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Thought Reform and the Psychology of Totalism:
A Study of Brainwashing in China
Robert J. Lifton
Chapter 22: Ideological Totalism
Thought reform has a psychological momentum of its own, a self-perpetuating energy not always
bound by the interests of the program’s directors. When we inquire into the sources of this
momentum, we come upon a complex set of psychological themes, which may be grouped under
the general heading of ideological totalism. By this ungainly phrase I mean to suggest the
coming together of immoderate ideology with equally immoderate individual character traits -an extremist meeting ground between people and ideas.
In discussing tendencies toward individual totalism within my subjects, I made it clear that these
were a matter of degree, and that some potential for this form of all-or-nothing emotional
alignment exists within everyone. Similarly, any ideology -- that is, any set of emotionallycharged convictions about man and his relationship to the natural or supernatural world -- may be
carried by its adherents in a totalistic direction. But this is most likely to occur with those
ideologies which are most sweeping in their content and most ambitious -- or messianic -- in
their claims, whether religious, political, or scientific. And where totalism exists, a religion, a
political movement, or even a scientific organization becomes little more than an exclusive cult.
A discussion of what is most central in the thought reform environment can thus lead us to a
more general consideration of the psychology of human zealotry. For in identifying, on the basis
of this study of thought reform, features common to all expressions of ideological totalism, I
wish to suggest a set of criteria against which any environment may be judged -- a basis for
answering the ever-recurring question: “Isn’t this just like ‘brainwashing’?”
These criteria consist of eight psychological themes which are predominant within the social
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field of the thought reform milieu. Each has a totalistic quality; each depends upon an equally
absolute philosophical assumption; and each mobilizes certain individual emotional tendencies,
mostly of a polarizing nature. Psychological theme, philosophical rationale, and polarized
individual tendencies are interdependent; they require, rather than directly cause, each other. In
combination they create an atmosphere which may temporarily energize or exhilarate, but which
at the same time poses the gravest of human threats.
Milieu Control
The most basic feature of the thought reform environment, the psychological current upon which
all else depends, is the control of human communication. Through this milieu control the totalist
environment seeks to establish domain over not only the individual's communication with the
outside (all that he sees and hears, reads and writes, experiences, and expresses ), but also -- in its
penetration of his inner life -- over what we may speak of as his communication with himself. It
creates an atmosphere uncomfortably reminiscent of George Orwell's 1984; but with one
important difference. Orwell, as a Westerner, envisioned milieu control accomplished by a
mechanical device, the two-way "telescreen." The Chinese, although they utilize whatever
mechanical means they have at their disposal, achieve control of greater psycho logical depth
through a human recording and transmitting apparatus. It is probably fair to say that the Chinese
Communist prison and revolutionary university produce about as thoroughly controlled a group
environment as has ever existed. The milieu control exerted over the broader social environment
of Communist China, while considerably less intense, is in its own way unrivalled in its
combination of extensiveness and depth; it is, in fact, one of the distinguishing features of
Chinese Communist practice. Such milieu control never succeeds in becoming absolute; and its
own human apparatus can -- when permeated by outside information -- become subject to
discordant "noise" beyond that of any mechanical apparatus. To totalist administrators, however,
such occurrences are no more than evidences of "incorrect" use of the apparatus. For they look
upon milieu control as a just and necessary policy, one which need not be kept secret: thought
reform participants may be in doubt as to who is telling what to whom, but the fact that extensive
information about everyone is being conveyed to the authorities is always known. At the center
of this self-justification is their assumption of omniscience, their conviction that reality is their
exclusive possession. Having experienced the impact of what they consider to be an ultimate
truth (and having the need to dispel any possible inner doubts of their own), they consider it their
duty to create an environment containing no more and no less than this "truth." In order to be the
engineers of the human soul, they must first bring it under full observational control.
Many things happen psychologically to one exposed to milieu control; the most basic is the
disruption of balance between self and outside world. Pressured toward a merger of internal and
external milieux, the individual encounters a profound threat to his personal autonomy. He is
deprived of the combination of external information and inner reflection which anyone requires
to test the realities of his environment and to maintain a measure of identity separate from it.
Instead, he is called upon to make an absolute polarization of the real (the prevailing ideology)
and the unreal (everything else). To the extent that he does this, he undergoes a personal closure 1
which frees him from man's incessant struggle with the elusive subtleties of truth. He may even
share his environment's sense of omniscience and assume a "God's-eye view" 2 of the universe;
but he is likely instead to feel himself victimized by the God's-eye view of his environment's
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controllers. At this point he is subject to the hostility of suffocation of which we have already
spoken -- the resentful awareness that his strivings toward new information, independent
judgment, and self-expression are being thwarted. If his intelligence and sensibilities carry him
toward realities outside the closed ideological system, he may resist these as not fully legitimate
-- until the milieu control is sufficiently diminished for him -- to share these realities with others.
He is in either case profoundly hampered in the perpetual human quest for what is true, good,
and relevant in the world around him and within himself.
Mystical Manipulation
The inevitable next step after milieu control is extensive personal manipulation. This
manipulation assumes a no-holds-barred character, and uses every possible device at the milieu's
command, no matter how bizarre or painful. Initiated from above, it seeks to provoke specific
patterns of behavior and emotion in such a way that these will appear to have arisen
spontaneously from within the environment. This element of planned spontaneity, directed as it is
by an ostensibly omniscient group, must assume, for the manipulated, a near-mystical quality.
Ideological totalists do not pursue this approach solely for the purpose of maintaining a sense of
power over others. Rather they are impelled by a special kind of mystique which not only
justifies such manipulations, but makes them mandatory. Included in this mystique is a sense of
"higher purpose," of having "directly perceived some imminent law of social development," and
of being themselves the vanguard of this development. 3 By thus becoming the instruments of
their own mystique, they create a mystical aura around the manipulating institutions -- the Party,
the Government, the Organization. They are the agents "chosen" (by history, by God, or by some
other supernatural force) to carry out the "mystical imperative," 4 the pursuit of which must
supersede all considerations of decency or of immediate human welfare. Similarly, any thought
or action which questions the higher purpose is considered to be stimulated by a lower purpose,
to be backward, selfish, and petty in the face of the great, overriding mission. This same mystical
imperative produces the apparent extremes of idealism and cynicism which occur in connection
with the manipulations of any totalist environment: even those actions which seem cynical in the
extreme can be seen as having ultimate relationship to the "higher purpose."
At the level of the individual person, the psychological responses to this manipulative approach
revolve about the basic polarity of trust and mistrust. One is asked to accept these manipulations
on a basis of ultimate trust (or faith): “like a child in the arms of its mother,” as Father Luca
accurately perceived. He who trusts in this degree can experience the manipulations within the
idiom of the mystique behind them: that is, he may welcome their mysteriousness, find pleasure
in their pain, and feel them to be necessary for the fulfillment of the "higher purpose" which he
endorses as his own. But such elemental trust is difficult to maintain; and even the strongest can
be dissipated by constant manipulation.
When trust gives way to mistrust (or when trust has never existed) the higher purpose cannot
serve as adequate emotional sustenance. The individual then responds to the manipulations
through developing what I shall call the psychology of the pawn. Feeling himself unable to
escape from forces more powerful than himself, he subordinates everything to adapting himself
to them. He becomes sensitive to all kinds of cues, expert at anticipating environmental
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pressures, and skillful in riding them in such a way that his psychological energies merge with
the tide rather than turn painfully against himself. This requires that he participate actively in the
manipulation of others, as well as in the endless round of betrayals and self-betrayals which are
required.
But whatever his response -- whether he is cheerful in the face of being manipulated, deeply
resentful, or feels a combination of both -- he has been deprived of the opportunity to exercise
his capacities for self-expression and independent action.
The Demand for Purity
In the thought reform milieu, as in all situations of ideological totalism, the experiential world is
sharply divided into the pure and the impure, into the absolutely good and the absolutely evil.
The good and the pure are of course those ideas, feelings, and actions which are consistent with
the totalist ideology and policy; anything else is apt to be relegated to the bad and the impure.
Nothing human is immune from the flood of stern moral judgments. All "taints" and "poisons"
which contribute to the existing state of impurity must be searched out and eliminated.
The philosophical assumption underlying this demand is that absolute purity (the "good
Communist" or the ideal Communist state) is attainable, and that anything done to anyone in the
name of this purity is ultimately moral. In actual practice, however, no one (and no State) is
really expected to achieve such perfection. Nor can this paradox be dismissed as merely a means
of establishing a high standard to which all can aspire. Thought reform bears witness to its more
malignant consequences: for by defining and manipulating the criteria of purity, and then by
conducting an all-out war upon impurity, the ideological totalists create a narrow world of guilt
and shame. This is perpetuated by an ethos of continuous reform, a demand that one strive
permanently and painfully for something which not only does not exist but is in fact alien to the
human condition.
At the level of the relationship between individual and environment, the demand for purity
creates what we may term a guilty milieu and a shaming milieu. Since each man's impurities are
deemed sinful and potentially harmful to himself and to others, he is, so to speak, expected to
expect punishment -- which results in a relationship of guilt with his environment. Similarly,
when he fails to meet the prevailing standards in casting out such impurities, he is expected to
expect humiliation and ostracism -- thus establishing a relationship of shame with his milieu.
Moreover, the sense of guilt and the sense of shame become highly-valued: they are preferred
forms of communication, objects of public competition, and the bases for eventual bonds
between the individual and his totalist accusers. One may attempt to simulate them for a while,
but the subterfuge is likely to be detected, and it is safer (as Miss Darrow found) to experience
them genuinely.
People vary greatly in their susceptibilities to guilt and shame (as my subjects illustrated),
depending upon patterns developed early in life. But since guilt and shame are basic to human
existence, this variation can be no more than a matter of degree. Each person is made vulnerable
through his profound inner sensitivities to his own limitations and to his unfulfilled potential; in
other words, each is made vulnerable through his existential guilt. Since ideological totalists
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become the ultimate judges of good and evil within their world, they are able to use these
universal tendencies toward guilt and shame as emotional levers for their controlling and
manipulative influences. They become the arbiters of existential guilt, authorities without limit in
dealing with others' limitations. And their power is nowhere more evident than in their capacity
to "forgive." 5 The individual thus comes to apply the same totalist polarization of good and evil
to his judgments of his own character: he tends to imbue certain aspects of himself with
excessive virtue, and condemn even more excessively other personal qualities -- all according to
their ideological standing. He must also look upon his impurities as originating from outside
influences -- that is, from the ever-threatening world beyond the closed, totalist ken. Therefore,
one of his best ways to relieve himself of some of his burden of guilt is to denounce,
continuously and hostilely, these same outside influences. The more guilty he feels, the greater
his hatred, and the more threatening they seem. In this manner, the universal psychological
tendency toward "projection" is nourished and institutionalized, leading to mass hatreds, purges
of heretics, and to political and religious holy wars. Moreover, once an individual person has
experienced the totalist polarization of good and evil, he has great difficulty in regaining a more
balanced inner sensitivity to the complexities of human morality. For there is no emotional
bondage greater than that of the man whose entire guilt potential -- neurotic and existential -- has
become the property of ideological totalists.
The Cult of Confession
Closely related to the demand for absolute purity is an obsession with personal confession.
Confession is carried beyond its ordinary religious, legal, and therapeutic expressions to the
point of becoming a cult in itself. There is the demand that one confess to crimes one has not
committed, to sinfulness that is artificially induced, in the name of a cure that is arbitrarily
imposed. Such demands are made possible not only by the ubiquitous human tendencies toward
guilt and shame but also by the need to give expression to these tendencies. In totalist hands,
confession becomes a means of exploiting, rather than offering solace for, these vulnerability.
The totalist confession takes on a number of special meanings. It is first a vehicle for the kind of
personal purification which we have just discussed, a means of maintaining a perpetual inner
emptying or psychological purge of impurity; this purging milieu enhances the totalists' hold
upon existential guilt. Second, it is an act of symbolic self-surrender, the expression of the
merging of individual and environment. Third, it is a means of maintaining an ethos of total
exposure -- a policy of making public (or at least known to the Organization) everything possible
about the life experiences, thoughts, and passions of each individual, and especially those
elements which might be regarded as derogatory.
The assumption underlying total exposure (besides those which relate to the demand for purity)
is the environment's claim to total ownership of each individual self within it. Private ownership
of the mind and its products -- of imagination or of memory -- becomes highly immoral. The
accompanying rationale (or rationalization) is familiar to us (from George Chen's experience);
the milieu has attained such a perfect state of enlightenment that any individual retention of ideas
or emotions has become anachronistic.
The cult of confession can offer the individual person meaningful psychological satisfactions in
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the continuing opportunity for emotional catharsis and for relief of suppressed guilt feelings,
especially insofar as these are associated with self-punitive tendencies to get pleasure from
personal degradation. More than this, the sharing of confession enthusiasms can create an
orgiastic sense of "oneness," of the most intense intimacy with fellow confessors and.of the
dissolution of self into the great flow of the Movement. And there is also, at least initially, the
possibility of genuine self-revelation and of self-betterment through the recognition that "the
thing that has been exposed is what I am." 6
But as totalist pressures turn confession into recurrent command performances, the element of
histrionic public display takes precedence over genuine inner experience. Each man becomes
concerned with the effectiveness of his personal performance, and this performance sometimes
comes to serve the function of evading the very emotions and ideas about which one feels most
guilty -- confirming the statement by one of Camus' characters that "authors of confessions write
especially to avoid confessing, to tell nothing of what they know." 7 The difficulty, of course, lies
in the inevitable confusion which takes place between the actor's method and his separate
personal reality, between the performer and the "real me."
In this sense, the cult of confession has effects quite the reverse of its ideal of total exposure:
rather than eliminating personal secrets, it increases and intensifies them. In any situation the
personal secret has two important elements: first, guilty and shameful ideas which one wishes to
suppress in order to prevent their becoming known by others or their becoming too prominent in
one's own awareness; and second, representations of parts of oneself too precious to be expressed
except when alone or when involved in special loving relationships formed around this shared
secret world. Personal secrets are always maintained in opposition to inner pressures toward selfexposure. The totalist milieu makes contact with these inner pressures through its own obsession
with the expose and the unmasking process. As a result old secrets are revived and new ones
proliferate; the latter frequently consist of resentments toward or doubts about the Movement, or
else are related to aspects of identity still existing outside of the prescribed ideological sphere.
Each person becomes caught up in a continuous conflict over which secrets to preserve and
which to surrender, over ways to reveal lesser secrets in order to protect more important ones; his
own boundaries between the secret and the known, between the public and the private, become
blurred. And around one secret, or a complex of secrets, there may revolve (as we saw with Hu)
an ultimate inner struggle between resistance and self-surrender.
Finally, the cult of confession makes it virtually impossible to attain a reasonable balance
between worth and humility. The enthusiastic and aggressive confessor becomes like Camus'
character whose perpetual confession is his means of judging others: "[I] . . . practice the
profession of penitent to be able to end up as a judge . . . the more I accuse myself, the more I
have a right to judge you." The identity of the "judge-penitent" 8 thus becomes a vehicle for
taking on some of the environment's arrogance and sense of omnipotence. Yet even this shared
omnipotence cannot protect him from the opposite (but not unrelated) feelings of humiliation and
weakness, feelings especially prevalent among those who remain more the enforced penitent
than the all-powerful judge.
The “Sacred Science”
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The totalist milieu maintains an aura of sacredness around its basic dogma, holding it out as an
ultimate moral vision for the ordering of human existence. This sacredness is evident in the
prohibition (whether or not explicit) against the questioning of basic assumptions, and in the
reverence which is demanded for the originators of the Word, the present bearers of the Word,
and the Word itself. While thus transcending ordinary concerns of logic, however, the milieu at
the same time makes an exaggerated claim of airtight logic, of absolute "scientific" precision.
Thus the ultimate moral vision becomes an ultimate science; and the man who dares to criticize
it, or to harbor even unspoken alternative ideas, becomes not only immoral and irreverent, but
also "unscientific." In this way, the philosopher kings of modem ideological totalism reinforce
their authority by claiming to share in the rich and respected heritage of natural science.
The assumption here is not so much that man can be God, but rather that man's ideas can be God:
that an absolute science of ideas (and implicitly, an absolute science of man) exists, or is at least
very close to being attained; that this science can be combined with an equally absolute body of
moral principles; and that the resulting doctrine is true for all men at all times. Although no
ideology goes quite this far in overt statement, such assumptions are implicit in totalist practice.9
At the level of the individual, the totalist sacred science can offer much comfort and security. Its
appeal lies in its seeming unification of the mystical and the logical modes of experience (in
psychoanalytic terms, of the primary and secondary thought processes). For within the
framework of the sacred science, there is room for both careful step-by-step syllogism, and
sweeping, nonrational "insights." Since the distinction between the logical and the mystical is, to
begin with, artificial and man-made, an opportunity for transcending it can create an extremely
intense feeling of truth. But the posture of unquestioning faith -- both rationally and nonrationally derived -- is not easy to sustain, especially if one discovers that the world of
experience is not nearly as absolute as the sacred science claims it to be.
Yet so strong a hold can the sacred science achieve over his mental processes that if one begins
to feel himself attracted to ideas which either contradict or ignore it, he may become guilty and
afraid. His quest for knowledge is consequently hampered, since in the name of science he is
prevented from engaging in the receptive search for truth which characterizes the genuinely
scientific approach. And his position is made more difficult by the absence, in a totalist
environment, of any distinction between the sacred and the profane: there is no thought or action
which cannot be related to the sacred science. To be sure, one can usually find areas of
experience outside its immediate authority; but during periods of maximum totalist activity (like
thought reform) any such areas are cut off, and there is virtually no escape from the milieu's
ever-pressing edicts and demands. Whatever combination of continued adherence, inner
resistance, or compromise co-existence the individual person adopts toward this blend of
counterfeit science and back-door religion, it represents another continuous pressure toward
personal closure, toward avoiding, rather than grappling with, the kinds of knowledge and
experience necessary for genuine self-expression and for creative development.
Loading the Language
The language of the totalist environment is characterized by the thought-terminating cliche. The
most far-reaching and complex of human problems are compressed into brief, highly reductive,
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definitive-sounding phrases, easily memorized and easily expressed. These become the start and
finish of any ideological analysis. In thought reform, for instance, the phrase "bourgeois
mentality" is used to encompass and critically dismiss ordinarily troublesome concerns like the
quest for individual expression, the exploration of alternative ideas, and the search for
perspective and balance in political judgments. And in addition to their function as interpretive
shortcuts, these cliches become what Richard Weaver has called "ultimate terms": either "god
terms," representative of ultimate good; or "devil terms," representative of ultimate evil. In
thought reform, "progress," "progressive," "liberation," "proletarian standpoints" and "the
dialectic of history" fall into the former category; "capitalist," "imperialist," "exploiting classes,"
and "bourgeois" (mentality, liberalism, morality, superstition, greed) of course fall into the latter.
10 Totalist language, then, is repetitiously centered on all-encompassing jargon, prematurely
abstract, highly categorical, relentlessly judging, and to anyone but its most devoted advocate,
deadly dull: in Lionel Trilling's phrase, "the language of non-thought."
To be sure, this kind of language exists to some degree within any cultural or organizational
group, and all systems of belief depend upon it. It is in part an expression of unity and
exclusiveness: as Edward Sapir put it, "'He talks like us' is equivalent to saying 'He is one of us'."
11 The loading is much more extreme in ideological totalism, however, since the jargon expresses
the claimed certitudes of the sacred science. Also involved is an underlying assumption that
language -- like all other human products -- can be owned and operated by the Movement. No
compunctions are felt about manipulating or loading it in any fashion; the only consideration is
its usefulness to the cause.
For an individual person, the effect of the language of ideological totalism can be summed up in
one word: constriction. He is, so to speak, linguistically deprived; and since language is so
central to all human experience, his capacities for thinking and feeling are immensely narrowed.
This is what Hu meant when he said, "using the same pattern of words for so long . . . you feel
chained." Actually, not everyone exposed feels chained, but in effect everyone is profoundly
confined by these verbal fetters. As in other aspects of totalism, this loading may provide an
initial sense of in sight and security, eventually followed by uneasiness. This uneasiness may
result in a retreat into a rigid orthodoxy in which an individual shouts the ideological jargon all
the louder in order to demonstrate his conformity, hide his own dilemma and his despair, and
protect himself from the fear and guilt he would feel should he attempt to use words and phrases
other than the correct ones. Or else he may adopt a complex pattern of inner division, and
dutifully produce the expected cliches in public performances while in his private moments he
searches for more meaningful avenues of expression. Either way, his imagination becomes
increasingly dissociated from his actual life experiences and may even tend to atrophy from
disuse.
Doctrine Over Person
This sterile language reflects another characteristic feature of ideological totalism: the
subordination of human experience to the claims of doctrine. This primacy of doctrine over
person is evident in the continual shift between experience itself and the highly abstract
interpretation of such experience -- between genuine feelings and spurious cataloguing of
feelings. It has much to do with the peculiar aura of half-reality which a totalist environment
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seems, at least to the outsider, to possess.
This tendency in the totalist approach to broad historical events was described in relationship to
Chinese Communism by John K. Fairbank and Mary C. Wright:
. . . stock characters like capitalist imperialists from abroad, feudal and semi-feudal reaction at
home, and the resistance and liberation movements of "the people" enact a morality play. This
melodrama sees aggression, injustice, exploitation, and humiliation engulf the Chinese people
until salvation comes at last with Communism. Mass revolutions require an historical myth as
part of their black and white morality, and this is the ideological myth of one of the great
revolutions of world history.l2
The inspiriting force of such myths cannot be denied; nor can one ignore their capacity for
mischief. For when the myth becomes fused with the totalist sacred science, the resulting "logic"
can be so compelling and coercive that it simply replaces the realities of individual experience.
Consequently, past historical events are retrospectively altered, wholly rewritten, or ignored, to
make them consistent with the doctrinal logic. This alteration becomes especially malignant
when its distortions are imposed upon individual memory as occurred in the false confessions
extracted during thought reform (most graphically Father Luca's).
The same doctrinal primacy prevails in the totalist approach to changing people: the demand that
character and identity be reshaped, not in accordance with one's special nature or potentialities,
but rather to fit the rigid contours of the doctrinal mold. The human is thus subjugated to the
ahuman. And in this manner, the totalists, as Camus phrases it, "put an abstract idea above
human life, even if they call it history, to which they themselves have submitted in advance and
to which they will decide quite arbitrarily, to submit everyone else as well." 13
The underlying assumption is that the doctrine -- including its mythological elements -- is
ultimately more valid, true, and real than is any aspect of actual human character or human
experience. Thus, even when circumstances require that a totalist movement follow a course of
action in conflict with or outside of the doctrine, there exists what Benjamin Schwartz has
described as a "will to orthodoxy" 14 which requires an elaborate facade of new rationalizations
designed to demonstrate the unerring consistency of the doctrine and the unfailing foresight
which it provides. The public operation of this will to orthodoxy is seen in the Party's
explanation of the Hundred Flowers Campaign. But its greater importance lies in more hidden
manifestations, particularly the totalists' pattern of imposing their doctrine-dominated remolding
upon people in order to seek confirmation of (and again, dispel their own doubts about) this same
doctrine. Rather than modify the myth in accordance with experience, the will to orthodoxy
requires instead that men be modified in order to reaffirm the myth. Thus, much of prison
thought reform was devoted to making the Westerner conform to the pure image of "evil
imperialist," so that he could take his proper role in the Communist morality play of Chinese
history.
The individual person who finds himself under such doctrine-dominated pressure to change is
thrust into an intense struggle with his own sense of integrity, a struggle which takes place in
relation to polarized feelings of sincerity and insincerity. In a totalist environment, absolute
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"sincerity" is demanded; and the major criterion for sincerity is likely to be one's degree of
doctrinal compliance both in regard to belief and to direction of personal change. Yet there is
always the possibility of retaining an alternative version of sincerity (and of reality), the capacity
to imagine a different kind of existence and another form of sincere commitment (as did Grace
Wu when she thought, "the world could not be like this"). These alternative visions depend upon
such things as the strength of previous identity, the penetration of the milieu by outside ideas,
and the retained capacity for eventual individual renewal. The totalist environment, however,
counters such "deviant" tendencies with the accusation that they stem entirely from personal
"problems" ("thought problems" or "ideological problems" ) derived from untoward earlier
("bourgeois") influences. The outcome will depend largely upon how much genuine relevance
the doctrine has for the individual emotional predicament. And even for those to whom it seems
totally appealing, the exuberant sense of well-being it temporarily affords may be more a
"delusion of wholeness" 15 than an expression of true and lasting inner harmony.
The Dispensing of Existence
The totalist environment draws a sharp line between those whose right to existence can be
recognized, and those who possess no such right. In thought reform, as in Chinese Communist
practice generally, the world is divided into the "people" (defined as "the working class, the
peasant class, the petite bourgeoisie, and the national bourgeoisie"), and the "reactionaries" or
"lackeys of imperialism" (defined as "the landlord class, the bureaucratic capitalist class, and the
KMT reactionaries and their henchmen" ) . Mao Tsetung makes the existential distinction
between the two groups quite explicit:
Under the leadership of the working class and the Communist Party, these classes [the people]
unite together to form their own state and elect their own government [so as to] carry out a
dictatorship over the lackeys of imperialism.... These two aspects, namely, democracy among the
people and dictatorship over the reactionaries, combine to form the people's democratic
dictatorship .... to the hostile classes the state apparatus is the instrument of oppression. It is
violent, and not "benevolent." . . . Our benevolence applies only to the people, and not to the
reactionary acts of the reactionaries and reactionary classes outside the people.16
Being "outside the people," the reactionaries are presumably nonpeople. Under conditions of
ideological totalism, in China and elsewhere, nonpeople have often been put to death, their
executioners then becoming guilty (in Camus' phrase) of "crimes of logic." But the thought
reform process is one means by which nonpeople are permitted, through a change in attitude and
personal character, to make themselves over into people. The most literal example of such
dispensing of existence and nonexistence is to be found in the sentence given to certain political
criminals: execution in two years' time, unless during that two-year period they have
demonstrated genuine progress in their reform.
In the light of this existential policy, the two different pronunciations of the word people
("people" and "peepul") adopted by the European group described in Chapter 9 was more than
just a practical maneuver. It was a symbolic way to cut through the loaded totalist language and
restore the word to its general meaning, thereby breaking down the imposed distinction between
people and nonpeople. Since the Westerners involved were themselves clearly nonpeople theirs
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was an invention born of the negative status dispensed to them.
Are not men presumptuous to appoint themselves the dispensers of human existence? Surely this
is a flagrant expression of what the Greeks called hubris, of arrogant man making himself God.
Yet one underlying assumption makes this arrogance mandatory: the conviction that there is just
one path to true existence, just one valid mode of being, and that all others are perforce invalid
and false. Totalists thus feel themselves compelled to destroy all possibilities of false existence as
a means of furthering the great plan of true existence to which they are committed. Indeed, Mao's
words suggest that all of thought reform can be viewed as a way to eradicate such allegedly false
modes of existence -- not only among the nonpeople, within whom they supposedly originate,
but also among legitimate people allegedly contaminated by them.
The [function of the] people's state is to protect the people. Only where there is the people's state,
is it possible for the people to use democratic methods or a nationwide and all-round scale to
educate and reform themselves, to free themselves from the influence of reactionaries at home
and abroad .... to unlearn the bad habits and ideas acquired from the old society and not to let
themselves travel on the erroneous path pointed out by the reactionaries, but to continue to
advance and develop towards a Socialist and Communist society accomplishing the historic
mission of completely eliminating classes and advancing toward a universal fraternity.l7
For the individual, the polar emotional conflict is the ultimate existential one of "being versus
nothingness." He is likely to be drawn to a conversion experience, which he sees as the only
means of attaining a path of existence for the future (as did George Chen). The totalist
environment -- even when it does not resort to physical abuse -- thus stimulates in everyone a
fear of extinction or annihilation much like the basic fear experienced by Western prisoners. A
person can overcome this fear and find (in Martin Buber's term) "confirmation," not in his
individual relationships, but only from the fount of all existence, the totalist Organization.
Existence comes to depend upon creed (I believe, therefore I am), upon submission (I obey,
therefore I am) and beyond these, upon a sense of total merger with the ideological movement.
Ultimately of course one compromises and combines the totalist "confirmation" with
independent elements of personal identity; but one is ever made aware that, should he stray too
far along this "erroneous path," his right to existence may be withdrawn.
The more clearly an environment expresses these eight psychological themes, the greater its
resemblance to ideological totalism; and the more it utilizes such totalist devices to change
people, the greater its resemblance to thought reform (or "brainwashing"). But facile
comparisons can be misleading. No milieu ever achieves complete totalism, and many relatively
moderate environments show some signs of it. Moreover, totalism tends to be recurrent rather
than continuous: in China, for instance, its fullest expression occurs during thought reform; it is
less apparent during lulls in thought reform, although it is by no means absent. And like the
"enthusiasm" with which it is often associated, totalism is more apt to be present during the early
phases of mass movements than later -- Communist China in the 1950s was generally more
totalist than Soviet Russia. But if totalism has at any time been prominent in a movement, there
is always the possibility of its reappearance, even after long periods of relative moderation.
Then too, some environments come perilously close to totalism but at the same time keep
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alternative paths open; this combination can offer unusual opportunities for achieving intellectual
and emotional depth. And even the most full-blown totalist milieu can provide (more or less
despite itself) a valuable and enlarging life experience -- if the man exposed has both the
opportunity to leave the extreme environment and the inner capacity to absorb and make inner
use of the totalist pressures (as did Father Vechten and Father Luca ) .
Also, ideological totalism itself may offer a man an intense peak experience: a sense of
transcending all that is ordinary and prosaic, of freeing himself from the encumbrances of human
ambivalence, of entering a sphere of truth, reality, trust, and sincerity beyond any he had ever
known or even imagined. But these peak experiences, the result as they are of external pressure,
distortion, and threat, carry a great potential for rebound, and for equally intense opposition to
the very things which initially seem so liberating. Such imposed peak experiences 18 -- as
contrasted with those more freely and privately arrived at by great religious leaders and mystics
-- are essentially experiences of personal closure. Rather than stimulating greater receptivity and
"openness to the world," they encourage a backward step into some form of "embeddedness" -- a
retreat into doctrinal and organizational exclusiveness, and into all-or-nothing emotional patterns
more characteristic (at least at this stage of human history) of the child than of the individuated
adult.l9
And if no peak experience occurs, ideological totalism does even greater violence to the human
potential: it evokes destructive emotions, produces intellectual and psychological constrictions,
and deprives men of all that is most subtle and imaginative -- under the false promise of
eliminating those very imperfections and ambivalences which help to define the human
condition. This combination of personal closure, self-destructiveness, and hostility toward
outsiders leads to the dangerous group excesses so characteristic of ideological totalism in any
form. It also mobilizes extremist tendencies in those outsiders under attack, thus creating a
vicious circle of totalism.
What is the source of ideological totalism How do these extremist emotional patterns originate?
These questions raise the most crucial and the most difficult of human problems. Behind
ideological totalism lies the ever-present human quest for the omnipotent guide for the
supernatural force, political party, philosophical ideas, great leader, or precise science that will
bring ultimate solidarity to all men and eliminate the terror of death and nothingness. This quest
is evident in the mythologies, religions, and histories of all nations, as well as in every individual
life. The degree of individual totalism involved depends greatly upon factors in one's personal
history: early lack of trust, extreme environmental chaos, total domination by a parent or parentrepresentative, intolerable burdens of guilt, and severe crises of identity. Thus an early sense of
confusion and dislocation, or an early experience of unusually intense family milieu control, can
produce later a complete intolerance for confusion and dislocation, and a longing for the
reinstatement of milieu control. But these things are in some measure part of every childhood
experience; and therefore the potential for totalism is a continuum from which no one entirely
escapes, and in relationship to which no two people are exactly the same.
It may be that the capacity for totalism is most fundamentally a product of human childhood
itself, of the prolonged period of helplessness and dependency through which each of us must
pass. Limited as he is, the infant has no choice but to imbue his first nurturing authorities his
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parents -- with an exaggerated omnipotence, until the time he is himself capable of some degree
of independent action and judgment. And even as he develops into the child and the adolescent,
he continues to require many of the all-or-none polarities of totalism as terms with which to
define his intellectual, emotional, and moral worlds. Under favorable circumstances (that is,
when family and culture encourage individuation) these requirements can be replaced by more
flexible and moderate tendencies; but they never entirely disappear.
During adult life, individual totalism takes on new contours as it becomes associated with new
ideological interests. It may become part of the configuration of personal emotions, messianic
ideas, and organized mass movement which I have described as ideological totalism. When it
does, we cannot speak of it as simply a form of regression. It is partly this, but it is also
something more: a new form of adult embeddedness, originating in patterns of security-seeking
carried over from childhood, but with qualities of ideas and aspirations that are specifically adult.
During periods of cultural crisis and of rapid historical change, the totalist quest for the
omnipotent guide leads men to seek to become that guide.
Totalism, then, is a widespread phenomenon, but it is not the only approach to reeducation. We
can best use our knowledge of it by applying its criteria to familiar processes in our own cultural
tradition and in our own country.
- Footnotes Personal "closure" implies abandoning man's inherent strivings toward the outer world as well
as much of his receptivity to his own inner impulses, and retreating into what Ernest Schachtel
has called "the closed pattern of relatedness to the world institutionalized in ... [a] particular
culture or cultural subgroup (Metamorphosis, New York, Basic Books, 1959, 75).
2 Helen Lynd, On Shame and the Search for Identity, New York, Hardcourt, Brace & Co., 1958,
57. 1 Personal "closure" implies abandoning man's inherent strivings toward the outer world as
well as much of his receptivity to his own inner impulses, and retreating into what Ernest
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2 Helen Lynd, On Shame and the Search for Identity, New York, Hardcourt, Brace & Co., 1958,
57.
3Alex Inkeles, "The Totalitarian Mystique: Some Impressions of the Dynamics of Totalitarian
Society," Totalitarianism, edited by Carl Friedrich, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press,
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4 Ibid., 91.
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Secondly, that's the only way to set oneself above him. . . ."
6Helen Lynd, op. cit., 57.
7 Camus, The Fall, 120.
8 Ibid., 8 and 138.
9A somewhat similar point of view is expressed by Hannah Arendt in her comprehensive study,
The Origins of Totalitarianism, New York, Meridian Books, 1958, 468-474.
10In this respect, thought reform is clearly a child of it era, for Weaver claims that "progress" list
the "'god term' of the present age," and also lists "progressive," "science," "fact," and "modern"
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reform's "devil terms" are more specifically Communist, but also included are such general
favorites as "Aggressor" and "fascist."
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“Politics and the English Language”
George Orwell (1946)
Most people who bother with the matter at all would admit that the English language is in a bad
way, but it is generally assumed that we cannot by conscious action do anything about it. Our
civilization is decadent and our language -- so the argument runs -- must inevitably share in the
general collapse. It follows that any struggle against the abuse of language is a sentimental
archaism, like preferring candles to electric light or hansom cabs to aeroplanes. Underneath this
lies the half-conscious belief that language is a natural growth and not an instrument which we
shape for our own purposes.
Now, it is clear that the decline of a language must ultimately have political and economic
causes: it is not due simply to the bad influence of this or that individual writer. But an effect can
become a cause, reinforcing the original cause and producing the same effect in an intensified
form, and so on indefinitely. A man may take to drink because he feels himself to be a failure,
and then fail all the more completely because he drinks. It is rather the same thing that is
happening to the English language. It becomes ugly and inaccurate because our thoughts are
foolish, but the slovenliness of our language makes it easier for us to have foolish thoughts. The
point is that the process is reversible. Modern English, especially written English, is full of bad
habits which spread by imitation and which can be avoided if one is willing to take the necessary
trouble. If one gets rid of these habits one can think more clearly, and to think clearly is a
necessary first step toward political regeneration: so that the fight against bad English is not
frivolous and is not the exclusive concern of professional writers. I will come back to this
presently, and I hope that by that time the meaning of what I have said here will have become
clearer. Meanwhile, here are five specimens of the English language as it is now habitually
written.
These five passages have not been picked out because they are especially bad -- I could have
quoted far worse if I had chosen -- but because they illustrate various of the mental vices from
which we now suffer. They are a little below the average, but are fairly representative examples.
I number them so that I can refer back to them when necessary:
1. I am not, indeed, sure whether it is not true to say that the Milton who once seemed not unlike
a seventeenth-century Shelley had not become, out of an experience ever more bitter in each
year, more alien [sic] to the founder of that Jesuit sect which nothing could induce him to
tolerate. Professor Harold Laski (Essay in Freedom of Expression)
2. Above all, we cannot play ducks and drakes with a native battery of idioms which prescribes
egregious collocations of vocables as the Basic put up with for tolerate, or put at a loss for
bewilder. Professor Lancelot Hogben (Interglossa)
3. On the one side we have the free personality: by definition it is not neurotic, for it has neither
conflict nor dream. Its desires, such as they are, are transparent, for they are just what
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institutional approval keeps in the forefront of consciousness; another institutional pattern would
alter their number and intensity; there is little in them that is natural, irreducible, or culturally
dangerous. But on the other side, the social bond itself is nothing but the mutual reflection of
these self-secure integrities. Recall the definition of love. Is not this the very picture of a small
academic? Where is there a place in this hall of mirrors for either personality or fraternity? Essay
on psychology in Politics (New York)
4. All the "best people" from the gentlemen's clubs, and all the frantic fascist captains, united in
common hatred of Socialism and bestial horror at the rising tide of the mass revolutionary
movement, have turned to acts of provocation, to foul incendiarism, to medieval legends of
poisoned wells, to legalize their own destruction of proletarian organizations, and rouse the
agitated petty-bourgeoise to chauvinistic fervor on behalf of the fight against the revolutionary
way out of the crisis. Communist pamphlet5. If a new spirit is to be infused into this old country,
there is one thorny and contentious reform which must be tackled, and that is the humanization
and galvanization of the B.B.C. Timidity here will bespeak canker and atrophy of the soul. The
heart of Britain may be sound and of strong beat, for instance, but the British lion's roar at
present is like that of Bottom in Shakespeare's Midsummer Night's Dream -- as gentle as any
sucking dove. A virile new Britain cannot continue indefinitely to be traduced in the eyes or
rather ears, of the world by the effete languors of Langham Place, brazenly masquerading as
"standard English." When the Voice of Britain is heard at nine o'clock, better far and infinitely
less ludicrous to hear aitches honestly dropped than the present priggish, inflated, inhibited,
school-ma'amish arch braying of blameless bashful mewing maidens! Letter in Tribune
Each of these passages has faults of its own, but, quite apart from avoidable ugliness, two
qualities are common to all of them. The first is staleness of imagery; the other is lack of
precision. The writer either has a meaning and cannot express it, or he inadvertently says
something else, or he is almost indifferent as to whether his words mean anything or not. This
mixture of vagueness and sheer incompetence is the most marked characteristic of modern
English prose, and especially of any kind of political writing. As soon as certain topics are raised,
the concrete melts into the abstract and no one seems able to think of turns of speech that are not
hackneyed: prose consists less and less of words chosen for the sake of their meaning, and more
and more of phrases tacked together like the sections of a prefabricated henhouse. I list below,
with notes and examples, various of the tricks by means of which the work of prose construction
is habitually dodged:
Dying metaphors. A newly invented metaphor assists thought by evoking a visual image, while
on the other hand a metaphor which is technically "dead" (e.g. iron resolution) has in effect
reverted to being an ordinary word and can generally be used without loss of vividness. But in
between these two classes there is a huge dump of worn-out metaphors which have lost all
evocative power and are merely used because they save people the trouble of inventing phrases
for themselves. Examples are: Ring the changes on, take up the cudgel for, toe the line, ride
roughshod over, stand shoulder to shoulder with, play into the hands of, no axe to grind, grist to
the mill, fishing in troubled waters, on the order of the day, Achilles' heel, swan song, hotbed.
Many of these are used without knowledge of their meaning (what is a "rift," for instance?), and
incompatible metaphors are frequently mixed, a sure sign that the writer is not interested in what
he is saying. Some metaphors now current have been twisted out of their original meaning
16

without those who use them even being aware of the fact. For example, toe the line is sometimes
written as tow the line. Another example is the hammer and the anvil, now always used with the
implication that the anvil gets the worst of it. In real life it is always the anvil that breaks the
hammer, never the other way about: a writer who stopped to think what he was saying would
avoid perverting the original phrase.
Operators or verbal false limbs. These save the trouble of picking out appropriate verbs and
nouns, and at the same time pad each sentence with extra syllables which give it an appearance
of symmetry. Characteristic phrases are render inoperative, militate against, make contact with,
be subjected to, give rise to, give grounds for, have the effect of, play a leading part (role) in,
make itself felt, take effect, exhibit a tendency to, serve the purpose of, etc., etc. The keynote is
the elimination of simple verbs. Instead of being a single word, such as break, stop, spoil, mend,
kill, a verb becomes a phrase, made up of a noun or adjective tacked on to some general-purpose
verb such as prove, serve, form, play, render. In addition, the passive voice is wherever possible
used in preference to the active, and noun constructions are used instead of gerunds (by
examination of instead of by examining). The range of verbs is further cut down by means of the
-ize and de- formations, and the banal statements are given an appearance of profundity by
means of the not un- formation. Simple conjunctions and prepositions are replaced by such
phrases as with respect to, having regard to, the fact that, by dint of, in view of, in the interests of,
on the hypothesis that; and the ends of sentences are saved by anticlimax by such resounding
commonplaces as greatly to be desired, cannot be left out of account, a development to be
expected in the near future, deserving of serious consideration, brought to a satisfactory
conclusion, and so on and so forth.
Pretentious diction. Words like phenomenon, element, individual (as noun), objective,
categorical, effective, virtual, basic, primary, promote, constitute, exhibit, exploit, utilize,
eliminate, liquidate, are used to dress up a simple statement and give an air of scientific
impartiality to biased judgements. Adjectives like epoch-making, epic, historic, unforgettable,
triumphant, age-old, inevitable, inexorable, veritable, are used to dignify the sordid process of
international politics, while writing that aims at glorifying war usually takes on an archaic color,
its characteristic words being: realm, throne, chariot, mailed fist, trident, sword, shield, buckler,
banner, jackboot, clarion. Foreign words and expressions such as cul de sac, ancien regime, deus
ex machina, mutatis mutandis, status quo, gleichschaltung, weltanschauung, are used to give an
air of culture and elegance. Except for the useful abbreviations i.e., e.g., and etc., there is no real
need for any of the hundreds of foreign phrases now current in the English language. Bad
writers, and especially scientific, political, and sociological writers, are nearly always haunted by
the notion that Latin or Greek words are grander than Saxon ones, and unnecessary words like
expedite, ameliorate, predict, extraneous, deracinated, clandestine, subaqueous, and hundreds of
others constantly gain ground from their Anglo-Saxon numbers.* The jargon peculiar to
*An interesting illustration of this is the way in which English flower names were in use till very
recently are being ousted by Greek ones, Snapdragon becoming antirrhinum, forget-me-not
becoming myosotis, etc. It is hard to see any practical reason for this change of fashion: it is
probably due to an instinctive turning away from the more homely word and a vague feeling that
the Greek word is scientific.
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Marxist writing (hyena, hangman, cannibal, petty bourgeois, these gentry, lackey, flunkey, mad
dog, White Guard, etc.) consists largely of words translated from Russian, German, or French;
but the normal way of coining a new word is to use Latin or Greek root with the appropriate affix
and, where necessary, the size formation. It is often easier to make up words of this kind
(deregionalize, impermissible, extramarital, non-fragmentary and so forth) than to think up the
English words that will cover one's meaning. The result, in general, is an increase in slovenliness
and vagueness.
Meaningless words. In certain kinds of writing, particularly in art criticism and literary criticism,
it is normal to come across long passages which are almost completely lacking in meaning.
(Example: Comfort's catholicity of perception and image, strangely Whitmanesque in range,
almost the exact opposite in aesthetic compulsion, continues to evoke that trembling atmospheric
accumulative hinting at a cruel, an inexorably serene timelessness . . .Wrey Gardiner scores by
aiming at simple bull's-eyes with precision. Only they are not so simple, and through this
contented sadness runs more than the surface bittersweet of resignation." Poetry Quarterly)
Words like romantic, plastic, values, human, dead, sentimental, natural, vitality, as used in art
criticism, are strictly meaningless, in the sense that they not only do not point to any discoverable
object, but are hardly ever expected to do so by the reader. When one critic writes, "The
outstanding feature of Mr. X's work is its living quality," while another writes, "The immediately
striking thing about Mr. X's work is its peculiar deadness," the reader accepts this as a simple
difference of opinion. If words like black and white were involved, instead of the jargon words
dead and living, he would see at once that language was being used in an improper way. Many
political words are similarly abused. The word Fascism has now no meaning except in so far as it
signifies "something not desirable."
The words democracy, socialism, freedom, patriotic, realistic, justice have each of them several
different meanings which cannot be reconciled with one another. In the case of a word like
democracy, not only is there no agreed definition, but the attempt to make one is resisted from all
sides. It is almost universally felt that when we call a country democratic we are praising it:
consequently the defenders of every kind of regime claim that it is a democracy, and fear that
they might have to stop using that word if it were tied down to any one meaning. Words of this
kind are often used in a consciously dishonest way. That is, the person who uses them has his
own private definition, but allows his hearer to think he means something quite different.
Statements like Marshal Pétain was a true patriot, The Soviet press is the freest in the world, The
Catholic Church is opposed to persecution, are almost always made with intent to deceive. Other
words used in variable meanings, in most cases more or less dishonestly, are: class, totalitarian,
science, progressive, reactionary, bourgeois, equality.
Now that I have made this catalogue of swindles and perversions, let me give another example of
the kind of writing that they lead to. This time it must of its nature be an imaginary one. I am
going to translate a passage of good English into modern English of the worst sort. Here is a
well-known verse from Ecclesiastes:
I returned and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong,
neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favour to men of
skill; but time and chance happeneth to them all.
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Here it is in modern English:
Objective considerations of contemporary phenomena compel the conclusion that success or
failure in competitive activities exhibits no tendency to be commensurate with innate capacity,
but that a considerable element of the unpredictable must invariably be taken into account.
This is a parody, but not a very gross one. Exhibit (3) above, for instance, contains several
patches of the same kind of English. It will be seen that I have not made a full translation. The
beginning and ending of the sentence follow the original meaning fairly closely, but in the
middle the concrete illustrations -- race, battle, bread -- dissolve into the vague phrases "success
or failure in competitive activities." This had to be so, because no modern writer of the kind I am
discussing -- no one capable of using phrases like "objective considerations of contemporary
phenomena" -- would ever tabulate his thoughts in that precise and detailed way. The whole
tendency of modern prose is away from concreteness. Now analyze these two sentences a little
more closely. The first contains forty-nine words but only sixty syllables, and all its words are
those of everyday life. The second contains thirty-eight words of ninety syllables: eighteen of
those words are from Latin roots, and one from Greek. The first sentence contains six vivid
images, and only one phrase ("time and chance") that could be called vague. The second contains
not a single fresh, arresting phrase, and in spite of its ninety syllables it gives only a shortened
version of the meaning contained in the first. Yet without a doubt it is the second kind of sentence
that is gaining ground in modern English. I do not want to exaggerate. This kind of writing is not
yet universal, and outcrops of simplicity will occur here and there in the worst-written page. Still,
if you or I were told to write a few lines on the uncertainty of human fortunes, we should
probably come much nearer to my imaginary sentence than to the one from Ecclesiastes.
As I have tried to show, modern writing at its worst does not consist in picking out words for the
sake of their meaning and inventing images in order to make the meaning clearer. It consists in
gumming together long strips of words which have already been set in order by someone else,
and making the results presentable by sheer humbug. The attraction of this way of writing is that
it is easy. It is easier -- even quicker, once you have the habit -- to say In my opinion it is not an
unjustifiable assumption that than to say I think. If you use ready-made phrases, you not only
don't have to hunt about for the words; you also don't have to bother with the rhythms of your
sentences since these phrases are generally so arranged as to be more or less euphonious. When
you are composing in a hurry -- when you are dictating to a stenographer, for instance, or making
a public speech -- it is natural to fall into a pretentious, Latinized style. Tags like a consideration
which we should do well to bear in mind or a conclusion to which all of us would readily assent
will save many a sentence from coming down with a bump. By using stale metaphors, similes,
and idioms, you save much mental effort, at the cost of leaving your meaning vague, not only for
your reader but for yourself. This is the significance of mixed metaphors. The sole aim of a
metaphor is to call up a visual image. When these images clash -- as in The Fascist octopus has
sung its swan song, the jackboot is thrown into the melting pot -- it can be taken as certain that
the writer is not seeing a mental image of the objects he is naming; in other words he is not really
thinking. Look again at the examples I gave at the beginning of this essay. Professor Laski (1)
uses five negatives in fifty-three words. One of these is superfluous, making nonsense of the
whole passage, and in addition there is the slip -- alien for akin -- making further nonsense, and
several avoidable pieces of clumsiness which increase the general vagueness. Professor Hogben
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(2) plays ducks and drakes with a battery which is able to write prescriptions, and, while
disapproving of the everyday phrase put up with, is unwilling to look egregious up in the
dictionary and see what it means; (3), if one takes an uncharitable attitude towards it, is simply
meaningless: probably one could work out its intended meaning by reading the whole of the
article in which it occurs. In (4), the writer knows more or less what he wants to say, but an
accumulation of stale phrases chokes him like tea leaves blocking a sink. In (5), words and
meaning have almost parted company. People who write in this manner usually have a general
emotional meaning -- they dislike one thing and want to express solidarity with another -- but
they are not interested in the detail of what they are saying.
A scrupulous writer, in every sentence that he writes, will ask himself at least four questions,
thus: 1. What am I trying to say? 2. What words will express it? 3. What image or idiom will
make it clearer? 4. Is this image fresh enough to have an effect? And he will probably ask
himself two more: 1. Could I put it more shortly? 2. Have I said anything that is avoidably ugly?
But you are not obliged to go to all this trouble. You can shirk it by simply throwing your mind
open and letting the ready-made phrases come crowding in. They will construct your sentences
for you -- even think your thoughts for you, to a certain extent -- and at need they will perform
the important service of partially concealing your meaning even from yourself. It is at this point
that the special connection between politics and the debasement of language becomes clear.
In our time it is broadly true that political writing is bad writing. Where it is not true, it will
generally be found that the writer is some kind of rebel, expressing his private opinions and not a
"party line." Orthodoxy, of whatever color, seems to demand a lifeless, imitative style. The
political dialects to be found in pamphlets, leading articles, manifestoes, White papers and the
speeches of undersecretaries do, of course, vary from party to party, but they are all alike in that
one almost never finds in them a fresh, vivid, homemade turn of speech. When one watches some
tired hack on the platform mechanically repeating the familiar phrases -- bestial atrocities, iron
heel, bloodstained tyranny, free peoples of the world, stand shoulder to shoulder -- one often has
a curious feeling that one is not watching a live human being but some kind of dummy: a feeling
which suddenly becomes stronger at moments when the light catches the speaker's spectacles and
turns them into blank discs which seem to have no eyes behind them. And this is not altogether
fanciful. A speaker who uses that kind of phraseology has gone some distance toward turning
himself into a machine. The appropriate noises are coming out of his larynx, but his brain is not
involved as it would be if he were choosing his words for himself. If the speech he is making is
one that he is accustomed to make over and over again, he may be almost unconscious of what
he is saying, as one is when one utters the responses in church. And this reduced state of
consciousness, if not indispensable, is at any rate favorable to political conformity.
In our time, political speech and writing are largely the defense of the indefensible. Things like
the continuance of British rule in India, the Russian purges and deportations, the dropping of the
atom bombs on Japan, can indeed be defended, but only by arguments which are too brutal for
most people to face, and which do not square with the professed aims of the political parties.
Thus political language has to consist largely of euphemism, question-begging and sheer cloudy
vagueness. Defenseless villages are bombarded from the air, the inhabitants driven out into the
countryside, the cattle machine-gunned, the huts set on fire with incendiary bullets: this is called
pacification. Millions of peasants are robbed of their farms and sent trudging along the roads
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with no more than they can carry: this is called transfer of population or rectification of frontiers.
People are imprisoned for years without trial, or shot in the back of the neck or sent to die of
scurvy in Arctic lumber camps: this is called elimination of unreliable elements. Such
phraseology is needed if one wants to name things without calling up mental pictures of them.
Consider for instance some comfortable English professor defending Russian totalitarianism. He
cannot say outright, "I believe in killing off your opponents when you can get good results by
doing so." Probably, therefore, he will say something like this:
"While freely conceding that the Soviet regime exhibits certain features which the humanitarian
may be inclined to deplore, we must, I think, agree that a certain curtailment of the right to
political opposition is an unavoidable concomitant of transitional periods, and that the rigors
which the Russian people have been called upon to undergo have been amply justified in the
sphere of concrete achievement."
The inflated style itself is a kind of euphemism. A mass of Latin words falls upon the facts like
soft snow, blurring the outline and covering up all the details. The great enemy of clear language
is insincerity. When there is a gap between one's real and one's declared aims, one turns as it
were instinctively to long words and exhausted idioms, like a cuttlefish spurting out ink. In our
age there is no such thing as "keeping out of politics." All issues are political issues, and politics
itself is a mass of lies, evasions, folly, hatred, and schizophrenia. When the general atmosphere is
bad, language must suffer. I should expect to find -- this is a guess which I have not sufficient
knowledge to verify -- that the German, Russian and Italian languages have all deteriorated in the
last ten or fifteen years, as a result of dictatorship.
But if thought corrupts language, language can also corrupt thought. A bad usage can spread by
tradition and imitation even among people who should and do know better. The debased
language that I have been discussing is in some ways very convenient. Phrases like a not
unjustifiable assumption, leaves much to be desired, would serve no good purpose, a
consideration which we should do well to bear in mind, are a continuous temptation, a packet of
aspirins always at one's elbow. Look back through this essay, and for certain you will find that I
have again and again committed the very faults I am protesting against. By this morning's post I
have received a pamphlet dealing with conditions in Germany. The author tells me that he "felt
impelled" to write it. I open it at random, and here is almost the first sentence I see: "[The Allies]
have an opportunity not only of achieving a radical transformation of Germany's social and
political structure in such a way as to avoid a nationalistic reaction in Germany itself, but at the
same time of laying the foundations of a co-operative and unified Europe." You see, he "feels
impelled" to write -- feels, presumably, that he has something new to say -- and yet his words,
like cavalry horses answering the bugle, group themselves automatically into the familiar dreary
pattern. This invasion of one's mind by ready-made phrases (lay the foundations, achieve a
radical transformation) can only be prevented if one is constantly on guard against them, and
every such phrase anaesthetizes a portion of one's brain.
I said earlier that the decadence of our language is probably curable. Those who deny this would
argue, if they produced an argument at all, that language merely reflects existing social
conditions, and that we cannot influence its development by any direct tinkering with words and
constructions. So far as the general tone or spirit of a language goes, this may be true, but it is
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not true in detail. Silly words and expressions have often disappeared, not through any
evolutionary process but owing to the conscious action of a minority. Two recent examples were
explore every avenue and leave no stone unturned, which were killed by the jeers of a few
journalists. There is a long list of flyblown metaphors which could similarly be got rid of if
enough people would interest themselves in the job; and it should also be possible to laugh the
not un-formation out of existence (One can cure oneself of the not un- formation by memorizing
this sentence: A not unblack dog was chasing a not unsmall rabbit across a not ungreen field.) to
reduce the amount of Latin and Greek in the average sentence, to drive out foreign phrases and
strayed scientific words, and, in general, to make pretentiousness unfashionable. But all these are
minor points. The defense of the English language implies more than this, and perhaps it is best
to start by saying what it does not imply.
To begin with it has nothing to do with archaism, with the salvaging of obsolete words and turns
of speech, or with the setting up of a "standard English" which must never be departed from. On
the contrary, it is especially concerned with the scrapping of every word or idiom which has
outworn its usefulness. It has nothing to do with correct grammar and syntax, which are of no
importance so long as one makes one's meaning clear, or with the avoidance of Americanisms, or
with having what is called a "good prose style." On the other hand, it is not concerned with fake
simplicity and the attempt to make written English colloquial. Nor does it even imply in every
case preferring the Saxon word to the Latin one, though it does imply using the fewest and
shortest words that will cover one's meaning. What is above all needed is to let the meaning
choose the word, and not the other way around. In prose, the worst thing one can do with words
is surrender to them. When you think of a concrete object, you think wordlessly, and then, if you
want to describe the thing you have been visualizing you probably hunt about until you find the
exact words that seem to fit it. When you think of something abstract you are more inclined to
use words from the start, and unless you make a conscious effort to prevent it, the existing dialect
will come rushing in and do the job for you, at the expense of blurring or even changing your
meaning. Probably it is better to put off using words as long as possible and get one's meaning as
clear as one can through pictures and sensations. Afterward one can choose -- not simply accept
-- the phrases that will best cover the meaning, and then switch round and decide what
impressions one's words are likely to make on another person. This last effort of the mind cuts
out all stale or mixed images, all prefabricated phrases, needless repetitions, and humbug and
vagueness generally. But one can often be in doubt about the effect of a word or a phrase, and
one needs rules that one can rely on when instinct fails. I think the following rules will cover
most cases:
(i) Never use a metaphor, simile, or other figure of speech which you are used to seeing in print.
(ii) Never use a long word where a short one will do.
(iii) If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.
(iv) Never use the passive where you can use the active.
(v) Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word, or a jargon word if you can think of an
everyday English equivalent.
(vi) Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barbarous.
These rules sound elementary, and so they are, but they demand a deep change of attitude in
anyone who has grown used to writing in the style now fashionable. One could keep all of them
and still write bad English, but one could not write the kind of stuff that I quoted in those five
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specimens at the beginning of this article.
I have not here been considering the literary use of language, but merely language as an
instrument for expressing and not for concealing or preventing thought. Stuart Chase and others
have come near to claiming that all abstract words are meaningless, and have used this as a
pretext for advocating a kind of political quietism. Since you don't know what Fascism is, how
can you struggle against Fascism? One need not swallow such absurdities as this, but one ought
to recognize that the present political chaos is connected with the decay of language, and that one
can probably bring about some improvement by starting at the verbal end. If you simplify your
English, you are freed from the worst follies of orthodoxy. You cannot speak any of the
necessary dialects, and when you make a stupid remark its stupidity will be obvious, even to
yourself. Political language -- and with variations this is true of all political parties, from
Conservatives to Anarchists -- is designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable,
and to give an appearance of solidity to pure wind. One cannot change this all in a moment, but
one can at least change one's own habits, and from time to time one can even, if one jeers loudly
enough, send some worn-out and useless phrase -- some jackboot, Achilles' heel, hotbed, melting
pot, acid test, veritable inferno, or other lump of verbal refuse -- into the dustbin, where it
belongs.
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Spreadable Media
Henry Jenkins
http://www.amazon.com/Spreadable-Media-Creating-Networked-Postmillennial/dp/0814743501/
ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1449775988&sr=8-1&keywords=Spreadable+Media
Spreadable Media maps fundamental changes taking place in our contemporary media
environment, a space where corporations no longer tightly control media distribution and many
of us are directly involved in the circulation of content. It contrasts “stickiness”—aggregating
attention in centralized places—with “spreadability”—dispersing content widely through both
formal and informal networks, some approved, many unauthorized. Stickiness has been the
measure of success in the broadcast era (and has been carried over to the online world), but
“spreadability” describes the ways content travels through social media.
Following up on the hugely influential Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media
Collide, this book challenges some of the prevailing metaphors and frameworks used to describe
contemporary media, from biological metaphors like “memes” and “viral” to the concept of
“Web 2.0” and the popular notion of “influencers.” Spreadable Media examines the nature of
audience engagement,the environment of participation, the way appraisal creates value, and the
transnational flows at the heart of these phenomena. It delineates the elements that make content
more spreadable and highlights emerging media business models built for a world of
participatory circulation. The book also explores the internal tensions companies face as they
adapt to the new communication reality and argues for the need to shift from “hearing” to
“listening” in corporate culture.
Drawing on examples from film, music, games, comics, television, transmedia storytelling,
advertising, and public relations industries, among others—from both the U.S. and around the
world—the authors illustrate the contours of our current media environment. They highlight the
vexing questions content creators must tackle and the responsibilities we all face as citizens in a
world where many of us regularly circulate media content. Written for any and all of us who
actively create and share media content, Spreadable Media provides a clear understanding of
how people are spreading ideas and the implications these activities have for business, politics,
and everyday life.
Spreadable Media Essays
http://spreadablemedia.org/essays/

24

History Is A Weapon
Propaganda (1928)
Edward Bernays
http://www.historyisaweapon.org/defcon1/bernprop.html
CHAPTER I
ORGANIZING CHAOS
THE conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and opinions of the
masses is an important element in democratic society. Those who manipulate this unseen
mechanism of society constitute an invisible government which is the true ruling power of our
country.
We are governed, our minds are molded, our tastes formed, our ideas suggested, largely by
men we have never heard of. This is a logical result of the way in which our democratic society
is organized. Vast numbers of human beings must cooperate in this manner if they are to live
together as a smoothly functioning society.
Our invisible governors are, in many cases, unaware of the identity of their fellow members
in the inner cabinet.
They govern us by their qualities of natural leadership, their ability to supply needed ideas
and by their key position in the social structure. Whatever attitude one chooses to take toward
this condition, it remains a fact that in almost every act of our daily lives, whether in the sphere
of politics or business, in our social conduct or our ethical thinking, we are dominated by the
relatively small number of persons—a trifling fraction of our hundred and twenty million—who
understand the mental processes and social patterns of the masses. It is they who pull the wires
which control the public mind, who harness old social forces and contrive new ways to bind and
guide the world.
It is not usually realized how necessary these invisible governors are to the orderly
functioning of our group life. In theory, every citizen may vote for whom he pleases. Our
Constitution does not envisage political parties as part of the mechanism of government, and its
framers seem not to have pictured to themselves the existence in our national politics of anything
like the modern political machine. But the American voters soon found that without organization
and direction their individual votes, cast, perhaps, for dozens or hundreds of candidates, would
produce nothing but confusion. Invisible government, in the shape of rudimentary political
parties, arose almost overnight. Ever since then we have agreed, for the sake of simplicity and
practicality, that party machines should narrow down the field of choice to two candidates, or at
most three or four.
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In theory, every citizen makes up his mind on public questions and matters of private
conduct. In practice, if all men had to study for themselves the abstruse economic, political, and
ethical data involved in every question, they would find it impossible to come to a conclusion
about anything. We have voluntarily agreed to let an invisible government sift the data and highspot the outstanding issues so that our field of choice shall be narrowed to practical proportions.
From our leaders and the media they use to reach the public, we accept the evidence and the
demarcation of issues bearing upon public questions; from some ethical teacher, be it a minister,
a favorite essayist, or merely prevailing opinion, we accept a standardized code of social conduct
to which we conform most of the time.
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Propaganda
The Formation of Men’s Attitudes
Jacques Ellul
http://www.ratical.org/ratville/AoS/Propaganda.pdf
Introduction
Jacques Ellul’s view of propaganda and his approach to the study of propaganda are new. The
principal difference between his thought edifice and most other literature on propaganda is that
Ellul regards propaganda as a sociological phenomenon rather than as something made by
certain people for certain purposes. Propaganda exists and thrives; it is the Siamese twin of our
technological society. Only in the technological society can there be anything of the type and
order of magnitude of modem propaganda, which is with us forever; and only with the allpervading effects that How from propaganda can the technological society hold itself together
and further expand.
Most people are easy prey for propaganda, Ellul says, because of their firm but entirely
erroneous conviction that it is composed only of lies and "tall stories" and that, conversely, what
is true cannot be propaganda. But modem propaganda has long dis-dained the ridiculous lies of
past and outmoded forms of propaganda. It operates instead with many different kinds of truth:
half-truth, limited truth, truth out of context. Even Goebbels always insisted that Wehrmacht
communiques be as accurate as possible.
A second basic misconception that makes people vulnerable to propaganda is the notion that it
serves only to change opinions. That is one of its aims, but a limited, subordinate one. Much
more importantly, it aims to intensify existing trends, to sharpen and focus them, and, above all,
to lead men to action (or, when it is directed at immovable opponents, to non-action through
terror or discouragement, to prevent them from interfering). Therefore Ellul distinguishes various
forms of propaganda and calls his book Propagandes-that plural is one of the keys to his
concept. The most trenchant distinction made by Ellul is between agitation propaganda and
integration propaganda. The former leads men from mere resentment to rebellion; the latter aims
at making them adjust themselves to desired patterns. The two types rely on entirely different
means. Both exist all over the world. Integration propaganda is needed especially for the
technological society to flourish, and its technological means-mass media among them - in turn
make such integration propaganda possible.
A related point, central in Ellul's thesis, is that modem propaganda cannot work without
"education"; he thus reverses the widespread notion that education is the best prophylactic
against propaganda. On the contrary, he says, education, or what usually goes by that word in the
modem world, is the absolute prerequisite for propaganda. In fact, education is largely identical
with what Ellul calls "pre-propaganda"- t h e conditioning of minds with vast amounts of
incoherent information, already dispensed for ulterior purposes and posing as "facts" and as
"education." Ellul follows through by designating intellectuals as virtually the most vulnerable of
all to modem propaganda, for three reasons: (1) they absorb the largest amount of secondhand,
unverifiable informa- tion; (2) they feel a compelling need to have an opinion on every important
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question of our time, and thus easily succumb to opinions offered to them by propaganda on all
such indigestible pieces of information; (3) they consider themselves capable of "judging for
themselves." They literally need propaganda.
In fact, the need for propaganda on the part of the "propagandee" is one of the most powerful
elements of Ellul's thesis. Cast out of the disintegrating microgroups of the past, such as family,
church, or village, the individual is plunged into mass society and thrown back upon his own
inadequate resources, his isolation, his loneliness, his ineffectuality. Propaganda then hands him
in veritable abundance what he needs: a raison tr8tre, per-sonal involvement and participation in
important events, an outlet and excuse for some of his more doubtful impulses, righteousness -all
factitious, to be sure, all more or less spurious; but he drinks it all in and asks for more. Without
this intense collaboration by the propagandee the propagandist would be helpless.
Thus propaganda, by first creating pseudo-needs through "pre-propaganda" and then providing
pseudo-satisfactions for them, is pernicious. Can wholesome propaganda be made for a
wholesome cause? Can Democracy, Christianity, Humanism be propagated by modem
propaganda techniques? Ellul traces the similarities among all propaganda efforts-Communist,
Nazi, Democratic. He thinks that no one can use this intrinsically un- democratic weapon-or,
rather, abandon himself to it-unscathed or without undergoing deep transformations in the
process. He shows the inevitable, unwilled propaganda effects of which the "good" propagandist
is unaware, the "fallout" from any major propaganda activity and all its perniCious
consequences. Most pernicious of all: the process, once fully launched, tends to become
irreversible.
Ellul critically reviews what most American authors have written on the subject of propaganda
and mass media, having studied the literature from Lasswell to Riesman with great thoroughness.
Accepting some of their findings, he rejects others, particularly, the efforts to gauge the effects of
propaganda. Ellul believes that, on the whole, propaganda is much more effective, and effective
in many more ways, than most American analysis shows. Particularly, he rejects as unrealistic
and meaningless all experiments that have been conducted with small groups; propaganda is a
unique phenomenon that results from the totality of forces pressing in upon an individual in his
society, and therefore cannot be duplicated in a test tube.
To make his many original points, Ellul never relies on statistics or quantification, which he
heartily disdains, but on observation and logic. His treatise is a fully integrated structure of
thought in which every piece fits in with all the others-be they a hundred pages apart. In this
respect his work resembles Schopenhauer's The World as Will and Idea, of which the philosopher
said that the reader, really to understand the book, must read it twice because no page in the book
could be fully understood without knowledge of the whole. This procedure can hardly be
suggested to the reader in our busy days. But he ought to be warned that to leaf through this book
will not suffice. Paul Pickrel, in Harpers Magazine, said of Ellul's The Technological Society that
Ellul- "a great man"-had written with "monumental calm and maddening thoroughness . . . a
magnificent book." Ellul's Propaganda is no less maddening, monumental, and thorough.
What, in Ellul's view, can mankind do? At the end of this book, Ellul reaches neither a
pessimistic nor an optimistic conclusion with regard to the future. He merely states that, in his
view, propaganda is today a greater danger to mankind than any of the other more grandly
advertised threats hanging over the human race. His super-analysis ends with a warning, not a
prophecy. February 1965 / Konrad Kellen
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Seven Vices of the Virtual Life
Dr. Read Schuchardt
http://www.wheaton.edu/~/media/Files/Academics/Departments/BTS/Conferences/
2012%20Ellul%20Conference%20papers/Read%20Schuhart.pdf
The	
  seventh	
  problem	
  is	
  disincarnation.	
  This	
  is	
  the	
  essential	
  question	
  of	
  where	
  your	
  body	
  is	
  
(or	
  goes)	
  when	
  you	
  go	
  “online.”	
  First	
  noticed	
  by	
  William	
  Gibson	
  in	
  his	
  1984	
  novel	
  
Neuromancer,	
  where	
  he	
  coined	
  the	
  term	
  “cyberspace”	
  to	
  try	
  to	
  answer	
  just	
  this	
  question,	
  it	
  
was	
  earlier	
  addressed	
  by	
  Marshall	
  McLuhan	
  who	
  said	
  that	
  “on	
  the	
  air	
  we	
  have	
  no	
  bodies”	
  
and	
  instead	
  become	
  pure	
  visual	
  information.	
  This	
  leads	
  to	
  all	
  sorts	
  of	
  problems,	
  from	
  
pornography	
  to	
  body	
  image	
  to	
  cutting,	
  as	
  users	
  attempt	
  to	
  match	
  their	
  physical	
  selves	
  with	
  
idealized	
  visual	
  representations	
  of	
  themselves.	
  And	
  of	
  course	
  the	
  entire	
  project	
  of	
  putting	
  
oneself	
  in	
  second	
  life,	
  or	
  “on	
  the	
  air”	
  in	
  an	
  online	
  environment,	
  is	
  a	
  project	
  of	
  making	
  the	
  
real	
  virtual.	
  This	
  project	
  of	
  making	
  the	
  real	
  into	
  a	
  myth	
  is	
  the	
  opposite	
  of	
  C.S.	
  Lewis’	
  claim	
  
that	
  the	
  Christian	
  religion	
  is	
  “the	
  myth	
  made	
  real”	
  or,	
  as	
  John	
  1:14	
  puts	
  it,	
  “the	
  word	
  made	
  
Vlesh.”	
  It	
  is	
  in	
  this	
  ultimate	
  sense	
  that	
  the	
  very	
  form	
  of	
  digital	
  media	
  is	
  profoundly	
  at	
  cross-‐
purposes	
  with	
  the	
  Christian	
  religion.	
  For	
  McLuhan,	
  the	
  problem	
  was	
  summarized	
  
succinctly	
  by	
  his	
  phrase,	
  “discarnate	
  man	
  is	
  incompatible	
  with	
  the	
  incarnate	
  church.”	
  And	
  it	
  
is	
  in	
  this	
  ultimate	
  sense	
  that	
  the	
  forms	
  or	
  technologies	
  of	
  propaganda	
  are	
  far	
  more	
  effective	
  
in	
  “de-‐Christianizing”	
  the	
  world	
  than	
  the	
  content	
  or	
  techniques	
  could	
  be.	
  In	
  other	
  words,	
  
you	
  could	
  be	
  going	
  online	
  and	
  “on	
  the	
  air”	
  for	
  Christian	
  content	
  exclusively	
  on	
  a	
  daily	
  basis,	
  
and	
  still	
  be	
  subtly	
  psychologically	
  programmed	
  into	
  a	
  Gnosticism	
  that	
  devalued	
  the	
  body	
  
and	
  therefore	
  dismissed	
  the	
  signiVicance	
  of	
  the	
  incarnation,	
  of	
  the	
  great	
  commission,	
  and	
  
the	
  relevance	
  and	
  reality	
  of	
  a	
  God	
  who	
  claimed	
  to	
  walk	
  among	
  us	
  and	
  suffer	
  in	
  his	
  Vlesh	
  on	
  
our	
  account.	
  In	
  all	
  seven	
  of	
  these	
  areas,	
  Jacques	
  Ellul	
  has	
  much	
  to	
  say,	
  and	
  much	
  to	
  teach	
  us,	
  
to	
  this	
  day.	
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