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) focus on state control through surveillance (Big 

Brother) or biological and social engineering (the World State). Burgess’s 

innovation is the Ludovico Technique. Its horror is intimate and psychological; the 

state doesn’t just punish Alex’s body or control his thoughts, it reprograms his very 

nervous system, making him a “clockwork orange”, organic on the outside, 

mechanical within. This internalizes the dystopian terror, moving it from the prison 

cell to the conditioned mind. Furthermore, Burgess introduces a new enemy absent 

in earlier dystopias, affluent nihilism. Alex’s society is not one of deprived, 

oppressed masses, but of bored, over-stimulated consumers. The state isn’t creating 
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his evil; it is ineptly trying to manage a symptom of its own success in creating 

material comfort without spiritual purpose. 

Synthesis: The Novel as a Historical Refraction 

In conclusion, a New Historicist reading reveals that A Clockwork Orange 

is a complex symbolic act that absorbed the central anxieties of its time and 

refracted them through a darkly comic and philosophically rich dystopian lens. It is a 

novel about the crisis of authority in a post-imperial Britain, the spiritual emptiness 

of a consumer society, the moral panic over rebellious youth, the ethical nightmare 

of behaviorist psychology, and the pervasive paranoia of the Cold War. Burgess was 

not a prophet predicting a distant future, he was a satirist diagnosing his own 

present, pushing the discourses of his era to their most logical and terrifying 

extremes. The novel endures because the dialectic it explores, between individual 

autonomy and external control, is perpetual. Our contemporary debates about cancel 

culture, social media algorithms, neuro-marketing, and state surveillance are all 

variations on this same theme, ensuring that Burgess’s unsettling question remains 

as relevant as ever: what does it mean to be human in a world increasingly eager to 

engineer our humanity? 

Conclusion 

A New Historicist excavation of Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange 

reveals a novel that is profoundly and inescapably a product of its specific historical 

moment. Through its darkly comic and philosophically rich dystopian lens, the 

novel refracts the pervasive fear of the newly empowered youth, the simultaneous 

allure and terror of burgeoning behavioral science, the deep-seated paranoia of the 

Cold War, the creeping emptiness of mass consumerism, and the palpable collapse 

of traditional moral and institutional authority. Burgess was less a clairvoyant than a 

masterful satirist, conducting a grim diagnosis of his own present. The world of 

Alex and his droogs is the world of the Teddy Boys and the Mods and Rockers, the 

chilling theories of B.F. Skinner and the brutal pragmatism of Cold War politicians, 

all pushed to their most logical and terrifying extreme. 

The enduring power and unsettling genius of the novel lie precisely in its 

masterful weaving of these disparate historical threads into a coherent and 

devastating critique. It dismantles any system, whether it is the overt, state-

sanctioned oppression of the Ludovico Technique or the violent, individualistic 

anarchy of Alex’s gang, that seeks to deny the messy, dangerous, and fundamentally 

essential human capacity for moral choice. The novel posits that true humanity 

resides not in enforced goodness, but in the God-given, and often terrifying, freedom 

to choose between good and evil. This is the core of Burgess’s Christian 

existentialist argument, framed within a narrative of ultraviolence and state control. 

Crucially, A Clockwork Orange endures because the central dialectic it 

explores which is the struggle between individual autonomy and external control, is 

a perpetual feature of the human condition. Our contemporary debates are merely 

new iterations of this ancient conflict. The novel’s themes find startling resonance in 



The Dialectics of Control: A New Historicist Excavation of Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange 
 

 

280 

 

modern phenomena for instance, the mechanics of "cancel culture" echo the Staja’s 

attempts to reform and ostracize, social media echo chambers and algorithmic 

curation of reality mirror the government's manipulation of Alex’s conditioned 

responses, the fields of neuro-marketing and data surveillance represent a 

sophisticated, commercialized extension of the behaviorist principles that underpin 

the Ludovico Technique, and finally the ongoing tensions between state security and 

personal liberty continue to reflect the Cold War-era paranoia that saturates the 

novel’s atmosphere. 

Therefore, A Clockwork Orange remains a vital and indispensable work not 

merely for the philosophical question it poses, but for the formal and textual way it 

embodies that question’s historical urgency. The novel’s enduring challenge is 

crystallized in its own material history, the omission of the final chapter in its initial 

American edition. This editorial choice, privileging a cycle of unrepentant violence 

over Burgess’s original vision of weary, potential redemption, itself becomes a New 

Historicist datum. It shows the mid-century market’s preference for a darker, more 

deterministic parable over a cautiously hopeful one, reflecting a cultural moment 

deeply skeptical of organic change. The novel thus forces each generation to 

confront its central dilemma not as an abstraction, but through the very experience 

of reading, through the jarring music of Nadsat, the visceral horror of the 

conditioning films, and the ambiguous fate of its protagonist. In holding a black 

mirror to the easy orthodoxies of every age, Burgess’s masterpiece demonstrates that 

the dialectic of control is fought not only in state prisons but in the language we 

speak, the art we consume, and the stories we choose to tell about our own 

humanity. 

References 

Booker, M. K. (1996). A practical introduction to literary theory and criticism. 

Longman Publishers. 

Böll, S. (2022). “This new Bogeyman of modern society”: Anthony Burgess's A 

Clockwork Orange and the Figure of the Juvenile Delinquent in Postwar 

Britain. European Journal of English Studies, 26(1), 72–86. 

Burgess, A. (1962). A clockwork orange. Penguin Books. 

Cohen, S. (1972). Folk Devils and Moral Panics: The Creation of the Mods and 

Rockers. MacGibbon and Kee. 

Cox, J. N., & Reynolds, L. J. (Eds.). (1993). New historical literary study: Essays on 

reproducing texts, repressing history. Princeton University Press. 

Evans, R. O. (1971). Nadsat: The argot and its implications in Anthony Burgess' A 

clockwork orange. Journal of Modern Literature, 1(3), 406–410. 

Foucault, M. (1977). Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison (A. Sheridan, 

Trans.). Vintage Books.  



Volume 14, Issue 1, Winter and Spring, 2026, pp. 265-282 

281 

Foucault, M. (1978). The history of sexuality, Vol. 1 (R. Hurley, Trans.). Pantheon 

Books.  

Galbraith, J. K. (1958). The affluent society. Houghton Mifflin. 

Geertz, C. (1973). The interpretation of cultures: Selected essays. Basic Books. 

Geertz, C. (1980). Negara: The theatre state in nineteenth-century Bali. Princeton 

University Press. 

Geertz, C. (1983). Local knowledge: Further essays in interpretive anthropology. 

Basic Books. 

Gehrke, P. J. (2001). Deviant subjects in Foucault and “A clockwork orange”: 

Congruent critiques of criminological constructions of subjectivity. Critical 

Studies in Media Communication, 18(3), 270–284. https://doi.org/10.1080/

07393180128088   

Greenblatt, S. (1980). Renaissance self-fashioning: From More to Shakespeare. 

University of Chicago Press. 

Greenblatt, S. (1989). Towards a poetics of culture. In H. A. Veeser (Ed.), The new 

historicism (pp. 1–14). Routledge. 

Greenblatt, S. (1991). Learning to curse: Essays in early modern culture. Routledge. 

Hall, S. (1959). The politics of adolescence. Universities and Left Review, 6: 2. 

Jackson, R. (2018). Technology of behavior: A clockwork orange and the 

philosophy of control. Political Studies Review, 16(3), 235-245. 

Menking, L. (2012). Indeterminate mantras: Finding autonomy in Slaughterhouse-

Five and A Clockwork Orange. Second Line - An Undergraduate Journal of 

Literary Conversation, 2012. http://www.secondlineblog.org/2012/06/

indeterminate-mantras-finding-autonomy-in-slaughterhouse-five-and-a-

clockwork-orange/  

Montrose, L. (1986). Renaissance literary studies and the subject of history. English 

Literary Renaissance, 16(1), 5–12. 

Montrose, L. (1989). Professing the Renaissance: The poetics and politics of culture. 

In H. A. Veeser (Ed.), The new historicism (pp. 15–36). Routledge. 

Montrose, L. (1992). New historicisms. In S. Greenblatt & G. Gunn (Eds.), 

Redrawing the boundaries: The transformation of English and American 

literary studies (pp. 392–418). Modern Language Association. 

Newman, B. (1991). A clockwork orange: Burgess and behavioral interventions. 

Behavior and Social Issues, 1(2), 61-70. https://doi.org/10.5210/bsi.v1i2.

170 

https://doi.org/10.1080/‌07393180128088
https://doi.org/10.1080/‌07393180128088
http://www.secondlineblog.org/2012/06/‌indeterminate-‌mantras-finding-autonomy-in-slaughterhouse-five-and-a-clockwork-orange/
http://www.secondlineblog.org/2012/06/‌indeterminate-‌mantras-finding-autonomy-in-slaughterhouse-five-and-a-clockwork-orange/
http://www.secondlineblog.org/2012/06/‌indeterminate-‌mantras-finding-autonomy-in-slaughterhouse-five-and-a-clockwork-orange/
https://doi.org/10.5210/bsi.‌v1i2.‌170
https://doi.org/10.5210/bsi.‌v1i2.‌170


The Dialectics of Control: A New Historicist Excavation of Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange 
 

 

282 

 

Skinner, B. F. (1953). Science and human behavior. Macmillan. 

Skinner, B. F. (1971). Beyond freedom and dignity. Alfred A. Knopf. 

Van Lier, M. (2018). Kubrick's Omission: The Twenty-First Chapter and the Critical 

Reception of A Clockwork Orange. Adaptation, 11(2), 198–215. 

Veeser, H. A. (1989). Introduction. In H. A. Veeser (Ed.), The new historicism (pp. 

ix–xvi). Routledge. 

 

Author’s Biography 

 

Pouyan Rezapour received his B.A., M.A., and Ph.D. degrees in 
English Language and Literature from Lorestan University, the 
University of Isfahan, and University of Tehran, respectively. In 
2014, Rezapour joined the Department of English, Lorestan 
University, as a part-time Lecturer and from 2024 he has become 
a full-time Lecturer on a wide array of Literary studies both in 
B.A. and M.A. level. Since then, he has had over 10 publications 
on Comparative literary studies, Postcolonial reading of Literary 
text, sociopolitical studies, and English literature in domestic and 
international journals. In his initial year of Emplyment he has 
begun to supervise 5 MA students. Since 2024, he has also been 
the Director of Kuhdasht Higher Education Center.  

  

  


