How suggestion quietly shapes our daily decisions and identity
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Meet James Ellwood, a 38-year-old compliance officer residing in Dorchester, Dorset. Although he embodies the traits of a modern, educated individual—employed and self-assured—his daily routine reveals a deeper narrative about the power of suggestion that continuously shapes his identity and choices. In a world increasingly mediated by technology, his experiences provide a lens through which we can examine just how subtly these influences permeate our lives.
06:45 – Waking With the Algorithm
James begins his day with the familiar sound of his phone alarm, immediately succumbing to the temptation of checking notifications. This initial moment, seemingly benign, is anything but; as he scrolls through his curated feed, he is unwittingly bombarded with tailored headlines, fitness tips, and trending news. The content is not random but rather a calculated selection influenced by his previous interactions. The algorithm behind social media platforms is designed to reinforce his existing beliefs and behaviours, nudging him toward a predetermined version of himself.
Psychologists refer to this phenomenon as priming, a mechanism by which exposure to certain stimuli affects a person’s subsequent thoughts and actions. While James believes he is simply updating himself on current affairs, he is, in fact, being subtly guided by the logic of engagement and personalisation.
08:00 – Morning Reflection and Autosuggestion
In the shower, James engages in his morning routine of repeating affirmations like, “I’m in control,” and “Today will be productive.” These mantras, plucked from a popular wellness podcast, have become integral to his self-narrative. This practice harkens back to the theories of Émile Coué, who posited that repeated verbal cues can directly influence behaviour. While intended as self-empowerment, these affirmations encapsulate a more profound truth about how external suggestions can masquerade as internal motivation, further complicating the distinction between personal conviction and conditioned belief.
09:00 – Conformity at the Office
Arriving at work, James attends a morning meeting where a new compliance policy is introduced. Despite his reservations, he conforms to the group's consensus, echoing the silent acquiescence of his colleagues. The legacy of Solomon Asch’s conformity experiments is evident here; the pressure to align with the majority can suppress individual judgement, illustrating how social suggestion can distill personal beliefs into silence and compliance in the workplace.
Asch’s work remains relevant, reminding us that many individuals, like James, navigate professional environments where the instinct for social conformity often trumps the willingness to speak out against established norms.
12:30 – Lunchtime with Media
During lunch, James immerses himself in a documentary on geopolitical unrest broadcasted by a major outlet. The urgency and slick production quality inject a sense of unease regarding foreign instability, a narrative that inadvertently stokes feelings of patriotism within him. Chomsky’s concept of manufactured consent comes into play here; the selective presentation of information effectively guides James's emotional responses, achieved not through overt coercion but through pervasive suggestion. It ingeniously frames the absence of context—historical details or counter-narratives—as an invisible yet potent force in shaping public sentiment.
15:00 – Echoes of Philosophy
Conversing with a colleague about biometric surveillance, James instinctively adopts the line, “Well, if you’ve done nothing wrong, you’ve nothing to worry about.” This common refrain reflects Foucault’s notion of biopower, wherein individuals self-regulate based on societal norms. James believes he is articulating a rational opinion, but this perspective has been shaped through repeated exposure to media narratives and social discourse, illustrating the powerful influence of suggestion on personal identity.
18:30 – Consumer Desires
As he heads home, an advertisement for a new smartwatch captures James's attention, prompting feelings of inadequacy for not owning one. Despite previously having no intention to purchase, the marketing creates an artificial sense of need—a contemporary interpretation of the noble lie articulated by Plato. In this case, product promotion masquerades as an essential part of achieving a holistic existence, subtly steering James toward perceived fulfilment through consumption.
21:00 – The Algorithm Returns
In the evening, James settles into a dystopian series on a streaming service, chosen algorithmically based on his viewing history. Ironically, the show critiques digital control while the platform that suggests it continues to refine its understanding of his preferences, exemplifying the omnipresent nature of suggestion in the digital age. This technological iteration of suggestion operates silently, efficiently shaping his choices and reinforcing his consumption patterns without ever raising a controlling voice.
23:00 – A Manufactured Identity
As sleep approaches, James reflects on what he considers a productive day, believing he has navigated it autonomously. Yet the reality is layered; his decisions, influences, and thoughts have all been shaped just below the surface. The true essence of suggestion lies in its quiet influence rather than overt manipulation. It whispers in our ears, convincing us of our freedom while weaving its threads through our subconscious.
James Ellwood's experience is not singular; it echoes the lives of many who, like him, traverse a world where suggestion operates in both direct and subtle manners. This narrative underlines the necessity for greater awareness of the forces at play in our daily choices, as the most compelling form of control often masquerades as choice itself.
As we navigate our own lives influenced by unseen suggestions, it is crucial to cultivate an awareness that empowers us to discern the origin of our beliefs and desires. By fostering this critical perspective, we may reclaim the agency we believe we possess, transforming the subtle nudges of suggestion into informed decisions.
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