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collects through its search engine and other sites, it carries out thousands of experiments a day,
according to the Harvard Business Review, and it uses the results to refine the algorithms that
increasingly control how people find information and extract meaning from it. What Taylor
did for the work of the hand, Google is doing for the work of the mind.

The company has declared that its mission is “to organize the world’s information and
make it universally accessible and useful.” It seeks to develop “the perfect search engine,” which
it defines as something that “understands exactly what you mean and gives you back exactly
what you want.” In Google’s view, information is a kind of commodity, a utilitarian resource
that can be mined and processed with industrial efficiency. The more pieces of information we

can “access and the faster we can extract their gist, the more productive we become as thinkers.

Where does it end? Sergey Brin and Larry Page, the gifted young men who founded
Google while pursuing doctoral degrees in computer science at Stanford, speak frequently of
their desire to turn their search engine into an artificial intelligence, a HAL-like machine that
might be connected directly to our brains. “The ultimate search engine is something as smart as
people—or smarter,” Page said in a speech a few years back. “For us, working on search is a way
to work on artificial intelligence.” In a 2004 interview with Newsweek, Brin said, “Cerrtainly if
you had all the world’s information directly attached to your brain, or an artificial brain that
was smarter than your brain, youd be better off.” Last year, Page told a convention of scientists
that Google is “really trying to build artificial intelligence and to do it on a large scale.”

Such an ambition is a natural one, even an admirable one, for a pair of math whizzes with
vast quantities of cash at their disposal and a small army of computer scientists in their employ.
A fundamentally scientific enterprise, Google is motivated by a desire to use technology, in Eric
Schmidt’s words, “to solve problems that have never been solved before,” and artificial intelligence
is the hardest problem out there. Why wouldn't Brin and Page want to be the ones to crack it?

Still, their easy assumption that wed all “be better oft” if our brains were supplemented,
or even replaced, by an artificial intelligence is unsettling. It suggests a belief that intelligence is
the output of a mechanical process, a series of discrete steps that can be isolated, measured, and
optimized. In Google’s world, the world we enter when we go online, there’s little place for the
fuzziness of contemplation. Ambiguity is not an opening for insight but a bug to be fixed. The
human brain is just an outdated computer that needs a faster processor and a bigger hard drive.

The idea that our minds should operate as high-speed data-processing machines is not
only built into the workings of the Internet, it is the network’s reigning business model as
well. The faster we surf across the Web—the more links we click and pages we view—the
more opportunities Google and other companies gain to collect information about us and to
feed us advertisements. Most of the proprietors of the commercial Internet have a financial
stake in collecting the crumbs of data we leave behind as we flit from link to link—the more
crumbs, the better. The last thing these companies want is to encourage leisurely reading or
slow, concentrated thought. It’s in their economic interest to drive us to distraction.

Maybe I'm just a worrywart. Just as there’s a tendency to glorify technological prog-
ress, there’s a countertendency to expect the worst of every new tool or machine. In Platos



