
The Reality Drift Hypothesis 

A General Systems Law of Compression and Meaning 

Introduction 

The Reality Drift Hypothesis, first articulated in the early 2020s, began as a cultural 

critique but has since evolved into a candidate general systems law. It proposes that all 

compressive optimizations in human or artificial systems increase efficiency at the cost of 

contextual redundancy. Beyond a threshold, this redundancy loss collapses meaning, 

resilience, and adaptive capacity. 

The Core Principle 

Compression = efficiency, but past a threshold, you lose the redundancy and context 

that generate meaning, resilience, and depth. 

This principle explains why modern life, mediated by algorithms, optimization, and 

performance culture, feels subtly unreal. 

Applications Across Domains 

1. Culture 

Explains why algorithmic feeds and over-curated experiences feel empty. 

Optimization produces synthetic realness, filter fatigue, and the recycling of 

curated authenticity. 

2. Biology 

Compression reframed as resilience. Memory and DNA are compressed systems; 

too much pruning or mutation strips stories of meaning or functional diversity. 

3. AI 

Guides the design of “meaning-preserving compression” algorithms. AI excels at 

compression but risks semantic drift, producing fluent yet hollow outputs. 

4. Economics & Work 

Financialization and productivity culture compress human goals into quarterly 

metrics. Efficiency rises, but purpose collapses. 

5. Physics & Complexity 

Entropy and complexity theory show that systems require redundancy to remain 

adaptive. Over-compression strips resilience, producing fragility. 

Intellectual Lineage 

This hypothesis builds on Shannon’s information theory, Weber’s rationalization, 

Baudrillard’s hyperreality, Iyengar’s choice overload, Zuboff’s surveillance capitalism, 

and McLuhan/Postman’s media critiques. Each touched a piece of the puzzle, but Reality 

Drift synthesizes them into a systemic principle. 



Why Now? 

Earlier theories were either too concrete (lab studies of choice overload) or too abstract 

(simulacra, hyperreality). Reality Drift bridges narrative clarity with conceptual breadth, 

framed in language people intuitively feel. The timing coincides with AI-era over-

optimization, where compression tradeoffs are lived daily. 

Implications 

Reality Drift may be less a cultural theory than an emerging general theory of mediated 

systems. It travels across fields like entropy or rationalization, offering a portable 

metaphor and potential systems law. 

 

Why It Matters 

Cross-Domain Unifier 

Like entropy or bounded rationality, Reality Drift bridges silos: information theory, 

sociology, cognitive science, economics, and biology. 

Bridges Experience + Science 

People feel this drift daily (“feeds feel empty, conversations feel staged”). Now, we can 

model it rigorously. 

Right Abstraction Level 

More concrete than postmodern hyperreality, but broader than narrow lab studies of 

“choice overload.” 

Intellectual Lineage, Extended 

• Information Theory (Shannon): compression vs. redundancy tradeoff. 

• Philosophy (Baudrillard): collapse of meaning under simulacra. 

• Psychology (Iyengar, Baumeister): choice overload, decision fatigue. 

• Sociology (Weber, Zuboff): rationalization and surveillance capitalism. 

• Media Theory (McLuhan, Postman, Turkle): shallow, compressed 

communication. 

What’s new is not the raw pieces, but the synthesis, timing, and framing. 

Big Implication 

Reality Drift is not only a cultural critique. It may be an emerging general theory of 

mediated systems: a portable law explaining why efficiency gains, when pushed too far, 

hollow out meaning across domains. 

 



Future Path 

• Conceptual clarity: narrative + metaphor. 

• Empirical validation: test thresholds of compression vs. meaning. 

• Practical interventions: design systems that preserve semantic richness while 

optimizing. 

Sticky Metaphors (Applied Examples) 

• Filter Fatigue → decision overload when options are compressed into “best for 

you” feeds. 

• Synthetic Realness → staged authenticity produced by over-optimized signals. 

• Semantic Flattening → unique experiences blurred into schemas and ratings. 

 

Appendix A: Narrative Exposition of the Drift 

Hypothesis 

1. The Age of Drift 

We live in an era saturated by optimization. Our bodies, careers, posts, and even leisure 

are subject to constant refinement. At first, this feels like progress. But over time, 

optimization hollows out the very experiences it touches. Life begins to feel thinner, 

staged, unreal. This condition, what I call Reality Drift, is the background atmosphere of 

modern existence. It is not collapse, but distortion: a gradual warping of reality under 

cultural, technological, and cognitive pressure. 

2. The Loop of Optimization 

At the core of drift is a repeating loop: 

• Optimization: systems and individuals refine toward efficiency. 

• Synthetic Realness: curated experiences simulate authenticity. 

• Filter Fatigue: exhaustion sets in from mediated performance. 

• Curated Authenticity: resistance becomes a new aesthetic, quickly optimized 

again. 

This loop ensures that every attempt at rawness collapses back into performance. Each 

cycle accelerates the hollowing of meaning. The result is the uncanny sense that 

everything is both hyper-visible and strangely fake. 

 

 



3. Beyond Bubbles and Bias 

Existing explanations capture pieces of drift—echo chambers, cognitive biases, 

algorithmic feeds—but these remain surface-level. Drift is not just misinformation or 

bias; it is the phenomenological texture of daily life when reality itself feels thinner 

around the edges. 

Deeper mechanisms include: 

• Collapse of Shared Time (temporal dissonance). 

• Semantic Drift (language thinning through overuse and algorithmic mirroring). 

Drift creeps rather than crashes, eroding trust until the background sense of reality 

destabilizes. 

4. Compression, Intelligence, and Meaning 

At its core, drift is a breakdown between two forms of compression: 

• Intelligence = compression efficiency. 

• Meaning = compression fidelity. 

Systems increasingly compress brilliantly but lose fidelity. Headlines, memes, and AI 

summaries produce fluency without grounding, coherence without depth. Drift occurs 

when efficiency outruns fidelity. 

5. Drift and AI 

AI mirrors and accelerates drift: 

• Model Drift: outputs diverging from training data. 

• Semantic Drift: language flattening through repetition. 

• Fidelity Breaks: nuance collapses into generic tone—arguments turn 

motivational, stories collapse into summaries. 

6. Meaning Preservation as Safeguard 

• Accuracy preserves facts. 

• Coherence preserves form. 

• Fidelity preserves meaning. 

The task of our time is safeguarding fidelity: keeping language, culture, and attention 

alive. Without it, we drift into a world where everything is optimized, efficient, and 

empty. 

 



7. Positioning Among Adjacent Frameworks 

• Meaning Crisis (Vervaeke): collapse of shared frameworks → Reality Drift 

shows how engineered substitutes flood in. 

• Metacrisis (Schmachtenberger): systemic breakdowns → Reality Drift shows 

how those breakdowns feel in daily cognition. 

• Hyperreality (Baudrillard): symbols overtaking reality → Reality Drift 

emphasizes the lived texture of simulation. 

• Information Overload (Toffler): too much data → Reality Drift highlights the 

erosion of categories that once organized meaning. 

8. The Drift Principle 

When compression efficiency outpaces compression fidelity, reality drifts. 
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