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Abstract 

We are living through the era of uncertainty and disruption. The second decade of the century began with the Arab Spring 
and its traumatic aftermath. The implications of the rise of dangerous ideologies such as the Islamic State are really terrifying. The 
massive refugee influx into Europe in the wake of Syria-Iraq quagmire further compounded the situation. People’s attitudes and 
perceptions are constantly altered, provoking deep-seated feelings of both xenophobia and anti-establishmentarianism. It is evident 
that the world is changing, and is becoming more violent and threatening. The perpetuity of any culture presumes an environment in 
which immersive reflection can take place. Literature provides a particular kind of space for varying pace of contemplation. The test 
and triumph of great literature lies in the fact that it illuminates the path of mankind besides making for delectable reading. Ray 
Bradbury’s internationally acclaimed novel Fahrenheit 451 is a masterwork of 20th century literature. Set in a bleak, dystopian future, 
the novel visualizes a world where television rules and literature are on the verge of extinction. Firemen start fires rather than put them 
out. The books are considered to be the most illegal commodities along with the houses in which they are hidden. Against the 
perennial depth of books, the facile and mindless chatter of television is juxtaposed. The account of this insane world bears many 
alarming resemblances to our own. Attacks on educational institutions unleashed by extremist outfits in different locations across the 
world highlight the veracity of the cautionary narrative offered by Bradbury. The paper attempts to contemporize the harrowing 
picture with the aim that we don’t overlook the obvious signs of degradation. 
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Introduction    
 Ours is essentially the age of uncertainty, the era of disruption. World amity and stability are repeatedly threatened by the 
reckless and brazen acts of terrorism. The noted British physicist Stephen Hawking called the twenty-first century “the century of 
complexity” (Millennium Interview). The second decade of the century began with the Arab Spring and its traumatic aftermath. The 
implications of the rise of menacing ideologies thriving on exclusivity and forceful imposition; such as White Supremacy or Islamic 
State, are really horrifying. It is true that people’s attitudes and perceptions are receiving jolts, provoking deep-seated feelings of both 
xenophobia and anti-establishmentarianism. It seems evident that the world is changing, and is becoming more violent and disruptive. 
Christopher Schaberg defines the tenor of the times in these words: “This is the age when grand narratives of progress are trembling at 
the brink, and when atavism is running rampant … Climate change? Rising economic inequities? Structural racism? Erosion of civil 
liberties? Illegal collusions? Out-of-control gun violence?” (Post-Truth 2) 
 

In the eighteenth century, neither Islam nor Christianity was ready to adapt their religious principles to forge an 
understanding based on equality and mutuality. The legacy of mistrust and lack of respect continues to affect the present world more 
than ever before. The force at work is not based on mutual consent or reciprocity, but on a bully’s own interpretation of political, 
economic, moral and religious interests and undertaking all possible coercive measures to impose their diktat. The perpetuity of any 
culture presupposes an environment in which immersive reflection is possible. Literature provides a particular kind of space for 
varying degrees of contemplation. The test and triumph of great literature lies in the fact that it illuminates the path of mankind in 
addition to delectable reading. Literature works out its magic through metaphors. Metaphors are, in fact, the life and soul of literature. 
They are the products of complicated functions of human brain that reflect the private universe, community-based thoughts and even 
universal patterning of human thoughts. They also reveal that cognitive or corporeal roots of knowledge are not distinct phenomenon, 
rather they are intertwined. Human brain constantly forms new networks of relations and is a part of our evolutionary history. In fact, 
language becomes a vital theatre of exchange through which the author interacts with the world. 

 
Context and Genre 

The process of creation and reception is an interrelated exercise where both the artist and the audience participate. Be it 
music, painting, sculpture, drama, poetry or fiction and the like, the communication between the creator and the perceiver remains a 
salient step towards the realization of the art form. V.S. Naipaul defines the prerequisites in these words: “To be a writer, you need to 
start with a certain kind of sensibility. The sensibility itself is created, or given direction, by an intellectual atmosphere” (Universal 
Civilization 504). Naipaul considers literary texts “cultural markers, giving us a sense of the wholeness of our world; and the alienness 
of what lay outside” (505). The alienness is constituted by all forms of fundamentalism, narrow-minded sectarianism and 
‘philosophical hysteria’. The foundation of a humane civilization essentially rests upon “the idea of the individual, responsibility, 
choice, and the life of the intellect, the idea of vocation and perfectibility and achievement” (517).  
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The interrelation between literature and terrorism is explained by Nivedita Majumdar in these words 
Literature, by personalizing the political and politicizing the personal, illuminates terrorism in ways that cannot be achieved 

through any other vehicle, and without which our grasp of terrorism remains incomplete. In literary texts, the social element is not 
merely a background condition for the emergence of the terrorist. Rather, the intimate portrayals of ordinary people help to show how 
the conditions of everyday life can fuel the politics of terror. (Terror xxxvi) 

 
 The centrality of Ray Bradbury in American consciousness was vociferously expressed by President Barack Obama on 6th 
June, 2012 when Bradbury died, in an official public statement from the White House press office in these words: 
 

For many Americans, the news of Ray Bradbury’s death immediately brought to mind images from his work, imprinted in 
our minds, often from a young age. His gift for story telling reshaped our culture and expanded our world. But Ray also understood 
that our imagination could be used as a tool for better understanding, a vehicle for change, and an expression of our most cherished 
values. There is no doubt that Ray will continue to inspire many more generations with his writing…. (Statement) 

 
 It is a fitting tribute paid to the visionary artist who categorically predicted the pitfalls and problems of the mindset 
responsible for playing a havoc in Fahrenheit 451(1953). This much critically acclaimed novel is a perfect gem of twentieth century 
literature that has a timeless appeal. Set in a dreary, dystopian future, the novel visualizes a world that is ruled by the mindless chatter 
of television and literature is on the verge of extinction. In this inverted world firemen start fires in place of putting them out. Books 
are deemed to be the most objectionable commodities along with the houses in which they are hidden. Against the everlasting appeal 
and depth of books, the facile and highly temporal world of television is juxtaposed. 
 
Political Repression and Conformity 
 Bradbury worked on Fahrenheit 451 during the late 1940s and published it in 1953 after World War II during America’s 
growing fear of Communism. During World War II, Hitler and the Nazis had banned and burned countless number of books. In fact, 
the Nazis went a step further; using new technologies they attempted one massive mind control experiment in history by establishing 
State controlled schools and a propaganda machine that censored all ideas and information in the public media. 
 
 After the War was over, the Soviet Union devised and strengthened its own propaganda machine, created an atom bomb and 
marauded Eastern Europe. During these turbulent times, new technological innovations were used by these Fascist States to destroy 
the books they didn’t find agreeable and produce new forms of communication implanted with State-sanctioned ideas. In their mad 
rush to combat the fear of growing Communist influence, the US government took recourse to censoring the media and its productions 
along with literary works. The notorious Army-McCarthy hearings in the early fifties were intended at silencing the Communist 
sympathies among authors and Hollywood producers. The Federal Bureau of Investigation was so much active to assess the potential 
disloyalty of US citizen and the Federal Government tried their level best to restrict the free speech of Judges and the University 
Professors by imposing loyalty oaths. 
 
 The novel Fahrenheit 451 appeared in such a tense political climate of suspicion and censorship when mass conformity, the 
leveling effect of consumerism and reductionism got bolstered up and creativity and individuality were suppressed by advertising 
industry and by political ideals. The title of the novel projects the temperature at which book paper catches fire and burns. The first of 
the three sections of the book, ‘The Hearth and the Salamander’ introduces Guy Montag, a California fireman; both at home and at 
work. The second section ‘The Sieve and the Sand’ portrays Montag increasingly disillusioned with his society; and ‘Burning Bright’ 
records Montag’s escape and the ultimate doom of the society he has forsaken. The entry of Montag to a community of individuals 
who memorize entire books points towards the resurgence of an alternative society that is once again willing to read. In the novel, 
Bradbury imagined a democratic society whose diverse population turns against books. “Colored people don’t like Little Black 
Sambo. Burn it. White people don’t feel good about Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Burn it. Someone’s written a book on tobacco and Cancer of 
the lungs? The cigarette people are weeping? Burn it (Fahrenheit 57). The diverse society consisting of minorities at first condensed 
the books, stripping out more and more offending passages until what ultimately remained were the footnotes that hardly anyone read. 
After the people stopped reading, the State got a legitimate excuse and employed firemen to burn books wherever they were. 
 

 In place of reading, people listen to tiny “seashell” radios that fit perfectly in the ear. They watch facile television shows 
projected on wall-to-wall screens. In school, students play sports only and learn nothing; fast, reckless driving is encouraged and 
pedestrians are arrested. Indiscriminate drug abuse, suicide, over population and war are rampant. The main character of the novel 
Montag inhabits this world and unquestioningly accepts his job of a fireman. His wife Mildred keeps on watching television and 
consumes overdoses of narcotics. In the early part of the novel, a young seventeen-year-old neighbour Clarisse shocks Montag by 
asking a couple of uncomfortable questions- whether he ever reads the books he burns and whether he is happy. A comment made by 
Nirad C. Chaudhury under caption “Last Words” aptly applies to this situation: “At every step even the most trivial activities of life 



 

  

  
 

INTERNATIONALJOURNALOF MULTIDISCIPLINARYEDUCATIONALRESEARCH 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :6.514(2020); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:10, ISSUE:2(5), February:2021 

Online Copy Available: www.ijmer.in 

 

 
45 

 

call for intellectual analysis of their motives and methods. A rigorous intellectual analysis of our aspirations and doings often enables 
us to shed those which make for unhappiness and adopt those which give happiness” (To Live 176).  

 
The free-floating entity of Clarisse surcharged with curiosity, questioning and wonder compels Montag to undertake the act 

of self-introspection. A hit-and-run driver kills Clarisse yet she is instrumental in prodding Guy to evaluate his life, career and the 
society he supports. Prior to meeting Clarisse, Montag had never met anyone who asked ‘why’ instead of ‘how’. Reacting against the 
controlling society that restricts individuality and imagination, Montag finds the mindless conformity highly detrimental to the well-
being of the individual. 

 
 Both Clarisse and Mildred are projected as foils in the novel. Clarisse’s thinking and questioning self is a threat to the State 
whereas Mildred’s zombielike addiction to television and pills makes her the concrete embodiment of this bizarre society. The self-
immolation of an old woman who prefers to die with her books rather than get separated from them offers another jolt to Montag. As a 
result, he takes and reads one of the old woman’s books to secretly quell his curiosity.  Captain Beatty, Guy’s supervisor and a master 
at brain-washing, reiterates that firemen have always set fires and reading has all along been proscribed. He explains the State’s 
philosophy that emphasizes on entertainment only: “...more runners, jumpers, racers, tinkerers, grabbers, snatchers, fliers, and 
swimmers instead of examiners, critics, knowers, and imaginative creators….” (Fahrenheit 55). 
 

“If you don’t want a man unhappy politically, don’t give him two sides to a question to worry him; give him one. Better yet, 
give him none”. (58). Books allow people to debate, contradict, discuss and undertake all intellectual pursuits of contemplative 
reflection. They deserve to be wiped out to ensure everyone’s satisfaction. Book burning acts are highly symbolic. When one destroys 
a book, one is destroying the enemy and their beliefs. In fact, the burning of books both publicly and ceremoniously has been a subtext 
of history, repeated often. It is manifestly an act of violence, a punishment, a deterrent or a death by proxy 
 
 The stupor of Guy brings him to Faber, a retired Professor of English who is presented as a foil to Beatty. Faber makes 
Montag aware of the intrinsic worth contained in the books, how the fabulous world of books gives life depth, meaning and a new 
purposive orientation. The quality of information contained in the books prompts us to think about and act on that: “The magic is only 
in what books say, how they stitched the patches of the universe together into one garment for us”. (79) Montag’s encounter with 
Granger, who tells him about his grandfather, a sculptor who created things, opens up his eyes further: 
 

Everyone must leave something behind when he dies, my grandfather said. A child or a book or a painting or a house or a 
wall built or a pair of shoes made. Or a garden planted. Something your hand touched someway so your soul has somewhere to go 
when you die, and when people look at that tree or the flower you planted, you’re there. It doesn’t matter what you do, he said, so long 
as you change something from the way it was before you touched it…. (149-50) 
 
 The loud recitation of Matthew Arnold’s celebrated poem “Dover Beach” (a poem about the erosion of faith) by Montag to 
Mildred and her friends brings in the police who charge him for breaking the law. Beatty along with other firemen arrives at the scene 
where Montag kills Beatty and escapes to a distant colony of intellectuals who live in the forest. All the group members have learnt 
the books by rote and thus have become living books. In an attempt to salvage their history and culture, they recite their works of 
literature and philosophy, transmitting their knowledge to their children who, in turn, will wait for the birth of a book friendly 
civilization. The novel ends with a quotation from the last chapter of the Bible: “And on either side of the river was there a tree of life, 
which bore twelve manners of fruits, and yielded her fruit every month; and the leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations” 
(158). 
 
 It is hoped that the present authoritarian, oppressive anti-literate State will soon self-destroy phoenix-like and a new cultured, 
humane society will resurrect from its ashes. Montag makes a sincere effort to change his society by rebelling against the given code 
of conduct, by burning what is essentially evil rather than what is good and by leaving something behind as he has memorized the 
Book of Ecclesiastes. 
 
Terror of Technology 
 The novel presents a graphic account of the dichotomy between the natural and artificial/technological. The first paragraph of 
the novel itself presents Montag’s flamethrower as a “great python spitting its venomous kerosene upon the world” (1). This pattern of 
complex juxtaposition of natural and mechanical running through the novel, lays bare the tension between rural and urban, nature and 
nurture and culture and technology. The perverted versions of natural objects appear in the form of the ‘beetle’ cars used for joy-
riding, the ‘seashell’ radios engaging the people’s attention, ‘cobra-like’ stomach-pump applied on Mildred after her suicide attempt 
and the ruthless killer robot, significantly called ‘Mechanical Hound’. The contrast between two frames of life is also visible in 
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relation to Clarisse and Mildred. While Clarisse is connected with trees and the seasonal changes, Mildred is projected as cold and 
mechanical. 
 A recent book by Sumana Roy entitled How I Became a Tree (2017) gives us a vision of what it means to be human in the 
natural world. As an antidote to the increasing violence, hatred, insincerity, greed and selfishness of the contemporary world, the 
author is drawn to the idea of becoming a tree. “I was tired of speed”, she writes, “I wanted to live to tree time” (Roy 4). Besides 
wanting to emulate the spacious, relaxed rhythm of trees, she is attracted by their non-violent ways of being, how they tread lightly 
upon the earth, their ability to cope with loneliness and pain, the unselfishness with which they give freely of themselves, and much 
more.  
 
 The fire imagery plays a crucial role in the narrative flow of Fahrenheit 451. Montag’s fascination of fire continues in spite of 
his growing repulsion against the act of book-burning acts. Clarisse’s incandescent face is likened to the brightness of a candle that 
draws in nostalgic childhood memories. The likeness of a martyr’s death by burning to the lighting of a candle points towards the 
destructive potential of fire. Beatty the pyromaniac is presented as the concrete embodiment of fire. He is using fire as a weapon to 
cleanse the society by eliminating all obstructions and voices of dissent. When Montag directs the flamethrower on Beatty, he enters 
into the reversed role with altogether a different purpose. The destruction of the city in a nuclear war takes the process of destruction 
to the logical end: “city looks like a heap of baking powder. It’s gone” (Fahrenheit 155). Count of the cities goes on increasing 
engulfing the whole. The emergence of a new civilization or at least the prospects of the same is hinted by the mythical bird phoenix 
that rises from its own ashes. The bird is here also the emblem of the book-burning fireman who is burnt (Beatty) and the lifesaving 
fireman (Montag) who survives as a ray of hope. The life-giving potential of fire is suggested through kitchen fire, the eternal lamp of 
heaven (Sun) and the warmth of the day. Granger’s hope beckons the advent of a new era: “We know all the damn silly things we’ve 
done for a thousand years and as long as we know that and always have it around where we can see it, someday we’ll stop making a 
god dam funeral pyre and jumping in the middle of them” (156). 
 
Conclusion 
 The wisdom and intellectual legacy contained in the books need to be brought to have a direct bearing on life, the dearth of 
which has made a mess of life: “But even when we had the books on hand, a long time ago, we didn’t use what we got out of them. 
We went right on insulting the dead. We went right on spitting in the graves of all the poor ones who died before us” (156-157).  
 
 In strengthening debate and harnessing plurality of opinions within society books are instrumental. “The right to dissent is, of 
course, a cornerstone of democracy; it is widely regarded as one of the most desirable principles upon which a society may be 
founded” (Majumdar xviii). Bradbury opined that the ability to fantasize is the ability to survive and the ability to fantasize is the 
ability to grow. This opinion finds an echo in Sri Aurobindo who held that: 
 

  Man needs freedom of thought and life and action in order that he may grow, otherwise he will remain fixed where he was, a 
stunted and static being. If his individual mind and reason are ill-developed, he may consent to grow, as does the infra-rational mind, 
in the group-soul, in the herd, in the mass…. As he develops individual reason and will, he needs and society must give him room for 
an increasing play of individual freedom and variation. (The End of the Curve of Reason 198) 

 
Bradbury is immensely successful in creating the horror of mechanized anti-culture. The account of this insane world 

projected through the novel bears many alarming resemblances to our own. The novel anticipated iPods, interactive television, 
electronic surveillance, sensational media events, including televised police hunts. Attacks on educational institutions (in different 
garbs), unleashed by extremist outfits in different locations across the world, point towards the veracity of the cautionary narrative 
offered by Bradbury in Fahrenheit 451.  
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