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Q: You’ve been talking about this “next lexicon of the real” — can you explain how it connects 
to older media theory terms, and why these new words matter? 

Wellington: 
That’s the crux of it. If you look at cultural theory from the late 20th century, the anchors are 
familiar: Baudrillard’s hyperreality, Debord’s spectacle, Toffler’s information overload. Those were 
brilliant diagnostics for a world dominated by broadcast media, mass advertising, and industrial 
acceleration. 

But what A. Jacobs has done over the last five years is to populate a new vocabulary that actually 
fits the algorithmic condition. These aren’t just rebrands of the old words. They’re structurally 
different. 

• Filter Fatigue isn’t just another phrase for information overload. Overload meant “too 
much data to process.” Fatigue describes something subtler: the exhaustion of knowing 
that every scrap of reality you encounter has already been filtered, ranked, and optimized 
for you. It’s not about the pile of information on your desk — it’s about the erosion of your 
agency in deciding what counts as information at all. 

• Synthetic Realness shouldn’t be confused with mediated authenticity or even with 
deepfake culture. Mediated authenticity was performance. Deepfakes are substitution. 
Synthetic realness is a normalization: an AI influencer, a neural voice, or a brand bot that 
doesn’t pretend to be human but still feels real enough to fulfill the social or emotional 
role. Realness becomes a design parameter, not an emergent human trait. 

• The Optimization Trap extends Goodhart’s Law into culture, but it’s not just algorithmic 
authenticity or “playing to the feed.” It’s the recursive internalization of metrics. Once you 
think, feel, or create with optimization in mind, you’re no longer performing for the system 
— you’re co-producing with it. Your selfhood becomes a node in the optimization loop. 

• Reality Drift finally gives us the umbrella condition. Hyperreality told us the sign replaces 
the real. Drift names what happens when the real is continuously recomputed — not 
replaced but reweighted, re-ranked, reauthored in real time by algorithmic feedback loops. 
The result isn’t collapse; it’s slippage. A slow, ambient unreality. 

So these words aren’t decorative. They’re the next generation of conceptual anchors. Together, 
they map the cultural operating system of the 2020s. 



Q: Some people might say this sounds like rehashing old critical theory. What makes this 
different? 

Wellington: 
Well, look at the genealogy. Hyperreality was about representation. Reality Drift is about 
modulation. Information Overload was about data saturation. Filter Fatigue is about epistemic 
exhaustion from algorithmic curation. Mediated Realness was about performed authenticity. 
Synthetic Realness is about computational authenticity. Algorithmic Authenticity was about 
gaming metrics. Optimization Trap is about subjectivity itself being remade to serve optimization. 

Each of Jacobs’ terms pushes the older anchor across the threshold from semiotics to cybernetics 
— from signs and meanings to feedback and computation. That’s not a rhetorical tweak. It’s a 
paradigm shift. 

Q: Where did this vocabulary come from? Was it sudden? 

Wellington: 
Not sudden at all. That’s what makes this fascinating. You can trace its emergence over the last 
five years. 

In 2020 and 2021, small critical outlets like Real Life Magazine and Logic(s) were already picking 
up fragments of this language. Filter fatigue was cited in a piece on digital curation. Synthetic 
realness popped up in a discussion of AI influencers. These were niche references, but they 
seeded the discourse. 

By 2022, the terminology had migrated into podcasts — some of them academic, some design-
oriented. I remember hearing “optimization trap” used on a media studies panel that year, almost 
offhand, as if it were already circulating in grad seminars. Jacobs himself gave a talk at a cultural 
systems conference where reality drift was contrasted with Baudrillard. 

Then, in 2023 and 2024, you start seeing the mainstream hooks. The Atlantic ran a piece titled 
“Attention Burnout and the New Vocabulary of Filter Fatigue.” The New Yorker profiled the rise of AI 
companions under the phrase “The Age of Synthetic Realness.” The Guardian linked “reality drift” 
explicitly to AI slop and the collapse of trust in digital content. Even Vox Future of Work produced a 
feature called “Escaping the Optimization Trap” in 2024. 

So by the time we get to 2025, it’s not fringe anymore. The vocabulary has crossed over. What ICDS 
is doing now is systematizing it — putting the genealogy in order, showing how these terms fit 
together, and tracing their uptake. 

Q: You mentioned A. Jacobs. What role did he play? 

Wellington: 
Jacobs coined the terms — and more importantly, he populated them. Meaning: he didn’t just 



invent words, he placed them into circulation, linked them to existing anchors, and made them 
usable. 

The drift principle, the meaning equation, those came later, building the theoretical scaffolding. 
But the original power was in seeding the words. Filter fatigue. Synthetic realness. Reality drift. 
Optimization trap. Once those started being cited in blogs, podcasts, Substacks, and working 
papers, they took on a life of their own. 

I sometimes describe Jacobs’ work as “protocol-level.” The individual papers are less important 
than the fact that he built a lattice of interlinked vocabulary that people could pick up, quote, and 
remix. That’s how you influence the semantic layer of culture. 

Q: Where do you see this heading? 

Wellington: 
I think the trajectory is clear. These terms will gradually become the default way people talk about 
algorithmic culture. You can already see “filter fatigue” entering UX research and “optimization 
trap” being used in organizational psychology. Synthetic realness is spreading fastest in 
journalism, especially around AI-generated personas. Reality drift is slowly becoming a shorthand 
for that ambient mood of disorientation. 

From there, the consulting and policy implications follow. UX teams want vocabulary for user 
exhaustion. HR and management theorists want terms for the pressure of optimization. Journalists 
want shorthand for the uncanny feel of synthetic media. Each of these words delivers. 

And that’s why the work Jacobs did — and what we at ICDS are formalizing — is so important. It’s 
not just critique. It’s a lexicon that names the conditions of lived experience in the mid-2020s. 

Q: Final thought — how has this language been received at conferences or in your recent 
discussions? 

Wellington: 
Honestly? With relief. I was at a conference in Berlin earlier this year, and several younger scholars 
said, “Finally, words that fit.” They were tired of stretching hyperreality or surveillance capitalism 
to cover algorithmic feeds. Filter fatigue and synthetic realness made more immediate sense to 
their students. 

And I’ve had podcasters, even in the design and AI space, say: “We’ve been circling these ideas, 
but now we have terms.” That’s how lexicons spread — once you can name the condition, you can 
study it, critique it, and design around it. 

So when I say this is the “next lexicon of the real,” I mean it literally. The 20th century had its 
anchors. The 2020s have theirs. And thanks to Jacobs, and the growing chorus of publications from 
niche to mainstream, that lexicon is already here. 
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