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MODULE 2
WHITE PAPER: TECHNOLOGY AND THE PSYCHE

[. NORMATIVE SYNTHESIS

THEORETICAL CONCLUSIONS

Module 2 advances the seminar’s central argument concerning the nature (and therefore difficulty) of technology
by shifting attention from those external condition of human life by which technology is experienced to
considering technology as an influence on interior psychological formation. Module 1 established that technology
is a difficulty intrinsic to human making (and therefore living) rather than a collection of solvable problems.
Module 2 shows where that difficulty most poignantly manifests in our lives: that is, in the structure and

formation of the human psyche itself.

The key theoretical claim of this module is that contemporary discourse about technology consistently mislocates
agency. Technological harms are typically framed strictly as matters of poor choice, insufficient information, or
weak self-control. This framing presupposes a voluntarist or individualist anthropology in which the human
person is imagined as an absolute sovereign standing over against extrinsic technological means. Module 2
exposes this anthropology as deeply inadequate and posits that, contrary to the common view, technology does
not stand indifferent to our choosing, nor does it only influence what we choose. Rather, especially given its
current pervasive standing and ever-increasing reach, technology modulates the conditions under which choosing

is possible at all.

At the center of this argument lies a retrieval of the Aristotelian-Thomistic concept of “habit”, which retrieval
is necessary for understanding technological influence. A habit is neither something automatic nor is it a merely
routine behavior or set of behaviors. Indeed, human beings do not encounter the world through atomically-
several acts of judgment that are later transformed into amalgamated routines—this is to conceive of ourselves
on the patterns of the technological instruments we employ. Rather, judgment itself is conditioned by pre-
reflective dispositions—patterns of attention, expectation, affective response, memory, and depth of
understanding—acquired through repeated action in relatively stable environments. These repeated actions
constitute ways of holding for the human being: that is, how the human being is fowards (either internally,
inasmuch as we may have one part of ourselves holding another; or externally, inasmuch as we extend
intentionally in relations to objects constituting the environing world). These ways of holding, or habits, do not

operate independently of but oftentimes beneath conscious deliberation—while nonetheless orienting it.

Technology most profoundly intervenes in our lives precisely at this habitual level. It does not persuade in the
manner of rhetoric, nor compel in the manner of authoritarian political force: instead, it reorganizes the field of
our attentional possibilities. What appears immediately, what recedes into the background, what demands
response, and what can be ignored are all channeled by technological intervention. In doing so, it continuously

affects the habits of the psyche.
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Applying this understanding of habit unveils the tension behind a persistent paradox of technological modernity:
individuals often recognize that certain technologies are harmful to their attention, memory, or emotional well-
being, yet find themselves unable to alter their patterns of use. The failure here is not primarily moral weakness
but a consequence of existing within an environment where one cannot simply will oneself—excepting truly
extraordinary individuals—out of habitual behaviors which are continually reinforced by that environment itself;
one is thus often forced to choose between rejecting some meaningful part of that environment or acceding to
it. Rather than having developed habits by which the individual, in line understanding the truth about the good,
holds himself or herself towards that good, we have developed habits by which we are 4e/d by the environments
in which we live. Sometimes these extrinsic holdings are towards the good (albeit a less-perfect manner of
holding than that which is by the will of the self)—but often, they hold us in dispositions which are hostile to
our well-being. Smartphone addiction and social media use are but two of the most obvious cases of this hostile-

holding, today.

However, the module’s analysis of the psyche rejects both behaviorist and computational models of human
agency. Against behaviorism, it insists that human beings are not reducible to stimulus-response mechanisms;
our habits are not mere “training” by reward and punishment, but coalescent actualities of the psyche itself.
Against computational metaphors, it denies that the mind is best understood as hardware running software; we
are not receiving sets of merely-symbolic instructions, but actively realizing in our lives the realities those symbols
signify. These models have gained contemporary plausibility only because technological environments have
increasingly conditioned human behavior in mechanistic ways—a kind of “self-fulfilling prophecy”. But their

plausibility is an effect of technological deformation and not an accurate description of human nature.

A central focus of inquiry in Module 2, therefore, is the faculty of memory, understood not as “information
storage” but as the interior retention of meaningful lived experience. Memory, in this richer sense, provides
continuity across time and enables recognition, familiarity, and narrative identity. It is not incidental that
modern technological environments externalize memory at an unprecedented scale. This externalization greatly
accelerates the efficiency of information storage and retrieval. In itself, this may be an immensely useful tool
and, rightly ordered, of genuine benefit to the human good (as libraries have almost always been). But when the
act of memory itself is displaced into the capacities of our devices and systems, the psyche loses a crucial
integrative function—and thus the extension becomes an amputation. That is, increasingly, our systems of
storage and retrieval have “taken over” the operations by which active retrieval (remembering and recollecting)
are exercised. Someone searching a library in the pre-digital age had to make a kind of ordered inquiry, and
engaged in a process by which future memories were developed: searching through card catalogs, browsing stacks,
locating the particular book on a particular shelf in a particular, unique context, through a series of embodied
actions. Contrariwise, someone querying a search engine or Al agent does so in a “flat” interaction, with little

expenditure of energy—or investment of the self in the process.

This loss has far-reaching consequences for providing depth to our memories. And without the stability given
to memory through such depth, attention subsequently becomes reactive rather than contemplative. Experience

flattens into a succession of present moments without depth. The self becomes increasingly oriented toward
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immediate and novel stimulation rather than contemplative and slow digestion. Today’s common feelings of

anxiety and restlessness are not incidental byproducts of this condition but inevitable attendant consequences.

Module 2 emphasizes that these psychological effects arise largely independently of the content presented
through our media. Whether a technological medium delivers trivial entertainment or serious information is in
many ways beside the principal point. What matters, in terms of the effect produced, is the form of engagement
it promotes: oftentimes in our modern technological environment, we find our engagements to be rapid in speed,
frequently interrupted, monotonously repetitious as to our own behavior, and regularly saturating of our senses.
This reflection upon the mode of technological use builds on the seminar’s rejection of purely moralistic critiques
of technology. In other words, the problem is not that technology encourages specific morally problematic
desires (which it may or may not), but that it changes the very patterns through which we experience desire

itself—thereby making us more susceptible or more resilient with respect to particular objects or kinds of desires.

By placing habit in the foreground, Module 2 also emphasizes the limits of what exhortation can achieve in
affecting behavioral change. Appeals to moderation, mindfulness, or responsible use presuppose a level of
psychological stability that present-day technological environments actively undermine. Without environments
in which habits are supported, they are difficult to establish and maintain. This environmental dependency does
not absolve individuals of responsibility, but it reassigns that individual responsibility within a broader field
outside of the self as such. Parents, educators, designers, and institutions bear responsibility for the environments
they create and support or enable, precisely because those environments shape our habits prior to conscious
choosing. This environmental-shaping can become a vicious cycle, as each generation—unconsciously shaped
by their environments—can contribute to the worsening of the environment if they do not stop and reflect upon

how their actions alter its conditions.

The module thus encourages a re-conception of freedom, a concept today much tarnished by misunderstandings
of human nature. Freedom, that is, should not be understood as merely the ability to choose from among
presented options but as more fundamentally consisting in the cu/tivated capacity to perceive, understand, judge,
and desire in accordance with the truth about the objects before us. Because technological environments often
present objects under misleading semiotic constraints, these capacities are impeded and freedom is consequently
diminished—even if the ability to choose remains. That is, one may retain the minimal essence of the freedom
to choose while suffering erosion of the intellectual conditions under which there alone exists the freedom to

choose well.

This erosion of freedom through subtly-corrosive habits also helps to explain why technological harms are often
experienced as diffuse and difficult to articulate: we know things are wrong, but can only point at instruments
while we fail to articulate their true causes. Because such habits may operate beneath the level of conscious
reflection, their deformation is most frequently experienced as a psychological dissatisfaction or even malaise

rather than as explicit and clearly identifiable errors in our being or in our environments.

To recapitulate, Module 2 thereby deepens the seminar’s core thesis: namely, by locating the principal source of
technological difficulty within the interior life of the person. Technology becomes dangerous not only when it

presents false propositions, that is, but often earlier in the process of moral and psychological formation,
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inasmuch as it can reorganize the psyche according to its own rhythms and demands of a technologizing
principle—especially damaging when these rhythms are out step with human nature, and its demands are made
not at the level of explicit and conscious choice but in the conditions of choosing themselves. The resulting
deformation is, because of its relative subtlety and slowness, resistant to both forming awareness and performing

acts that can directly correct its consequences.

Finally, this module prepares the way for subsequent analyses by establishing and explaining the grounds of a
crucial methodological principle: technological critique must begin not with devices or systems, but with the
human faculties they engage and affect by habituation. Without a sound psychology—one that accounts for
habit, memory, and the pre-reflective conditions of judgment, as well as the specific operations by which we take
responsibility for our habits (both those directed at ourselves and in relationship with others)—any and all
analyses of the built environment, culture, governance, and communication remain superficial and can only,
therefore, address problems—never getting to the core difficulties and thus never providing true reso/utions; only

temporary and partial solutions.

In this sense, Module 2 functions as the seminar’s core philosophical foundation. It shows that technological
resolution cannot be achieved merely by changing tools or policies, but requires the harder and slower-developing
work of first, attaining a true understanding of human nature, its faculties, operations, and interrelations of habits;
and, second, a recursive re-forming of habits, so as to restore proportion within the psyche itself. Everything
that follows—our conscious attention to the technological structuring and impacting of environment, biology,
culture, politics, and communication—unfolds on the basis of questioning whether this interior deformation is

reinforced, mitigated, or reversed in the direction of genuine human flourishing.

PRACTICAL ACTIONS INDICATED
1. Reframing responsibility: from “individual willpower” to an ecology of good habits.

One of the most important normative implications of Module 2 is the rejection of a purely voluntaristic or
individualistic account of responsibility—that is, an account which treats individual choices as though they
belong in a vacuum devoid of other factors. While individuals remain responsible for their actions, the seminar
makes clear that modern technological environments systematically undermine the conditions required for

responsible agency.

This implies that responsibility must be understood ecologically: parents, educators, institutions, designers, and
policymakers all bear responsibility for the psychic environments they help to create by initial acts of stipulation
and maintain through frequent repetitions; that is, responsibility for not only themselves but for the effects their
actions have on others within the community. To place the burden entirely on individual self-control is both
unjust and ineffective—and even truncates the presented reach of that individual self-control, exercise of which

invariably affects the environment around the individual.
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2. Deliberate cultivation of non-technological habits

We must cultivate habits that resist technological mediation and/or total comprise—not because we need to
reject the technological but because we need to affect a rebalancing, a move away from the totalizing grasp of

technology. These include practicing:

e long sessions of reading without interruption (avoiding screens)

e practices of memorization (not mere rote repetition, but meaningful resolution)

e embodied skill acquisition (working with our hands in productive fashions allows “the mind to rest in
the body”)

e silence and sensory restraint (habitual overstimulation makes rest feel uneasy, abnormal—which is itself
very unnatural to the rhythm of being human)

o thoughtful conversations with others not distracted by environments of technological media, in which
real listening and careful speaking are the focal points of attention for all

e forms of attention that are not immediately productive (prolonged focused cognitive endurance is

needed for life’s most worthwhile goods—and also not to be consumed by the easiest or cheapest goods).

Such practices function as psychological counterweights to the technologically-saturated world, helping us to

restore proportion among faculties, rather than attempting to eliminate technology altogether.

3. Educational reform centered on attention and memory as necessary subordinate faculties

Education emerges as a central locus for taking communal responsibility. If technology primarily affects the
psyche through habituation, then education must concern itself not only with collocating and explicating the
most important objects of study, but with the formation of perceptual attention and memory as loci of habits
antecedent to any intellectual understanding. Instruction that merely integrates new technologies without regard
for their effects on our faculties of perception risks accelerating the very problems it seeks to solve. Contrariwise,
we need to observe the nature of human learning and adapt the methods to it—instead of, as has happened all

too often in the past century, trying to adapt human beings to new (often inhuman) methods.

4. Prudence rather than universal rules

The module explicitly rejects the possibility of a single quantitative standard for “healthy technology use”. What
is proportionate varies by individual temperament, vocation, and stage of life. The appropriate virtue here,
therefore, is prudence—not slavish compliance to protocols or universalized rules. We will return to this theme
again in later modules, but the proclivity to institute standardized measures for decision-making seems an
exercise in both cognitive laziness and moral deflection: by outsourcing our decision-making to extrinsic

standards, we avoid the onerous tasks of thinking and accepting responsibility.

True prudential virtue in the realm of technology, on the other hand, consists in the exercise of judgment
informed by self-knowledge and an honest assessment of how particular technologies affect one’s own
psychological balance—a knowledge and assessment best formed in community, through friendships whereby

our own selves can be better reflected back to us through mutual participation in a common good.
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[I. DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS

CENTRAL QUESTION
What is the relationship between technology and the human psyche, and how can we account for technology’s
formative power over attention, memory, desire, and self-control without reducing the human person to a

programmable mechanism?

PRINCIPAL BIBLIOGRAPHY
Readings:

e McLuhan 1964: Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, Part 1.
e Kemple 2026: “The Soul and the Machine: Thomistic Psychology and Technological Environments”.

ORIENTATION

Module 2 advances the seminar’s analysis of technology as something extrinsic (as instruments, systems, or
environments) by turning inward to the structure of the human psyche itself. The central claim developed across
the module is that many contemporary diagnoses of technological harm fail because they presuppose an
inadequate or distorted understanding of how human cognition, affection, and habit formation actually function,

and therefore fail to observe the most profound consequences of technology.

Rather than asking how technology influences behavior—a question all-too easily absorbed (or perhaps dissolved)
into behavioral psychology or social engineering—the module asks how technology intervenes in the formation
and deformation of faculties. This shift in inquiry moves us away from a mechanistic understanding of the human
person (as in a stimulus and response model, an as-yet dominant paradigmatic presupposition in much
psychological study) to one of willful habituation, proportionate operation of the faculties, and to how an

interior coherence of our faculties and their habits affects a proper orientation for living.

MAJOR FINDINGS
1. Technology operates primarily at the level of habit

A recurring theme of the module is that technology does not principally affect us by explicit persuasion to bad
individual choices. Instead, it modifies the conditions under which choice becomes possible or intelligible at all: that
is, how our options appear undergoes a semiotic constriction through the media by which they are presented.
This is why simple exhortations to “use technology wisely / responsibly” so often prove ineffective: by the time
conscious deliberation concerning technology use patterns is engaged (say, how we should regulate use of our
smartphones), the deeper consequences have already been established not at the mere level of individual actuals

but at the level of habit (with reflexive responses and patterns of thinking, for instance).

Drawing on Aristotelian-Thomistic faculty psychology, this module (and the seminar as a whole) emphasizes
that the psyche is not a thinking substance but rather the form of the whole person operating through an ordered

set of powers—sense-perceptual, appetitive, evaluative, retentive, and intellectual—whose proper functioning
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depends on their cooperative integration towards the common end of the person as a whole. Many technologies’
incorporations into our lives tend to bypass or subvert the highest intellectual operations by directly conditioning
perception, memory, and affective dispositions at a level below our ordinary conscious reflection. As a result,
technological influence is often experienced as compulsion or distraction rather than simply as a temptation—
we seem trapped, therefore, in an inescapable structure not so much because it ensnares us from without as it

hooks us within.

2. Extensions of faculty are often simultaneously amputations

Following Marshall McLuhan, the module attends to a paradox: namely, that every technological extension of
a human faculty entails a corresponding diminishment or neglect of that faculty’s natural operation. Tools that
extend memory reduce the need to remember; tools that extend perception reduce the need to attend; tools that
extend communication reduce the need to formulate thought internally before expression. While not every

extension is lethal to its corresponding faculty, most do result in a kind of atrophy.

This phenomenon—sometimes described in its extreme forms as “auto-amputation”—is not pathological in
itself. Writing, for example, undoubtedly weakens certain mnemonic capacities while enabling higher forms of
abstraction and cultural continuity. The difficulty arises when extensions proliferate without regard to the overall
ratio of faculties. The loss of a specific skill might be damaging, or it might not; but when we come to be
governed in accordance with a disproportionate ratio of our faculties and their respective operations, we

experience a profound suffering against the coherence of our psyches as a whole.

3. Technology profoundly affects our internal faculties of perception and judgment

A distinctive contribution of Module 2 is a recognition that modern technological environments affect memory
more deeply than sensation and more directly than the intellect. Drawing on Scholastic psychology, the seminar
distinguishes memory from mere storage of information. Memory is the faculty by which lived experience is
retained as environmentally meaningful, constituted by a relation of the self to the surrounding or environmental

world.

Digital technologies increasingly externalize this function, reducing memory to retrievable external data points
while eroding the internal retention of patterns, sequences, and especially of their significance for the individual
person. The result is not merely forgetfulness—that oft-recognized incapacity to recall phone numbers,
compared to the age before smartphones, for instance—but a weakening of familiarity itself: that is, we erode
our capacity to recognize situations as meaningful continuations of prior experience. This contributes to the

widely observed phenomena of disorientation, anxiety, and a sense of temporal flattening.

4. The medium shapes the psyche more profoundly than does the content

Taking seriously McLuhan’s thesis that “the medium is the message”, the seminar underscores that the
psychological effects of technology arise less from what is communicated than from Aow this communication
occurs. Speed, repetition, fragmentation, and sensory saturation condition our capacities for attention
independently of the ideological or informational content communicated, even as they may reinforce or attenuate

that conditioning.

DIFFICULTIES OF TECHNOLOGY | TECHNOLOGY AND THE PSYCHE | 7



HUMANITAS TECHNICA | LYCEUM INSTITUTE

This underlying conditional change helps us understand why even “good content” delivered through certain
media environments can produce deleterious effects, or is such that, at best, it most frequently fails to produce
good eftects, and especially /asting good effects. The issue is not one of truth versus falsity, but the form of
attentiveness required and rewarded by the functioning of the medium itself, with its subsequent effects upon

our habituation and modes of operation.

5. The psyche is not “programmable”—but it is sabituable

This module firmly rejects the increasingly common metaphor of the human being as hardware (brains) running
software (thoughts). While acknowledging that technological systems often behave as though humans were
programmable inputs, the module insists that this metaphor distorts the reality of psychic life.

Rather: human beings are not programmable, they are habituable. Habits cannot be rightly understood as
deterministic “scripts” or “applications” but rather are acquired dispositions that incline action while remaining
open to future revision, especially under the guidance of conscious and intentional intellectual judgments. In
the language of Scholasticism, they are ways of ho/ding. Among the principal dangers of technology is its ability
to exploit habituation—that is, for the technological environment to be what holds us, rather than us holding

ourselves—while being disguised as a neutral convenience.

KEY EXPLANATORY CLAIMS

1. Technological influence is primarily pre-reflective.
It conditions how objects appear to us before we judge them by fundamentally altering the media of
their appearance. This conditioning appears increasingly evident through social media and especially

the advent of Al-produced content.

2. Psychic harm results from disproportion.
Mere intensity of use does not, of itself, cause destructive effects upon our psychological structuring—
but oftentimes this intensity itself results in a disproportioning of our faculties and their operations,
whether the technology is one of digital media or of print. Failures to consider the resolution of our
technologically-mediated actions to the principles of our nature results in this disproportioning more

often than not.

3. Attention and memory are structurally linked.
Damage to one entails damage to the other; the fragmented structures of attention in the digital
environment particularly reveal how memorative capacity is undermined, especially in its function of
producing a coherent experience of life as a certain whole. Persons become increasingly fragmented in
their identity and subsequently impoverished in their control over the selective patterns that determine

their attention.

4. Anesthetization is as significant as overstimulation.
Numbness and apathetic disengagement are not the consequence of too little stimulation but rather

the consequent effects of its excess—a kind of anesthetization, that is, by deadening the “nerves”.
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Silence and rest are neglected elements of the natural human rhythm of life. Careful thinking can

occur only when stimulation is properly proportioned to the capacities of the human mind.

5. Self-control cannot be understood apart from environment.
Moral exhortation to live better without efforts aiming simultaneously at environmental reform is
insufficient. Though the principal driver of technological use is, now as always it has been, the
capacity for choice belonging to the individual, we cannot thrive in an environment structured
inimically to our natural good—an environment in which the understanding antecedently necessary to

choice suffers from the unconscious effects of media.

DIFFICULTIES OF TECHNOLOGY | TECHNOLOGY AND THE PSYCHE | 9



	Module 2 White Paper: Technology and the Psyche
	I. Normative Synthesis
	Theoretical Conclusions
	Practical Actions Indicated
	1. Reframing responsibility: from “individual willpower” to an ecology of good habits.
	2. Deliberate cultivation of non-technological habits
	3. Educational reform centered on attention and memory as necessary subordinate faculties
	4. Prudence rather than universal rules


	II. Descriptive Analysis
	Central Question
	Principal Bibliography
	Orientation
	Major Findings
	1. Technology operates primarily at the level of habit
	2. Extensions of faculty are often simultaneously amputations
	3. Technology profoundly affects our internal faculties of perception and judgment
	4. The medium shapes the psyche more profoundly than does the content
	5. The psyche is not “programmable”—but it is habituable

	Key Explanatory Claims



