Growing up (or not) in the media age.  What are the overt, mixed, supraliminal and subliminal messages bombarding young minds and should we care?  Cameron Watson 1604872
Much of the concern around subliminal messages are focussed on advertising.  This is because people are concerned that they are being deceived and influenced in a way they may not be aware of.  Author and psychology researcher Nick Kolenda says, “Subliminal messages are stimuli that lie below our threshold of conscious awareness.“[footnoteRef:1] He goes onto say that if “we can see or hear it, (a stimuli), even if we do not notice it at the time, it’s called supraliminal.[footnoteRef:2]  However, he also says that you can trigger thoughts through multiply associations.  The example he gives is, if you were to either show or mention say the words “sky, colourful, rain, clouds” and so on in a non-obvious way, then you can prompt ideas or images, in this case “rainbow”.  This might be referred to as supraliminal but it is arguably subliminal because the person is not aware of the manipulation.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  ‘Do Subliminal Messages Really Work?’, Nick Kolenda <https://www.nickkolenda.com/subliminal-messages/> [accessed 11 April 2020].]  [2:  ‘Do Subliminal Messages Really Work?’]  [3:  How Does Subconscious Influence Really Work? <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ewlcpXts_sc&feature=youtu.be> [accessed 19 April 2020].] 

This essay argues that we are constantly influenced by factors we are unaware of, either because they are beyond the scope of normal perception such as subliminal ads flashed too quick for the eye to detect, the more common supraliminal information available under scrutiny, the presenting of information honestly and fairly, or the most dangerous presenting of information ignorantly or deliberately with intent to cover up and mislead. Messages that are honestly given whilst a different state of affairs is evident creates tremendous confusion.  Subliminal advertising is the least of our concerns.  Kolenda concludes that though subliminal advertising has been shown to influence behaviour, they cannot “make you do something you would not want to do.”[footnoteRef:4]  However, in the “Hidden Persuaders, Then and Now” Nelson states “since the 1980s, social cognition research has recognized the substantial role played by nonconscious processes (and the minimal role played by deliberate, effortful processes) in psychological and behavioral phenomena.”[footnoteRef:5]  If this is true, it is truly a shocking indictment of society. [4:  ‘Do Subliminal Messages Really Work?’]  [5:  Michelle Nelson, ‘The Hidden Persuaders: Then and Now’, Journal of Advertising, 37 (2013), 113–26 <https://doi.org/10.2753/JOA0091-3367370109>.] 

In the infographic, we see the tip of the ice-berg of myriads of messages bombarding a child coming from everywhere.  Google influencing through technology, the Bible and its huge influence, the Devil may care attitudes of self-interest, virgin and whore type depictions, death and disability hidden away, the encouragement to consume when climate destruction is evident, the treatment of animals in the food industry alongside dearly loved pets and the big bogeyman of our mortality, all confusing the hell out of any mind let alone formative minds.
At the beginning of the film “Finding Joe” by Patrick Soloman,[footnoteRef:6] there is a story of a golden Buddha in Thailand.  A village has a giant golden Buddha and they get word that a neighbouring army is coming to take over.  So the villagers disguise the golden Buddha by covering it in concrete and so it ends up looking like a stone Buddha.  Sure enough, the army arrive and see no value in it.  Time passes and none of the villagers remember that under the stone is the gold until one day a monk is meditating in front if it and a piece of stone drops off revealing the gold.[footnoteRef:7]  This is a story to remind us that we enter this world in a golden state and take on so much, covering ourselves with stone, forgetting our original nature and then one day a small piece is revealed.  We are no longer satisfied with the stone and want it removed to be golden once again.  [6:  FINDING JOE | Full Movie (HD) | Deepak Chopra, Robin Sharma, Rashida Jones, Sir Ken Robinson <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s8nFACrLxr0> [accessed 11 April 2020].]  [7:  FINDING JOE | Full Movie (HD) | Deepak Chopra, Robin Sharma, Rashida Jones, Sir Ken Robinson.] 

The stone is the many influences such as in the infogrpaphic that are taken on and obscure awareness leading to limited views of reality based on concretized opinions, beliefs and fixed conclusions.  If self-understanding was the norm, messages were obvious, clear and transparent then we would not be so easy to influence.  As it is, this is ripe ground for manipulation.  Subliminal advertising and influencing is just one way that we are collectively influenced without being aware of it.  It begs the question, what are we aware of?  Thoughts, feelings, perception, sensations, all the five senses, our experience of mortality and continued change from birth to death are really a continued stream of influence internally from instinct to relative free thought.  Externally, we are bombarded with parental expectation, peer group pressure, gender norms, particular familial tendencies, local and national customs, so much so the layers of personality are hard to comprehend and self-knowledge arguably limited.  Author and renowned speaker Alan Cohen says in Finding Joe[footnoteRef:8] that we are all in a mass hypnosis, which is why we rarely reach our full potential. [8:  FINDING JOE | Full Movie (HD) | Deepak Chopra, Robin Sharma, Rashida Jones, Sir Ken Robinson.] 

As an example, growing up in 1970s Britain it was hard not to notice that almost all magazines had a voluptuous, beautiful, semi-clothed woman adorning the front cover.  Playboy[footnoteRef:9] was a household name and the top shelf was in full view displaying its somewhat gross agenda for those over eighteen years of age.  The message seemed to be “young, beautiful and sexy is the most important thing in life to be.”  At the same time to a young mind these sleazy magazines felt somewhat at odds with the modest Indian newspaper shop owner.  Behind the façade of respectability, decency, honesty and all qualities we were taught, somewhat hypocritically at school were needed in a civilized society is something else entirely?  These extreme looking caricatures of women seem to line up with feminist scholar Judith Butler’s view that gender is “performative”, meaning that is created continually by living up to societal expectations of behaviour that are not intrinsic to us.[footnoteRef:10]  The images did not present a message of kindness, consideration, of people being respected, but appeared to be more that women are objects of pleasure to be used.   Are these not sisters, daughters and mothers? This can create a schism in young minds with this strange mix of messages and taboos. [9:  ‘We Are Playboy: Our Mission Today’ <https://www.playboy.com/read/playboy-mission> [accessed 19 April 2020].]  [10:  ‘(12) Judith Butler: Your Behavior Creates Your Gender | Big Think - YouTube’ <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bo7o2LYATDc> [accessed 19 April 2020].] 

Who among us are clear enough to distinguish between what we have been taught and what we have decided ourselves to be true based on insight, direct experience and conscious consideration?  How can anyone easily discern truth from fiction, understand the various layers of messages that have been handed down in the growing up process?  And if Packard’s question in 1957 “what does it mean for the national morality to have so many powerfully influential people taking a manipulative attitude toward our society?”[footnoteRef:11] is to be considered, we might question our beliefs all the more closely. [11:  Nelson.] 

Whilst honesty, reliability and integrity are considered pillars of a civilized society and frequently expounded, corruption abounds, immaturity is everywhere, politicians, celebrities and even the elderly are not immune.  There is little if any expectation these days of real decency.  The most glaring example of confusing behaviour creating mixed messages is the commonly accepted notion of politicians lying. Dr Philip Seargent professor of applied linguistics refers to “completely shameless lying”.[footnoteRef:12] One might wonder how a society can function in such a confusing state of affairs. [12:  ‘Lying and Politics: A Brief Primer’, OpenLearn <https://www.open.edu/openlearn/society-politics-law/politics/lying-and-politics-brief-primer> [accessed 13 April 2020].] 

Whilst it might be obvious that war is an evil, mercilessly slaughtering millions in the 20th Century, nevertheless we glorify our war heroes.  Mixed messages intertwine, the overt, supraliminal and subliminal, so it is little wonder that smart advertisers pick up on the confusion and exploit it.  Nelson gives the example in the ‘Hidden Persuaders, Then and Now’ of psycho-analyst turned market researcher Clotaire Rapaille saying “My experience is that most of the time, people have no idea why they are doing what they are doing. So they are going to try to make something up that makes sense.”[footnoteRef:13]  What a statement to make, it seems clear that lack of clarity is an issue. [13:  Nelson.] 

Confusing but obvious examples of such methods applied, presumably consciously are images of “headless women”.  The phenomenon was noted and so the “headless women of Hollywood” became viral in the media.  Photos of young sexy women who’s headless torso sent a clear message, “not much up top, what matters is the body and how beautiful it is”.  Marcia Belsky author of the Headless Women of Hollywood Project states that “by decapitating the woman she becomes an unquestionably object of the male gaze, objectifying and dehumanizing the images of women.”[footnoteRef:14] Alongside this exists the massive porn industry equally objectifying women whilst remaining somewhat hidden and shameful.  According to Psychology Today, Pornhub is accessed by a staggering “81 million viewers per day”.[footnoteRef:15]  Against this backdrop the “me too movement”[footnoteRef:16] exploded in its revelation of violence against women and the gender pay gap is still alive and well.[footnoteRef:17] This is a clear indication of what is going on beneath the surface of societal norms and expectations. [14:  ‘The Headless Women Project’, Marcia Belsky. Comedian. Handmaid’s Tale: The Musical. Headless Women of Hollywood. Misandry Pod. ‘Free the Mind’ Band. <http://www.marciabelsky.com/the-headless-women-of-hollywood> [accessed 19 April 2020].]  [15:  ‘Surprising New Data from the World’s Most Popular Porn Site’.]  [16:  ‘Me Too. Movement’, Me Too Movement <https://metoomvmt.org/> [accessed 19 April 2020].]  [17:  ‘Gender Pay Gap in the UK - Office for National Statistics’ <https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bulletins/genderpaygapintheuk/2019> [accessed 18 April 2020].] 

The conspiracy theorist might determine that much of our behaviour is surreptitiously encouraged to serve the powers that be.  French Philospher Michel Foucault, speaking of schools said “Schools serve the same social functions as prisons and mental institutions- to define, classify, control, and regulate people.”[footnoteRef:18]  It is hard not to see the trend of deliberate manipulation.   [18:  ‘Michel Foucault Quotes (Author of Discipline and Punish)’ <https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/1260.Michel_Foucault> [accessed 19 April 2020].
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Whereas, no doubt deception and manipulation are arguably commonplace, the politician, the advertiser, the media bias, schools and so on, how awareness functions and an individual is influenced is a multi-layered, complex event.  Each person will have their own triggers, accumulated likes and dislikes and so such techniques as subliminal advertising would likely only ever broadly influence.  Anyone brought up in todays faced paced, media saturated, information overloaded world cannot fail to be confused by the myriad messages assailing them.
It is likely deliberate attempts are made by government, media, religious institutions and groups with hidden agendas to influence in a way that is underhand and this creates an extremely difficult environment for powerfully positive change to be brought about by conscious awareness.  Being self-aware, extremely awake, cultivating clear perception and questioning deeply what our media and culture is expounding, might just help any of us stay clear of unhealthy influences.
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