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 “When it is dark enough, you can see the stars.”     

 Ralph Waldo Emerson 

As behavioral economists have demonstrated time 

and again, our mind can be easily fooled by our own 

senses and emotions.  Machines, on the other hand, 

can be much more efficient, and vastly superior to 

humans at processing information and taking swift 

actions.  In light of our sensory and cognitive 

limitations, and aided by the growing confidence that 

we have in technology, there is no question that 

humans are becoming increasingly more reliant on 

digital data processing for making critical decisions.  

While there are obvious near- term benefits from this 

trend, the longer-term implications are not as clear.  
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That algorithms cannot really think is not so much the 

problem, as is what happens when critical thinking 

becomes impossible without algorithms.  Sometimes, 

as the Ralph Waldo Emerson quote suggests, too 

much data can hide the bigger picture.   

For thousands of years, humans have synthesized a 

reasonable sense of reality based on a relatively 

limited data feed.  Our biology is such that our 

sensory organs are quite limited, and very selective, 

in the data that they feed to our brains.  Indeed, the 

electromagnetic spectrum alone is 10 million times 

larger than the portion that is visible to us.  Bees, for 

instance, have much more powerful eyes than 

humans.  Their compound eyes allow them to see 

colored electromagnetic fields well into the ultraviolet 

spectrum, which humans can’t.  However, if we were 

given a bee’s eyes, or a dog’s nose, or a bat’s ears, it 

might just make it harder to focus.  

In Homo Deus: A brief History of Tomorrow, historian 

Yuval Noah Harari claims that technology may be 

impairing our ability to rely on our own senses.1  He 

gives the example of our sense of smell, which has 

lost much of its usefulness since the Stone Age.  

Whereas a hunter-gather’s life depended on smell, the 

humans of today are more often bothered, than 

saved, by their noses.  “Modern humanity,” Harari 

observes, “is sick with FOMO – Fear Of Missing Out – 

and though we have more choices than ever before, 

we have lost the ability to really pay attention to 
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whatever we choose.”  The implication is that while 

we may be able to upgrade our brain by use of ever 

more sophisticated sensors and data processing 

algorithms, this sort of progress may ultimately 

represent a downgrade of the human race.  “As any 

farmer knows,” he writes, “it’s usually the brightest 

goat in the herd that stirs up the most trouble, which 

is why the Agricultural Revolution involved 

downgrading animal’s mental abilities.  The second 

cognitive revolution, dreamed up by techno-

humanists, might do the same to us, producing 

human cogs who communicate and process data far 

more effectively than ever before, but who can barely 

pay attention, dream, or doubt.”  Harari’s thesis is 

that humankind will ultimately morph into a single 

data processing system, which he calls the Internet-of-

All-Things. “Once this mission is accomplished,” he 

concludes, “Homo Sapiens will vanish.” 

While Harari’s techno-theories might ring as extreme, 

his book offers important insights about the tendency 

for technology to take over our lives.  He provides the 

example of Waze, the GPS-based navigation app, to 

illustrate how a powerful algorithm can go from 

being an all-knowing oracle to becoming a self-

controlling sovereign.  The Waze algorithm uses real-

time traffic updates from millions of connected users 

in order to bring you to your destination through the 

quickest possible route.  The better the technology 

works, the more users learn to trust it.  With time and 

experience, this trust evolves to the point where users 
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begin to depend on it blindly.  However, as Harari 

warns, “when everybody uses the same oracle, and 

everybody believes the oracle, the oracle turns into a 

sovereign.”  If there is a traffic jam in one route, for 

instance, Waze cannot simply tell all the trusting 

users to take the alternative route, because then that 

route too will become jammed.  Waze must think for 

itself, and perhaps instruct only some drivers to take 

the alternative route while keeping the information 

secret from the rest. As algorithms become 

increasingly tasked with deciding who gets what 

information and when, Harari fears that “the 

individual will transpire to be nothing but a religious 

fantasy.” 

Harari is not alone in worrying about technology.  In 

his book, Thank You for Being Late: An Optimistic Guide 

to Thriving in the Age of Accelerations, journalist 

Thomas Friedman warns that we have no alternative 

but to embrace the exponential pace of change that 

technology engenders.2  Friedman applies the 

popular analogies of bike riding and kayaking to the 

problem.  The slower you go, the more vulnerable 

you are to losing your stability.  “The only way to 

steer,” he claims, “is to paddle as fast or faster than 

the rate of change in technology, globalization, and 

the environment.”  Indeed, a December 2015 study by 

McKinsey Global Institute, titled Digital America:  A 

tale of the haves and have-mores, found that the 

companies and individuals with the most 

sophisticated digital skills are expanding their lead 
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over the rest of the economy at an accelerating pace.3  

Friedman argues that this same phenomenon is 

playing out on a global basis.  “When Moore’s law 

and globalization accelerate at their current rates and 

your country falls behind on education and 

infrastructure,” he claims, “it falls behind at an 

accelerating rate as well.”   

In summary, while the hastened pace of technological 

change has both positive and negative implications, 

denying the trend does not appear to be a viable 

option.  That said, the ability of technology to 

augment our senses and to help us with critical 

decisions might involve tradeoffs that are not always 

worth taking.  In order to weigh these tradeoffs 

against their potential benefits, the onus is on us to 

think critically, and to focus on staying in control.  As 

Warren Buffett has said about markets, technology 

too “must remain our servant, not our guide.”    
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