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Introduction
As a well widely celebrated science fiction novel, 

George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four imagines a world 
of totalitarian reign and the attempts of its citizens to 
rebel against the authoritative power. Nineteen Eighty-
Four takes place in a version of London, on a continent 
referred to as “Oceania,” where the main character 
Winston Smith works for the party of the mysterious 
“Big Brother” in the Ministry of Truth, which alters 
the historical records according to the instructions 
and will of the party’s leaders. Winston has long felt 
oppressed by the party and longed for the freedom of 
ordinary life and the true past. Sent to the Ministry of 
Love (ironically the opposite, a place for punishment 
and reform) by O’Brien, a character who plays an im-
portant role in the destruction of Winston’s unfaith-
ful thoughts, to be brainwashed, Winston’s spirit will 
eventually get crushed by the inhumane treatment in 
Room 101 and becomes devoted to Big Brother and 
the party. Above all, “Doublethink,” the ability to be-
lieve in the coexistence of reality and deception, and 
the conscious and unconscious is one of the central 
themes of the book.

Philip K. Dick’s Ubik, in comparison, is a rather 
less known–but equally powerful–novel that appeals 
to the ambivalence of life and death. Published in 
1969 it is set against a backdrop of a futuristic version 
of the year 1992 when technologies have allowed the 
deceased to remain mentally alive in the real world 
for a limited period of time, known as the “half-life.” 
In this world, many moratoriums serve as an in-

termediate place for the half-lives to communicate 
with their loved ones, including one run by Herbert 
Schoenheit von Vogelsang. One of the protagonists, 
Joe Chip, belongs to a group of 11 anti-telepaths 
(called “inertial”) at Runciter Industries. They be-
come entangled in the world between life and death 
after experiencing a conspiratorial explosion on 
Luna, an outer space project suspected of possible 
telepath intrusion in their confidential system. As the 
plot unravels, Joe discovers that the world is rapidly 
shifting backward in time, as many objects are dete-
riorating, and the “inertial” population are wrinkling 
and dying. Nearly drained of life, Joe is temporarily 
rescued by Runciter himself, who sprays a can of the 
eponymous “Ubik” on Joe’s body. Now searching for 
more Ubik to prolong his remaining life, Joe meets 
Ella, Runciter’s half-life wife, who explains that it was 
Jory Miller, a young and powerful half-life, who has 
been using up and killing the “inertial” around him to 
supplant his own life. Toward the end of the story, as 
Ella’s remaining half-life dies away, she convinces Joe 
to succeed after her to help Runciter defend against 
Jory’s intrusion in the future.

Nineteen Eighty-Four and Ubik both grapple the-
matically with the coexistence of opposing ideas or 
realms and share a pessimistic and sarcastic tone that 
invites analysis of how each writer’s background in-
forms their own novel’s worldview. For Orwell, it was 
the Second World War that influenced his demo-
cratic socialist perspective, while for Dick it was his 
personal addiction to amphetamines.
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Though the physical qualities of Ubik remain am-
biguous throughout the novel, Dick gives clues as to 
its significance. Ultimately it is identified by Franc-
esca Spanish, who dreamed that “a great hand came 
down from the sky, like the arm and hand of God…
And I saw what it contained” [2, 162]. Clearly, then 
it is a vital substance, as “the lives of everyone else 
on Earth depended on it.” While Ubik lifts characters 
from the pain of their regression in time, it also acts 
like a drug to which people will gradually develop an 
addiction. Ubik’s properties as a mind-altering drug 
also correspond with the overall hallucinogenic set-
ting of the book, a key feature that helps the reader 
distinguish between reality and the half-life. To a 
great extent, the concept of Ubik fits well into the 
themes of economic development and commercial-
ization which recur throughout the book.

The research begins by focusing on Doublethink’s 
application to both books. Orwell defines Double-
think as “the power of holding two contradictory be-
liefs in one’s mind simultaneously and accepting both 
of them” [7, 214] in the book called the Theory and 
Practice of Oligarchical Collectivism “written” by Em-
manuel Goldstein, the revolutionary character who 
rebelled against the Big Brother’s party in Nineteen 
Eighty-Four. While it is very likely that Goldstein was 
a fictional person made up by the party to control the 
mindset of the citizens in Oceania, this chapter of 
his book discusses the idea Ignorance is Strength and 
analyzes the party’s essential beliefs.

It is a testament to Orwell’s genius that Dou-
blethink can be applied to so many issues, such as 
economic inequality, political systems, and racial 
injustice, in contemporary society. It can be used as 
a strategy to win people’s trust and manipulate their 
minds. For instance, former United States President 
Donald Trump spreads white supremacist opinions 
against racial and ethnic minorities in his political 
campaigns and speeches. Bernie Sanders and Eliza-
beth Warren, the Senators of Vermont and Massa-
chusetts, have openly denounced Trump’s racist and 
manipulative words–accusing, for instance, Mexican 

Americans of being “rapists and criminals” and at-
tacking immigrants with calls for them to “go back 
to the country they came from” [5]. Similarly, he de-
fended the white supremacists who stormed Char-
lottesville, VA in August 2017 and refused to con-
demn racists in his 2020 Presidential Election (The 
New York Times “Trump Refuses to Condemn”) 
[9]. Trump’s tactics demonstrated Doublethink by 
placing unfounded guilt on people who belong to 
a different nationality and race than himself while 
subtly allowing racists to obstruct civil equality in 
America (Di Maggio “Orwell’s Doublethink”) [3]. 
He was able to manipulate the thoughts of some 
Americans by infusing false moral standards into 
their minds while encouraging impediments to jus-
tice. This coexistence of two contradictory beliefs 
during Trump’s administration exemplified Double-
think in modern politics.

Doublethink can also be found throughout Ubik. 
Joe Chip and the other characters are unknowingly 
immersed in a half-life world until they realize the 
confusion between reality and illusion. They were 
mentally active and considered to exist in the “real 
world,” even as their dying torsos lay in the world 
regressing back in time. The coexistence of “life” and 
“death” in the Ubik characters exhibits Orwell’s Dou-
blethink. Furthermore, in his introduction to Ubik, 
Joe Chip discovers the two contradictory messages 
from Runciter, one stating that he is alive, and they 
are dead, and another says that he recorded while still 
alive–insinuating that he is now dead. The difference 
lies within Ubik’s conclusion, where Joe Chip choos-
es to remain in the “half-life” world that is regressing 
and holds on to the coexistence of reality and decep-
tion using the intermediary of Ubik. Philip K. Dick 
intended that the Doublethink between “life” and 
“death” would eventually meltdown, rather than be-
come a firm, well-defined border. Ubik, therefore, is 
used as a remedy to cover up the convergence of the 
two opposing worlds.

In Orwell we see Doublethink illustrated in the 
paradoxical naming of the party’s departments: “The 
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Ministry of Peace concerns itself with war, the Minis-
try of Truth with lies, the Ministry of Love with tor-
ture, and the ministry of plenty with starvation” [8, 
216]. It is a fundamental measure used by the “High” 
class of the society to control the minds of the com-
moners through the confusion and to retain the prin-
ciple of contradiction between the ministry’s name 
and the affairs it supervises. The mission of the Min-
istry of Peace relies on the party slogan War is Peace, 
for instance. The Ministry of Truth, where Winston 
works, alters history and eradicates unfavorable con-
tents for the party, which is highly ironic to the stat-
ed purpose of Oceania, in which each of the terms 
granted to the ministries are deprived of the public. 
Then there is the Ministry of Love, which is the place 
where Winston is tortured and brainwashed after his 
conspiracy against the party is exposed. With all these 
juxtapositions of opposing rights of the people, Or-
well establishes the underpinnings of Doublethink 
in Nineteen Eighty-Four. As the basic structure of the 
party government is established based on this confu-
sion of principles, greater factors such as managing 
the population become easier.

Probably the most famous quote from 1984 is 
the party slogan: “War is Peace, Freedom is Slavery, 
Ignorance is Strength” [8, 4; 16; 26; 104]. Appearing 
multiple times in the novel, the essential ideas from 
these three slogans can be found in both books, and 
I will explain how social factors at the point of pub-
lication influenced the use of doublethink in each. 
The name of the protagonist Winston Smith can be 
linked to two allusions. First, to the famous British 
Prime Minister Winston Churchill during WWII, 
who led the Allied powers and Britain to fight against 
the Nazis. Orwell makes this allusion to Churchill 
to praise him as a successful leader because he was a 
figure who stood up to resist the oppressive regime 
of Germany and promote peace and social justice, 
which is mirrored in Winston Smith’s self-determi-
nation to liberate himself from the bond of the Big 
Brother’s government. Secondly, the name Smith 
is an extremely common name that is synonymous 

with the “everyman” in English culture. Winston 
Smith is, therefore, a contradiction in terms: an ordi-
nary man of his time who has the potential for great-
ness within him. War is Peace ensures that having a 
common enemy will unite the people and prevent 
internal conflicts in the nation. In a letter he wrote 
to Noel Willmett about his conception of the book, 
Orwell talked about the fact that most movements 
seeking to reform or conquer take the non-demo-
cratic measure; they are often divided into different 
castes and led by an autocratic leader. Admittedly, 
he points out, “Hitler can say that the Jews started 
the war,” and obviously exercised the essentials of 
doublethink by blaming the actual victims, the Jews, 
for World War II (Orwell “Letter to Noel Willmett”) 
[8]. Hence, “War is Peace” in that targeting an outside 
enemy maintains internal peace, or nationalism, as in 
the case of World War II. In reverse, going into war 
can sometimes restore peace at home. For instance, 
Adolf Hitler believed in the idea of remilitarization 
of Germany and spreading the glory and power of 
the nation. When Germany invaded Poland in 1939, 
Britain and France declared war on the peace-break-
er (Tayler “World War II”) [10]. By joining the war, 
Britain and France would be able to unite the people 
against the common enemy, Germany, and prevent 
tyrannical ideals from spreading into other European 
nations. Similarly, the containment policy laid out 
by George F. Kennan in 1947 to combat the Com-
munist spread also exhibits War is Peace. The Truman 
Doctrine impacted the United States’ intervention in 
the Korean and Vietnam wars; only by controlling 
the spread of communism would the United States 
be able to keep itself from foreign entanglement and 
the degradation of American culture.

The next mandate, Ignorance is Strength, explicates 
the idea that the ability to access knowledge and pos-
sess independence enables people to realize the con-
spiracy of the party’s brainwashing strategy. “In the 
long run, a hierarchical society was only possible on 
a basis of poverty and ignorance.” because when Ig-
norance occurs, “leisure and security were enjoyed by 
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all alike” [8, 190]. On the contrary, when “the great 
mass of human beings who are normally stupefied 
by poverty would become literate and would learn 
to think for themselves,” “they would sooner or later 
realize that the privileged minority had no function, 
and they would sweep it away” [8, 190]. This quote 
helps to understand Orwell’s meaning in Ignorance is 
Strength because only by maintaining the citizens in 
a state in which they cannot “think” about the domi-
nance of the social elites, can a society be maintained 
peacefully with the strengths given to those in power. 
In fact, many states have suspected belligerent coun-
tries during the Second World War and Cold War of 
using brainwashing tools to manipulate the minds of 
their people. The Nazi’s Dachau concentration camp, 
for example, subjected “political prisoners,” including 
Gypsies, Jews, homosexuals, and socialists, to forced 
labor and medical experiments. Hundreds of Dachau 
prisoners were injured and died from the disease-re-
sistant testing apparatuses and human hypothermia 
experiment, which examined victims’ body tempera-
ture recovery after being placed in ice-water baths and 
moved to warm baths [12, 1436]. Thus, the adminis-
trators, whether they are the Nazis or the American 
government, were inversely empowered by limiting 
the freedom of speech and ability of testing subjects.

Similarly, the idea of “Illusion is reality” from 
Ubik is closely connected to Ignorance is Strength. 
When the civilians are “stupefied” and kept in a state 
of poverty, the government successfully oppresses 
the people’s minds in ignorance and thus gains power 
from it. Being “stupefied” can also mean allowing the 
overarching power to illude the people from reality. 
In Ubik, the anti-telepaths are put into a state of half-
life after the explosion on Luna, although they were 
totally unaware of it at first. Being deluded from real-
ity, the characters were ignorant about the existence 
of the truth, the survival of Mr. Runciter, and Jory 
Miller’s conspiracy to exhaust their remaining lives. 
Likewise, in the United States, the CIA’s MKUltra 
project was introduced during the Cold War to psy-
chologically torture individuals using LSD and other 

psychoactive drugs to investigate “whether and how 
it was possible to modify behavior by covert means” 
[11, 4]. By being subjugated under official institu-
tions, these victims became either physically or men-
tally disabled and paralyzed by their own thoughts.

Not only does Ignorance is Strength applies to civil 
life, but also economics when evaluating customer 
demands. Mindless consumerism enables businesses 
to extract profits by enticing consumers to buy things 
less essential to their daily lives. It is a two-fold pro-
cess, in which one side gets strengthened by profiting 
from the common customers of the industry. Igno-
rance is strength: Ignorance comes from the fact that 
consumerism also encourages the idea of individual-
ism rather than the wealth of the nation or society as 
a whole. Economically incentivized people compete 
with each other based on social or economic status 
and the ability to conform to materialism. As a result, 
people ignore some of the larger societal needs or 
disruptions, such as environmental pollution, natu-
ral resource depletion, and climate change.

Freedom is Slavery indicates the importance of 
the collective commons because having individual 
independence as an individual can inhibit one to suc-
ceed. Only being subjected to community control 
will protect individuals from danger. For instance, 
to chase individual goals, some people would end 
up evading broader freedoms in order to continue 
pursuing their dreams. On the contrary, the reverse, 
Slavery is Freedom, is evidenced in the American an-
tebellum debates over the slavery practice. In south-
ern plantations, landlords believed that the enslaved 
people “are the happiest, and, in some sense, the fre-
est people in the world” because “the children and 
the aged and infirm work not at all, and yet have all 
the comforts and necessaries of life provided for 
them”, as George Fitzhugh argued in his pro-slavery 
argument Cannibals All! Or, Slaves Without Masters 
from 1857. “The free laborer”, on the other hand, 
“must work or starve. He is more of a slave than the 
Negro because he works longer and harder for less 
allowance than the slave and has no holiday because 
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the cares of life with him begin when his labors end. 
He has no liberty and not a single right.”

Freedom is Slavery is also seen in the prevailing 
psychoactive drugs in the plot of Ubik. As afore-
mentioned, PKD was an amphetamine addict who 
“popped as many as 1,000 amphetamine pills a week, 
[so] was also more than a little paranoid” (Mcgrath 
“A Prince of Pulp”) [6]. Thus, the use of Ubik as a 
life-supplanting medicine exemplified an addictive 
reliance on drugs to survive mentally and physically. 
His addiction to drugs like amphetamines can be 
clearly identified as the characters are able to access 
amphetamine dispenser machines anywhere in that 
imaginary universe. Amphetamines started to appear 
in the 1920s and gained much more public attention 
and consumption in the following 20 years. During 
the Second World War, soldiers received amphet-
amine prescriptions to bolster morale and the will 
to fight, and specific types like Benzedrine pills were 
advertised as a cure to “tiredness” in American media 
(Hicks “Fast Times: The Life, Death, and Rebirth of 
Amphetamine”). People did not realize the negative 
health effects of amphetamines until the mid-1960 s 
when the FDA started to impose restrictions on 
their sale and consumption. Therefore, when Philip 
K. Dick wrote the novel in 1969, he had already been 
immersed in the amphetamine culture as a Silent 
Gen. In Ubik, the life-saving drug indicates an iden-
tical dependence on medical drugs since Joe Chip 
and Ella need constant sprays of Ubik to stay tangible 
at the half-life stage. This idea connects to “Freedom 
is Slavery,” as, towards the end of the book, Joe Chip 
acquires a life-long supply of Ubik to sustain his life 
span during half-life. By gaining the freedom to ac-
cess Ubik, Joe not only secures an endless supply of 
the drug–every addict’s dream–but also becomes in-
evitably dependent on it to survive. The latter, thus, 
locks Joe Chip in “slavery”: the half-life.

Another similarity between Nineteen Eighty-Four 
and Ubik lies in their use of tone. The overall tone of 
Nineteen Eighty-Four is rather unadorned and heavy 
as Orwell establishes the pessimistic and oppressed 

attitude of Winston Smith throughout the novel. In 
Part I, Winston is rigid, alert, and cynical about his 
colleagues and workplace. Winston describes his co-
workers at lunch with an indifferent and disgusted 
attitude: “on his (Winston’s) left the man with the 
strident voice was still talking remorselessly away. A 
young woman…seemed to be eagerly agreeing with 
everything that he (the man on Winston’s left) said” 
[7, 53]. Another day, he thought that “nearly everyone 
was ugly, and would still have been ugly even if dressed 
otherwise than in the uniform blue overalls” [7, 60]. 
He goes on to describe a “beetle-like” man who looks 
“suspicious.” Later, when Winston and Julia are caught 
in the bedroom above the shop, the language is also 
hopeless and plain: “Something crashed onto the 
bed…a ladder had been thrust through… burst in 
the frame… Someone was climbing… a stampede 
of boots… the room was full of solid men in black 
uniforms, with iron-shod boots on their feet and trun-
cheons in their hands” [7, 222]. Verbs like crash, thrust, 
and burst establish the fast-paced situation of their cap-
ture. Solid, black, iron-shod, and truncheon paint the im-
age of crude, rough, and violent atmosphere. When 
composed together, the words give a heavy, forceful, 
and apathetic tone to the narrative. In the end, Orwell 
continues using rudimentary language to set up his 
depressed and failing Winston. “Two gin-scented tears 
trickled down the sides of his nose. But it was all right, 
everything was all right, the struggle was finished. He 
had won the victory over himself. He loved Big Broth-
er” [7, 298]. The first sentence indicates that Winston 
feels resigned, yet in the following short sentences, he 
tries to talk himself into believing in the party and 
disobeying his rationality. The straightforward irony 
and paradoxical thought here contribute to the overall 
tone of hopelessness and dejection.

Comparably, Ubik has a sarcastic, humorous, 
and pessimistic tone. On top of that, the surreal 
content highlights the sarcastic tone of the book. 
The eleven anti-telepaths have peculiar and hys-
terical personalities, such as Francesca Spanish, 
the “luminous, gypsy-like dark woman, radiating a 
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peculiar, jangled tautness” and strongly revered for 
her dreams and visions [2, 60]. These qualities of 
Francesca seemed out-of-ordinary, yet the sarcastic 
part was that it was her dream about Ubik spray 
cans that pushes the remaining characters to real-
ize their half-living situation and presses the need 
to prevent isolated individuals from dying from the 
time regression.

Interestingly, PKD also employs a comical style 
throughout. For instance, when Joe Chip tries to 
open his apartment door for G. G. Ashwood and 
Pat, the door refuses to open because at that time 
everything needs to be paid for in order to func-
tion. Then, the following slapstick occurs: “ ‘I’ll sue 
you,’ the door said as the first screw fell out. Joe 
Chip said, ‘I’ve never been sued by a door. But I 
guess I can live through it” [2, 24–25]. The coun-
terintuitive scene, almost impossible in the present, 
of a door dispute with the main character, gives us 
glimpses into PKD’s humor and worldview. Pessi-
mism can be seen in the ending, in which Runciter 
in the real world found paper money printed with 
Joe Chip’s profile, but we get the feeling that PKD 
doesn’t take any of it too terribly seriously. In the 
end, he leaves the resolution open to the reader: 
“This was just the beginning,” we are told [2, 227]. 
From the evidence presented throughout the novel, 
the reader can reasonably infer that the regression 
of time might have possibly occurred as well in the 

real world and mixed up with the half-life world. 
Therefore, the reader ends the book expecting and 
imagining that the chaos is just beginning.

Conclusion
Doublethink and its underpinnings are a pow-

erful device used to elaborate on the fundamentals 
of the plot and beliefs in Nineteen Eighty-Four and 
Ubik as well as current political events. No matter 
if it is War is Peace, Ignorance is Strength, or Free-
dom is Slavery, it helps characterize the duality of 
perspectives in Orwell and Dick’s literature. The 
prevalence of narcotics and illusionary effects from 
Ubik applies to how a doublethinking world would 
dispose of the handicapped and keep them in the 
dark. While the tone often varies between the two 
books, especially in how they utilize monotone and 
humor, they are similar in the mocking depiction of 
tragedy and cruel reality.

This comparative literature analysis establishes 
one way to interpret Orwell’s language in reference 
to the historical background of World War II while 
reading Phillip K Dick’s ’ Ubik through the lens of 
Orwell’s Doublethink. Learning to understand the 
often-misconstrued duality of two contradicting 
ideas allows people to view contemporary political, 
economic, and social issues with greater ease. Ul-
timately, Doublethink is nothing less than a key to 
unlocking disguises, propaganda, or persuasion that 
draws minds to confusion.
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