
 

Summaries of Robert Jay Lifton’s Eight Criteria 

for Identifying a “Psychology of Totalism” 
 

 

Developed by brad/futuristguy from the book, Thought Reform and the Psychology of 
Totalism: A Study of 'Brainwashing' in China by Robert Jay Lifton (first published in 1961). 

 

1. Milieu Control [Communications] 

“Milieu” is the cultural context in which something exists or in which an action occurs. In talking about 
totalistic systems, “milieu control” relates with how the social surroundings are manipulated to limit 
independent thought and promote “groupthink” (i.e., ideological conformity). Milieu control involves 
restricting the kinds of communication modes that are allowed (promoting propaganda) and not allowed 
(imposing censorship). This is designed to “save” people from having the trouble of figuring out the right 
way (which the leaders or the Party already have worked out); all the regular people have to do is adopt the 
truths of the ideology and follow the leaders. Typically, any disallowed forms of communication, like 
questions or criticism, are punished. Also, the leaders enact the appearance of “social omniscience” where 
there is constant surveillance and therefore no secrets. 

2. Mystical Manipulation [Motivations] 

If milieu control is about making people TALK like everyone in the group, mystical manipulation is about 
motivating people to ACT like everyone in the group. This is needed because the group has a unique calling 
and stunningly special destiny to achieve –it’s like a holy crusade – and this can only be fulfilled if everyone 
does what they’re supposed to! This requires trust … trust in the chosen leaders who have the amazing 
foresight to see and understand the way the group needs to go. Following them cannot be wrong, can it? 

3. The Demand for Purity [Restrictions] 

The demand here is not so much about moral purity, but about purity in thinking. The cult wants to 
reduce and restrict what people think to only and always what paradigm planks the cult teaches. The cult’s 
ideology is black and white, and absolutely right. This means that the leader-party-organization serves as the 
sole arbiter of absolute good and absolute evil. Also, all that is pure is found only inside the boundaries of the 
group. All that is impure is always found outside the group. Therefore, we must purge the group of any 
impurities – thoughts, feelings, actions, opinions, people, vocations, etc. 

4. The Cult of Confession 

In authoritarian groups, confession is part of the thought reform process. Followers use confession to purge 
personal impurities AND to self-surrender to the social group. After all, in the group (not the individual) 
resides all absolute wisdom, so all techniques that bring anyone more tightly into alignment with the 
movement are righteous acts. However, this extreme form of confession offers a false sense of humility for 
those who confess and therefore feel unburdened by it. They are still following orders, doing as they are told.  
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5. The “Sacred Science” 

Leaders and followers in a cult organization present its ideology as the ultimate moral vision – as if theirs is 
the only right and righteous Way of life. They act as if it has an airtight logic and unassailable methodology 
for achieving that vision. So, since their system of precepts and practices is absolutely perfect, that elevates it 
to the status of dogma – “orthodox faith.” It constitutes “sacred science.” Because the entire system is sacred 
and transcends “normal” and “worldly” wisdom, it is right for guiding every aspect of life. Adherence to it is 
a moral responsibility. Protecting it is a moral obligation – even if it means taking actions others do not 
understand, or may even find “immoral.” But protecting the organization, its leaders, and its ideology may 
require it.  

6. Loading the Language 

By “loading the language,” Dr. Lifton means creating code words and insider jargon that reduces 
complex problems to simplistic solutions, and condenses categories into judgmental labels. By using 
language that is more loaded, authoritarian leaders create dependence (the leaders know what these terms 
mean; I don’t have to) and limit thought (the truth is encoded in a limited number of terms that tell what is 
good-pure-right and what is evil-impure-wrong; those are the only categories that matter). Granted, every 
social group uses “insider language” to some degree. It helps us identify others as “one of us” and can give a 
common vocabulary for conversing about issues of interest. Over time, though, such group language should 
grow and change. However, totalistic organizations take labeling to the extreme, giving their code words the 
status of sacred and therefore being perfect and unchangeable. That is part of how they manipulate language 
usage to serve their purposes. 

7. Doctrine Over Person 

But what happens when people don’t align with the authority of the group’s sacred word or its leaders? You 
modify people to fit the system, not the system to fit being human. So, when it comes right down to it, 
People AREN’T more important than things (i.e., the ideology). There is no room for challenge, growth, or 
variety. The system is perfectly absolute and absolutely perfect: “We have the truth, they don’t. They need to 
change.” (Therefore, it is not a huge leap forward to consider that those who continue to reject The Truth and 
resist thought reform do not qualify as human – which is the essence of criterion #8.) 

8. The Dispensing of Existence 

Once an authoritarian “hive” organization has set its standard of absolute truth, it isn’t that big of a leap in 
logic to jump from allowed/disallowed doctrines to declaring allowed/disallowed people, solely based on 
who carries or doesn’t carry the right doctrines. The dogma and its mediators determine who deserves to 
survive and thrive, and who doesn’t. That’s because the cult must protect its purity. And that requires 
isolating the impurities so they don’t contaminate the majority. Identify-isolate-remove is the core process to 
get rid of any kind of impurity. 

So, what happens to people who refuse to bend their will and yield their mind to thought reform? It makes 
sense that the cult will progress from identifying such rebels and denouncing them, to either detainment and 
imprisonment or to expulsion and shunning. And, if need be, there is always execution and genocide for 
those individuals and groups who will never be like the obedient masses. Admittedly, the exact actions of a 
given cult state or organization may not go as far as genocide, but the underlying thinking is all of the same 
piece. There is a logic involved, even if there is no longer a conscience. 


