
The Power of the Humanities in the Age of the
Algorithm
As we delve deeper into the digital age, the influence of algorithms and machine
learning continues to shape our lives in profound ways. These tools have
revolutionized industries, from finance to healthcare, by streamlining processes
and enabling us to make more informed decisions. However, in this era of data-
driven decision making, where does the role of the humanities fit in?

The humanities encompass a wide range of disciplines, including literature,
philosophy, history, and art. While algorithms excel at processing vast amounts of
information and identifying patterns, the humanities focus on understanding the
human experience, exploring emotions, and debating the complexities of
existence. Many may argue that these two worlds are inherently at odds, but in
reality, they are complementary forces that can work together to create a more
balanced and holistic society.

The Human Element

Algorithms are undoubtedly powerful tools, capable of analyzing massive
datasets at lightning speed. However, they lack the nuance and subjectivity that
humans bring to the equation. The humanities provide a unique perspective that
takes into account the complexities and contradictions of human nature.
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Consider the field of healthcare. Algorithms can efficiently analyze patient data to
identify potential diagnoses and treatment plans. However, they may overlook
important contextual factors that contribute to a person's overall well-being. The
humanities help us explore the social determinants of health, such as
socioeconomic status, race, and gender, revealing the structural factors that
impact individuals and communities. By combining the analytical power of
algorithms with the empathy and critical thinking of the humanities, healthcare
professionals can provide more personalized and effective care.

Uncovering Hidden Biases

One of the challenges of algorithms is their potential to perpetuate biases that
exist in society. Machine learning algorithms are trained on historical data, which
can inadvertently encode discriminatory patterns. For example, a hiring algorithm
may favor male candidates over equally qualified female applicants due to
historical imbalances in the workforce.

The humanities play a crucial role in unpacking these biases and questioning the
assumptions that underpin algorithms. By critically examining the ethical
implications of algorithmic decision making, we can work towards mitigating
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discrimination and promoting fairness. The humanities encourage us to consider
the diverse perspectives and experiences that may be overlooked in an
algorithmic world.

The Art of Interpretation

Algorithms excel at finding patterns and drawing s based on predefined
parameters. However, they lack the human ability to interpret symbols,
metaphors, and other artistic expressions. The humanities are deeply rooted in
interpretation, exploring the layers of meaning and the intricate ways in which
humans communicate.

Art, literature, and music have the power to elicit emotions and provoke thought in
ways that algorithms cannot. They allow us to tap into our collective
consciousness and connect with shared human experiences. The humanities
give us the tools to appreciate the beauty and complexity of human expression,
fostering creativity and empathy.

The Need for a Balanced Approach

While algorithms are undoubtedly transforming industries and enhancing our lives
in many ways, it is essential to maintain a balance. The humanities remind us of
the importance of human connection, values, and ethics in an increasingly
automated world.

By integrating the power of the humanities into algorithmic decision making, we
can ensure that technology serves us rather than controlling us. The humanities
provide the context and critical thinking needed to navigate the ethical challenges
brought about by algorithms. They demand that we question, reflect, and
consider the impact of our choices on individuals and society as a whole.



In the age of the algorithm, the humanities are more important than ever. They
bring a humanistic perspective to the data-driven world we live in, reminding us of
the values and complexities that make us human. By embracing the power of the
humanities, we can harness the potential of algorithms while preserving our
humanity.
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Based on his work at some of the world's largest companies, including Ford,
Adidas, and Chanel, Christian Madsbjerg's Sensemaking is a provocative stand
against the tyranny of big data and scientism, and an urgent, overdue defense of
human intelligence.

Humans have become subservient to algorithms. Every day brings a new
Moneyball fix--a math whiz who will crack open an industry with clean fact-based
analysis rather than human intuition and experience. As a result, we have
stopped thinking. Machines do it for us.

Christian Madsbjerg argues that our fixation with data often masks stunning
deficiencies, and the risks for humankind are enormous. Blind devotion to number
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crunching imperils our businesses, our educations, our governments, and our life
savings. Too many companies have lost touch with the humanity of their
customers, while marginalizing workers with liberal arts-based skills. Contrary to
popular thinking, Madsbjerg shows how many of today's biggest success stories
stem not from "quant" thinking but from deep, nuanced engagement with culture,
language, and history. He calls his method sensemaking.

In this landmark book, Madsbjerg lays out five principles for how business
leaders, entrepreneurs, and individuals can use it to solve their thorniest
problems. He profiles companies using sensemaking to connect with new
customers, and takes readers inside the work process of sensemaking
"connoisseurs" like investor George Soros, architect Bjarke Ingels, and others.

Both practical and philosophical, Sensemaking is a powerful rejoinder to
corporate groupthink and an indispensable resource for leaders and innovators
who want to stand out from the pack.
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