
Welcome to the Hyper-Meritocracy 
Rapidly evolving technology is undermining most of our current skill set. As AI becomes 
capable of many human tasks, the ability to do things that technology cannot will become 
increasingly scarce and valuable. Evolution teaches us that the ability to adapt to a chang-
ing environment is the key to long term survival. Rarely have species had to adapt over 
one lifetime. Now, however, we’ll have to adapt multiple times over the same lifetime. The 
best skill you can develop is to see the world the way it really is and adapt to the changing 
landscape.
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If Charles Darwin came up with the idea of evolution, then Francesco 
Guicciardini deserves a hat tip. Considered by many to be one of the major 
political writers of the Italian Renaissance, Guicciardini distinguished himself 

in the practice of law. 

Guicciardini, like his friend Niccolò Machiavelli, possessed an unusual ability to 
observe human nature and a non-ethical approach to politics. This would later 
earn Guicciardini the epithet “the first of the Machiavellians.”

Guicciardini documented his observations over 18 years in the Ricordi, which 
started with his first office appointment and ended with his involuntary 
retirement. Like Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations, the Ricordi were never intended 
to be published and represented the innermost thoughts of a profound mind. 

In Reflection 31, he draws our attention to an oft-overlooked aspect of 
human nature. And one that opens the soil for the seed of evolution.  “Even,” 
Guicciardini writes, “if you attribute everything to prudence and virtue and 
discount as much as power of fortune, you must at least admit that it is very 
important to be born or to live in a time that prizes highly the virtues and 
qualities in which you excel.”

He continues with an example, reminding us that things are neither good nor 
bad. They just are. Nature rewards and punishes not according to morals or 
ethics but in terms of response to context. 

“Take the example of Fabius Maximus,” Guicciardini offers, “whose great 
reputation resulted from his being by nature hesitant. He found himself in a 
way in which impetuosity was ruinous, whereas procrastination was useful. At 
another time, the opposite could have been true. His times needed his qualities, 
and that was his fortune.”

***

Over 300 years later, Guicciardini’s insight would become the subject of scientific 
inquiry when Charles Darwin outlined the theory of natural selection in his 1859 
masterpiece, On the Origin of Species.

http://geni.us/Z9UzU
http://geni.us/NEABvsO
http://geni.us/kGbHUrD
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Like most great works, the book is more talked about and interpreted than read. 
Darwin’s theory of evolution has applicability outside of the nuances of finches. 
If we let it, it can tell us a lot about how we’re going to be impacted by the 
increasing pace of technological change. 

“Survival of the fittest” is a phrase that many associate with Darwin’s theory. 
Only Darwin didn’t originally use those words; the phrase was coined by the 
biologist Herbert Spencer a few years later to describe natural selection, and 
can be misleading if you don’t stop to think about what “fittest” means. In 
Darwin’s own words, “it is not the most intellectual of the species that survives; 
it is not the strongest that survives; but the species that survives is the one that 
is able best to adapt and adjust to the changing environment in which it finds 
itself.”

That’s fine for animals, right? But we’re human. We’re different. I don’t need to 
worry about being adaptable. Not so fast. Remember Guicciardini?

***

What is rewarded today is not necessarily rewarded tomorrow. A weakness in 
one environment might be an advantage in another one and vice versa. Applying 
this theoretical concept to humans, we can state that the civilization that is 
able to survive is the one that is able to adapt to the changing physical, social, 
political, moral, and spiritual environment in which it finds itself. Individuals also 
have to adapt to their environment. 

This also explains why most leadership, business advice, and self-help books 
fail to stand up to time. While claiming to offer advice that works for everyone 
in most situations, they really talk about advice that worked in a very particular 
environment. When you try to apply advice in a different environment, you meet 
failure. The traits required to survive or even thrive differ dramatically with 
changes in the environment. And environments change over time. 

While animals, including us, have always had to adapt to survive, we’ve rarely 
been called on to adapt quickly. Modern humans have enjoyed a relatively stable 
global climate, and we have been adept at changing our surroundings to suit 
our needs. Today, while our survival likely isn’t at stake, what is at stake is our 
livelihood. 

Part of what makes the current wave of technological advancement so 
dangerous is that progress is being made in lots of minor increments, rather 
than in dramatic leaps and bounds.  Much like the proverbial frog in boiling 
water, we don’t notice incremental changes, particularly when we’re part of the 
system undergoing change. 
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We’ve experienced rapid change before, only it was in our favor. Humans jumped 
from fledgling hunter-gathers to the top of the food chain very slowly and then 
all at once. Nothing else on earth could adapt to such a sudden and rapid ascent. 
Animals, used to seemingly glacial pace of change, didn’t stand a chance. 

The middle class is in for a big change. Having no job or being underemployed is 
becoming more, not less, common. The inflation adjusted wage gap between top 
earners and those of us fortunate to have jobs is increasing. 

The wage gap between technology and humans is increasing. Every day it costs 
technology less and less to do the same task a person is doing. For now, these 
jobs are the most at risk. And time is quickly working against us. We’re not going 
to have much time to adapt. 

Rapidly advancing AI creates a huge economic incentive for businesses to 
replace human labor with computers. The new wage gap is between computers 
and humans. 

AI can now schedule appointments and take over calendar management. Anyone 
whose primary job function is to find meeting times on a calendar should be 
trying to move up the value chain quickly. Yet those higher up on the value 
chain have no reason to be complacent, either. People in traditionally high-
value, secure occupations like medicine and law may have more reason to fear 
automation than garbagemen and park rangers.

In some limited capacities, where computers are particularly apt, like diagnosing 
skin cancer and looking at X-RAYs for example, doctors are already less accurate 
than the average computer. Perhaps the most visible profession threatened 
today are the people that drive cars and trucks. We all know self-driving vehicles 
are coming. 

Warren Buffett has a saying I love: “Only when the tide goes out do you discover 
who’s been swimming naked.” Whether we like it or not, the tide is about to go 
out. 

For many of us, the world is about to get a lot harder. While each job will be 
affected differently and at different paces, machines are coming for intelligent 
human labour and they are unrelenting. We will have to continuously adapt.

In his book Average is Over, economist Tyler Cowen offers some thoughts on who 
will win and who will lose. 

If, as we believe, AI makes a lot of things cheaper, where will the benefits go? 
And how can we position ourselves to be one of the people who benefits when 
the tide goes out?

http://geni.us/KMHr
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Cowen writes:

“In accord with economic reasoning, they will go to that which is scarce. In today’s global economy here is what is 
scarce:

1. Quality land and natural resources

2. Intellectual property, or good ideas about what should be produced.

3. Quality labor with unique skills

Here is what is not scarce these days:

1. Unskilled labor, as more countries join the global economy

2. Money in the bank or held in government securities, which you can think of as simple capital, not attached to any 
special ownership rights (we know there is a lot of it because it has been earning zero or negative real rates of return)”

There you have it: a roadmap for adapting to the changing economy for the 
foreseeable future. But adaptation is not a one-step process. Just as the 
changing world isn’t going to stop changing once you’ve caught up, the key 
to surviving an unpredictable future is not merely adapting, but becoming 
adaptable. 

***

Like you, I have to compete in a global world. I doubt I’m ever going to own a 
lot of quality land or natural resources so I’m placing my focus on intellectual 
property, good ideas, and unique skills. But how?

By focusing on what’s scarce today and tomorrow. That means I have to learn 
how to do difficult things—things that other people value, things other people 
can’t do. This isn’t as easy as it sounds. 

Guicciardini and Darwin identified a key understanding of how the world works. 
While I can make educated guesses, I have no idea what the environment will 
look like in two, five, or ten years. What I really need to develop is not so much 
the specific traits that will be valued as much as a system to constantly reinvent 
myself and adapt. 

This is the hard part and in an odd way, I need to go backwards to go forward. 
I need to develop skills I once had that I’ve lost: The ability to read better, the 
ability to make decisions, the ability to focus, and strategies to make sure I’m 
not consumed by busywork.

These are the skills that will enable me to have quality ideas that other people 
don’t have. 



© 2017 FARNAM STREET MEDIA INC.6

This is intended only for Members of the Farnam Street Learning Community and not intended for 
wide distribution. Occasional forwarding is OK. If you’d like to join the community and get an edge in 
life and business, sign up for a membership at farnamstreetblog.com/membership. 

More than these skills, however, I need to find a personal operating system that 
helps me overcome adversity and reduce my ego. 

These are the foundational skills that underpin adaptability. I’m never going to 
be the most intelligent person but I can sure as hell work on my ability to adapt 
quickly. 
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