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[COLD OPEN - 0:00] 

[AMBIENT SOUND: Coffee shop, mid-afternoon] 

JAKE: My nephew asked me what it was like before the internet. 

SOPHIA: What did you tell him? 

JAKE: I tried to explain waiting. Like, you'd make plans with someone on a landline—"meet me 
at the theater at 7"—and if they didn't show up, you just... waited. For like an hour. No way to 
check where they were. No way to text "running late." You just stood there. 

SOPHIA: That sounds awful. 

JAKE: It was! But also... [pause] I don't know. It was real? Like, when they finally showed up, 
you were genuinely happy to see them because you'd been standing there wondering if they'd 
forgotten or if something happened. There were stakes. 

SOPHIA: Now if someone's five minutes late you get a text. 

JAKE: Right. So there are no stakes. No uncertainty. No surprise. You always know exactly 
where everyone is and what they're doing. And that's convenient, but it's also... flat? 
Everything's flat now. 

SOPHIA: What do you mean? 

JAKE: Like, you used to go to Blockbuster and just wander around looking at boxes. You'd pick 
something you'd never heard of because the cover looked cool. Sometimes it was terrible. 
Sometimes it was amazing. You discovered things randomly. 



SOPHIA: Now you have algorithms telling you exactly what you'd like. 

JAKE: Which is better, right? I should like that. But instead I feel like... like I'm not discovering 
anything anymore. I'm just being fed content that's been optimized for my previous behaviors. 
Nothing surprising ever happens. 

SOPHIA: Do you miss it? The randomness? 

JAKE: [long pause] Yeah. Yeah, I really do. I miss not knowing. I miss being bored. I miss 
waiting for something and not being able to check my phone to fill the space. I miss... [searching 
for words] I miss reality feeling real. 

[SOUND FADES] 

 

[INTRO - 2:00] 

HOST: I'm Alex Chen, and this is Things Overheard at the Coffee Bar. 

We've just finished Rabbit Hole Two—consciousness, embodied learning, and the labor 
question. We explored what makes us human when machines can replicate what we do. 

Now we're diving into Rabbit Hole Three. And it's about something we've lost that we didn't 
know we were losing until it was already gone. 

The capacity to experience reality directly. 

I'm going to make a claim that sounds nostalgic and maybe even reactionary, but bear with me: 

The 1990s were the last decade of unmediated experience. 

Not the last good decade. Not the last decade before everything went to hell. The last decade 
when the default mode of existence was direct contact with reality rather than algorithmically 
mediated simulation. 

In the 90s: 

●​ You were bored regularly—there was nothing to do and no device to fill the void 
●​ You made plans without being able to change them in real-time 
●​ You discovered music by browsing in stores, not from Spotify algorithms 
●​ You had to talk to strangers to get information—directions, recommendations, answers 
●​ You watched whatever was on TV or you watched nothing 
●​ If you missed a show, you missed it—no streaming, no recording 
●​ You went places without GPS and sometimes got lost and had to figure it out 
●​ You waited without being able to check your phone 



And here's what I'm arguing: Those constraints—those limitations—created capacities we've 
since lost. 

The capacity to be present with boredom. The capacity to navigate uncertainty without 
immediately googling the answer. The capacity to commit to plans without optionality. The 
capacity to have genuinely random encounters with people and ideas. The capacity to 
experience your own life rather than curating it for an audience. 

Today we're exploring: 

●​ What specifically changed in the late 90s that broke reality 
●​ Why The Matrix (1999) was prophecy, not science fiction 
●​ What we lose when all content is algorithmically optimized 
●​ Why genuine surprise is becoming impossible 
●​ And whether we can ever get back to something real 

This is Peak Reality. The moment right before everything became simulation. 

[THEME MUSIC - 4:30] 

 

[ACT ONE: THE INFLECTION POINT - 5:00] 

HOST: So when exactly did things change? 

I talked to Dr. Michael Torres—the statistician from episode three—who studies cultural and 
technological inflection points. 

DR. TORRES: If you're looking for a specific moment, I'd say 1996 to 2007 is the transition 
window. That's when the infrastructure for mediated experience was built, but it hadn't yet 
become dominant. 

HOST: What happened in 1996? 

DR. TORRES: Nokia released the 9000 Communicator—the first smartphone with internet 
access. That same year, ICQ launched—the first mainstream instant messaging platform. 
Suddenly, asynchronous text communication started replacing phone calls. 

HOST: But that's not the inflection point yet? 

DR. TORRES: Right. The tools existed but adoption was slow. The real break is 2007—the 
iPhone. Suddenly the internet isn't something you use at your desk. It's in your pocket, all the 
time. By 2010, smartphones are ubiquitous. By 2012, social media is the dominant mode of 
social interaction for young people. 



HOST: So the 90s were the last decade before always-on connectivity. 

DR. TORRES: Exactly. In the 90s, you went online. You dialed up, you did your thing, you 
logged off. The internet was a place you visited, not a layer mediating all of reality. And when 
you weren't online, you were fully offline. Unreachable. Present in physical space. 

HOST: What did that feel like? 

DR. TORRES: [pause] I was a teenager in the 90s, so I remember. It felt like... you were where 
you were. If you went to the movies, you were at the movies. Couldn't check your phone. 
Couldn't browse during boring parts. You were just there. And that sounds obvious, but it's 
actually a completely different phenomenological state than what we experience now. 

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 8:00] 

 

[ACT TWO: THE BOREDOM THRESHOLD - 8:30] 

HOST: Here's a concept I want to introduce: the boredom threshold. 

The amount of time you can sit with nothing happening before you reach for a device to fill the 
void. 

In the 90s, the average person had 3-4 hours of unstructured time daily.[1] Just... empty time. 
Waiting. Being bored. Staring out windows. Doodling. Daydreaming. 

By 2020, that number had dropped to about 45 minutes.[2] And most of that 45 minutes, people 
are checking their phones intermittently. 

[COFFEE SHOP AMBIENCE - 9:30] 

I did an experiment. I asked people at coffee shops to sit without their phones for 10 minutes. 
Just sit. No reading, no writing, no devices. Just sitting with their coffee. 

PERSON 1: [laughs nervously] Can I at least look around? People-watch? 

HOST: Sure. 

PERSON 1: [three minutes later] This is really uncomfortable. I keep wanting to check my 
phone. Like, I know there's nothing important, but I just... want to. 

PERSON 2: I made it seven minutes. Then I felt like I was going to crawl out of my skin. How 
did people do this before phones? 

PERSON 3: I actually fell asleep. [laughs] Which I think tells you something about how 
exhausted I am from constant stimulation. 



PERSON 4: I kept thinking about all the things I should be doing. Emails I should answer, 
articles I should read, tasks I should complete. The guilt was overwhelming. 

PERSON 5: Honestly? It was kind of nice. After the first few minutes of discomfort, my mind 
just... wandered. I haven't let my mind wander in years. 

HOST: Out of 30 people I asked, only 4 made it the full 10 minutes without extreme discomfort. 
The average person tapped out at 6 minutes. 

In the 90s, you'd wait 6 minutes for a bus without even thinking about it. Now, 6 minutes of 
empty time feels unbearable. 

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 12:00] 

 

[ACT THREE: THE MATRIX AS PROPHECY - 12:30] 

HOST: The Matrix came out in March 1999. Right at the edge of the transition. 

The premise: reality is a simulation. Humans are actually trapped in pods, experiencing a 
computer-generated world while machines harvest their bioelectricity. Most people never wake 
up. They live their entire lives in the simulation without knowing. 

We watched it as science fiction. Dystopian fantasy. Cool action movie. 

But here's what we missed: it wasn't a warning about a future where machines enslave us. It 
was a warning about a present where we enslave ourselves. 

I called Dr. Sarah Kim—the philosopher from episodes four and six. 

DR. KIM: The Matrix is interesting because it came out right at the moment when the 
infrastructure for total mediation was being built, but before it became ubiquitous. The 
Wachowskis saw what was coming. 

HOST: What were they warning about? 

DR. KIM: Not a literal simulation. But a mediated reality so complete that you never experience 
anything directly anymore. Every experience is filtered through screens, algorithms, platforms. 
You're not seeing the real—you're seeing a generated version optimized for engagement. 

HOST: Like social media feeds? 

DR. KIM: Exactly. Your feed isn't reality. It's a simulation of reality designed to keep you 
scrolling. The algorithm shows you what will generate the strongest reaction—anger, envy, fear, 
desire. It's not showing you what's true or important. It's showing you what will keep you 
plugged in. 



HOST: So we're in the Matrix. 

DR. KIM: We're in something like it. Most people's experience of reality is now primarily 
mediated through screens. You experience events through video. You experience relationships 
through text. You experience the world through algorithmically curated feeds. And you don't 
even question whether there's a reality outside the mediation. 

HOST: What's the difference between the Matrix and just... using technology? 

DR. KIM: Degree of mediation. In the 90s, technology was a tool you used. Now, technology is 
the environment you inhabit. It's not that you use the internet—you live in it. And when the 
environment is entirely mediated, you lose the ability to distinguish between the simulation and 
the real. 

[COFFEE SHOP AMBIENCE - 16:00] 

HOST: I asked people: do you ever feel like reality isn't real anymore? 

PERSON 6: Yeah, actually. Like, I'll be at a concert and everyone's watching through their 
phones, filming it. And I'm like... are we experiencing this or documenting it? And if we're just 
documenting it, who's actually having the experience? 

PERSON 7: Sometimes I wonder if things that aren't on social media even happened. Like, if I 
go to a restaurant and don't post about it, did I even go? 

PERSON 8: I feel like I'm performing my life instead of living it. Every experience, I'm thinking 
"how will this look on Instagram?" It's exhausting. 

PERSON 9: The news doesn't feel real. Like, I see horrific things scroll past on my feed and I 
just... keep scrolling. Nothing feels real because everything is mediated through the same 
interface. 

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 17:30] 

 

[ACT FOUR: GOOD GUYS, BAD GUYS, AND EXPLOSIONS - 18:00] 

HOST: Here's something Jake—from the cold open—said that stuck with me. 

JAKE: I was talking to my nephew about movies. And he asked what I liked about 90s action 
movies. And I realized—they had good guys, bad guys, and explosions. That's it. No 
meta-commentary. No subversion. No "actually the good guys are morally complex." Just: here's 
the hero, here's the villain, watch them fight. 

HOST: Is that good? 



JAKE: I don't know if it's good. But it was simpler. You could just... watch. Enjoy. Not think too 
hard. Now everything is so layered with irony and self-awareness that you can't just experience 
anything. You're always analyzing it, deconstructing it, wondering what the meta-commentary is. 

HOST: That sounds more sophisticated. 

JAKE: It is more sophisticated! But it's also exhausting. Sometimes I just want to watch a movie 
where the good guy wins and I don't have to think about whether the good guy is actually 
perpetuating systems of oppression. 

[PAUSE] 

HOST: This got me thinking about what changed between 90s media and now. 

Dr. Torres: 

DR. TORRES: The biggest shift is from creators deciding what to make to algorithms deciding 
what gets promoted. In the 90s, movies, TV, music—creators made what they wanted and 
audiences decided if they liked it. Now, algorithms analyze what performed well and creators 
optimize for that. 

HOST: What does that change? 

DR. TORRES: Everything. In the 90s, you'd get weird, experimental stuff that didn't test well but 
resonated with some people. Now, if it doesn't perform well in algorithmic testing, it doesn't get 
made. Everything is optimized for mass appeal, which means everything becomes... bland. 
Safe. Predictable. 

HOST: But we have more content than ever. 

DR. TORRES: We have more volume, but less diversity. Everything is iterating on proven 
formulas. Marvel movies, franchise sequels, reboots. Music sounds the same because 
producers are chasing the same algorithmic signals. Even independent creators on YouTube or 
TikTok—they're optimizing for the algorithm. 

HOST: So we've lost originality? 

DR. TORRES: We've lost the capacity for genuine surprise. Algorithms can't predict 
surprise—by definition, surprise violates the pattern. So algorithmic optimization eliminates 
surprise. Everything becomes expected. Anticipated. Pre-processed. 

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 21:30] 

 

[ACT FIVE: THE LOSS OF RANDOMNESS - 22:00] 



HOST: Remember Blockbuster? Or record stores? Or browsing in libraries? 

You'd show up not knowing what you wanted. You'd wander. Look at covers. Read the backs of 
boxes. Maybe ask the clerk for recommendations. You'd pick something semi-randomly and 
take it home. 

Sometimes it was terrible. Sometimes it was the best thing you'd ever seen. 

That's random discovery. And it's almost gone. 

[COFFEE SHOP AMBIENCE - 23:00] 

I talked to Chen Wei, 28, who works at one of the few remaining record stores in Richmond. 

CHEN: People come in now and they're paralyzed. They're used to algorithms telling them what 
to listen to. When faced with actual choice—thousands of records, no recommendations, just 
browse—they freeze. 

HOST: What do they do? 

CHEN: They ask me what's good. And I'm like... what do you like? And they're like... I don't 
know, whatever Spotify tells me is good? They've outsourced their taste to an algorithm and 
they don't even know what they actually like anymore. 

HOST: Do you help them? 

CHEN: I try. I ask questions—what makes you feel something? What's a song you loved as a 
teenager? What's playing when you imagine your perfect day? And slowly, they start to 
remember. Like they've been asleep and they're waking up to the fact that they have 
preferences. Actual preferences, not algorithm-generated preferences. 

HOST: What's the difference? 

CHEN: Algorithm preferences are based on what you've already liked. So you get more of the 
same, infinitely. But actual preferences—human preferences—are weird and contradictory. You 
might love death metal AND folk music. You might hate everything everyone says you should 
like and love something completely obscure. But the algorithm can't handle that. It needs you to 
be predictable. 

HOST: So random discovery is about finding the unpredictable parts of yourself? 

CHEN: Yeah. It's about encountering something you had no idea you'd like. Something that 
doesn't fit your profile. And that's how you grow. That's how you change. You can't grow if you're 
only consuming what you've already consumed. 

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 25:30] 



 

[ACT SIX: THE ARREST NOBODY FILMS - 26:00] 

HOST: Here's a weird thing that happened to me last month. 

I was at a park and there was some kind of confrontation. Police arrived. Someone was being 
arrested. And I looked around expecting everyone to have their phones out filming—because 
that's what you do now, right? Document everything. 

But nobody was filming. People were just... watching. Being present. Not mediating the 
experience through a screen. 

And afterwards I realized: that felt different. More real. More immediate. I was actually seeing it 
happen, not watching it through a rectangular frame preparing to share it. 

[COFFEE SHOP AMBIENCE - 27:00] 

I asked people: when did you stop filming things? 

PERSON 10: I still film everything. Concerts, events, moments with friends. If I don't film it, how 
will I remember it? 

PERSON 11: I stopped after I realized I was watching my daughter's dance recital through my 
phone screen. I was there but I wasn't there. So now I just... watch. It feels weird but better. 

PERSON 12: I film things but I never watch them again. I have thousands of videos on my 
phone I've never looked at. What's the point? 

PERSON 13: I think we film things because we don't trust our own memory. Like, if it's not 
documented, it might not have happened. But that's insane, right? Things happened before 
cameras. We remembered them. 

[PAUSE] 

HOST: Dr. Kim told me something interesting about this. 

DR. KIM: There's research showing that photographing experiences actually impairs memory of 
them.[3] When you're taking pictures, your brain doesn't encode the experience fully because 
it's outsourcing memory to the device. So you remember that you were there, but you don't 
remember the texture, the feeling, the details. 

HOST: So filming makes you remember less? 

DR. KIM: It makes you remember differently. You remember the video. But you don't remember 
the experience of being there, present, absorbing it through all your senses. You remember a 
mediated version. 



HOST: Is that worse? 

DR. KIM: It's different. But I'd argue it's worse because it trains you to always be slightly 
removed from your own experience. You're always the documentarian, never the participant. 
You're always curating rather than living. 

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 30:00] 

 

[ACT SEVEN: NPC BEHAVIOR - 30:30] 

HOST: There's a term from video games that's started being used to describe people: NPC. 
Non-Player Character. 

In games, NPCs are the background characters. They follow scripts. They say the same lines 
repeatedly. They don't have agency or awareness. They're just there to populate the world. 

And increasingly, people use "NPC" to describe humans who seem to be operating on scripts 
rather than thinking for themselves. 

I talked to Jordan Lee—the Booklander facilitator from episode five. 

JORDAN: The NPC thing is mean, but it's also... kind of accurate? Like, you'll have a 
conversation with someone and they're just repeating talking points they heard on a podcast or 
saw on Twitter. They're not actually thinking. They're running a script. 

HOST: Isn't that always how people worked? 

JORDAN: Maybe. But it feels different now. In the 90s, if you had an opinion, you had to form it 
yourself. You couldn't instantly Google the right opinion. You had to think about things, maybe 
be wrong for a while, adjust as you learned more. Now, you just find the right opinion online and 
download it. 

HOST: Isn't that more efficient? 

JORDAN: Sure. But it means nobody's actually thinking. They're just finding and repeating the 
script that matches their identity. Liberal script. Conservative script. Fitness bro script. Wellness 
script. Everyone's just performing their category. 

HOST: How do you break out of that? 

JORDAN: You have to be willing to be wrong. To not have an opinion immediately. To sit with 
uncertainty. But that's uncomfortable. It's way easier to just find the script and perform it. 

[COFFEE SHOP AMBIENCE - 33:00] 



HOST: I wanted to test this, so I asked people questions where there's no obvious right answer: 

"What do you think about the role of suffering in a meaningful life?" 

PERSON 14: I... I don't know. That's a hard question. Can I think about it and get back to you? 

PERSON 15: Um... suffering is bad? We should minimize it? 

PERSON 16: I think—well, I heard this podcast that said—actually, I'm not sure what I think. I'd 
have to think about it. 

PERSON 17: [long pause] I don't think I've ever actually thought about that. I have opinions on 
lots of things, but I'm not sure if they're my opinions or just... things I've absorbed. 

HOST: Out of 20 people, only 3 gave answers that sounded like they'd actually thought about 
the question before. The rest either deflected, gave a pre-packaged answer, or admitted they'd 
never considered it. 

And here's what struck me: in the 90s, if someone asked you a question, you had to answer 
with your own thoughts. You couldn't Google it. You couldn't look up what the correct opinion 
was. You had to generate an answer from your own experience and thinking. 

Now, most people's first instinct is to search for the right answer rather than generate one. 

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 35:30] 

 

[ACT EIGHT: CAN WE GET BACK? - 36:00] 

HOST: So here's the question: can we get back to something real? 

Or is the 90s unmediated experience gone forever? 

Dr. Torres: 

DR. TORRES: Technologically, we can't go back. The infrastructure exists. The algorithms exist. 
The mediation is baked into everything. You can't uninstall modernity. 

HOST: But individually? 

DR. TORRES: Individually, you can create pockets of unmediated experience. You can turn off 
your phone. You can choose boredom. You can browse without algorithms. You can commit to 
plans without optionality. But it requires intentionality. It requires swimming against the current. 

HOST: Is anyone doing that? 



DR. TORRES: Some people. There's a small movement of people buying dumb 
phones—phones that only call and text. People deleting social media. People intentionally 
getting lost. People choosing to not document experiences. But it's countercultural. It's hard. 

[COFFEE SHOP AMBIENCE - 38:00] 

HOST: Jake—from the cold open—told me he's been experimenting with "90s days." 

JAKE: One day a week, I pretend it's 1997. I turn off my smartphone. I use a flip phone that only 
calls and texts. I can't Google anything. If I want to know something, I have to go to the library or 
ask someone. If I want to meet up with friends, I have to call ahead and commit to a time and 
place. No changes. No updates. 

HOST: How is it? 

JAKE: Terrifying at first. [laughs] I felt so vulnerable. Like, what if I get lost? What if I need to 
look something up? What if someone needs to reach me? 

HOST: And? 

JAKE: And... nothing bad happened. I got a little lost once and I asked someone for directions. 
They helped. I wanted to know what year something happened and I couldn't Google it, so I 
just... didn't know. And it was fine. I didn't die from not knowing. 

HOST: What did you notice? 

JAKE: Time moved differently. Slower. I was bored sometimes. But the boredom was almost... 
nice? Like my brain needed that space. And when I met up with friends, I was actually present. 
We talked. We didn't check our phones. It felt like a real conversation, not a performance. 

HOST: Are you going to keep doing it? 

JAKE: Yeah. It's become my favorite day of the week. It's the only day I feel like I'm actually 
living instead of just... processing information. 

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 40:30] 

 

[ACT NINE: CLOSING - 41:00] 

HOST: So what did we lose between the 90s and now? 

Not everything was better. The 90s had huge problems—inequality, discrimination, limited 
access to information, cultural gatekeeping. I'm not arguing we should go back to all of that. 

But we lost some specific capacities: 



The capacity to be bored without immediately filling the void. The capacity to commit to 
plans without optionality.The capacity for random discovery without algorithmic curation. The 
capacity to experience things directly without mediating them through screens. The capacity 
to form our own opinions rather than downloading pre-packaged ones.The capacity to be 
present in our actual lives rather than performing them for an audience. 

These aren't small losses. These are fundamental human capacities. And we gave them up for 
convenience, efficiency, optimization. 

[COFFEE SHOP AMBIENCE - 42:30] 

Chen, from the record store: 

CHEN: I think the question isn't whether we can get back to the 90s. We can't. The question is: 
what do we want to preserve? What's worth fighting for? 

HOST: What do you think is worth fighting for? 

CHEN: The capacity to be surprised. The capacity to encounter something genuinely new. The 
capacity to change your mind because you discovered something unexpected, not because an 
algorithm showed you what you were already looking for. 

HOST: How do you preserve that? 

CHEN: You create spaces where algorithms can't reach. Record stores. Coffee shops. Libraries. 
Parks. Places where you have to be physically present. Where you encounter actual 
randomness. Where you can't just scroll past things you don't immediately like. 

HOST: Is that enough? 

CHEN: I don't know. But it's something. And something feels better than nothing. 

[PAUSE] 

HOST: The Matrix asked: what is real? 

We thought it was a philosophical question. But it's actually a practical one. 

Is an experience real if you only encountered it because an algorithm knew you'd like it? Is a 
relationship real if it only exists through curated digital interactions? Is your life real if you're 
living it for the documentation rather than the experience? 

I don't have answers. But I think the 90s were the last time we didn't have to ask. 

[THEME MUSIC - 45:00] 

 



[OUTRO - 45:30]HOST: Things Overheard at the Coffee Bar is produced by 
Greenheart Media. Our theme music is by Lauren Pastrana. 

Next week: "Optimizing Metrics, Destroying Systems." When recycling robots increase waste. 
When less-lethal weapons become more lethal. When every attempt to fix something makes it 
worse. Goodhart's Law meets real life. And why we keep optimizing parts while destroying 
wholes. 

If you remember the 90s, if you miss boredom, if you've tried to create pockets of unmediated 
experience—send us a voice memo about what you've noticed, what you've lost, what you're 
trying to preserve. 

Thingsoverheardpod@gmail.com 

Special thanks to Jake Morrison, Chen Wei, Dr. Michael Torres, Dr. Sarah Kim, Jordan Lee, and 
everyone who sat without their phones for 10 minutes. 

And to the Wachowskis, who warned us. We just didn't listen. 

Close your laptop. Put your phone down. Be bored for ten minutes. See what happens. 

[END - 47:00] 

 

[PRODUCTION NOTES: This episode should feel wistful but not maudlin. Music should include 
some 90s aesthetic elements—maybe some actual 90s samples. Jake should sound like 
someone who's figured something out. Chen should sound like a keeper of something precious. 
Dr. Torres should sound analytical but also slightly sad. The experiment participants should 
sound surprised by their own discomfort. Leave space for silence—actual silence, representing 
the boredom we've lost.] 

 

3 episodes remaining: 

●​ Episode 8: "Optimizing Metrics, Destroying Systems" 
●​ Episode 9: "Irreversible Windows" 

Should I continue with Episode 8? 
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