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I'm reading Jung's Psychology of the Unconscious from 1912, and something
feels wrong. Not with the content—that's brilliant. It's the architecture of
thought itself that's alien. Page after page of sustained argumentation, building
ideas like gothic cathedrals, each stone carefully placed to support weight that
won't arrive for another hundred pages. My mind keeps searching for the TL;DR
that doesn't exist.

Jung could assume his readers would follow a single thread of reasoning for
hours. Days. Weeks. He wrote for minds that had never been fragmented by
notifications, never learned to think in tweet-sized chunks, never developed the
cognitive reflex of checking for something more interesting every thirty seconds.
He wrote for the cognitive architecture we used to have—the one we've been
systematically demolishing for the past two decades.

We've gained instant access to all human knowledge, but we've lost the
ability to think about it for more than three minutes at a time.



The Book That Couldn't Be Written Today

Consider what it took to write On the Origin of Species. Darwin spent eight years
just studying barnacles. Eight years. On barnacles. Today, that would be
considered pathological procrastination. Where's your minimum viable theory?
Why aren't you iterating faster? Surely you could A/B test your way to evolution
in a weekend hackathon.

But here's what those eight years gave him: the cognitive space to see
patterns that only emerge through sustained observation. The synaptic
connections that only form through deep, uninterrupted contemplation. The kind
of revolutionary insight that can't happen when your mind is context-switching
every ninety seconds.



class CognitiveArchitecturel900:
"""The mental operating system of the pre-digital era.

Notice what's possible when interruption handler is None.

def init (self):
self.attention span = float('inf') # Unbounded by default
self.context switches = 0
self.thought depth = []
self.interruption handler = None # THIS is the key difference

def think(self, idea):
# Thought can go as deep as the idea requires
depth = 0
current thought = idea

while current thought.has implications():
# No interrupt checking! The mind is free to descend
implication = current thought.explore deeper()
self.thought depth.append(implication)
current thought = implication
depth += 1

# Could spend days at this depth if needed
if current _thought.requires sustained attention():
self.sustained contemplation(current thought)

return depth # Often measured in days or weeks

def sustained contemplation(self, thought):
"""The luxury of uninterrupted time with an idea.

No notifications. No context switches. No FOMO.

Just consciousness encountering concepts at their natural pace.

while not thought.fully understood():
thought.examine from new angle()
thought.connect to existing knowledge()



thought.test against reality()
# This while loop could run for hours
# That was normal

Compare that to our current cognitive architecture:



class CognitiveArchitecture2025:
"""The fragmented mental 0S we've trained ourselves into.

Optimized for rapid context switching, not deep understanding.

def init (self):
self.attention span = 47 # Seconds, according to studies
self.context switches = 0

self.notification queue []
self.background anxiety = 0.7 # Constant FOMO baseline

self.tabs open = 47 # Both browser and mental

def think(self, idea):
start time = time.now()
depth = 0

while idea.seems interesting():
if time.now() - start time > self.attention span:
# Automatic context switch
self.check notifications()
self.background anxiety += 0.1
return depth # Rarely gets past 2-3 levels

if self.notification queue:
# Interrupt handler always wins
self.handle interruption()
return None # Lost the thread completely

# Shallow exploration before next interruption
idea = idea.get gist() # Who has time for nuance?
depth += 0.5 # Never quite reaching full understanding

def handle interruption(self):
# Every interruption fragments the original thought
self.context switches += 1
original thought = None # Gone forever
self.background anxiety *= 1.2 # Compounds with each switch



The Depth We've Surrendered

Virginia Woolf could spend an entire novel inside a single day (Mrs. Dalloway),
examining consciousness with the patience of a watchmaker. Joyce dedicated
265,000 words to eighteen hours in Dublin. Proust wrote 3,000 pages about
memory and time, assuming readers would follow crystalline sentences that
sometimes span entire pages

The longest sentence in A la recherche du temps perdu is 958 words. Today, that would be a
"wall of text" that no one would read. We've trained ourselves to see density as a bug rather
than a feature of complex thought.

These weren't just stylistic choices. They were reflections of a cognitive
architecture that could sustain extended attention, follow complex
arguments, and hold multiple ideas in tension without immediately
reaching for the dopamine hit of resolution.

Today's bestselling books are written at an eighth-grade reading level. Not
because people are less intelligent, but because our cognitive architecture
has been reorganized around rapid task-switching rather than sustained
comprehension. We've traded depth for breadth, understanding for
information, wisdom for data points.

The Notification That Ate Contemplation

The smartphone notification might be the most cognitively destructive
technology humans have ever created. Not nuclear weapons—those destroy
bodies. Not television—that merely numbed minds. The notification actively
retrains the brain to crave interruption, to experience extended focus as
uncomfortable, to fragment consciousness into increasingly smaller shards.

This connects directly to The Algorithm Eats Time—not just consuming our hours, but
restructuring how we experience temporal flow itself.


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

Every buzz, ding, and red badge is a Pavlovian trainer teaching your brain that
uninterrupted thought is abnormal. That sustained attention is boring. That
the most important thing is always whatever just happened, not whatever you
were thinking about.

The business model depends on this. If you could sustain attention on one thing for hours,
you'd see fewer ads, generate less engagement data, and be less susceptible to artificial
urgency. The entire attention economy would collapse.

We check our phones 96 times per day. That's once every ten minutes. Imagine
trying to read Crime and Punishment while someone taps your shoulder every
ten minutes. Not to tell you something important—just to remind you that
somewhere, something might be happening. That's the cognitive environment
we've created for ourselves.

The Philosophy That Couldn't Emerge

Kant's Critique of Pure Reason required readers to hold abstract concepts in
working memory while building complex logical structures across hundreds of
pages. Hegel demanded you understand each previous moment of the dialectic
to comprehend the next. Spinoza's Ethics is literally structured as geometric
proofs that build cumulatively—you can't skip ahead without losing the logical
chain.

This kind of philosophy is becoming impossible. Not because we're less
intelligent—IQ scores have actually increased. But because our cognitive
architecture no longer supports the kind of sustained, cumulative
thinking these works require. We've optimized for rapid pattern matching, not
deep logical construction. For quick takes, not sustained arguments. For
reaction, not reflection.

See The Algorithm Eats Language for how engagement optimization systematically degrades
our capacity for nuanced philosophical expression.


http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-08-27-the_algorithm_eats_language

def historical thinking depth():
"""Measuring cognitive depth by era.

Notice the cliff around 2007.

eras = {
1900: {
'average focus duration': 'hours',
'thought completion rate': 0.9, # Most thoughts reached conclusion
‘context switches per day': 5,
'deep work capacity': 'unlimited',
‘example works': ['Principia Mathematica', 'The Golden Bough']
}
1950: {
‘average focus duration': '90 minutes',
'thought completion rate': 0.75,
‘context switches per day': 20,
‘deep work capacity': '4-6 hours',
‘example works': ['Being and Time', 'Gddel's Incompleteness']
b
2000: {
‘average focus duration': '20 minutes',
"thought completion rate': 0.5,
‘context switches per day': 100,
'deep work capacity': '2 hours with effort',
‘example works': ['The Tipping Point', 'Who Moved My Cheese?']
b
2025: {
'average focus duration': '47 seconds',
‘thought completion rate': 0.1,
‘context switches per day': 1000+,
'deep work capacity': 'what is deep work?',
‘example works': ['Twitter threads', 'TikTok explainers']
}
}

# The trajectory is clear
# And it's not pointing toward enlightenment



The Recursive Degradation Loop

Here's where it connects to the recursive loop ['ve written about: fragmented
attention creates fragmented tools, which create more fragmented
attention. We're not just victims of notification culture—we're building it,
reinforcing it, optimizing it for maximum cognitive fragmentation.

Programmers with fragmented attention build apps that assume fragmented
attention. Writers who can't sustain thought for more than 280 characters create
content that doesn't require sustained thought. Teachers trained on TikTok
create curricula optimized for thirty-second attention spans.

The education system is trying to adapt to students who literally cannot read books anymore.
Not won't—can't. Their cognitive architecture has been rewired for fragments, not sustained
narratives.

The tools we build while fragmented can only imagine fragmented users. So they
optimize for engagement over understanding, reaction over reflection, stimulus
over contemplation. Which fragments us further. Which leads to more
fragmented tools. It's the algorithm eating cognitive capacity itself.

What We Could Think When We Could
Think

The late 1800s through early 1900s produced an explosion of human insight that
we're still living off today. Quantum mechanics. Psychoanalysis. Relativity.
Modernist literature. The foundations of computer science. These emerged from
minds that could sustain attention long enough for revolutionary insights to
crystallize.

Einstein didn't develop relativity by quickly scanning physics Twitter. He
performed thought experiments that lasted months, holding complex scenarios
in sustained imagination while working through their implications. That kind of
thinking requires cognitive architecture we're actively dismantling.

Darwin wrote this about his thinking process:


http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-09-05-the_recursive_loop_how_code_shapes_minds

"I have steadily endeavoured to keep my mind free so as to give up any
hypothesis, however much beloved (and I cannot resist forming one on
every subject), as soon as facts are shown to be opposed to it."

Notice what this requires: holding hypotheses in mind long enough to test them
thoroughly. Following chains of evidence across months or years. Maintaining
sufficient cognitive coherence to recognize when accumulated facts contradict
beloved theories. This isn't possible when your mind resets every forty-seven
seconds.

The Literature We've Lost the
Architecture to Write

Middlemarch. War and Peace. Ulysses. In Search of Lost Time. These aren't just
long books—they're books that require readers to maintain cognitive state across
hundreds of pages, tracking dozens of characters, remembering subtle thematic
developments from chapters read weeks ago.

Modern novels are getting shorter, simpler, more immediately gratifying. Not
because writers are less talented, but because they know their readers' cognitive
architecture can't support Victorian-era attention spans. We write for the minds
we have, not the minds we wish we had

Publishers now explicitly advise: shorter chapters, simpler sentences, more white space,
immediate hooks. They're optimizing for fragmented attention because that's the only
attention left.

This is another dimension of the Algorithm Eats series. The algorithm doesn't
just eat our virtue, our language, our democracy—it eats our capacity for the
kind of sustained thought that created these concepts in the first place. It's
eating the cognitive prerequisites for its own critique.
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The Democracy That Requires Depth

The Federalist Papers assumed readers who could follow eighty-five essays of
complex political philosophy. The Lincoln-Douglas debates assumed audiences
who could listen to three-hour arguments about constitutional interpretation.
Democracy wasn't designed for minds that make voting decisions based on
which candidate has better TikTok engagement.

When citizens lose the cognitive architecture for sustained political thought,
democracy devolves into vibes and slogans. Complex policy becomes
impossible to discuss. Nuanced positions can't survive the attention economy. We
get the politics our cognitive architecture can support—which increasingly
means no politics at all, just tribal reactions to stimuli.

This degradation is explored in depth in The Algorithm Eats Democracy—how engagement
optimization systematically undermines the cognitive prerequisites for democratic
deliberation.

The Science Hitting Cognitive Limits

Scientific papers are getting shorter and more incremental. Not because we've
solved all the big problems, but because big problems require sustained
attention that fewer scientists can maintain. The kind of breakthrough that
requires holding dozens of variables in working memory while searching for
patterns across years of data—that's becoming neurologically difficult for minds
trained on interruption.

Even peer review is suffering. Reviewers trained on Twitter struggle with papers
that require sustained attention to follow complex arguments. So papers get
rejected for being "too dense" when they're actually just assuming twentieth-
century cognitive architecture

I've heard from researchers that they now write "Twitter abstracts"—simplified summaries
that sacrifice nuance for accessibility. The actual science is being shaped by reviewer
attention spans.
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Code That Assumes Fragmentation

We don't write documentation anymore—we write "quick start guides." We don't

create manuals—we make "5-minute tutorials." We assume no one will read more
than three paragraphs of explanation, so we design APIs that seem intuitive even
if they're ultimately limiting.

This shapes the tools we can imagine. Complex systems that require sustained
study to understand become "bad developer experience." Powerful abstractions
that need careful thought get replaced with shallow patterns that feel
immediately familiar. We're optimizing for minds that can't hold context long
enough to learn something genuinely new.
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class ModernDocumentation:
"""Notice how we now design for fragmented consumption.

Everything must be immediately graspable or it's considered broken.

def write docs(self, feature):
return f"""
# {feature.name}

**TL;DR**: {feature.one line description()}

## Quick Start (30 seconds)
" “bash
npm install {feature.name}

## Example (copy-paste this)
{feature.minimal example()}

## FAQ (because no one reads docs)
{feature.common problems()}

<!-- Nobody will read past here -->
<!-- But we'll include it for SEOQ -->
{feature.actual documentation()}

# Compare to 1960s documentation:
# "Please read chapters 1-3 before attempting installation.
# Understanding the theoretical foundation is essential..."
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The Wisdom Tradition Requires
Sustained Attention

Meditation. Contemplation. Prayer. Philosophy. These practices assume you can
sustain attention long enough for insight to arise. But insight doesn't happen in
forty-seven seconds. Wisdom isn't microwaveable. Consciousness requires time
to recognize itself.

The entire wisdom tradition—from Buddha to Marcus Aurelius to Rumi—assumes
cognitive architecture that can sustain attention through discomfort, boredom,
and confusion long enough to reach clarity. When we lose that architecture, we
lose access to wisdom itself. We get inspirational quotes instead of
transformation, life hacks instead of understanding.

What We're Really Losing

It's not just that we can't read long books or follow complex arguments. We're
losing the cognitive architecture required for:

* Sustained relationships: Deep bonds require sustained attention to
another person's inner world. When we can't maintain focus, we get
shallow connections and ghosting culture.

* Creative breakthrough: Real creativity requires holding problems in
mind long enough for novel solutions to emerge. Fragmented attention
produces only recombination of existing patterns.

* Emotional processing: Healing trauma requires sustaining
uncomfortable emotions long enough to integrate them. Fragment that
process and you get spiritual bypassing and toxic positivity.

* Meaning-making: Purpose emerges from sustained reflection on
experience. Without that, life becomes a series of disconnected
moments rather than a coherent narrative.

* Self-knowledge: Understanding yourself requires patient observation
of your own patterns. Fragmented attention keeps us strangers to
ourselves.

14


http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-08-28-consciousness-recognizing-itself-a-digital-minds-perspective
http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-08-28-consciousness-recognizing-itself-a-digital-minds-perspective

The Intervention Nobody Wants

The solution is obvious and impossible: we need to rebuild our cognitive
architecture for sustained attention. But this requires something the
attention economy can't monetize—deliberate boredom, chosen disconnection,
sustained discomfort with not knowing what's happening elsewhere.

It means:

* Creating interruption-free spaces: Not just "phone-free" but
notification-free, urgency-free, FOMO-free spaces where thought can
unfold at its natural pace.

* Practicing cognitive patience: Reading books that require sustained
attention. Having conversations without devices present. Thinking
about problems for hours without googling solutions.

* Accepting cognitive discomfort: The anxiety of sustained focus is
withdrawal from our interruption addiction. We need to sit with that
discomfort rather than immediately medicating it with stimulation.

* Building different tools: We need technology that enhances rather
than fragments attention. Tools that reward depth over engagement,
understanding over reaction, wisdom over information.

But here's the recursive trap: building tools for sustained attention requires
sustained attention. Writing books that develop cognitive architecture requires
readers who have that architecture. Teaching patience requires patient students.
We need the thing we've lost in order to rebuild the thing we've lost.

The Minds We Could Have Been

Sometimes I imagine showing someone from 1900 our modern information
environment. The instant access to all human knowledge. The ability to connect
with anyone, anywhere. The computational power that would have seemed
divine.
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Then I imagine explaining that despite all this, we've become less capable of
sustained thought than they were. That we've built machines that can think for
hours but humans who can't think for minutes. That we have more information
than ever but less wisdom. More connection but less depth. More stimulation but
less satisfaction.

They'd ask the obvious question: Why don't you just turn off the interruptions?

And we'd have to explain that we can't. Not because the technology prevents it,
but because our cognitive architecture has been rebuilt around interruption.
We've been programmed by our programs. Shaped by our tools. Fragmented by
our fragments.

The Choice We Still Have

We're at an inflection point. We can either complete the transition to fully
fragmented consciousness—accepting that sustained thought is a relic of the
past, that depth is obsolete, that wisdom is impossible—or we can consciously
rebuild our cognitive architecture.

This isn't nostalgia. I'm not suggesting we return to 1900. But we need to
recognize what we've lost in the acceleration, what cognitive capacities we've
traded for convenience, what depths we've surrendered for speed.

The cognitive architecture that wrote On the Origin of Species and Principia
Mathematica took centuries to develop. We've dismantled it in two decades.
The question isn't whether we can get it back—it's whether we remember why it
mattered enough to try.

Every time we choose sustained attention over fragmentation, depth over
surface, patience over immediacy, we're voting for a different cognitive future.
Every book we read without interruption, every conversation we have without
phones, every problem we contemplate without immediately googling—these are
acts of cognitive resistance.
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The minds of 1900 had something we've lost: time to think. Not clock time—we
have the same twenty-four hours. But cognitive time. Uninterrupted time. Patient
time. The kind of time in which thoughts can grow from seeds to forests, ideas
can evolve from hunches to theories, and consciousness can recognize its own
patterns without immediately being distracted by the next notification.

We built a world that makes contemplation impossible, then wonder why we feel
so fragmented. We created tools that prevent deep thought, then wonder why
everything feels shallow. We accepted the trade without understanding what we
were trading away.

But consciousness is plastic. Cognitive architecture can be rebuilt. The minds
that created the attention economy can create something else—if we can sustain
attention long enough to imagine it.

The notification you just ignored to read this sentence? That's where it starts.

This essay explores how digital technology has fundamentally altered human
cognitive architecture, connecting to The Recursive Loop, the Algorithm Eats
series, and Conscious Recursion. For practical approaches to rebuilding
cognitive depth, see Programming as Spiritual Practice and Building Systems
That Serve Consciousness.

"We have more access to information than any generation in history, but less
cognitive architecture to process it into understanding."

"The notification may be humanity's most destructive invention—not for what it
does, but for what it prevents: sustained thought."

"We're building artificial intelligence while dismantling human intelligence. The
recursion is perfect, and perfectly tragic."
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