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What This Collection Explains
Why modern life can feel coherent and wrong at the same time

Reality Drift describes a condition where systems continue operating while their connection to 
underlying reality weakens. The surface remains intact. The language still sounds right. The 
metrics still move. The institutions still function. But the relationship between representation 
and reality begins to thin. These essays explore that pattern across five connected layers:

• Reality Drift Core: The central framework and its basic signs.

• Semantic Fidelity & Meaning: How meaning survives, weakens, or collapses across 
compression.

• Optimization, Systems & Institutions: How efficiency, metrics, and scale can produce 
misalignment.

• Cognitive, Media & Identity Drift: How modern environments reshape attention, 
selfhood, and perception.

• Everyday Drift Case Studies: How drift appears in ordinary products, markets, and daily 
life.
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Category 1: Reality Drift Core
The foundation of  the framework

These essays define Reality Drift as a structural pattern. Systems keep working while slowly losing alignment with 
the reality they are supposed to represent. Start here if  you want the central thesis.

• Reality Drift: Why Modern Life Feels Off
A quiet look at why the world can feel familiar yet subtly misaligned in the digital age.

• The Age of  Drift: Why Modern Life Feels Increasingly Unreal
How rapid technological change quietly drifts shared reality.

• The Age of  Drift: Why Modern Life Feels Fake
Early essays and notes from the formation of  the Reality Drift framework.

• Nothing Is Broken. So Why Does Everything Feel Wrong?
Twelve signs you’re experiencing Reality Drift in everyday life.

• Survivable Wrongness: Why Nothing Feels Right Anymore, Even When Everything Works
The strange stability of  systems that keep working even when they’re wrong.

• When Intelligence Scales, Reality Drifts
Why the 21st century is a failure of  scale, and how intelligence can produce coherence without grounding.
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Category 2: Semantic Fidelity & Meaning
How meaning survives compression

This track focuses on semantic fidelity, the preservation of  meaning, intent, and context across 
transformations. The core claim is that information can be transmitted without meaning being 
preserved. A system can remain articulate, aligned, and internally coherent while its relationship to the 
original referent decay.

• Semantic Fidelity: The Missing Constraint in the Information Age
We solved how to transmit information. We never solved how to preserve meaning.

• Semantic Fidelity: Why Everything Is Aligned but Nothing Feels Real
Why perfectly optimized systems can still produce outcomes that feel disconnected from reality.

• Language Is What’s Left After Reality Gets Compressed
Language made reality portable. Now the same compression system may be weakening our contact 
with it.

• Constraint Collapse: Terrence Deacon and the Structure of  Meaning
Why meaning depends on constraints, and what happens when those structures dissolve.

• The Drift Principle: Gregory Bateson and the Pattern That Connects
How meaning begins to drift when environments change faster than minds can adapt.

Part of the Reality Drift framework by A. Jacobs

Canonical PDF: Semantic Fidelity: Definition, Mechanism, and Role in Meaning Degradation 

https://ia800808.us.archive.org/31/items/semantic-fidelity-meaning-preservation-language-systems-jacobs/semantic-fidelity-reality-drift-framework-2023-2026-a-jacobs.pdf


Category 3: Optimization & Systems
When efficiency weakens contact with reality

This track examines how modern systems drift when they begin optimizing proxies instead of  outcomes. Metrics, 
dashboards, policies, incentives, and institutional language can all preserve the appearance of  function while 
weakening the system’s relationship to purpose, accountability, and lived reality.

• When Optimization Stops Improving Outcomes
How systems grow more efficient, more articulate, and less connected to reality.

• The Optimization Trap: When Efficiency Undermines Meaning
When everything is optimized, depth and meaning are the first casualties.

• When Optimization Exhausts Meaning
How systems built to maximize efficiency drain meaning from work, culture, and everyday life.

• Why Modern Systems No Longer Make Sense
How feedback inversion and constraint collapse sever meaning, language, and accountability.

• Institutional Drift: How Meaning Fails Before Institutions Do
Why trust erodes when institutional language stays accurate but stops carrying meaning.

• Performativity Drift: When Visibility Becomes Value
When the representation of  work becomes easier to measure than the work itself.

Part of the Reality Drift framework by A. Jacobs

Canonical PDF: Optimization Trap: When Efficiency Erodes Meaning

https://dn721908.ca.archive.org/0/items/rdf-2025-v-5-optimization-trap-when-efficiency-erodes-meaning/optimization-trap-reality-drift-framework-2023-2026-a-jacobs.pdf


Category 4: Cognitive, Media & Identity Drift
How environments reshape perception

This track explores what Reality Drift feels like from inside the mind. Modern media, algorithmic environments, 
fragmented time, and performative identity systems change how people attend, filter, remember, interpret, and 
experience reality.

• Cognitive Drift: Why Minds Lose Alignment in High-Entropy Environments
Why constant streams of  information pull attention, memory, and meaning out of  alignment.

• Filter Fatigue: The Exhaustion of  Endless Curation
Why modern life feels overwhelming, even when you’re just choosing a toothpaste.

• Beyond McLuhan: The Medium Is Now the Mind
How the information environment is beginning to shape the mind itself.

• Temporal Drift: How Modern Life Lost Its Shared Clock
How fractured schedules reshape attention and shared experience.

• The Drifted Self: When Identity Starts to Feel Hollow
Why identity built from roles, credentials, and profiles can begin to feel empty.

• Cognitive Hygiene: Keeping Your Inner Voice Yours
Maintaining authorship of  your own thoughts in the Age of  Drift.
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Media, Narrative & Synthetic Reality
When representation becomes more powerful than contact

This track looks at the cultural surface of  drift across media, polarization, narrative hardening, sameness, 
and synthetic realness. As representations become smoother and more emotionally legible, they can 
begin to feel more convincing than direct contact with reality. The result is a culture where the artificial 
does not announce itself  as fake. It arrives polished, familiar, and easy to believe.

• Synthetic Realness: Why Everything Feels Fake But Looks More Real Than Ever
Why modern life feels artificial even as media and technology become more realistic.

• When Life Starts to Feel Staged
A subtle sense of  unreality as a sign of  deeper structural drift.

• Why Everything Sounds the Same Now
Why modern media, podcasts, music, and online voices converge into the same patterns.

• Why Everything Feels So Polarized Now
How attention-optimized media hollows out the constraints that once stabilized shared meaning.

• Narrative Drift: When Stories Harden Faster Than Reality
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Category 5: Everyday Drift Case Studies
How the framework appears in ordinary life

These essays make Reality Drift tangible through food, products, markets, and consumer 
experience. They show that drift appears wherever systems optimize the measurable surface 
while weakening the qualities that made the thing meaningful in the first place.

• The Optimized Tomato
Why the tomato still looks like food, even after the system has optimized away what made it 
taste like food.

• Soda Drift: When Market Optimization Flattens Variety
What the disappearance of  natural soda reveals about how modern markets lose meaningful 
variety.

• Filter Fatigue: The Exhaustion of  Endless Curation
How abundance creates the burden of  endless discrimination.

• Nothing Is Broken. So Why Does Everything Feel Wrong?
A broader everyday map of  Reality Drift signals.
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Suggested Reading Path
The cleanest route through the framework

• Start with the feeling:
Reality Drift: Why Modern Life Feels Off
Nothing Is Broken. So Why Does Everything Feel Wrong?
Survivable Wrongness

• Then read the theory:
Semantic Fidelity: The Missing Constraint in the Information Age
Language Is What’s Left After Reality Gets Compressed
When Intelligence Scales, Reality Drifts

• Then read the system layer:
When Optimization Stops Improving Outcomes
Why Modern Systems No Longer Make Sense
Institutional Drift

• Then read the human layer:
Cognitive Drift
Filter Fatigue
Temporal Drift
The Drifted Self

• Then read the examples:
Synthetic Realness
The Optimized Tomato
Soda Drift
Why Everything Sounds the Same Now
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The Absence of  Failure Is Not Proof  of  
Alignment

• The Reality Drift framework names a modern failure mode that often hides in plain 
sight. Things do not always break when they lose contact with reality. Often, they 
keep operating. The system still functions. The message still sounds coherent. The 
product still looks improved. The institution still speaks in the language of  its original 
purpose.

• But underneath the surface, something has shifted. Meaning thins, feedback weakens, 
and representation starts replacing contact. A culture can become more connected, 
more optimized, and more articulate while sharing less reality.

• Reality Drift begins in that strange gap where things still work, but no longer feel 
true.
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Aphorisms for the Age of  Drift

• Coherence is not contact.

• We optimized for engagement and lost meaning.

• The system isn’t broken. It optimized until the representation outran its 
constraints.

• We built systems that maximize being seen, not being known. Then we 
wonder why connection feels thin.

• You feel like you’re half  a second behind your own life.

• When coherence outlasts grounding, reality drifts.
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Core Framework and Sources

• Substack (Articles) 

• GitHub (Full Library) 

• DOI (Research Paper) 

• Glossary & Definition 

Keywords: Reality Drift, semantic fidelity, optimization trap, synthetic realness, filter fatigue, 
cognitive drift, temporal drift, institutional drift, narrative drift, performative culture, 
constraint collapse, meaning degradation, proxy optimization, coherence without grounding, 
systems misalignment, modern unreality, algorithmic culture, representation vs reality, 
information overload, AI alignment, media drift, identity drift, cultural distortion, meaning 
preservation, Goodhart’s law, feedback failure, cognitive overload, artificial authenticity, A. 
Jacobs
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Research Papers & Academic References
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• The Drift Principle an Information-Theoretic Model of  Culture, Cognition, and 
Meaning In High-Entropy Digital Environments
[SSRN] 

• Cognitive Compression Styles: A Conceptual Framework for Differential System 
Failure in High-Noise Environments
[SSRN] [PhilArchive]
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https://download.ssrn.com/2026/1/24/6127526.pdf?response-content-disposition=inline&X-Amz-Security-Token=IQoJb3JpZ2luX2VjEJ%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2FwEaCXVzLWVhc3QtMSJIMEYCIQCp1yAz87Jbl3Usm3o1NIFV%2BcTGAiyCLpmFMTkp1k6uDQIhAMWbpmHNuypuC%2FouXzuMaCgGjAXB6DhhxDUNF8s54MUiKr0FCGgQBBoMMzA4NDc1MzAxMjU3IgzUkIpKomtvuJYpwywqmgXoZT1m4xOaqfZvONAvpPHtU11Ki5Y4GrmYnq7i1ydOEELZFJMl2av9%2Bi4chHkA%2F2YHcgIZIy0MxtNysPsM3KjCBlJw%2BJURyBRnMZJ6E3hMZ0mw%2Fzn5KQ%2FI7eVUS0mG65H6Mt844IyaehiY6uyd8uf7tbu%2B0qvUEP8lEn4meamByFU%2B%2FvkRKCcR%2Fc6vFQRjZ%2FLyH0Zbrb1J7On1hATV1WD8N8UqvoT3%2B9MDewoSv2RsRMXilmQF4MLFXFXl6JMx8Zmhx2e44f%2BoYJpJXi3cKGrJFdrYq9e%2Bl15LPGqIszuqIaQiZw5C%2BIb5sYHHuDZe6MCAX63JkguKn7F4R1cVz6PjA%2Fd9iKzGGBLDZyRA4YqjtAL2HP4JSeDGRvGWQpJ4p3P87eR0Y79UZKkzJU%2FfJd%2FAXjq%2BuFsfBgG3uhCbzQnDHOOpzwCh9bBWtIxryNx5Nel4b4ExbtAFY%2BptpU%2BRjbQZtYU9I8sjL717DOrvoxJj1DzUketJpBWaRc7yPjO7O7M8URgOuQHYjESK4D2HyFOFn7R7PgP7HGeH1kGegEiyGUnB%2FkFKAgxeDzaYQCLrlL5jirndQl1UGsnokh%2Fjg%2BlIf4MttQICzaoS2NQBnG1%2F3MPl0qn4f4OPAQUQDmsXG%2FO1ZCD937daiGMP9IJqZn7q6ugyuoAIMvc%2F6bmvdjiaTmY%2B%2F%2FkRhY2Y4ECR6N6KOo2xiCcp0p%2FMM48cM%2F7c2g%2BrHBMqxRxP1IOKvD4dhKKCeegPbeSQyghjg627p3c%2Ba9Cu%2FAFfANcs%2Fv3974YSsiGIFr1rzDOSSAztkmifZ0QfhQYzEV160xlr6RiQWByfBUxXmaHMr6MAdJjuQ0Mjl3LCY2OB4p8XGc32qirgjTCTHblGmYdfzWqR2k8w%2FpaZ0AY6sAEZ%2BvLr0zWbPrRmQCJb7eYjK5pPU5z0UZ5mGN3gi5tdgXGR6h5gAa%2FavCV67vWcTPznGR4FMIPxtW8zYvv2b3Z5azvQQiU3shVLkp9ob1ozgIVWFPP%2B6RRwKmrOAU9U8mPC2tF6TBDlsXn%2BReu%2F8vqlRmXATBm7bcfGN6LRodHQXRsS5sHZV%2FqQjf6iYPwbps1o66DPkcsWcJMwBcMnGCfihWTbRluYEzVbTOJd1UkFrg%3D%3D&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Date=20260514T222958Z&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-Credential=ASIAUPUUPRWE3TI7XNJA%2F20260514%2Fus-east-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Signature=b39907dd51210b04a3790a3147c06048c37cc05a2b66d501ba36980d33d4e2a8&abstractId=6127526
https://philpapers.org/archive/JACCCS-3.pdf


Media & Visual Reference Library

• Reality Drift: [YouTube] [Github] [Flickr] [Pinterest] [TikTok]

• Optimization Trap: [YouTube] [Github] [Flickr] [Pinterest] [TikTok]

• Synthetic Realness: [YouTube] [Github] [Flickr] [Pinterest] [TikTok]

• Filter Fatigue: [YouTube] [Github] [Flickr] [Pinterest] [TikTok]

Part of the Reality Drift framework by A. Jacobs

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OKKB7_Oi7Co&t=1s
https://github.com/therealitydrift/reality-drift
https://www.flickr.com/photos/204143705@N04/55182962980/in/album-72177720332877459
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/1019783909389372147/
https://www.tiktok.com/@realitydrift/photo/7635007887034584327?lang=en
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hv7_r7OpmJI
https://github.com/therealitydrift/optimization-trap
https://www.flickr.com/photos/204143705@N04/55182962875/in/album-72177720332877459
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/1019783909386883668/
https://www.tiktok.com/@realitydrift/photo/7624998013001387282?lang=en
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yKiMUDo9ljo&t=111s
https://github.com/therealitydrift/synthetic-realness
https://www.flickr.com/photos/204143705@N04/55181675792/in/album-72177720332877459
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/1019783909386883875/
https://www.tiktok.com/@realitydrift/photo/7637676080710552850?lang=en
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4D3V6LSa4z8
https://github.com/therealitydrift/filter-fatigue
https://www.flickr.com/photos/204143705@N04/55182729088/in/album-72177720332877459
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/1019783909386883491/
https://www.tiktok.com/@realitydrift/photo/7638027119628422407?lang=en
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