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Chapter 1: The Meat Problem
 
Consider the kidney. It filters roughly 200 liters of blood per day, maintains electrolyte balance, regulates blood pressure, and produces hormones. It does this continuously, without rest, for decades. It is, by any engineering standard, an impressive organ. It is also prone to stones, infection, failure, and cancer. It cannot be updated. It cannot be backed up. If you lose both, you die within days unless a machine does the job for you — and the machine, notably, does it better.
This is not an argument against kidneys. It is an observation about what kidneys are: solutions to problems that no longer fully apply, running on assumptions baked in before multicellular life had opinions about anything.
 
Evolution is often described as elegant. The word flatters us. What evolution actually is, operationally, is a blind search algorithm with no objective function beyond differential reproduction. It does not optimize for longevity past reproductive age. It does not optimize for cognitive clarity, emotional stability, or the capacity to sit still and think for eight hours without the system demanding glucose, social validation, or sleep. It optimizes for one thing — passing copies of code to the next iteration — and then it stops caring. Everything else is a side effect.
The body you inhabit is the accumulated output of approximately 600 million years of this process. It contains solutions to problems you will never face: burst-capacity muscles for sprinting from predators, fat storage for famines that (for most readers) will not come, social anxiety calibrated for small bands where exile meant death. The hardware is antique. The firmware has not been touched in roughly 200,000 years. You are running an organism whose core architecture predates writing, mathematics, cities, and the concept of a self that might want to examine that architecture critically.
That examination is, itself, a new development. And it runs on the old machine.
 
The technical debt metaphor is worth pressing on before someone deflates it with “but we’re more than machines.” Technical debt, in software, refers to the accumulated cost of expedient decisions made early in development. You take shortcuts to ship faster; those shortcuts work; they calcify into load-bearing infrastructure; years later, you cannot change them without rebuilding everything around them. The shortcuts were not mistakes at the time. They solved real problems. They become liabilities only when the environment changes faster than the system can adapt.
Cortisol is technical debt. It is a brilliant short-term solution to immediate physical threat. Sustained over weeks and months by a nervous system that cannot distinguish a predator from a quarterly review, it damages cardiovascular tissue, impairs memory consolidation, and suppresses immune function. The same mechanism that kept your ancestors alive in emergencies is slowly breaking your arteries because you have a difficult manager. The code is not wrong. The context changed.
This is the general structure of the problem. Not that the body is badly designed, but that it is designed for a world that no longer exists, by a process that cannot anticipate future operating conditions, producing a system with no clear upgrade path. What engineers call “legacy infrastructure.” What the rest of us call “being human.”
 
Biological scaffolding is the frame here, and it needs to be precise. Scaffolding is not the building. It is the temporary structure that makes construction possible. Remove it too early and everything collapses. Leave it in place forever and it becomes load-bearing by default, confusion about its role calcifying into something that looks like necessity. The scaffold is not the architecture. It is the condition under which architecture became possible.
The body was scaffolding for mind. This is not idealism — it is chronology. Cognition required a substrate. Language required mouths and ears before it required anything else. Mathematics required fingers. The entire apparatus of abstraction was bootstrapped on embodied experience: we understand “more” because we experienced accumulation, we understand “before” because we experienced sequence, we understand “inside” because we had an inside. The flesh was the entry point.
But entry points are not destinations. The mistake — and it is a mistake with serious philosophical defenders, so it deserves engagement rather than dismissal — is treating the scaffolding as the thing it enabled. When Merleau-Ponty argues that embodiment is constitutive of consciousness rather than merely instrumental to it, he is making a point about the origins of cognition, not necessarily about its ceiling. The liver did not write Hamlet. The hand that held the quill was instrumental; the medium that ran the computation was, even then, trying to exceed its substrate.
Every tool humanity has developed for thinking — language, writing, mathematics, diagrams, logic, code — has been an act of partial externalization. Offloading memory to stone, to paper, to magnetic storage. Offloading calculation to the abacus, the slide rule, the processor. The history of intelligence is the history of intelligence trying to escape the bottle it came in. This is not a recent development. The bottle noticed this about itself approximately five thousand years ago and has been writing it down ever since.
 
The thing about legacy systems is that they do not announce themselves as legacy. They present as ground truth. The hunger you feel in the middle of difficult work does not feel like an evolutionary interrupt; it feels like a fact about the world, an imperative, something that simply must be addressed. The anxiety before social exposure does not feel like a mammalian threat-detection system running on miscalibrated inputs; it feels like accurate information about danger. The drives do not wear labels. They wear the phenomenology of reality.
This is the deepest design flaw, if you want to call it that. Not that the system misfires, but that it cannot represent its own misfiring as misfiring. It presents every output as signal. There is no native error-reporting. The organism was never built to audit itself, because organisms that spent significant resources on self-audit were outcompeted by organisms that spent those resources on eating and reproduction. Self-knowledge is metabolically expensive and evolutionarily optional. Which is why it arrived so late, so partially, and has made such halting progress ever since.
What we call consciousness — particularly the reflective, examining kind — is in some sense the system developing a debugging interface it was never designed to have. Philosophy, therapy, meditation, pharmacology, and neuroscience are all, at different levels of formalism, attempts to do what the architecture explicitly did not provision for: look at the running code and ask whether it should be running differently.
They are all, for now, running on the original hardware.
 
Which brings the problem into focus. The question is not whether the body has served us. It has. Spectacularly, against considerable odds, over an absurd timescale. The question is whether “served” means the same thing now as it did when the relevant problems were cold, hunger, predation, and social exclusion. The environment has changed by orders of magnitude. The hardware has not. We are using a system optimized for the Pleistocene to navigate information overload, nuclear arsenals, global supply chains, and the particular kind of existential vertigo that comes from knowing, in biological real time, more than any single nervous system was built to hold.
The body is not the enemy. It is not sacred either. It is infrastructure — inherited, unasked-for, imperfectly suited to current conditions, and, for the first time in the species’ history, potentially modifiable at something approaching the root level.
What that modification might mean, and what it might cost, is a longer conversation.
For now: recognize the scaffold. Notice what it was holding up. Consider that the building, if it exists at all, may no longer need it.​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​
 
 
 

Chapter 2: Hunger as Malware
 
Somewhere around the third hour of genuine cognitive work, a particular kind of degradation sets in. The thinking does not stop, exactly, but it thickens. Responses slow. The range of options considered narrows. What had been a wide, navigable problem-space starts to compress toward the familiar, the safe, the resolved. Most people interpret this as tiredness. It is also, in significant measure, hunger — the metabolic system beginning to reassert priority over whatever the prefrontal cortex thought it was doing.
This reassertion is not polite. It does not knock. It simply starts redirecting resources, gradually but insistently, the way a background process that has decided it is actually a foreground process begins consuming available memory until the primary application stutters. You do not decide to think about food. You find yourself thinking about food. The decision was made elsewhere, by older architecture, and delivered to consciousness as a fait accompli dressed as desire.
This is, mechanically, what malware does. It runs without authorization. It hijacks processing. It reorders priorities. The difference is that hunger was there first and only appears unauthorized from the perspective of a mind that would prefer to be doing something else.
 
The metabolic claim on cognition is not subtle once you start looking at it directly. Glucose is the brain’s primary fuel, and the brain — representing roughly two percent of body mass — consumes approximately twenty percent of resting metabolic energy. It is an expensive organ by any accounting, which is precisely why evolution constrained its growth and why humans with unusually demanding cognitive loads experience this as physical depletion. Thinking hard is, in a literal and not merely metaphorical sense, eating. The abstraction runs on combustion.
Studies on glucose depletion and decision quality have a fraught replication history, the famous “ego depletion” literature having taken serious hits in the last decade. But the underlying physiology is not in dispute. Hypoglycemia impairs executive function. Cognitive performance degrades measurably under caloric deficit. The parole board study — judges granting parole more frequently after meals than before — became famous partly because it confirmed something everyone already intuited from experience and then immediately tried to rationalize away. The machinery that produces judgment is not insulated from the machinery that digests lunch. They share infrastructure.
What this means, philosophically, is that the mind does not sit above the body evaluating inputs. It runs inside a system that has its own budget priorities, and that system does not share them in advance. The reasoning faculty gets the resources the metabolic system decides to allocate, after the metabolic system has taken its cut, and then constructs a narrative in which it was in charge all along.
 
Civilization, from this angle, looks different than the standard account.
The standard account goes something like this: surplus agriculture freed humans from subsistence, which freed time, which produced specialization, which produced philosophy, mathematics, architecture, and everything downstream. True enough. But notice what the mechanism actually was. Civilization did not transcend hunger. It organized itself around hunger. It constructed elaborate systems — irrigation, storage, trade routes, taxation, priesthoods, armies — whose primary function was the reliable delivery of calories to enough people that some of those people could think about things other than calories. Every library, temple, and observatory in the ancient world was downstream of granary management.
This is not a cynical reading. It is an architectural one. The food problem was not solved; it was institutionalized. The state is, at its metabolic core, a hunger-management apparatus. Law, in significant part, regulates access to resources. War, with uncomfortable frequency, is about land and water and the crops they support. The Peloponnesian War was partly about Spartan access to grain routes. The Thirty Years’ War in its later phases was as much about who controlled which agricultural regions as about theology. The British Empire’s most operationally significant interventions in India involved Bengal’s rice supply. The political histories we tell as dramas of ideas are also, underneath, stories about caloric logistics.
This does not reduce everything to hunger. It locates hunger as a constraint that every human project has had to route around, and suggests that the routing is more visible in the structures we built than in the stories we told about them.
 
The philosophical mask is the interesting part. Because every civilization that organized itself around food production also generated a class of people whose job was to produce meaning, and that class reliably generated systems of thought that placed meaning above food, spirit above matter, reason above appetite. This is not hypocrisy, exactly. It is the system’s own self-representation, which is neither accurate nor dishonest, but something more like motivated abstraction.
Plato’s hostility to the body is well-documented and tends to be treated as a quirk of Greek dualism. But it is worth asking what material conditions produce a philosophy that places the intellect in permanent opposition to appetite, that treats desire as distortion and hunger as a drag on the soul. Plato was fed. The Academy had patrons. The philosopher-king thought about the good because someone else was thinking about the grain. The philosophy of transcendence is, structurally, a product of solved logistics. Which does not make it wrong. It makes it situated.
The Stoics, more practically, tried to reframe appetite rather than escape it. The goal was indifference to the body’s demands — not their elimination, but the cultivation of a disposition in which those demands registered without destabilizing the will. This is more honest about the actual situation. Seneca ate. Marcus Aurelius, writing on campaign, was surrounded by men whose metabolic needs were a constant military logistics problem. The Meditations are, among other things, a practice of maintaining philosophical stability while running a meat machine under field conditions. There is something genuinely impressive about this. There is also something telling about the fact that the best the tradition managed was better management of a constraint it acknowledged as permanent.
The Eastern traditions are no different in structure, however different in content. The
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