The Island – Aldous Huxley 

During his lifetime Huxley wrote many works, which included the novels Brave New World (1932), Eyeless in Gaza (1936), and Island (1962).  It has been put forward that Island, ´Exemplifies Huxley’s particular contribution to twentieth-century letters.’ (Bradshaw, 1993)

The setting of Island is a fictitious South Pacific island named Pala, where the inhabitants seem to have achieved a utopian society.  Will Farnaby, the central character, is sent by his boss to the ‘forbidden’ island, in order to try and secure some oil concessions.  Will is assured that if successful, great rewards will follow, including a ‘handsome bonus’ and a year off to enjoy ‘High Art’.  Will sets sail from the island of Rendang and is shipwrecked off the coast of Pala.  The islanders find him and provide him with the necessary medical treatment.   During his recuperation he is introduced to the ideas and methods of Palanese society.   He discovers that the island’s system was set up by a Buddhist Raja and a Scottish Doctor.  The system includes a revolutionary approach towards population, education, the environment, medicine and self-improvement.  As time goes by he finds that his affection towards the islanders grows.  Eventually, he decides that the Palanese way of life is desirable for himself.  Consequently, he decides that the island’s uniqueness should not be interfered with and chooses against the wishes of his boss.  

The book contains many interesting theories and ideas on areas including the family, education and hypnotherapy.  ‘Mutual Adoption Clubs’ are an example of how the family is radically reshaped.  In this system each child has between 15 and 25 homes.  Children are encouraged to ‘migrate’ to one of their other homes if life in the parental home becomes unbearable.  The argument put forward for this practice is that, ‘Mutual adoption guarantees against injustice and the worst consequences of parental ineptitude.’  This is a very interesting idea as it provides children with variety, protection, freedom and a range of positive experiences.

On the island of Pala children are not educated for the benefit of the state, but to become ‘full-blown human beings’.  The education system on the island encourages toleration, self-development and dealing with problems at an individual level.  In addition, the following detail is declared, ‘Here the children grow up in a world that’s a working model of society at large, a small-scale but accurate version of the environment in which they’re going to have to live in when they’re grown up.

Also examined are the benefits of using hypnosis for medicine and time distortion.  By employing hypnosis before surgery, patients in the book are able to receive pain-free operations without the need for anaesthetics.   This is a very current issue and a lot of research is being carried out in this area.  The use of time distortion is also of interest.  Under deep trance and through suggestion people could experience twenty seconds as ten minutes, which has great implications for solving problems and meeting challenges.  

Huxley also promotes a much more positive approach to science in Island, in sharp contrast to his earlier novel Brave New World, where science is shown to be a menace.  However, it must be stated that the world outside Pala experiences the same dramatic problems faced in the real world today such as overpopulation, pollution and starvation.  The island has little hope for the future, as the pressure for its rich oil reserves mounts.

In critique of Island Huxley and critics claim that the book, ‘has too much weight, in the way of ideas and reflections, to carry.’  On the other hand, it is a thoroughly entertaining, thought-provoking and challenging read.  Critic and author Anthony Burgess states, ‘We cannot deny Island’s brilliance, its learning and its honest attempt to answer the big questions.’  
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