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Greater Swaths of Existence 

Some scholars believe that the driving force behind our evolution is in fact not solely 

survival and reproduction, but also the need to connect. They believe our species is continuously 

seeking to broaden and deepen mutual connections in order to transcend ourselves. Author Edith 

Cobbs explained it beautifully when she wrote: 

 

 “The need to extend the self in time and space- the need to create in order to live, 

to breathe, and to be – precedes, indeed, of necessity exceeds, the need for self-

reproduction as a personal survival function “ ( as quoted in Rifkin, 2009; 40).   

 

We achieve transcendence through technology, which is an extension of our human 

minds; an embodiment for our ideas. With the emergence of language, our most influential 

technology, our minds were finally freed from limitations (Kelly, 2010; 37,44). Language 

enabled the extension of human social networks and complex social environments.  A new 

school of neurocognitive scientist now believe language developed as an outlet for empathetic 

expression (Rifkin, 2009; 96) which then gave way to other technologies, further enhancing our 

empathetic extensions. Currently we are living through the most effective of these technologies 

with the digital form. The internet is allowing for global interconnection, granting us the ability 

to access information and each other at a quicker pace and a greater volume than ever before.  

Technology has been present in our lives since the Paleolithic ages, working as an 

extension of our physical, and most recently, our mental limitations (Kelly, 2010; 37). As 

technology advances, so do our civilizations, bringing people together, heightening our 

empathetic sensitivity and expanding our collective consciousness (Rifkin, 2009; 2). The final 
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stage of our technology will be artificial intelligence, as many believe this might very well be 

our final creation. This paper will aim to define the importance of empathy within the 

development of our technology and the role it inhabits in our biology. It will explain how digital 

technology when used for the abilitation of empathy, allows us to profit both individually and as 

a species.  

 

The term technology has been subject to various interpretations.  In his book 

Understanding Media: The Extension of Man, media theorist Marshall McLuhan referred to 

technology as both the medium and the media. The medium is defined as “any extension of 

ourselves," while the media is that which “shapes and controls the scale and form of human 

association and action” (McLuhan, 1964: 19-20). Author Kevin Kelly shares a similar opinion 

when describing the technium, a word he coined to define the “greater, global massively 

interconnected system of technology.” Technium includes hardware, culture, art as well as social 

and intellectual institutions (Kelly, 2010;11-12).  Sociologist Daniel Bell had a more explicit 

interpretation. He referred to the tools we adopt to broaden our mental capacities as intellectual 

technologies. These technologies arguably have the greatest continuing influence on the way we 

think (Carr, 2010; 44-45). Despite all terminologies, technology is understood to be the tools we 

use as amplifications of our human capabilities; whether physical or mental, these are extensions 

of ourselves. Technology is deeply rooted in our humanity and allows us to expand on it, as 

anthropologist Amber Case points out, “technology ends up being more human than technology, 

because we're co-creating each other all the time” (Case, 2010). 

 

Recent studies in evolutionary biology and neurocognitive science reveal humans to be 
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Homo empathicus, which means we are biologically predisposed to be empathetic (Rifkin, 

2010). In the simplest terms, empathy is the ability to imaginatively step into the perspective of 

another, to perceive their emotion, and use that understanding to guide our actions (Krznaric, 

2014; X). There are two kinds of empathy; perspective-taking, which is often referred to as 

cognitive empathy, and affective empathy which is a shared emotional response 

(Krznaric,2014;10). 

Studies have found that empathetic expression subtly manifests itself through the 

development of self-consciousness, selfhood and social integration (Rifkin, 2009;106). As we 

mature from infancy to adulthood, our predisposition for empathetic engagement manifests and 

works as an emotional and cognitive foundation. The development of empathy in a child can be 

broken down into five stages. The first stage is mimicry. Findings show that after birth infants 

begin mimicking facial gesture features and continue to do so throughout life. Imitation is not 

limited to facial expression; humans also mimic accents, tones of voice, speech rhythms and 

posture (Rifkin, 2009; 111-12). We mimic not only physically but emotionally as well. The 

second stage is classic conditioning, followed by direct association which occurs when anothers’ 

predicament invokes similar past experiences and emotions in the observers’ memory. These 

first three stages are preverbal, automatic and involuntary (Rifkin, 2009; 110-15). They aid in 

highlighting the biological predisposition of human empathetic expression that begins at birth. 

The next two stages allow for mature empathy to be expressed through the use of language and 

cognitive development. These stages are mediated association and role-taking. In mediated 

association, the emotional situation of the other is communicated through language. In the fifth 

stage, perspective-taking requires a high level of cognitive processing as one imagines what it 

might be like to be in another persons’ position (Rifkin; 2009; 116).  
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 As a child moves from one stage to the next, he becomes increasingly versed in 

empathetic expression, which in turn allows for increasing self-awareness and consciousness 

(Rifkin, 2009; 110-111). Those who research empathy believe it does not culminate until one has 

made a decision about what to do with one's aroused empathic feelings and thoughts (Gerdes, 

2011). Others, such as social theorist Jeremy Rifkin, believe empathy does not fully mature until 

one has the ability to experience an entire group of people or species’ affliction as one’s own. 

Only then can empathy become universal, leading towards a universal consciousness (Rifkin, 

2009; 127-218). Our empathetic skills emphasize the tolerance of different perspectives and steer 

us in a direction free from judgment. They allow us to think in terms of complex layers, forcing 

us to live within a context of uncertain realities, ones which lack simple formulas and 

explanations. Through these ambiguous realities we search for a shared meaning and common 

understanding (Rifkin, 2009; 15-16). 

 

Although it has always been known that human beings are social animals, it was not until 

the discovery of mirror neurons that biologists were finally able to explore the mechanics 

explaining why (Rifkin, 2009; 2). Mirror neurons are ‘a type of brain cells that respond equally 

when we perform an action and when we witness someone else perform the same 

action’(Winerman,2005). They make emotions contagious, allowing us to digest the feelings we 

see, helping us get in sync and follow what’s going on in our surroundings ( Goleman; 2006,42).  

The detection of these empathetic neurons has sparked much debate over the nature of our 

human evolution. Harvard biologist Edward O. Wilson argues human beings have a genetic 

predisposition towards empathetic action and feelings (Rifkin, 2009; 14). 
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 Mirror neurons are the foundation of our cultures’ evolution. They are crucial to the way 

we learn, their revelation helped explain how as children we ‘acquire mastery simply by 

watching, etching into our brains a repertoire for emotion and behavior and understanding how 

the world works’ (Goleman, 2007; 42).  UCLA psychologist Patricia Greenfield states (quoted in 

Rifkin 2009:86) that “mirror neurons absorb culture directly, with each generation teaching the 

next by social sharing, imitation and observation.” In order to create social bonds, social species 

like our own needed basic empathetic sensibilities, we required the ability to read others’ 

intentions and feelings (Rifkin, 2009; 92-93). Continual empathetic response is the social glue 

that allows for increasingly complex societies as society requires sociability and being social 

requires empathy (Rifkin, 2009;42).  

Research is seeing an increasing interest in the role mirror neurons play towards social 

development, giving way to further inquiry in regards to the origin and development of language. 

Animal behaviorists believe language to be a sophisticated mechanism used for communicating 

empathetic expression and possibly initially evolved in primates through exercising hand 

movements (Rifkin, 2009; 96). Neuroscientist Michael Arbib’s Mirror System Hypothesis traces 

language development back to our primal ancestors’ neural mechanisms, which supports 

imitation of hand movements. His hypothesis argues that our imitation enriched mirror system 

enabled human societies to achieve human languages in its present day form (Arbib, 2000). 

Primatologists’ continued research on chimpanzees suggests that at the root of their 

communication lies a growing form of empathy. Dutch primatologist Fans de Waal states 

“empathy [in primates] is the original, pre-linguistic form of inter-individual linkage that only 

secondarily has come under the influence of language and culture” ( as quoted in Rifkin, 2009; 
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97).  Biologically speaking, our empathetic impulse is what cultivates communication; it is the 

mechanism we use for empathetic expression.  

Our understanding of others’ behaviors and feelings heightened with the evolution of 

communication from gestures to protosigns to protolanguage and finally to human speech, 

thereby furthering our empathetic connection (Rifkin, 2009; 99). Language was undoubtedly the 

technological evolution which most greatly influenced our species, as it allowed for the storage 

of information in a memory larger than that of one single individual and their lifespan. Writing 

and the printed press served to expand the organization of knowledge and subsequently gave way 

to the development of other technologies which further increased our ability to classify 

information. The formulation of devices such as dictionaries, maps and journals served to extend 

language and heighten our consciousness (Kelly, 2009; 47-48).  These communication tools 

enhanced our ability to think outside ourselves and see the world in abstract ways (Carr, 2010; 

75).   

  Literature, photography, films, and other forms of communicative storytelling have 

always had the ability to transport us into lives and perspectives vastly different from our own. 

This kind of exposure inspires empathy; a person does not need to physically inhabit a 

character’s experience in order to understand what they went through or how they felt. Film is 

arguably the form of storytelling most affective at placing the viewer into another’s point of 

view. It is undoubtedly an incredible medium as it allows us to feel empathy for people that are 

very different from us and that inhabit worlds completely foreign from our own.  

The last few decades have seen cinema evolve from silent, grainy, black and white 

pictures to its’ modern high quality definition. Today, cutting edge technology is giving way to a 

new form of storytelling with the development of 360°cameras and virtual reality headsets. The 
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medium’s champions, which range from tech entrepreneurs like Mark Zuckerberg and 

filmmakers such as Chris Milk, claim it to be a transformative experience, as it allows the 

viewers to engage with the characters and environments in a way unlike any other medium has 

before (Chafkin, 2015). 

All mediums are frames into another world (televisions, phones, computers); whose 

screens allow us to see outside ourselves. Virtual reality is breaking down the barriers of the 

traditional cinematic frame, attempting to enhance their point of view immersion by making the 

viewer an inhabitant of that world (Milk,2015). An extensive perspective of reality is 

accomplished by using 3D cameras and building a sphere of a world the viewer inhabits. Though 

it is a machine, VR allows the user to feel as if they are really in the story; it is an experiential 

medium. The richer the exposure, the greater the probability that an individual will see 

themselves in the struggle of others thereby extending empathetic awareness (Rifkin, 2009; 41).  

The future of tech lies in immersive 3-D experiences. Companies such as Facebook, 

Google, Sony and Microsoft are well on their way to commercializing virtual reality headsets. 

Silicon Valley and Hollywood seem to be in agreement; virtual realities are the future of 

storytelling. Zuckerberg believes “eventually we’re going to have technology where we can 

communicate our full sensory experience and emotions to someone through thought” ( Chafkin, 

2015).  Technological advancements such as VR attempt to increase empathetic sensitivities with 

deeper and more inclusively domains of reality.  

Today, we are experiencing the latest evolution in information organization through 

digital automations. Digital technology incorporates most of our intellectual technologies such as 

the typewriter, maps, printing press, telephone, post office, libraries, radio and television ( Carr, 

2010:83). Our smart phones and tablets make it possible for us to hold entire worlds in our 
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pockets. We can connect to everyone we know, and even those we don’t, through the tip of our 

fingers. Social networks, chat rooms, podcasts as well as other forms of online culture have 

opened up new gateways for empathy, allowing us to connect with countless others around the 

world (Krznaric, 2014; 131-32). One does not need to leave the comfort of his or her own home, 

let alone leave the couch, in order to experience others’ plight or joy. As Rikfin points out, “at 

every stage of our social evolution, the primary task of communications has been to expand the 

empathetic domain” (Rifkin, 2009; 102). At the core of the development of language and of our 

communication technology is empathy; it is the silent generating force behind all we do, all we 

are.  All our technological advances serve little to no purpose if they do not generate empathetic 

action or on the contrary, desensitize it. 

Proof of our increasing empathetic extension can be seen in the changing attitudes and 

perceptions towards populations that were once considered inferior, such as attitudes and 

perceptions towards religious and ethnic minorities, women, people of color, homosexuals, 

bisexuals and most recently the transgender community (Rifkin, 2009; 2). In its respective times, 

print and now digital communication technology has served as an influential channel 

championing the development of empathy.  Many aim to use these channels in order to promote 

change. In January 2015, Chris Milk took a VR film of a Syrian refugee girl in a Jordan camp to 

the World Economic Forum in Davos where it was shown to Asian and international leaders. The 

aim was to provide those whose decisions directly affect millions with an intimate and fresh 

perspective at life within a refugee camp. It is with actions like these that people such as Milk are 

utilizing digital technological advances in an attempt to further inspire empathetic action (Milk, 

2015). 

Empathetic actions can be seen in equally small and large scales. In the last few years, we 
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have witnessed global interconnections of people coming together in an outpouring of 

compassion and concern whenever natural disasters have struck. We have left our differences 

aside in order to help our fellow man. A clear example was in December 26, 2004, when a killer 

tsunami struck Asian and East African coastlines, killing over 225,000 people and leaving 

millions homeless without basic survival supplies. Instant videos where shot and posted online 

within a matter of hours. Overnight, internet sites became chatrooms and allowed the victims’ 

families access to information regarding their loved ones. The internet functioned as a global 

organization site allowing for the coordination of relief missions and gathering of aid. Raw 

footage of the event and its victims, particularly first hand accounts of certain individuals, 

evoked an enormous emotional response (Rifkin, 2009; 427).  

We saw similar empathetic extensions on January 10, 2010, when a 7.0 Mw earthquake 

hit Haiti, causing immense damage and devastation. Within an hour, people began to tweet about 

the event and within two hours, Youtube videos of the wreckage and individual synopses where 

being uploaded. After three hours, humanity was coming together, sending relief to the country 

in need (Rifkin, 2010). This is one of the many cases in which the internet has allowed for an 

immediate mass spread of information, generating an equally immediate empathetic response.  

 

 Complex technological evolutions bring about equally complex interdependent social 

arrangements, altering our collective consciousness. The emergence of digital communications 

has generated a new psychological cognizance (Rifkin, 2010). We know this is possible because 
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neuroplasticity1 has proven our mind’s ability to be restructured. Though it was once thought that 

our brains were static, we now know the brain is constantly restructuring itself as it responds to 

our experiences and our behaviors. British biologist William James was the first to hint at the 

brain’s adaptability in his book Principles of Psychology. In it he argued the “nervous tissue 

seems endowed with a very extraordinary degree of plasticity”. Both outward forces and inward 

tensions can alter its form (Carr, 2010; 21). “Neuroplasticity is not only possible, but it is also 

constantly in action; it is the way we adapt to ever changing conditions, learn new facts and 

develop new skills” (Mark Hallet as quoted in Carr, 2010; 31).  

Digital technology equally expands and numbs parts of our brain. Systems such as the 

network computer work as influential neural amplifiers. The computer enhances our central 

nervous systems’ processing capabilities, thereby reshaping it (Carr, 2010; 213). One of the 

reasons our digital technologies have such a high impact on the restructuring of our nervous 

systems has much to do with evolutionary social instincts imbedded into our brains. Findings 

show our brains consist of a series of mechanisms which enable us to interpret what others are 

thinking and feeling. Neuroimaging studies have shown that the brain contains three highly 

active regions—one in the prefrontal cortex, another in the parietal cortex and the third at the 

intersection of the parietal cortex and temporal cortices. The purpose of these regions is to 

understand what goes on in other peoples’ minds. These regions encompass what we now know 

to be the mirror system (Brockman, 2009; 84- 85). They are the reason why we tend to ‘attribute 

human characteristics to our computers and computer characteristics to ourselves’ (Carr, 2010; 

                                                
1 Neuroplasticity: The brain's ability to reorganize itself by forming new neural connections throughout life. 
Neuroplasticity allows the neurons (nerve cells) in the brain to compensate for injury and disease and to adjust their 
activities in response to new situations or to changes in their environment. 
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213).  

The irony regarding our digital technology is the undeniable fact that as much as they 

serve to connect us, they also have the ability to alienate us, working as “autoamputations” 

(McLuhan, 1964;86). Those tools which heighten our intellectual minds can also numb the parts 

of our brains used for reason, perception, memory and most importantly emotion (Carr, 2010; 

211). Evidence shows that the cells of our brains can develop and grow bigger with use as well 

as degenerate with disuse (Carr, 2010; 2). Exposure and observation of another’s plight is a clear 

example of the brain’s development and degeneration.  Studies show that people tend to 

empathize with individual tragedies since that identification means they are more likely to lend a 

helping hand. However, overexposure of others’ suffering can cause desensitization and may 

become a type of ‘voyeuristic entertainment’ (Rifkin, 2009; 428).  

 

Presently, we cannot discuss technology with out mentioning our potentially most 

advanced technology, artificial intelligence (A.I.). Artificial intelligence is undoubtedly an 

evolution of ourselves. As is true of any other technology, it is an amplification of our human 

capabilities, extending far beyond our biological limitations. We have harnessed AI towards the 

development of robots which we have created in our own image. In them we attempt to mimic 

our humanity physically, intellectually and emotionally. The latter is where A.I. development 

seems to lag and is a characteristic many doubt even possible to emulate. The question whether 

we recreate emotions artificially brings about another bigger question: if we are able to create 

emotions in A.I., how do we know they are real? Can A.I.s genuinely develop consciousness?  

The field of artificial consciousness (AC) aims to define that “which would have to be 

synthesized were consciousness to be found in an engineered artifact" (Aleksander, 1995). Some 
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neuroscientists consider consciousness to be achieved by the interoperation of different 

components of the brain, called the neural correlates of consciousness (NCC) (Mormann, 2007).  

This phenomenon refuses to be subjected to science, and the question of AC has been prevalent 

amongst philosophers and theorists. There are many philosophers who argue over qualia, the 

inherent qualitative properties of experiences which are directly applicable to introspection 

(Tye,1997). Cases for or against it often come in the form of thought experiments. One of the most 

well known of these experiments was proposed by Austrian philosopher Frank Jackson in 1982. 

The experiment, called the knowledge argument, better known as Mary’s room, argues 

against physicalism2. The hypothetical exercise involves a scientist, Mary, who lives in a black 

and white room and knows everything there is to know about the science of color, but has 

never actually experienced color. The inquiry being: once Mary leaves the black and white room 

and experiences color, does she learn anything new? Physicalists, materialist and A.I. experts argue 

there is nothing Mary does not know; however, the counter argument is that there is nothing in her 

science that can provide her with any basis for what it will be like seeing the actual color, qualia 

(Nida-Rümelin, 2002). ({There are many criticism and counter experiments to Mary’s room, 

however for the intent of this essay have chosen not to further expand on these theories.}) 

There is much debate over qualia in artificial intelligence and consciousness. Advocates 

of AC believe it is possible to design machines that can mimic NCC interoperation. Many argue 

there is no way to prove qualia does or does not exist in these machines. To this day, 

                                                
2 Physicalism is the philosophical position that everything which exists is no more extensive than 
its physical properties, and that the only existing substance is physical. Therefore, it argues, the 
mind is a purely physical construct, and will eventually be explained entirely by physical theory, 
as it continues to evolve. With the huge strides in science in the 20th Century (especially in 
atomic theory, evolution, neuroscience and computer technology), Physicalism of various types 
has become the dominant doctrine in the mind/body argument. 
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consciousness continues to be one of the final frontiers in modern science since it seems we can 

never truly know if it exists or can actually be developed in A.I.  

Regardless of the existence of consciousness, A.I. is rapidly evolving with the emergence 

of new technology and increased understanding of how the brain functions. Swedish philosopher 

Nick Bostrom argues ‘a paradigm shift has taken place in the field of artificial intelligence’. It is 

no longer limited to putting commands into boxes and programming them for specific purpose. 

Today, the field of A.I. is focused on machine learning, creating algorithms, generally from raw 

perceptual data. In this way, A.I. learns the same way an infant does and results in an A.I that is 

not limited to one domain ( Bostrom, 2015).   

Although A.I currently is nowhere near having the same cross-domain learning and 

planning abilities humans have, A.I. experts believe that by the year 2040 or 2050 there will be a 

50 percent probability that human-level machine intelligence will have been reached.  While this 

may happen much sooner or much later than predicted, it is no longer a question of how or if, 

rather of when machines will reach human-level intelligence (Bostrom, 2015).  

Unlike humans, A.I. is not limited by biology. Computer signals travel at the speed of 

light, unlike biological neurons which fire at around 200 hertz, 200 times a second. Although 

artificial intelligence began at zero, it will undoubtedly surpass our own. Bostrom believes ‘once 

there is super intelligence, the fate of humanity depends on what the super intelligence does’. 

Machine intelligence will be the last technology we will ever have to create since these machines 

will be better, faster and more efficient at inventing than humanly possible (Bostom, 2015). 

If consciousness and empathy is a trait that develops in children and machines are now 

able to learn in the same way children do, then arguably they too could develop consciousness 

and empathy alike. Research also suggests ‘a baby can begin to empathize with another’s 
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feelings before he has experienced that feeling himself’ (Rifkin, 2009; 113), therefore one could 

contend the same applies for machines. What then separates our consciousness and empathy 

from theirs?   

       In the case for technological determinists, some believe technology is outside of 

man’s control, as we have no restraints over it. They argue technology is primarily responsible 

for the course of human history. On the other end of the spectrum are the instrumentalists who 

believe technologies to be neutral artifacts, simple instruments used to achieve our goals. Both 

sides have valid arguments; however, neither opinions are entirely wrong, nor are they entirely 

correct. What can be agreed upon is that major technological advances have greatly steered the 

course for human civilization and will continue to do so throughout our time. (Carr, 2010; 46-

48). As Kelly points out “as fast as we remake our tools, we remake ourselves. We are 

coevolving with our technology” (Kelly, 2010: 37).  

Technologies are neither good nor bad; the only real threat is not recognizing their effects 

on our societies (McLuhan, 1964;31). They undoubtedly exert immense influences on the 

development of our species, echoing author Nicholas Carr’s argument that “ a popular medium 

molds what we see and how we see it- and eventually, if we use it enough, it changes who we 

are, as individuals and as a society” (Carr, 2010; 3). We have seen such changes happen within 

our lifetime. The rapid progression of our digital technologies has caused phenomena such as 

“Google Effect” often referred to as ‘digital amnesia’. Internet search engines such as Google 

and Yahoo allow us to access data at anytime, anywhere. Such effortless and rapid availability 

has had a huge effect on our brain function. We now outsource our memory, storing information 

outside ourselves via the internet, which has become our primary source of external or 

transactive memory (Sparrow, 2011).   
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Technology, and most specifically digital technology, is inevitable as it is an extension of 

our evolution. We do not have an option over its existence; ‘technological progress does not 

reverse’ (Crovitz quoted in Carr, 2010; 221). However, we do have a power over it’s 

contingencies and what we do with it. The solution is not to have less technology, rather to create 

better ones (Carr, 2010), steering them in a direction that benefits and aids our species. Mindful 

creation and design is most imperative when regarding A.I. as many believe this might be our 

final creation (Bostrom, 2015).  

We need to think of intelligence as an optimization process, one which steers the future 

into a distinct set of structures based on our values (Bostrom, 2015). We cannot be so naïve as to 

think that we can control A.I., knowing that its intelligence will one day surpass our own. This is 

why it is imperative we harness it’s creation in our favor, developing a machine that utilizes it’s 

intelligence to learn our values, performs actions we approve of and encompasses vital traits 

such as empathic sensibilities. Although we might not be able to solve the problem right now, it 

is important we begin to address it so that when it does arise we have advanced control over it. 

  

I wonder if it is naïve to think we will actually be able to control A.I. If it’s intelligence 

exceeds our own, won’t it be fully capable of successfully fighting against any oppression? If 

they are created in our image and one of our basic traits is the instinct of survival won’t A.I 

equally seek to survive, doing so by omitting the very thing that stunts it’s growth and evolution? 

We must be able to first define our values; not everyone has the same, so how do we decide 

which ones we program into A.I.? Could A.I. with its super intelligence redefine and improve on 

our values?  

If technology is in fact an extension of our humanity, then we must first ask ourselves, 
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what makes us human. Many factors compose our humanity; our biology, our sophisticated 

language and our ability to cooperate flexibly and in very large numbers, however empathy is by 

far one of our greatest enabling attributes. Our species has evolved to its current form greatly in 

part because of the empathetic neurons embedded into our genes, mirror neurons. Without 

empathy social life and organization of societies would not be possible. It is what keeps us from 

mutual destruction since the ‘recognition of another’s finite existence connects our empathetic 

consciousness to entropic awareness' (Rifkin, 2009; 40-41). 

Throughout our history technology has continuously served as an aid for increasing our 

empathetic domain and grasp. That being said, the technologies we have created, most 

specifically our digital technology, pose a threat to our species as these have the ability to 

desensitize various parts of our brain, most importantly the parts pertaining to emotion. If certain 

areas of our brains can become desensitized, including those areas specific to emotion, does it 

also mean empathy has the ability to degenerate? Can the empathy which we are biologically 

predisposed to develop degenerate? For that matter, is it possible it could potentially one-day 

cease to develop all together? The danger does not lie in us losing our empathetic capabilities, 

rather in creating technologies that do not harness and are absent of it.  

Throughout time we have coevolved with our technology; we create technology and in 

turn it transforms us, both mentally and physically. To this day and for many more to come we 

shall remain in this cycle of mutual evolutionary influence. We are as much a part of technology 

as it is a part of us. We have evolved from animals in the ground, upwards and onwards into the 

homo empathicus - homo sapiens we are today and we will continue to evolve into machines. 

Currently, our most influential and imposing technology comes in the digital form which begs 

the question, where do we end and the digital begin? The distinction becomes ever increasingly 
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blurred.  

 Many believe A.I. could very likely be our final creation since its’ super intelligence will 

be able to create technology far superior to any we are capable of.  Some day A.I. might be able 

to redefine our values. However, for the time being and for the sake of influence and power we 

currently still hold, it is of great importance that we use our technology for the betterment and 

aid of our species. It is an undeniable fact, the creation of new technology must come hand in 

hand with acknowledgment of their effects on our psyche, and in turn our species. It is crucial we 

implement empathy into the develop of current and future technology. Attempting to tie these 

finding back into McLuhans views, technology must enable empathy while it works as both the 

medium and the media.  Technology as the medium, must work as a continuation of ourselves 

therefore embody one of our most rudimentary traits, empathy. As the media, technology must 

also serve in shaping the scale and form of human empathetic cooperation and action. 

Technology must obtain empathetic characteristics, which is to say it must be designed with the 

user in mind. Equally it must aid the extension of global empathy, promoting true empathetic 

action because one could argue that empathy without action isn’t empathy at all. 

We are transient beings who search for meaning through our connections with one 

another as well as with the world we inhabit and maybe even possibly that world we do not. Our 

emotions make us irrational, unpredictable beings; our biology is complexly woven and heavily 

flawed. Our faults and our frailties make us who we are both individually and as a species. 

Empathy grounds us, humbling us as we are granted the ability to see outsides ourselves. 

Technology elevates us, allowing us to transform time and space. In unison, empathy and 

technology enable our transcendence and reinforce our mutual connections. Through them we 

are able to live outside our bodily constraints. As theorist Jeremy Rifkin points out ‘we extend 
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our collective central nervous system to encompass greater swaths of existence. We do so in 

order to find meaning in belonging to richer and deeper realms of reality’ (Rifkin, 2009; 39). 

Empathy is an essential and imperative attribute of our humanity and we must err on the side of 

caution being vigilant as not to lose sight of it.  
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