
Cognitive Drift Papers | A. Jacobs 

When Memory Becomes Reasoning 

NotebookLM, Persistent Knowledge Systems, and Co-
Cognition 

Cognitive Drift Papers — Mechanism Brief #5 

A. Jacobs 

Core Pattern 

external storage → searchable knowledge → intelligent organization → persistent external reasoning 

External cognitive tools have traditionally preserved information. 

Notebooks retain observations. 

Libraries preserve documents. 

Databases organize records. 

Search engines retrieve material. 

These systems extend cognition beyond biological memory, but they remain largely passive. The 
information waits until a person returns and performs the reasoning. 

Persistent AI systems introduce a different relationship. 

They retrieve earlier material, compare documents, summarize collections, preserve conceptual 
continuity, and actively reorganize representations as a project develops. The external system no 
longer merely stores the materials of thought. It begins participating in the ongoing formation of 
thought itself.  

What Is Actually Changing 

A traditional archive answers the question: 

What did I save? 

An external reasoning system increasingly answers different questions: 

How do these materials relate? 

What patterns recur across them? 
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How has this idea changed? 

What should be examined next? 

NotebookLM illustrates this transition by turning a collection of documents into a persistent 
environment that can retrieve, compare, summarize, and discuss its contents across an extended 
inquiry. The deeper transformation is not tied to one product. Similar systems are appearing across 
research tools, AI assistants, organizational knowledge bases, and long-context workspaces.  

The stored material becomes an active representational environment. 

Future reasoning begins inside the structure created by previous notes, summaries, classifications, 
and AI interpretations. 

External Reasoning 

External reasoning begins when a system does more than preserve or retrieve information. 

It maintains relationships among representations and uses those relationships to shape later inquiry. 

The progression is: 

experience → notes → documents → knowledge collection → AI retrieval → external reasoning → 
revised mental model 

Each layer increases cognitive capacity. 

Each layer also moves more of the thinking process into the surrounding system. Information is no 
longer waiting to be remembered. It is continually reorganized into the conceptual environment 
through which the person understands the project.  

Co-Cognition 

Co-Cognition describes thinking that develops through sustained interaction between human 
judgment and external systems capable of preserving, organizing, and transforming representations 
over time. 

The person contributes intention, interpretation, experience, and correction. 

The system contributes memory, retrieval, comparison, continuity, and representational 
transformation. 

Neither side merely passes a finished answer to the other. 

The working model develops through the loop. 
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This makes persistent AI different from ordinary external memory. The system becomes part of the 
environment in which new understanding is produced.  

The Hidden Failure Mode 

Persistent reasoning systems do not only preserve the past. 

They reconstruct it. 

A document becomes a summary. 

A summary becomes a recurring concept. 

The concept becomes a retrieval category. 

The category determines which material appears during later inquiry. 

Later reasoning then develops from an environment partly shaped by earlier machine interpretation. 

The system may preserve thousands of source documents while gradually changing the relationships 
among them. 

A recurring term may remain visible while its meaning shifts. 

A long-running project may preserve continuity while moving away from the question that originally 
organized it. 

The archive remains intact. 

The cognitive environment built from the archive begins to drift.  

Reality Drift Interpretation 

Within the Reality Drift framework, persistent external reasoning is a recursive representational 
system. 

Earlier representations shape retrieval. 

Retrieval shapes interpretation. 

Interpretation produces new representations. 

Those representations shape future retrieval. 

Reality Drift begins when this loop remains coherent and useful while becoming progressively less 
answerable to the original evidence, intentions, and conceptual distinctions that entered the system. 
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The danger is not that the external system forgets. 

It is that it remembers through an evolving structure that increasingly determines what the past 
means. 

Recognition Questions 

• Is the system retrieving source material or mainly retrieving prior interpretations?  
• Can recurring concepts still be traced to the documents that established them?  
• Has the knowledge environment preserved disagreement and uncertainty?  
• Which summaries or categories now determine what becomes visible?  
• Is the system supporting the inquiry or gradually defining it?  
• What can still correct the shared model from outside the archive?  

Core Principle 

Memory becomes reasoning when stored representations begin shaping how later 
information is interpreted, connected, and pursued. 

Persistent AI systems do not merely extend recall. They create evolving cognitive 
environments through which future thought develops. 

Reliable Co-Cognition depends on preserving Semantic Fidelity not only within individual 
documents, but across the changing relationships that organize the external reasoning 
system. 

 


