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For my dearest wife, Jan, and our pixie, Christina—lovely ladies who share and enrich my life. They have never doubted impossible things are always possible when part of the good fight.

“There is no use in trying,” said Alice; “one cannot believe impossible things.”

“I dare say you haven’t had much practice,” said the Queen. “When I was your age, I always did it for half an hour each day. Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.”

Lewis Carroll                                 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
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	FOREWORD
THE BATTLE OF BELIEFS





Orwell’s 1984 actually occurred around 1934. We were just too busy to notice.

Marshall McLuhan

Genius is the capacity to see ten things, where the ordinary person sees only one, and the person of talent, two or three.

Ezra Pound



 

Over fifteen years have passed since Wilson Bryan Key first warned us to “Watch ourselves!” much as the Greek god Zeus once cautioned Narcissus. Narcissus had narcotized himself by endlessly staring at his mirrored image in a pond. He never realized the idealized reflection’s identity and fell deeply in love with it. As in the ad-media mirror in the U.S., the reflected image was always kind, noble, brave, wise, fair, good, generous, beautiful, and truthful. Narcissus eventually perished because he could not sort out reality from fantasy.

Since the first edition of Subliminal Seduction in 1973, and Dr. Key’s two subsequent books on subliminal persuasion, few other subjects have had as great an impact upon large reading audiences. It would be difficult to find a college student since 1973 who has not read, or at least heard of, these books. They are still required reading in many high schools and universities. Their message has spread far beyond classrooms into Senate committee hearings, into regulatory agency rulings, and even into international discourse on media ethics.

Like the Ouroborus (the snake that bites its own tail) from ancient Greek mythology, the books have become paradoxes. Dr. Key has raised the world’s awareness about advertising media’s rape-of-the-mind rip-offs. His warnings have also provided technical primers on how to manipulate human behavior. Though the ad industry publicly denounced the books and attempted to discredit the author, his writings are widely used by ad agencies, media research psychologists, and others who labor in the Machiavellian orchards of deceit and human exploitation.

Most of us are constantly pressured to change our behaviors. As consumers, we are endlessly enticed by advertisers to buy products, brands, and services in their merciless pursuit of our discretionary incomes. As voters, we are incessantly persuaded and hounded toward some point of view by politicians who compete for power over our lives and profits for their sponsors. As social and ethical beings, we are bombarded by religious and ideological zealots of countless persuasions to become their true believers and their generous and obedient slaves. Some of these efforts are overt, clearly perceivable, on the table, so to speak. Others are far more subtle, even invisible to the conscious mind. Virtually all these attempts to solicit our patronage and change our behavior are effective in one measure or another. Even those of us who resist are changed by our resistance. Collectively, these efforts have made the U.S. into an ideological wasteland, with increasing numbers of people desperate to find something—often anything—of value to believe in. This desperation makes them uniquely vulnerable to the industries that manufacture and manage their belief systems.

Most people—especially in our media-managed culture—are unaware of the masterful strategies utilized to direct their destinies. Most are educated to ignore their participation in the collective cultural conscious, which makes them susceptible to indoctrination. Vulnerability to manipulation was imposed early upon Western cultures by centuries of conditioning in the logic and language systems described by the philosophers of ancient Greece. The illusion is still popularly cherished that humans individually—all on their own—are in total control of their own thoughts, values, and behaviors. We believe that we think entirely for and by ourselves. This fantasy feeds a self-perception that is currently perilous to human survival and adjustment—an intellectual Achilles’ heel.

It is easy to become distracted by the riotous illustrations in Dr. Key’s books. They are simultaneously hilarious and exquisitely painful. Readers often appear uncertain whether to laugh or cry. The pictures unmask the incredible vulnerability of people to persuasion technologies, the pompous pretensions of morality, piety, convictions, and ideologies that allow us to be manipulated in any direction worthy of an investment in time, money, and power. They reveal that the slogan “truth in advertising” was just another damned lie dreamed up by an ad hustler. They also strip the camouflage the society’s leadership have developed to veil their incalculable greed, their merciless misuse of human hopes for decency, honesty, and fairness. The ad-media industries loudly and continuously proclaim what they have altruistically done for us. We should long ago have inquired about what they were doing to us. The illustrations may mask the more significant, underlying nature of the linguistic-cultural system that permits and makes acceptable the media rip-off. Media critics have often concentrated upon the trees and missed the forest.

Aside from the sheer entertainment provided by this exposé of obscenity masked as respectability, of naïve gullibility masked as sophistication, of lies and deceits masked as truth, perhaps the most significant portions of the text are the probes into archetypal structures of both language and culture. The use and misuse of Aristotle’s laws of logic (which are not really laws at all) are rarely criticized today by a society persuaded that it has achieved so many ultimate truths. These sections of the book are, by themselves, worth the purchase price.

One of the greatest enigmas throughout history continues to be the nature of the human mind. Evidence on how the brain receives, processes, stores, retrieves, and communicates to other brains is incomplete, hypothetical, and inconclusive. Voluminous research by a vast number of scientists and philosophers has attempted to construct order from the complexity and seeming chaos of the mentation and language processes. Chaos, doubt, and uncertainty still prevail in spite of everything. The operations of the human brain have nothing even remotely to do with those of an electronic computer, though this has long been a profitable ploy of the industries involved in producing computers. There are infinitely more questions about the brain and how it functions than there are answers. It appears that this imbalance may persist indefinitely.

In most areas of disciplined inquiry, researchers do not work or theorize in a vacuum. The so-called scientific method is inextricably involved with language, culture, and both conscious and unconscious human motives. The ways in which a problem is perceived; how the hypotheses, syntheses, and methods are stated; which evaluative procedures are applied; and the principles and concepts utilized for theorization all guide evaluations and conclusions both consciously and unconsciously. The notion of objectivity is as mythological as were the gods atop Mount Olympus. Conclusions, scientific or otherwise, must be expressed in simplistic, linear, fragmented verbal or mathematical abstractions.

Reality is infinitely complex, multiple, integrated, constantly changing, and subject to the vagaries of human perception. Verbal language, and even mathematics, is simplistic, definition-limited, orderly, sequential, rigid, and nonchanging. Languages have in themselves nothing directly to do with the realities they attempt to describe, except possibly in the remote vagaries of human perceptual abstraction. Words, things, and the human perceptual uncertainties involved in each ensure that truth, if such an abstraction could be meaningful, may always remain just beyond the grasp of human intellect. Functional, pragmatic, tentative, verbal, or mathematical generalization appears the closest humans may ever approach to an ultimate, definitive—though always tentative—truth about anything.

Were the above problem widely recognized, there would exist a much lower probability that humans will vaporize themselves in some proud and patriotic attempt to save the world from whatever mass neurosis may be current. If Dr. Leakey is correct, the human species has been around some 4½ million years. Thus, every isolated event perceived by humans is merely a tiny drop in a very large ocean. Simple survival and adjustment as worthy, tolerant, loving, unselfish beings might even be permitted to evolve as a fundamental doctrine of human existence. The doctrine should remind each of us, every morning as we look into the mirror, that in spite of the thousands of gods, philosophies, sciences, and unquestionable “truths” humans have created with language throughout their history, no one has as yet discovered how to make even a worm.

Marshall McLuhan called those elements within an individual’s environment, with which he or she interacts consciously and unconsciously, the “environmental surround.” There are always so many perceptual particles within this surround that no individual could conceivably concentrate consciously upon everything at the same time. Conscious awareness, therefore, is always fragmented. Because visual, auditory, tactile, gustatory, and olfactory perceptions are innumerable, continuous, and overlapping, the conscious mind cannot deal simultaneously with all of them. The ability to isolate, concentrate, or abstract a small portion of the perceptions available at any given moment into a linear, logical, definition-oriented language process is considered the basis for evaluations of intelligence—whatever that may mean from day to day and from person to person.

The process appears to be a concentration upon a small portion of perceptions to the exclusion of competing ones. Consciously perceived reality is usually a vast oversimplification, an abstraction, of actual perceivable reality. The myriad of perceptions that conscious awareness has deemphasized, set aside, placed out of focus, subordinated to ground, and/or repressed, remain in the brain’s unconscious storage for varying periods of time. Perhaps some perceptions are stored permanently.

You can experience the process by stopping to consciously consider the perceptual stimulation going on while you read these pages. If your concentration on these words is intense enough, most of the peripheral perceptions will register only at an unconscious level until your attention is diverted from figure (the words) to some portion of ground (peripheral perceptions). Perceptions, of course, can be internally generated as well as externally stimulated, as your concentration wanders from these words to a momentary thought of a well-turned ankle you perceived while crossing the campus this morning. Or, the words may diminish in your attention as they elicit associations with other subjects, authors, and arguments.

These peripheral unconscious perceptions can often be brought to consciousness later through such techniques as hypnosis or narcosynthesis. Under hypnosis, subjects often recall in great detail perceptions of license plates and other minutiae that were unavailable consciously. Numerous experiments have even recovered conversations heard during surgery under anesthesia. All the sensory inputs appear to function continuously, with prodigious quantities of information pouring into the brain, but only small bits and pieces surfacing in conscious awareness. Perception is total and instantaneous at the nonconscious level but extremely limited at a conscious level.

For 2,000 years the environmental surround of Western cultures has focused consciously on what seems logical, linear, rational, connected, verbal, arithmetic, and symmetrical. The traditional language-logic system was initially defined by Aristotle, though the ideas reach as far back as Hammurabi’s Code around 3000 B.C. The verbal-arithmetic description of the physical world by Newton, the symmetrical view of spatial relationships in the geometry of Euclid, the neat, systematic, reasonable, logical views of reality began to explode by the early twentieth century. These language-organized certainties slowly came to seem mere fantasy. Very little within human perception any longer appeared certain, permanent, unassailable. Organized views of language and culture began to evolve as wishful thinking, projection, and construction. Powerful contributions from writers such as Marx, Darwin, and Freud further assaulted conventional wisdom. Traditional language-logic and order tumbled into shambles. New, far more subtle views of the human animal slowly eroded away the certainties of the earlier, more simplistic modes of thought.

Non-Aristotelian logic entered science, art, and philosophy. Non-Euclidean geometry devastated traditional ways of viewing spatial relationships. Non-Newtonian physics became the basis for quantum mechanics and relativity, the new science of nuclear and electron particles. Considerations of the human unconscious rendered obsolete earlier platitudes about human perception and motives. The world responded to the new modes of thought, logic, and their threat to vested interests, conventional wisdom, and the status quo with confused defensiveness.

The old ways never relinquish their grip easily or painlessly. They had evolved to represent the vested interests of Western civilization. The new modes of thought and reason were threatening, often violently so. Religious, social, political, economic, scientific, and philosophical vested interests fought tenaciously to suppress change and innovation. Yet slowly, inexorably, the best, most logical of all worlds came to be perceived by more and more as the worst and most illogical.

Anyone alive today will complete his or her life experience in the middle of this largely unseen revolution in ideas, concepts, values, traditions, ideologies, and human relationships. The fantasies of certainty, permanence, and simplicity have become obsolete, often tragically. Comprehension of process and change has become a survival imperative. The imperative is also driven by the continuing crises attributable to exponential world population growth, the depletion of natural resources, the inequitable and unacceptable distribution of power and wealth, the devastation of environment by pollution and greed, and the most frightening specter of all hovering as a dark shadow over the earth’s struggling populations—devastation by nuclear accident or warfare.

It appears, therefore, vital to survival that humans learn to overcome—at least in some measure—their vulnerability to manipulation. If democracy and freedom are ever to evolve into meaningful abstractions beyond the self-serving, dishonest, platitudinous rhetoric of political campaign speeches, humans must largely break out of traditional modes of thought. This will be painful, most painful. Simplistic common sense may constitute the world’s most dangerous perceptual illusion. Common sense is often uncommonly deceptive and should always be considered with a stern admonition to beware!

Those who still adamantly reject the prevalence of subliminal manipulation technology fall into two general categories: those whose vested interests lie in the continuing exploitation and manipulation of humans, including many who exploit commercial, religious, and political fanatacism; and those who reject the notion of subliminal persuasion because they hate, distrust, and dislike whatever is new. The new has usually been perceived as threatening, subversive, and heretical.

Dr. Key has done a masterful job of exploring the continuing search for truth through which humans may survive their follies, foibles, and technologies. His insights into the world’s propaganda battle of beliefs may contribute significantly to the struggle for world peace and understanding. The search for truth, of course, is a far different matter than the discovery of an eternal truth. Once an eternal truth is discovered, learning, progress, growth, and freedom become restricted, biased, and narrowly focused. Human options inevitably are diminished. After all, if a truth were really true, for all time, in all places, for all peoples, there would be little need to believe in it, propagandize it, struggle over it, and murder in its name.

Watch yourselves!

Dr. Bruce R. Ledford
Professor of Media
Auburn University
Auburn, Alabama


AUTHOR’S WARNING

 

Readers can make practical use of this book in two ways. The ideas and information can be used by anyone in a media-dominated environment to protect themselves against exploitation by picture and word symbols. Readers should be able to achieve greater autonomy—freedom upon which to act or believe. Certainly they should free themselves in some measure from the dehumanizing effects of media merchandising upon their personalities and relationships.

The second practical use of the book is for readers preoccupied only with media-propagated self-indulgence. It should prepare them for profitable careers in advertising and public relations. Indeed, since Subliminal Seduction appeared in 1973, subliminal techniques have become far more persuasive, sophisticated, technologically advanced, and more profitably applied to anesthetize the U.S. population against the intrusion of reality into their daily lives. Few advertising or media people are unfamiliar with my three earlier books. Many appear so informed they could pass rigorous examination on the subject. In public, however, they steadfastly maintain innocence, repeating ad nauseam that subliminal perception does not exist. The standard industry defense alleges my “dirty mind” was responsible for the entire controversy. Ad executives, professors, and other assorted media apologists refuse to discuss the more than 500 published research studies that confirm the effects of subliminal stimuli on ten measureable areas of human behavior.

The books were intended as exposés, critiques, revelations about the most dangerous affront to sanity, freedom, and survival that now threatens the earth’s population. Subliminal indoctrination may prove more dangerous than nuclear weapons. The substitution of cultural fantasies for realities on a massive, worldwide scale threatens everyone in this precarious period of human evolution. Present odds appear to favor total devastation.

The paradox of a book actually serving what it attacks is not unusual in the history of ideas. Any enterprising capitalist will carefully study new intellectual developments in the socialist world to learn about weaknesses in both socialist and capitalist economics just as executives, managers, and leaders in socialist countries carefully study Western capitalism. The study of competition and critics is the first rule of survival. At the same time, it is necessary to attack or pretend to attack competition at every opportunity.

Nothing in human perception—which includes everything humans know or think they know consciously and unconsciously—is what it appears to be. Part I of this book deals with pictures, ads for the most part, in an update of the three earlier books. Part II concerns language and culture, and their effective brainwashing of populations to prefer fantasies over realities.

Media industries are great fun to molecularize—to take apart in small, revealing pieces. Their dissected anatomy embarrasses the manipulators and frightens their victims. There is much to be learned from them about how humans think or do not think. Ad media demonstrate human venality and gullibility at its worst and reveal how languages, pictures, and cultures serve more to enslave than to enlighten, unless audiences are educated to discriminate between fantasy (how we wish the world existed) and perceptual reality (that limited fraction of reality available to conscious perception).

Advertising operates from an almost universal simplistic human motive—to sell, to sell, to sell. By comparison, both fine art and literature are created out of motivational complexity—diffuse, contradictory, and paradoxical. Deeper artistic insights involve the artist’s unique perceptions of the world. This may be why creative artistic productivity often survives through centuries as meaningful human experience.

The manipulative motives of advertising and public relations produce images for momentary conscious perception, repression, and unconscious memory storage. They are created to be unacknowledged, consciously insignificant audience experiences. This, indeed, can be termed the Age of Manipulation.

Humans often do not appear to have learned much from the thousands of years in world experience behind them. In the U.S., history is perceived to have begun with John Wayne at the Alamo or, for the young, with the Beatles. Our culture, arranged to optimize the return on media investments, rarely permits learning from experience. This may constitute modern man’s Achilles’ heel.

This book is intended to change the way individuals perceive the world in which they live. If it succeeds, nothing will ever again be quite the same.




	Part One

	SUBLIMINAL MEDIA
TECHNOLOGY



	BENDING MINDS IN PURSUIT OF POWER AND PROFIT

	 








	1
	FOR THOSE WHO THINK
THEY THINK FOR
THEMSELVES





We are all at the mercy of influences over which we are consciously unaware and over which we have virtually no conscious control.

Robert Rosenthal, Pygmalion in the Classroom

The people want to be deceived, let them be deceived. Populus vult decepi, decipiatus.

Cardinal Carlo Caraffe to Pope Paul IV

In many ways creativity and mental illness are opposite sides of the same coin.

Anton Ehrenzweig, The Hidden Order of Art



This book is about the human misuse of humans. High-technology mass persuasion has achieved levels of sophistication far beyond what most individuals imagine. Most still desperately cling to the delusion that they think for themselves, determine their own destinies, exercise both individual and collective free will (the great myth that underlies democratic ideology); that advertising works in the interest of the consumer; and—perhaps the greatest self-deception of all—that they can easily discriminate between fantasy and reality. This book attempts to throw the proverbial monkey wrench into these worn, nonsensical platitudes.

The following insights can be utilized to fight off the daily assault of misrepresentations so devastating to freedom and autonomy. By consciously knowing how the rascals get inside your head, you at least have the option to fight back. Technologies of exploitation appear far more developed in capitalist than in socialist nations, though the question is academic. Technology is never a successful secret. It remains available to anyone with time, money, and motivation. The engineering of consent assaults human perception at both conscious and unconscious levels, especially the latter. Once the group or collective unconscious is programmed into what has been called culture, virtually any bill of goods can be sold at conscious levels.

Psychological indoctrination also exists through language structures, cultural assumptions, and highly malleable perspectives toward the self, the world, and perceived relationships with what is casually accepted as reality. In terms of survival and adjustment, these may be far more significant than the obscene imagery embedded in advertising.

This book examines efforts to make the end justify the means—a perversion that never disappears in human evolution. Not long ago, the U.S. appeared willing to destroy the populations of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos to save them from communism. Communism, of course, is an idea and, like most ideas, is interpreted differently throughout the world. The folly of sacrificing millions to the perception of an idea should be apparent but is not. Humans are uniquely dangerous because their perceptual blindness does not permit them to know they are dangerous. There are zealots in world governments willing to justify mass murder in the name of fanatic, ideological fantasies. This willingness to betray the human spirit through arrogance, ignorance, “absolute” knowledge, dehumanization, and the mindless pursuit of profit and power should, but rarely does, frighten us.

Humans appear difficult to frighten; they forget so easily. Mankind’s most ennobling pursuit throughout history has been the search for truth. Each time, however, truth was believed to have been discovered, tragic mischief resulted. Converts to the latest version of truth usually end up as victims along with the unbelievers whom they have victimized. Truth is a product of human perception.

It Takes One to Know One

The heritage of U.S. commercial mass-communication media dates back at least to the Greek philosopher Protagoras (485–410 B.C). Protagoras was the most famous of the sophists, known for his dictum, “Man is the measure of all things.” Having pondered the relativity of human perceptions and judgments, Protagoras was eventually accused of heresy, his books were burned, and he died in exile.

Early Greek sophists were professional teachers of rhetoric, then considered, in the words of Aristotle, to be “all the available means of persuasion.” Sophist originally meant a “clever” or “skilled” person. Sophists were attacked by Plato and Aristotle for not seeking objective truths. The sophists’ only concern, according to their critics, was victory in debate—a victory they were allegedly prepared to use dishonest means to achieve. In the interest of their clients, who paid high fees, sophists supposedly attacked traditional values in Greek society. This was their fatal mistake. They are remembered today almost entirely through their critics who tell us that sophists cared only for success and power, not truth. Sophists sought to understand the structure of human societies, relationships between words and things, between observers and their observations, and between reality and perceptions of reality. Protagoras was widely known for his ethical and moral preoccupations. Critics, however, claimed sophist doctrines were dishonest and blamed them for weakening Greek moral fiber. The sophists perceived
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EPILOGUE


Do not wait for the last judgement,
it takes place every day!

Albert Camus, The Fall



The moment anyone accepts an objective reality, an eternal truth, they have become vulnerable, manipulable, and eminently exploitable. They have ceased to function as an autonomous, creative, thinking individual, living in an integrated, interdependent world.


APPENDIX

U.S. Treasury Department, Division of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms. “New Rules and Regulations.” Federal Register, August 6, 1984, pp. 31670–76.

Subliminals

ATF proposed a regulatory section prohibiting the use of subliminal or similar techniques in advertising of alcoholic beverages. ATF stated that subliminal or similar techniques refer to any device or technique that is used to convey or attempt to convey a message to a person by means of images or sounds of a very brief nature that cannot be perceived at a normal level of awareness.

Twenty-two comments were received and a number of witnesses presented oral testimony at the public hearings. Of the 22 comments, representing 52 individuals, all but three supported the proposed prohibition. The main arguments against the proposed regulation were that subliminals were not used in advertising, that the advertising and broadcast industries are self-regulating in this area, and that the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) already prohibits by regulation the use of subliminals.

ATF believes that action is necessary in this area. There is increasing concern by consumers over the very nature of alcoholic beverage advertising. Further, strong precedent exists for ATF action. The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) has declared the use of subliminals to be contrary to the public interest because they are clearly intended to be deceptive. Furthermore, the FCC saw no need to differentiate between subliminal advertising and subliminal program content.

Subliminal or similar techniques can take many forms in advertising. These forms include placing a frame in a film which appears at a speed at which the observer cannot consciously perceive its presence, but subconsciously the word, phrase, or scene is registered. Another and more prevalent form is the insertion of words or body forms (embeds) by the use of shadows or shading, or the substitution of forms and shapes generally associated with the body.

Although subliminals or similar techniques are prohibited by the FTC and voluntary advertising and broadcasting codes, ATF has jurisdiction over the advertising of alcoholic beverages. Subliminals are inherently deceptive because the consumer does not perceive them at a normal level of awareness, and thus is given no choice whether to accept or reject the message, as is the case with normal advertising. ATF holds that this type of advertising technique is false and deceptive, and is prohibited by law. Therefore, ATF is issuing regulations prohibiting the use of subliminals or similar techniques.
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