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Corporatizing the Unconscious:

                                    Memes, Neuromarketing, and Christopher Nolan's Inception 
         Imagine walking into your favorite retail store where you are personally greeted and a virtual sales clerk provides you with individual sales suggestions tailored to your current interests.  This scene may be similar to the mall and Gap store scenes in the science-fiction film Minority Report (2002) in which shoppers are "identified" through retinal scans whereby they receive personalized marketing pitches directed to them ("John Anderton, you could use a Guinness about right now") or inquiries about a recent purchase ("How did those assorted tank tops work out for you?").  This technology is not science fiction, but rather an emerging field of neuromarketing experimentation in which neuroscientists direct neuroimaging techniques at individuals in order to design marketing stimuli targeting them based on their brain scans.  In this scenario, a retailer may neuro-screen potential buyers entering their store, constantly scanning and monitoring their individual brains, registering and storing reactions, and continuously altering marketing stimuli, such as a point-of-purchase virtual discount offer so it will have the desired effect on the customers.  As a form of surveillance, neuroimaging presents several pressing ethical concerns about personal awareness and consent, not to mention privacy issues such as who ultimately owns brain scans, whether they can be sold to persons or institutions, and what happens to extraneous data, such as health issues, that are embedded in brain scans.  At the base of neuromarketing are memes, which can be described as a unit of cultural information stored in the brain.  Neuromarketing and memetic engineering (the science of developing memes to influence human behavior) not only represent the extended surveillance  of corporations1 over individual brains, they are part of a societal shift from biopolitical power, or the disciplining of bodies and populations within space, to neuropolitics or the control of minds.   


Christopher Nolan's film  Inception (2010) represents this societal shift because it involves the corporatization of the unconscious to perform labor that benefits the interests of a corporation.  Inception is the story of a team of skilled specialists led by Dom Cobb (Leonardo DiCaprio) to infiltrate the unconscious mind of Fischer (Cillian Murphy), the son of a dying corporate magnate, to implant the idea of disintegrating his father's energy conglomerate.  The team is hired by Saito (Ken Wantanbe), a Japanese businessman, who hopes to profit from the dismantling of his competitor's company.  By violating Fischer's consciousness, Cobb and his team are able to seize his unconscious mind and to manipulate it to benefit their client.  Admittedly, the fictional concept of corporatizing and monetizing unconscious minds is not a new one.  Previous science fiction films, such as Brainstorm (1983), Strange Days (1995), and Sleep Dealer (2008), have proffered the idea of recording and merchandising individual experiences and memories, even erasing them to eliminate traumatic ones [The Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004)] or to protect corporate intellectual property [Paycheck (2003)].  What differentiates Inception from these films is its focus on implanting a complex meme or idea into human consciousness, a task that associates it with the nascent fields of memetic engineering and neuromarketing.  I argue that the film, through its story of corporate espionage taken to the micro-level of trespassing and controlling consciousness, provides an insightful critique of the social risks and loss of privacy associated with neuroscientific technologies in the hands of capitalists. 

In Inception, Cobb's team must carefully construct and insert a simple "version of the idea for it to grow naturally in the subject's (Fischer) mind."  They must construct a multilayered dream state situation whereby the subject "gives himself the idea" and it appears self-generated.  The nonfictional concept of selecting and developing ideas or memes so they will influence people's actions is the domain of "memetic engineering."  Memetic engineering also involves meme-splicing or memetic synthesis, and the distribution of those memes with the intent of altering the behavior of others in society.  

	
Commercial interests are the primary goal of neuromarketing, which has been characterized as the marriage of neuroscience and marketing.  At the center of neuromarketing are memes.  In the world of marketing, given the voluntary nature of product registration and the plethora of existing social networks, the extraction of consumer information is not really an industry issue.  As with Cobb’s mission in the film, the central goal of neuromarketing is to develop a precise, subtle idea that will resonate and influence a subject’s thinking and behavior.  Neuromarketing is a field of marketing research that studies consumers' sensorimotor, cognitive and affective responses to marketing stimuli.  Neuromarketing is based on a model whereby the major thinking part of human activity (over 90%), including emotion, takes place in the unconscious area that is below the levels of controlled awareness and value judgments are assessed within the first 2.6 seconds of exposure to the marketing stimuli.              

         Similarly, Cobb's team uses the latest technologies to delve deeply into an unconscious mind in order to manipulate a subject's perception.  While the team's mission involves the science fictional immersing of its subject (Fischer) into multilayered constructed dream states and spaces, the team and neuromarketing researchers do share some commonalities.   Both the team and researchers carefully construct an environment and select stimuli to influence a persons' perceptions and ultimately, their behavior.  In the case of neuromarketers, it is to find the right stimuli that connects to a consumer's unconscious thoughts or images and thereby trigger him or her to buy the product or service.  For the team, it is constructing a suitable environment (or environments) to successfully implant a specific idea or stimuli that will function to alter Fischer's perceptions and foster him to break up his father's corporate empire.   Similar to neuromarketing research, the team employs computer-brain interfaces and physiological monitoring to read and influence the subject's brain activity.  Despite the science fiction and dream state aspects of the film, Cobb's team is representative of a contemporary neuromarketing team with Saito as the client, Cobb as the marketing manager, Ariadne (Ellen Page), the designer, Arthur (Joseph Gordon-Levitt), the research analyst, Yusuf (Dileep Rao), the technician, Eames (Tom Hardy), the spokesperson, and Fischer as the target audience with whom the marketers hope to persuade.   

        Nolan himself is no stranger to marketing strategies, especially viral marketing campaigns, which are usually understood as subordinate subsets of neuromarketing.  Viral marketing refers to marketing techniques that use exiting social networks and other technologies to increase product awareness and to encourage consumers to share product information with their friends.  The term "viral" acknowledges that certain ideas in a viral marketing campaign are designed to spread like viruses throughout a variety of social networks (Girboveanu 2008).  I assert that Inception can also be read as Nolan's insightful  acknowledgement that movies themselves have become elaborate viral marketing schemes or centerpieces for marketing an array of ancillary products such as ebooks, videogames, music albums, toys, and ring tones for the global entertainment conglomerates.  Whether fictional, as in Inception, or non-fictional, as in neuromarketing, both techniques involve intruding into private minds in order to corporatize them for capitalist intentions.  Given Nolan's viral marketing experience, his narrative interest in memories and mental states (Memento, Inception), and the film’s focus on trespassing and altering inner consciousness, Inception critically highlights the inherent social risks and the inevitable trajectory of memetic engineering, neuromarketing, and brain scanning technologies—the rationalization and corporatization of the unconscious mind to increase marketing efficiencies and to advantage existing power structures. 

Notes

 Neuroimagining can also be employed for government purposes, including covertly detecting deception at airport security and government security checkpoints
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