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INCEPTION (Cert 12) 
 
Reel Issues writer: Ian Maher  
Director: Christopher Nolan 
Distributor: Warner Bros Entertainment Inc. and 
Legendary Pictures 
Certificate 12 
Length: 142 minutes 
Overview: In a world where thoughts can be stolen 
from a person’s dreams, ‘extraction’ expert Cobb and 
his team embark on the harder task of ‘inception’: 
planting an idea in a subject’s mind. As the lines 
between dreams and reality begin to blur danger 
approaches, heightened by a shadow from Cobb’s 
past.  
Cautions: Contains moderate violence 
  

SUMMARY OF PLOT  

Note to session leaders: Due to the overlapping 
storylines of dreams within dreams, participants will 
benefit most if they have had the opportunity to see 
the complete film in advance of the Reel Issues 
session. 

Dom Cobb (Leonardo DiCaprio) is an expert in 
extraction, a technique that involves entering a 
person’s dreams and stealing information from the 
subject’s unconscious mind. It is a lucrative aspect of 
corporate espionage. 

Cobb's services are solicited by Saito (Ken Watanabe), 
a businessman determined to prevent a rival company 
led by the dying Maurice Fischer (Pete Postlethwaite) 
from obtaining a monopoly in global energy provision. 
The twist is that Saito needs Cobb not to steal but to 
plant a thought in the mind of Fischer’s heir, his son 

Robert (Cillian Murphy). This process is known as 
inception. 

Cobb’s colleagues initially believe inception to be 
impossible but, unknown to them, Cobb has already 
used inception on his wife Mal (Marion Cotillard) 
albeit with disastrous consequences that resulted in 
Mal’s suicide. The authorities were wrongfully led to 
believe Cobb had murdered his wife, making him a 
fugitive. 

Saito’s offer to use his influence to dismiss the charges 
against Cobb and make it possible to go home to his 
children in the United States persuades Cobb to take 
on the risky job; risks posed chiefly by the way Mal 
continually enters the dreams of the guilt-ridden Cobb. 

Utilising the skills of dream architect Ariadne (Ellen 
Page) the team enter the unconscious mind of Robert 
Fischer, moving through levels of dreams within 
dreams. They are in a race against time to plant the 
idea that will cause Fischer to break up his father’s 
business empire before the characters of Fisher’s 
unconscious mind recognise the intruders and destroy 
them. All the while the continuous encounter between 
Cobb and his projection of Mal threatens his own 
ability to return to the real world. 

SOME KEY ISSUES 

Dreams  – The film highlights some interesting points 
about the nature of dreams. They are part of our 
human experience; they can be comforting or 
disturbing; they are not bound by the rules of the 
physical universe. Dreams are a point of connection 
between the conscious and unconscious self and are 
deeply personal experiences. Many psychologists 
contend that dreams are in fact populated by 
projections of the dreamer’s mind. Inception explores 
this fascinating topic, although it makes no reference 
to the place of dreams within a religious framework. 
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Dreams are, in fact, significant in the life of many 
religious traditions, including Christianity. 

Life after death – Inception raises questions about 
what lies beyond the physical world and points 
towards something about our humanity that is not 
limited by the boundaries of flesh and blood. The film 
draws attention to how our conscious human mind 
realises just a small proportion of its potential and, in 
some ways, only touches the surface of the greater 
reality in which we exist. The human spirit, it would 
seem, yearns for encounter with that greater reality. 

Guilt – Cobb, riddled with guilt about the death of his 
wife Mal, is unable to find peace in his inner life. This 
results in his own projection of Mal causing havoc in 
his dream world. It also puts the colleagues with 
whom he has entered Fisher’s dream world in great 
danger. Inception may take us into the realms of 
science-fiction but the devastation guilt can inflict on a 
person is an all too common human experience. It is a 
terrible burden to carry but, paradoxically, one that is 
difficult to put down.  

CLIPS AND IDEAS FOR RESPONDING 

Clip 1 – DVD chapters 1 & 2 (stop at 
15 minutes into the film)  

Cobb is washed up on a beach and then taken captive 
to see an elderly Japanese man (Saito). Soon Cobb 
realises he is dreaming and then, a little later, what 
seemed like reality also proves to be a dream. When 
Saito wakes on the train it becomes apparent that he, 
too, has been dreaming within dreams. 

Small groups discussion and activity 

At the end of the film clip, Saito sees through the 
deception of the dream in which Cobb encourages him 
to divulge his innermost secrets and the dream 
collapses. However, only when thrown to the ground 

by Cobb does Saito discover that what he believes to 
be reality is also a dream. 

• Sometimes, a person can experience a dream that 
is so vivid it comes either as a shock or a relief 
(depending on whether the dream was comforting 
or frightening) to wake and realise it was just a 
dream. If you have had such an experience and feel 
able to, share it with the group. 

• Why do you think it is that dreams sometimes 
affect us so deeply, even though we know they are 
‘only’ dreams? 

• Ask members of the group to list on a piece of 
flipchart paper any feelings and emotions they can 
recall arising from a dream. Draw attention to any 
common responses that emerge. 

Whole group discussion 

• In what ways do you think dreams can teach us 
things about ourselves? 

• In many cultures (for example, the First Nations 
people of America and Australia), dreams have 
profound religious significance. What are your 
views about the relationship between dreams and 
a person’s spiritual life? 

 

Clip 2 – DVD chapters 3 & 4 up to 
33min 40sec (approx 13 minutes) 

Cobb explains to his colleague Arthur (Joseph Gordon-
Levitt) that inception is possible. He then goes to Paris 
to meet Miles (Michael Caine), his old mentor and 
father-in-law, in order to recruit a new dream architect. 
Cobb meets Ariadne whom he introduces to the world 
of shared dreaming and the techniques involved that 
include the use of her own special skills.  
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Small groups activity and feedback 

• At the end of this clip after Ariadne has left Cobb 
comments that she will be back; that reality will no 
longer be enough for her. That proves to be the 
case as the film unfolds. Discuss and then list the 
factors that you think are significant in drawing 
Ariadne back to the dream world. 

• Share your findings with each other. Notice any 
similarities that occur. 

Whole group buzz session 

• On centre of a large piece of paper, draw a box and 
write ‘life after death’. Now ask participants to 
write on the paper whatever comes into their heads 
in response to that expression. If people prefer their 
responses to be more anonymous they could be 
written on post-it notes which you could then 
collect and mount on the paper. 

• Give people an opportunity to expand on anything 
written up if they so wish. 

Whole group/small groups discussion starters 

In the film, when those taking part in extraction or 
inception are killed in the dream world they do not die 
in reality. Instead, they wake up in much the same way 
as a person who dreams of falling wakes before the 
fall is complete. Perhaps the majority of people on 
earth believe that physical death does not mean the 
end of our existence, seeing it more as a point of 
transition, waking, as it were, to a greater reality. 

• Why do you think this is so? 

• What sort of things do people point to in support 
of this belief? 

• What do you think happens when we die? 

 

Clip 3 – DVD chapter 13 to the end of 
the film (approx 19 minutes)  

A complicated clip if you have not seen the whole film 
which moves between the different levels of dreams 
that are part of the inception that Cobb and his 
colleagues are seeking to carry out. Focus on the 
encounter between Cobb and the projection of his late 
wife Mal. Cobb continues to feel responsible for Mal’s 
death. In particular, notice Cobb’s response to Mal’s 
question about what he feels. 

Whole group activity 

This activity is to get people thinking about the 
subject of guilt. Before the session, on separate sheets 
of flipchart paper, write one statement per sheet as 
follows (the number of categories is up to you and will 
depend on the time you have available for the 
activity): 

• If guilt was a [colour / animal / plant / smell / 
sound / taste / texture . . .] what would it be? 
Provide marker pens and ask people to move from 
sheet to sheet and write on their responses.  

• Invite participants to take a moment to reflect on 
what has been written up. Agree with the group a 
word or phrase that summarises the collective 
responses to each of the statements. For example, 
dark or gloomy might adequately summarise 
responses to the notion of guilt as a colour. 

Small groups discussion  

In the film clip Cobb reveals how he used inception to 
free Mal from the dream world that she had confused 
with reality. However, the plan backfired and Mal 
killed herself in the real world believing that to be a 
dream from which she needed to awake. 

• Would you have done the same had you been in 
Cobb’s situation? 
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• Was he right to feel such guilt about a decision 
that he made with Mal’s best interests at heart yet 
which backfired horribly, or was his guilt misplaced. 

• Sometimes people carry guilt around unnecessarily. 
Can you think of any examples that you are aware 
of yourself? These may be instances you know 
about personally or have come across in the media 
or elsewhere. 

• How might you help someone in such a situation?  

 

GOD’S STORY 

Dreams – Genesis 28.10–17; 41.25–36; Matthew 
1.18-20; 2.17–23 

In the Genesis readings God speaks to Jacob through a 
dream at Bethel; and Joseph interprets a dream given 
to Pharaoh’s by God that enables Egypt to prepare for 
a famine. In Matthew, God speaks to another Joseph 
to assure him that Mary had not been unfaithful; God 
also speaks to Joseph and the wise men to warn them 
of the dangers posed to the infant Jesus by Herod and 
his court. These are just some of many instances in the 
Bible where dreams figure in the narrative. 

Discussion in pairs or threes 

• What are your views about whether or not God 
speaks to people today through dreams? 

Whole group discussion 

• Why are some cultures more open to the idea of 
dreams as a means by which God communicates? 

• Have you, or anyone you know, had an experience 
of discerning God’s will through a dream? 

 

Life after death – John 3.16; 14.1–3; 1 Corinthians 
15.12–16, 35–49 

While both Jesus and Paul make it clear in their 
teaching that eternal life is a present reality as well as 
a future hope, verses such as those identified here 
remind us that this life is not the end. Belief in life 
after death is an important feature of Christian faith 
founded on the fact of Jesus’ resurrection from the 
dead.  

Small groups activity and feed back 

• The apostle Paul is in no doubt about the reality of 
the resurrection of Jesus and its implications for 
humankind. Have a read of the verses listed above 
from 1 Corinthians 15 (or, if you have time, the 
whole chapter). Draw together a list of the insights 
that Paul offers about life after death? 

Discussion starters 

• What difference does belief in life after death make 
to living in the here and now? Feel free to share 
personal experience or to respond more generally. 

• How would you respond to someone who dismisses 
belief in life after death because it cannot be 
proven scientifically? 

• In Inception rules relating to the passage of time 
as we understand them do not seem to exist. 
Perhaps this can help us to think of the concept of 
eternity as something different from time 
stretching on for ever. Time probably has no 
meaning in eternity. If that is so, what does the 
term 'eternal life' mean to you? 
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Guilt – Psalms 38.4, 69.5; Isaiah 6.1–8; Matthew 
9.1–8 

Sin and guilt are inextricably linked, with guilt being 
the acute awareness in a person’s life of something 
that is now a source of shame and regret. Guilt can 
have a devastating effect on a person’s life. The verses 
from the Psalms capture something of that anguish. In 
contrast, Isaiah experiences immense relief when he is 
set free from his guilt. And we only imagine what the 
paralysed man felt to have his sins forgiven by Jesus, a 
release manifested visibly through his physical healing. 

Discussion starters 

• Guilt over a wrong committed can be an extremely 
debilitating factor in a person’s life, even when 
remorse is genuine. What makes guilt such a 
difficult burden to bear and, paradoxically, so 
difficult to put down? 

• What sort of things might help a person who is 
crushed by guilt to come to terms with what has 
happened and move on in life? 

• Read the verses from Matthew’s gospel and try and 
put yourselves in the shoes of the paralysed man. 
What words come to mind on hearing Jesus say to 
you, ‘your sins are forgiven’?   

• Personal reflection – some thoughts to take away 
and ponder 

• Look back in gratitude for your own experiences of 
being forgiven – whether by God or another 
human being – for things about which you have 
felt guilt. 

• Consider whether there are things in your life for 
which you still need forgiveness – are there any 
practical steps you can take? Remember, asking 
God’s forgiveness is also a practical step. 

• Is there someone who has wronged you who is in 
need of your forgiveness? If so, why not resolve to 
do something about it? 

Ian Maher is Multifaith Chaplaincy Co-ordinator at 
Sheffield Hallam University. Ian is a Church Army 
officer who has used Reel Issues approaches in 
evangelism and church settings. He regularly lectures 
on film and faith and is author of Reel Issues (Bible 
Society, 1998) and Faith and Film (Grove Books, 
2002). 

© Bible Society 2011. Permission is given to make up 
to ten copies for use within a single Reel Issues 
discussion group. 
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