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If you find yourself reading the first paragraph of this book review and only scanning the rest of it, Nicholas Carr, author of “The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to Our Brains”, has a perfectly sound explanation.  The anatomy and biochemistry of your brain have changed since the inception of the internet.  As a regular internet user, your ability for deep reading and concentration has declined.  Your brain is no longer focused and undistracted when you read.  Then again, you are likely to have an enhanced capacity for problem solving and decision making.  
Carr’s main thesis in this book centers on the internet’s impact on cognition and thinking, but his book also extends beyond the effects of this specific technology.  He takes the reader on an excursion of technological changes through human history from preliterate societies to the present day.  The reader receives an interesting evolutionary lesson about the alphabet’s role in shaping language, the transition from oral histories to the written word, the introduction of the printing press, and the cognitive impact of tools such as maps and clocks.  While such tools may rightly be perceived as having practical benefits, Carr asserts that they have also altered our thought processes.  Maps, for instance, have enabled individuals to move from an ego-centric perception of their immediate environment to a capacity for abstract thinking and an understanding of how unseen forces affect their surroundings and existence.  Similarly, clocks have altered conceptions about time, once viewed as a continuous cyclical flow in agrarian times to a series of precisely defined units of measurement.  He contends changes such as these are beyond our control, and once they have been widely adopted, they control cognitive processes and also modify anatomical and biochemical processes in the human brain.  
Each chapter introduces an abundance of scientific evidence that indicates the human brain undergoes structural alterations in correspondence to the adoption of new tools.  Early chapters offer evidence of neuroplasticity, suggesting that the human brain is a function of nurture and capable of changing neural circuits throughout human life rather than being genetically determined.  Along with other technologies that change how we think and behave, this book provides support for the idea that the internet has shaped our behavior and thought processes.  When we engage in repetition of some activity or when we repeat some type of mental activity, the circuits in our brain strengthen.  When we stop engaging in certain behaviors, other circuits shut down.  Those who lose one of their senses, such as vision or hearing, find that the neurological circuits in the brain readjust to heighten other senses and compensate for the lost sense. In other words, we have what is referred to as neuroplastic brains.
Regular use of the internet has numerous reported effects. Perhaps most interesting is that the internet commands our attention while simultaneously scattering it.  Our attention becomes shallow, working memory tends to go into cognitive overload, and the hyperlinks embedded in the technology reduce comprehension and retention.  Information recall becomes more superficial with regular internet use, memorization declines, and the capacity for deep concentration, contemplation and empathize is diminished.  Carr cites his own struggle to finish writing this book as a case in point.  He notes that he experienced great difficulty turning off the internet technology in order to complete his manuscript.  My own experience in reading this book to the end was riddled with regular email and internet interruptions.  Does this suggest that my brain has changed and I am no longer as adept at concentrating, thinking deeply and recalling facts?  Perhaps it has since I had to read the book twice in order to write this brief review.  If memory serves, it was a great book to read.
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