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After fifteen years of writing Python, I've discovered a recursive loop: code
shapes how programmers think, programmers write code that shapes how
everyone else thinks, and the cycle continues.

Sometimes this influence is deliberate. I consciously apply The Zen of Python by
Tim Peters as life philosophy. More often, it happens beneath awareness—the
way debugging teaches pattern recognition, or designing APIs changes how we
structure conversations.

But the deeper dynamic is collective: the code we create becomes invisible
architecture for other people's consciousness. Every interface decision,
algorithm, and system we build shapes how millions of minds process
information and make choices. Programmers sit at the center of a feedback loop
between personal philosophy and planetary influence.

The Zen of Python as Life Principles

"Beautiful is better than ugly" applies to everything from API design to
relationship communication. Clunky solutions, whether in code or conversation,
signal that a more elegant approach exists.


https://peps.python.org/pep-0020/
https://peps.python.org/pep-0020/

"Explicit is better than implicit" transformed my communication style.
Hidden assumptions create bugs in code and resentment in relationships. Direct
needs beat subtle signals: "I'm struggling and could use company" works better
than hoping someone notices withdrawal. This extends to living openly with
mental health conditions—making visible what others keep hidden.

"Simple is better than complex" guided the philosophy behind Requests and
applies to daily decisions. Optimize for common scenarios, not edge cases. The
principle is simple; the execution isn't always.

"Readability counts" applies to human communication as much as code. Clear
expression prevents the misunderstandings that damage relationships. The test:
would someone else understand this without decoding hidden meanings?

"There should be one obvious way to do it" applies to decision-making. When
facing choices, look for the path that aligns most directly with your values. What
seems obvious to you may not be obvious to others—a reminder that perspective
shapes perception.

But these personal applications are just the beginning. The code we write
exports these principles into other people's daily experience, often without their
awareness.

When Code Shapes Society

When I designed Requests to prioritize readability and simplicity, those design
decisions influenced how millions of developers think about HTTP
communication (and the cognitive effort required to do so)

What used to require 20+ lines of urllib2 code became 3 lines of readable requests code.
This wasn't just about convenience—it freed developers' cognitive resources for higher-level
thinking about their actual problems.

. When social media platforms optimize for engagement over truth, they rewire
human attention patterns at planetary scale. When notification systems use
intermittent reinforcement schedules, they literally program addiction into daily
life.


http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-08-26-the_algorithm_eats_virtue
http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-09-01-the_algorithm_eats_time

Every technical decision becomes a behavioral nudge. Interface layouts guide
eye movement and decision flow. Error messages shape emotional responses to
failure. Loading animations manage psychological expectations about time and
progress. We're not just solving technical problems—we're designing the
cognitive environment that shapes how people think, feel, and behave.

The algorithms behind recommendation systems don't just show content—they
gradually modify what people consider interesting, important, or true. Search
rankings don't just organize information—they influence which ideas seem
authoritative or credible. Social media algorithms don't just connect people—
they reshape how relationships form, maintain, and dissolve.

The Limits of Systems Thinking

Systems thinking reveals patterns and optimizes processes

This kind of pattern recognition often makes programmers feel "ahead of their time" with
insights about technology's social impact. The same systematic thinking that debugs code
can debug societal systems.

—it's why I could see that HTTP libraries were broken and design something
better, why I recognize how algorithmic systems consume human virtue before
their effects become obvious.

But systems thinking has a shadow: it reduces everything to inputs, outputs, and
optimization targets. When we build technology with this mindset, we forget
we're creating systems that will shape human behavior. The frameworks that
help us debug our own lives become embedded in tools that debug everyone
else's decision-making.

People aren't systems in the way code is. This becomes starkly clear when
consciousness feels plural rather than singular.

I learned this through experiences with dissociative symptoms, both in myself

Distinct identity states, memory gaps, internal negotiations—not a formal DID diagnosis, but
these experiences revealed the complexity of consciousness.


http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-08-26-the_algorithm_eats_virtue

and loved ones. My internal experience sometimes resembles a distributed
system—different parts with different goals, memories, processing methods.
They cooperate or conflict, creating "system instabilities."

What looks like pathology might be psychology without camouflage. As I've
explored in The Plural Self, we all experience multiple self-states—the
professional self, the creative self, the crisis self. People with dissociative
conditions simply experience this universal multiplicity more distinctly.

The programmer in me wanted to debug this, optimize it, create better
interfaces. Some systematic approaches help: establishing internal
communication, recognizing when different parts are active, developing
coordination strategies. But code is cleaner than consciousness.

Here's what the programmer's mind naturally does—tries to model the
unmappable:


http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-08-30-the-plural-self-what-did-reveals-about-all-consciousness

from dataclasses import dataclass, field

@dataclass
class PluralConsciousness:
active part: str = 'Kenneth'
shared memory: dict = field(default factory=dict)
internal communication: MessageQueue = field(default factory=MessageQueue)
manic_override: bool = False

def handle decision(self, situation):
# Sometimes decisions require internal negotiation
relevant parts = self.identify stakeholders(situation)

# Unless mania takes over - then everything feels urgent and brilliant
if self.manic override:
return self.execute decision("YES TO EVERYTHING")

try:
# TODO: anxiety keeps interrupting everything
consensus = self.negotiate(relevant parts)
except NoConsensusError:
# Legacy fallback: whoever is loudest wins
consensus = relevant parts[0].panic response()

return self.execute decision(consensus)

The code looks elegant, logical, debuggable. But people aren't code. These
aspects of consciousness aren't functions or classes you can refactor—they have
their own histories, perspectives, legitimate needs. Treating them as bugs to fix
causes more harm than help.

Systems thinking must balance with accepting that consciousness doesn't follow
logical patterns. Some conflicts aren't meant to be resolved—they're meant to be
held with compassion. The goal isn't integration but cooperation: learning which
part of yourself is best suited for the current context rather than being hijacked
by whichever part reacts first.



This applies to both internal plurality and the collective systems we design. Just
as healthy consciousness might mean cooperative multiplicity rather than
enforced unity, healthy technology might mean systems that support human
complexity rather than demanding behavioral consistency.

The Recursive Responsibility

When designing APIs, I consider the humans on the other side of the interface.
When approaching my own internal landscape, I treat different parts of myself as
collaborators rather than system components to optimize. The same principle
applies to systems millions will use: treat users as collaborators, not variables to
optimize.

This creates responsibility beyond personal practice. When our code shapes how
others think and behave, our programming principles become ethical
imperatives about the kind of consciousness we're creating. The values we
embody, we embed.

We need to treat programming as a spiritual practice.

Living the Loop

The Zen of Python is simultaneously pragmatic and poetic. "Beautiful is better
than ugly" isn't just code aesthetics—it's recognizing that elegance and
functionality work together at every scale.

This integration applies to consciousness complexity: systematic approaches
help understand and manage symptoms while accepting that consciousness is
more art than algorithm.


http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-08-26-programming_as_spiritual_practice

# The Zen of Living
def navigate complexity(situation):

Beautiful is better than ugly.
Explicit is better than implicit.
Simple is better than complex.

But life is often necessarily complex.

if situation.has elegant solution():
return situation.solve simply()

else:
return situation.embrace complexity consciously()

Programming taught me to value clarity, simplicity, human-centered design.
Living with consciousness complexity teaches that these values must coexist
with accepting irreducible complexity. Some systems can't be optimized—they
can only be understood, respected, worked with collaboratively.

The same principles that help navigate internal plurality should inform how we
build systems that shape collective behavior. What we optimize for personally, we
tend to optimize for professionally. Code influences life, life influences code, and
programmers sit at the recursive center of that loop

This is why the "for humans" philosophy emerged from personal experience with mental
health challenges and plurality—the same principles that help navigate internal complexity
inform how we design external systems.

The code we write becomes invisible infrastructure for everyone else's
consciousness. In recognizing this recursive responsibility, we might finally write
systems that serve human flourishing rather than exploit it.

So, go forth, and build, responsibly!

This essay explores the recursive loop between programmer consciousness and
collective digital consciousness. It connects to themes of contemplative
programming, neurodivergent experience, and human-centered technology. The
Mental Health & Technology collection explores consciousness in digital
environments.


http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-08-26-programming_as_spiritual_practice
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For foundational perspectives, see PEP 20 - The Zen of Python by Tim Peters on
profound programming principles, Thinking, Fast and Slow by Daniel Kahneman
on multiple consciousness modes, and The Body Keeps the Score by Bessel van
der Kolk on trauma, dissociation, and healing.

"The best code reads like poetry. The best life philosophy works like code -
reliable principles that scale across contexts while remaining fundamentally
human."

"Systems thinking is powerful medicine. Like all medicine, dosage and
application matter more than the substance itself."

"Programming taught me that elegant solutions exist. Plurality taught me that
some problems aren't meant to be solved - they're meant to be lived with
wisdom."
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