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 Feed Your Head 
I like fucking with your emotions…

The audience and director is an S&M 
relationship, and the audience is the M.

Film Director Quentin Tarantino 

I t is a well-established fact that the 
subconscious mind cannot distinguish 
between reality and the imagination. 
   One would think this would have far-
reaching implications for how we view 
violence in the news and entertainment we 
consume, especially when the vast majority 
of it is produced by soulless corporate 
entities whose only goal is to keep us 
visually fixated, emotionally stimulated, 
and endlessly coming back for more. 
   Yet for the most part, the distinction 
between how the unconscious and the 
conscious part of our minds operate seems 
to have been conveniently ignored by the 
majority of both producers and consumers.
   This is unlikely to be an oversight.

  Granted, by and large, researchers have 
failed to find any direct correlation between 
consumption of violent TV, movies, or 
video games and real life violent crime. 
   Nonetheless, research has consistently 
shown that violent video games, for 
example, increase aggressive behaviors, and 
that the effects are particularly magnified in 
people already prone to antisocial behavior.
   In any case, it’s disingenuous to claim that 
exposure to ‘virtual’ violence doesn’t effect 
people, at least on a subconscious level, 
since that is, in fact, the expressed intention 
of the people that create, produce, and sell 
us these ‘make believe’ experiences.
  We have all experienced, for example, 
movies which evoke strong emotional 
reactions in us as we are watching them, 
whether it’s a sad scene which makes us 
spontaneously cry or a horror movie which 
causes us to reflexively avert our eyes.   



   These reactions occur regardless of how 
aware we are consciously that what we are 
seeing is not only not real, but is occurring 
only on a flat screen, not in the real world.
   This is verified by experiments in which 
control groups are given brain scans while, 
for example, merely visualizing playing 
notes on a piano vs. actually playing them, 
and in every case changes observed in the 
brains of both groups are virtually identical. 
(This would account in large part for the 
value of repetitive visualization exercises in 
improving performance, even in physical 
activities such as sport, and in expediting 
rehabilitation after an illness or injury.)
   Be it conscious or subconscious, our mind 
is driven by experience, and all experiences 
become memories once they have past. 
The conscious mind might remember which 
memory was real and which was imagined, 
but the subconscious mind has no way of 
making this distinction, which is why ‘false 
memories’ are so common in the courtroom.    
   In fact, as people get older, they often 
confuse the real with the imagined, and 
even people who are entirely competent 
mentally sometimes describe certain dreams 
as seeming more real than waking life.
   We are in fact ‘hard wired’ to not be able 
to distinguish the real from the imaginary 
on a subconscious level. The stress response 
evolved in us to give us the ability to fight 
or flee when faced with danger, but in order 
to err on the side of survival, the same 
response (and same brain chemistry) is 
triggered when we only imagine danger.
   If this is true with events only real in our 
nocturnal dreams or our waking reveries, 
how much more so must it be in regard to 
the hyper-realistic virtual reality (VR) 
worlds that humans have only very recently 
(in evolutionary terms) learned to create?

   What’s more, the high definition digital 
creations we have become accustomed to 
watching on a theatre or television screen 
don’t even begin to match the 360° 
immersive experience made possible by 
state-of-the-art VR, and the developers of 
these products promise to soon bring us 
simulated environments that even the 
conscious mind will find nearly as genuine 
as reality—at least in a visual sense.
   What does all this mean in Real Life?… 
While it doesn’t suggest governments 
should ban violent media or limit the right 
of others in a free society to consume it, 
it does point to the importance for each of 
us to regulate the quality and quantity of the 
media we voluntarily choose to consume.
  Children are especially vulnerable, as it is 
only around the age of 7 that most children 
can fully distinguish fantasy from reality. 
(Studies indicate that the typical American 
child will view 16,000 murders and 200,000 
acts of violence on TV by the age of 18.)
   Virtual Reality can give us the opportunity 
to experience firsthand places and people 
we—and especially the homebound—
otherwise wouldn’t have access to, and 
Augmented Reality (AR) can enhance that 
experience by providing educational back-
ground or pointing us toward related content.
   As entertainment, however, producers tend 
to resort to drama and violence as a foolproof 
means of keeping the viewer engaged. As 
the time-honored newsroom maxim states, 
‘If it bleeds, it leads,’ and research shows 
that it’s far easier to capture eyes and ears 
with the sensational than with the subtle.
   In any case, we all know that eating junk 
food is bad for our bodies, without needing 
to resort to scientific studies to convince us. 
Why would we need to do so with regard to 
what we allow into our minds? ◾


