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Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go: A Marxist Reading of
Brainwashing through Education

Dr. Zainab Ismat Safa Eldeen Alnaftchi

Abstract

Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go (2005) is an outstanding and thought-
provoking novel that clearly presents how a dominant ideology gradually influences
the students, shaping and conditioning their minds through the use of the school as a
hegemonic institution. This process can be understood through the concept of
brainwashing, a powerful device used to manipulate and control the minds of
individuals, compelling them to adopt the views, values, and ideas of a specific
system, which eventually creates a dependent and submissive individual. This study
aims to explore how Never Let Me Go illustrates the process of the students’
brainwashing, leading them to passively accept their predestined roles as organ donors
within the framework of the dominant ideology. It examines the novel from a Marxist
perspective, emphasising how the school, as a key educational and ideological
institution, exploits the students by turning them into mere means of production, thus
making them live in a distorted and false reality. In this way, the students’ condition
mirrors that of the exploited proletariat in a capitalist society.

Keywords: Hegemony, Dominant Ideology, Marxism, Donors, Guardians, Kazuo
Ishiguro.
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Introduction

Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go (2005) deals with cloned
students learning at Hailsham, an educational institution. Hailsham
provides the students with education as well as interesting activities. The
teachers of this school are called guardians who have a fine relationship
with the students. Deceptively, the school seems to be a perfect
educational institution, yet this ideal place hides its real purpose of raising
these students. The cloned students will be utilised to function as donors
when they grow up. They will give their organs until they complete (die).
In order to limit the students’ information about their dark future, they are
deprived of asking questions or arguing with their guardians. So, from the
Marxist perspective, this educational system oppresses the students gently

to achieve the dominant ideology.

This gentle oppression can be regarded as brainwashing since the
guardians deal with the students’ minds. Brainwashing means controlling
the minds. The first one who refers to this concept is the journalist
Edward Hunter, suggesting that this strategy causes individuals to
mindlessly follow a given ideology. He argues that brainwashing aims to
change the mind of individuals, thus they transform into puppets or robots
(Boissoneault, 2017). So, the guardians at Hailsham represent the

authority which can kindly control the minds of the students.

Dehumanisation, Alienation, and Ideological Control: The

Lack of Freedom and Privacy in Hailsham

In Never Let Me Go, Ishiguro presents Hailsham as a representative
institution where dehumanization, alienation, and ideological control
unconsciously deprive the students of their freedom and privacy,

eventually preparing them to serve the interests of a dominant capitalist
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system. On the surface, Hailsham appears to be as a successful
educational institution. The students are given every necessary lesson to
be successful individuals, such as art, science, sport and lessons
concerning sexual matters. The school also offers a weekly medical test
to check and take care of the students’ health. In doing this activity, the
school seems to care about the students’ health, yet this activity is a
means to prepare healthy donors. Moreover, Hailsham, for the students,
represents a warm place, and they are deeply related to it through their
memories. Besides, the students believe that they “are protected in an
Eden-like place at Hailsham” (Taketomi, 2019, p.121). Patrick R. Query
(2015) states that “Hailsham exists entirely in their memories—sincere,
incomplete, conflicting overstated, guarded—and in their imaginations”
(p. 165). Hence, Hailsham represents the world for the students, the place
in which they find excellent education, protection, friendship as well as
their sincere memories. Kathy H, a student at the school and the narrator
of the novel, regards herself lucky as she is one of Hailsham’s students,

especially when donors from other institutions asked her to describe her

childhood at Hailsham.

Yet, Hailsham has a hidden purpose, and the students are kept
unaware of the full reality. In this school, the students adopt the
dominant ideological view without fully understanding what is really
happening. The school, by its rules that are not mentioned clearly in the
novel, creates submissive individuals who cannot even question their
future. The school reflects the concept of Hegemony that is used by the

dominant ideology to spread its ideology and control the proletariat.

At Hailsham, the relationship between the students and the
guardians reflects what is called by Marx ‘the base’, as the guardians,

who represent the capitalists, exploit the students, the proletariat. From
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this relationship, which depends on exploitation, arises the superstructure,
as suggested by Marx, which is represented in the novel by Hailsham as
an educational system. This educational system is used by the capitalists

to keep the proletariat under their control (Bressler, 1994).

Consequently, the school controls the minds of its students
mirroring Louis Althusser’s ideological state apparatuses. Hailsham
reflects Althusser’s definition of ideological state apparatuses as “a
certain number of realities which present themselves to the immediate
observer in the form of distinct and specialized institutions” (Leitch,

2001, p. 1489).

The school represents various faces of ideological state apparatuses
to achieve its dominant ideology. For instance, the lack of privacy
characterises the school. The students have “little life of [their] own”
(Moosa and Noori, 2008, p. 6). Kathy and other students are afraid of
being overhearing as if they are always under observation. Kathy’s
description of her meeting with Tommy, a student at Hailsham and
Kathy’s friend, reveals how it is very hard for her to speak with him
privately, so she decides to speak with him in the lunch queue, as she
regards it as the best place for a private conversation. She suggests that
“Quiet places were often the worst, because there was always someone
likely to be passing within earshot” (Ishiguro, 2005, p. 20). Later, Kathy
suggests that there are few private places at the school, saying: “Maybe
all of us at Hailsham had little secrets like that—Ilittle private nooks
created out of thin air where we could go off alone with our fears and
longings™ (Ishiguro, 2005, p. 59). The speech reflects how they are
deprived of having secrets and privacy at the school. Kathy also explains
that the only place to be away from being under observation is the “sports

pavilion” in which she will be able to observe the students as well as the
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guardians. The lack of privacy in the school persists in other hegemonic
institutions the students attend after Hailsham, such as the Cottages and

the recovery centre, Kingsfield.

The lack of privacy also highlights the students’ lack of freedom in
the school. The students are not allowed to behave freely in the school
and they cannot go beyond the limits. Their following the unstated rules
reflects their following the school’s ideology without questioning. Asking
a question is a means of investigation, and this aspect leads to thinking,
which represents a threat to the school as a hegemonic state, so it
threatens its means, brainwashing, which is adopted to achieve its
ideology. The guardians want to shape the students’ minds in a specific
way; if they start to think, the guardians’ influence on them will be

threatened.

It is very difficult to find any student break the rules by asking
about forbidden topics as Ria Taketomi (2019) asserts that “Nobody tries
to know the truth by asking the guardians about what is bothering them.
Instead, the students closely watch “the guardians’ manner” or seek non-
verbal clues, and learn about the murky territory of their destiny” (p.
119). So, instead of asking questions to build their own personality, the
students merely imitate the guardians. For instance, smoking is one of the
taboos in the school, even questioning about it. Marge K., a student at the
school, breaks the rules by questioning about smoking. Instead of being
punished by the guardians as the authority in the school, the students
themselves punish her by making her life miserable, according to Kathy’s
account. This incident proves the concept of brainwashing and how it
successfully works at the school. The students follow the rules without
thinking, and they treat their own friend as an outsider if he/she tries to

cross the boundaries of the rules. This again reflects the Marxist
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perspective of ideological state apparatuses regarding the school as a

hegemonic institution.

The students’ plight is similar to the plight of the proletariat. The
dominant class gets benefits from the oppressed class, proletariat,
depriving them of their privacy as well as their freedom. Thus, the
students represent the proletariat who are exploited and oppressed in a
capitalist society. Their fates are designed by the ruling power, which is
represented by the guardians. The students wish to live a normal life, to
have a different future, but that is impossible. Miss Lucy, an opinionated

guardian, explains how the students’ lives are designed, saying:

You’ll become adults, then before you’re old, before you’re even middle-
aged, you’ll start to donate your vital organs. That’s what each of you was
created to do. You’re not like the actors you watch on your videos, you’re
not even like me. You were brought into this world for a purpose, and

your futures, all of them, have been decided (Ishiguro, 2005, p. 65).

This speech reflects that the students are a means of resources in a
capitalist society, according to the Marxist perspective. They are
oppressed and victimised to achieve the dominant ideology that shapes
their future. They are prepared for one purpose, which is donation,

exploiting their organs.

One of the manifestations of a lack of freedom is depriving the
students of having children in the future, convincing them that they
cannot carry babies, and as usual, the students do not try to argue about
this matter. This aspect proves how the system oppresses the students to
restrict their freedom as well as their hope to have a family. In this way,

they can control them more.
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To deceive and exploit the students more and make them feel that
they are free, the school offers the activity of exchange. In this economic
system, the students exchange their art for things from outside the school.
Before the exchange takes place, Madame, a benefactor of the school,
takes away the students’ work and the students believe that she puts them
in her Gallery. On the surface, the exchanges offer students an
opportunity to keep personal recollections, yet this activity is utilised by
the guardians to achieve hidden purposes. For instance, Miss Emily, the
head guardian of the school, used to give lectures to the students about
disorder and how they should be systematic in following the rules.
Besides, exchanges train the students’ minds in the practice of give and
take concerning their future as they take from the school everything
necessary to be perfect individuals; in return, they are expected to donate
their organs to achieve their roles according to the ideology. Even when
the students ask about what Madame does with their artwork, they do not
receive any clear answer, justifying that they do not have the ability to
understand. Thus, talking about Madame’s Gallery is one of the forbidden
things at the school. The mystery of Madame’s Gallery makes Kathy and
Tommy believe that there is a connection between donations and
creativity. Thus, keeping Madame’s Gallery as a mysterious topic
participates in giving hope to the students by making them interpret it in
different ways. So, their minds will be busy with the interpretation of
these mysterious things instead of thinking about their real plight as

donors.

The activity of exchange also reflects the idea of subjection, which
is suggested by Marxist theorists in which the students believe that they
are free, but in fact they are not because ‘“they are free within the

ideology” (Balibar & Macherey, 1978, p. 9). Their minds are restricted to
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the rules, and they cannot get rid of them even after departing from the
school. This sense of feeling free to choose also reflects what Althusser
calls “interpellation”; he states, “Ideology ‘acts’ or ‘functions’ in such a
way that it recruits subjects among the individuals... or ‘transforms’ the
individuals into subjects... by that very precise operation which I have

called interpellation or hailing” (Althusser, 1971, p. 174).

Subjection and interpellation are means of brainwashing used by
the school. Miss Lucy’s remark that the students have been “told and not
told” reflects the idea of brainwashing and to which extent it influences
the students’ minds. They understand the system, but they cannot realise
its consequences. It seems that the students just understand their roles in

this ideology.

The students are dehumanised by living in a world which is
pervaded by lack of privacy and freedom in addition to utilising their
organs. The students as proletariat experience what Marx called, in his
Das Kapital, the process of “reification”: “All means for the development
of production transform themselves into means of domination over, and
exploitation of, the producers; they mutilate the labourer into a fragment
of a man, degrade him to the level of an appendage of a machine” (Marx,
1990, p. 548). Thus, the dehumanisation of the students represents the
proletariat in a capitalist society. The society benefits from their body
ignoring their feeling. They are well aware of what is happening, yet they
obey without questioning since their minds are prepared to accept the
system in which they live. The author also uses the word “complete”
instead of “die”, affirming dehumanisation of the students as they
transform into means of production (Villiers and Slabbert, 2011). The
dehumanization is reflected in their inability to express their feeling

freely, for instance when Kathy wants to hug Ruth, her friend at the
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school, since she gives her a cassette tape as a compensation for the one
that she lost, she cannot because she remembers that they are not
supposed to hug each other at the school. As a result of these rules,
students become dissociable creatures and they are isolated from each

other, especially after leaving school.

Thus, one of the school’s aims is to alienate the students from each
other. From the Marxist perspective, the capitalist system depends on the
creation of a sense of alienation by isolating a person from others and
himself. If the workers, the students in the novel, do not have the ability
to communicate with others, there will be no revolution, so everyone will
be submissive to the dominant ideology. Therefore, the alienation is
created to give the authority the power to control the individuals more
and more. Creating the sense of alienation is shown in the absence of the
means of communication, for instance, Kathy does not communicate with
her friends after leaving the school by sending a message or calling them
on the phones. So, the school is the only thing which relates the students
to each other, as Huang Yu-min (2017) maintains that “without Hailsham,
the clones may lose the chance to stay linked with one another and lose
their sense of belongingness and root” (p. 1155). Otherwise, there is no
communication among them. Consequently, cutting off the
communication leads to alienation. Even at the end of the novel, Kathy

seems to be lonely as a sign of her failure.

Deception, Hope, and the Illusion of Change: The Students’

Submissive Acceptance of Their Fate

Even though the students experience systematic exploitation, they
remain hopeful for a different future, a hope that eventually serves as a

means of control. The students still believe in the greatness of the
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school’s system, In spite of all the means that the school uses to exploit
them, ignoring unconsciously that they are transforming into means of
production for the benefit of others, which shows how the students reflect
Marx’s belief that the proletariat are means of production. They cannot
realise that they are deceived by the dominant ideology, and they are
following its rules. They become “part of the system created by the
consumer society, and that [they] are turned into puppets controlled by a

community only interested in its own profit” (Berzenji, 2008, p. 12).

The influence of Hailsham’s closure on the students reflects the
importance of this school to them. The school and its system are rooted in
the students” minds. When Kathy 1s informed that the school is closed,
she thinks about the carers and the donors who graduated from the
school, instead of thinking about the current students. She knows that all
the students are related to school unintentionally, and they can only find
their identity through the school. Kathy’s thoughts as well as memories
are imprisoned inside Hailsham that she cannot get out of it. As a carer,
she used to deal with donors from Hailsham. She used to look back at her
childhood at school instead of paying attention to her future. Ruth and
Tommy also relate the school to the marsh, which reflects the picture of
Hailsham in their minds as an image of comfort and shelter. The places
that they transfer to after leaving the school do not change their thought
about Hailsham. For instance, The Cottages mirror Hailsham as isolated
places. At the Cottages, they are away from the dominance of the
guardians, yet the influence of Hailsham’s hegemony continues. Kathy
prefers to spend her time with students from Hailsham, and unlike Ruth,
Kathy keeps her collection pieces to remind her of her childhood. The
students continue to have this nostalgic sense and continue to obey the

rules of the school in spite of their new adult life at the cottages.
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Hence, the students’ minds are limited because they live in a
distorted reality, as Miss Lucy declares that they are “told and not told”.
They continue to dream of having a different future; for instance, they,
especially Ruth, believe in the ideas of “possibles” and “dream futures”.
Ruth has a hope to find her original version, and she even tries to find her.
This means that they have dreams of breaking the boundaries of the

system in which they live.

Kathy and Tommy also have such a hope in following the idea of
deferral when they visit Madame to delay their donations after proving
their feeling of love. Possibilities and deferral provide the students with
hope, proving that they do not completely accept their designed fate, yet
their hope about their future is simply a hope without a real step towards
changing. Even this hope is designed by the system of the school by

spreading such rumours.

The system intends the students to live in such dreams, to control
their minds more, suggesting that even in their dreams they cannot go out
of the system. Kathy and Tommy’s hope in a deferral of death makes
them give their work of art to Madame as if begging her for more time to
live. This scene reflects the plight of the students, which is similar to the
plight of the proletariat in a capitalist society, as they are oppressed and

victimised.

Miss Emily insists that there is no deferral, yet it seems that she
knows everything about this rumour, which proves that she intentionally
keeps this subject as a mysterious one. Then, she reveals that one of the
school’s aims is to show that the clones, like humans, have souls. This is

the reason behind keeping the best artworks of the students.
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The stories of the woods are also used by the system. The woods
are the source of fear for the students as they heard many horrible stories
about them. The source of these stories is again rumours. The student
who tries to escape from the school will face a horrible fate in the woods.
For instance, a boy lost his hands and legs when he went to the woods.
The fate of the boy reflects the fate of the donors who will lose their

organs when they grow up.

Subsequently, the guardians give limited information to students
about their future and the idea of donations, so they have a great influence
on them. They also spread rumours to control them more. As teachers at
the school, they are supposed to provide the students with knowledge, but
they do not. The students try to get knowledge depending on themselves,
yet the knowledge that they have got is just rumours. Knowledge
becomes a means that the guardians use in order to control the students.
Miss Emily confesses that the students are “pawns in a game”. Their fate

1s designed, and they should accept it.

The students accept Miss Emily’s scheme about the school’s
ideology, and they agree to take even the information that they do not
fully understand (Yu-min, 2017). This is the aim of the school, as a
hegemonic state as it “makes certain views seem ‘natural’” (Barry, 2002,
p. 161). Tommy explains his comprehension about their situation, saying:
“it possible the guardians had, throughout all our years at Hailsham,
timed very carefully and deliberately everything they told us, so that we
were always just too young to understand properly the latest piece of
information” (Ishiguro, 2005, p. 66). Tommy’s speech shows the extent
of the students’ brainwashing. They are too young to understand what is
happening to them, yet everything is planned, and the guardians follow

specific steps to achieve the aim of the system, which is preparing donors.
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As the students are deprived of the sense of freedom, they cannot
decide and they are forced to accept certain rules functioning by the
ideological state apparatuses. Keeping the students with limited
information has deprived them of their right to choose. Miss Emily
suggests at the end of the novel that they did not tell them the whole
reality in order to protect them from being depressed as she says: “we
were able to give you something, something which even now no one will
ever take from you, and we were able to do that principally by sheltering
you... we sheltered you during those years, and we gave you your
childhoods” (Ishiguro, 2005, 206). The sense of protection here is
achieved by Althusser’s ideological state apparatuses as he suggests that
“the power of the state is also maintained more subtly, by seeming to
secure the internal consent of its citizens” (Barry, 2002, p. 160). Miss
Emily seems to be proud of her achievement since she believes that she
creates a perfect world for the students, providing them with an excellent
environment as well as shelter. In this speech, Miss Emily also justifies
their deception of the students. However, she and other guardians’ main
concern is to achieve the aim of the system, which is preparing the
students to be donors as Nathan Snaza states, “What the guardians at
Hailsham protect is, first and foremost, the ‘donations’” (Taketomi, 2019,
p. 121). It seems that deception is a device of the guardians to control the
students. This matter of deception is similar to Marx and Engels’ “false
consciousness,” which is “a set of false assumptions or illusions used by
the elite to dominate the working classes and to maintain social stability”
(Bressler, 1994, p. 119). Yet, it seems that the guardians, especially Miss
Emily, deceive themselves as well as the students since they are
unsatisfied with the system, but they used to keep their real intention and

feeling, for instance Madame’s feeling sorry for the students describing
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them as “poor creatures” with the tears in her eyes. The name of the

school itself, sham, reflects the act of deception.

Miss Lucy represents the only hope of telling the truth. She does
not try to deceive the students with false hopes, yet she is fired from the
system because she tries to be against it by informing the students
everything about the donation. Miss Lucy’s character shows that if
anyone tries to transgress the boundaries of the dominant ideology will be
cast away from it. She encourages the students, especially Tommy, to
think freely, and this aspect comes against the system in which the
students live. Miss Emily explains the danger of including guardians such
as Miss Lucy at the school, saying: “We had run Hailsham for many
years, we had a sense of what could work, what was best for the students
in the long run, beyond Hailsham. Lucy Wainright was idealistic, nothing
wrong with that. But she had no grasp of practicalities... if she’d had her
way, your happiness at Hailsham would have been shattered” (Ishiguro,
2005, p. 206-207). In this speech, Miss Emily expresses her view about
Miss Lucy’s way of dealing with the students, accusing her of trying to
deprive the students of their happiness. She even suggests that people like
Miss Lucy are responsible for closing Hailsham. Instead of admitting that
the students’ learning about the reality of the school and their being
educated enough to be dangerous to the system of the school, Miss Emily
blames Miss Lucy, who represents the truth. However, as Kathy says,
“it’s our life”, so they are supposed to know everything about it. Thus, if
the students know the truth, they may choose another way, but they are
deprived of choosing. The scream of Tommy after Miss Emily’s
disclosure shows the influence of forcing them to accept their fates by
deceiving them and hiding the information from them as Query (2015)

states: “The most clear-eyed and eloquent response to the fact of forced
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organ donation is no doubt Tommy’s scream at the novel’s climax, in the
wake of Miss Emily’s disclosure of the reality behind Hailsham (p. 162).
The students are exploited as if their only purpose is to be donors, so the
dominant ideology deals with them on that basis, ignoring the students’
creative works, which prove that they are not just commodities that

provide others with their organs.

However, Ishiguro shows the danger of educating the proletariat,
who are represented by the students. As they become educated, they will
try to change their class, so Hailsham is closed when the dominant class

realises the danger of the possibility of changing the social class.

Ishiguro may call for social reform by showing the miserable state
of the students of Hailsham. This call of social reform reflects Marxist
view which maintains “All working men and women can free themselves
from the chains of social, economic, and political oppression if they will
only recognize that they are presently not free agents but individuals
controlled by an intricate social web dominated by a self-declared, self-

empowered, and self-perpetuating social elite” (Bressler, 1994, p. 120).

Yet, Hailsham suppressed the students’ desire for revolution by
making them dependent and adapting the role imposed on them by
society (Yu-min, 2017). So, they are oppressed with complacency as they
have chances to be free from the system, but they do not because their
minds are shaped according to this system. It is very difficult for them to
refuse or challenge it, just like the proletariat who cannot rise in the class.
The students accept their fate and they do not try to revolt against the
system since “their logic to this responsibility is twisted and they are
“creatures of habit” (Yu-min, 2017, p. 1153). They continue to be

submissive to the system, so there is no hope of change, as the students

IRAGI Y d == KUJHS

Academic Scientific Journals turni[in Crossref ey o

120



2025 J5ai - - AGN £ 3 - Jg¥) aadl (20) Aaall Ailead¥) il jall & 68 S daals Alya

do not take any action towards a change. This inability to change is
rooted in their childhood at school and it shows clearly the idea of
brainwashing. As a result, the students fail to change their world by
adopting alternative options, and they accept their miserable situation as

suppressed by the system of their society.
Conclusion

To sum up, Never Let Me Go portrays how Hailsham manipulates
the students by providing a false reality that serves the dominant
ideology. The school’s system not only dehumanises the students but also
deprives them of privacy and freedom, which are key aspects of
independence. Through this control, Hailsham deceives students into
believing in their valuable role as organ donors. This emotional and
intellectual exploitation leaves them unable to challenge the system or

imagine a different future for themselves.

The educational system at Hailsham functions as a metaphor for
how hegemonic institutions shape the proletariat’s mindset. It doesn’t
merely provide knowledge but forms perspectives, preparing students to
accept their roles unquestioningly. The system creates the illusion of
freedom, choice, and perfection that ultimately serves those in power. The
system teaches compliance, not resistance, reflecting Marxist criticism of
capitalist societies, where the working class is kept submissive. The
possibility of revolution is overwhelmed by the ideological apparatuses

that form their reality.

This system of brainwashing is reinforced by the guardians, who
hide critical information and present the students’ fate as natural. Their
behaviours reflect how ideological state apparatuses preserve the existing

state of affairs by confirming the working class’s adopted beliefs that
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support the capitalist order. Kathy, Ruth, and Tommy accept their roles
rather than rebel, illustrating Marxist false consciousness. Even after
realising the truth, they remain emotionally bound by Hailsham’s
principles. Their belief in “possibles,” deferral, and tender memories of

the school offers deceptive hope that maintains their submission.

Thus, the educational system at Hailsham represents a way of
controlling the students’ minds. This educational system prepares students
who do not dare to challenge boundaries. The students adopt the
authority’s views. They become submissive to the system instead of
trying to challenge it. Therefore, their reaction to this educational system
reveals the value of hegemony in educating the proletariat in a certain
way to control them and spread the dominant ideology. Their realisation
of being donors is supposed to change their views about the ideology of
the school, but nothing changes by the end of the novel. Yet, through a
Marxist lens, Miss Lucy tries to transgress the boundaries and challenge
the ideological system by revealing the truth. Her behaviour could be
regarded as a fragile call for revolution. Miss Lucy could not succeed in
breaking the system; however, her attempt to blur the boundaries
indicates a ray of hope for awakening, despite the rigid system of
brainwashing. Consequently, the novel depicts that even under the rigid

system of control, the signs of revolution find their way to emerge.
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