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		“As a researcher, Mr. Rudder clearly possesses the statistical acumen to answer the questions he has posed so well. As a writer, he keeps the book moving while fully exploring each topic, revealing his graphs and charts with both explanatory and narrative skill. Though he forgoes statistical particulars like p-values and confidence intervals, he gives an approachable, persuasive account of his data sources and results. He offers explanations of what the data can and cannot tell us, why it is sufficient or insufficient to answer some question we may have, and, if the latter is the case, what sufficient data would look like. He shows you, in short, how to think about data.”

		—Wall Street Journal

		“Rudder is the cofounder of the dating site OkCupid and the data scientist behind its now-legendary trend analyses, but he is also—as it becomes immediately clear from his elegant writing and wildly cross-disciplinary references—a lover of literature, philosophy, anthropology, and all the other humanities that make us human and that, importantly in this case, enhance and ennoble the hard data with dimensional insight into the richness of the human experience … an extraordinarily unusual and dimensional lens on what Carl Sagan memorably called ‘the aggregate of our joy and suffering.’ ”

		—Maria Popova, Brain Pickings

		“Dataclysm is a book full of juicy secrets—secrets about who we love, what we crave, why we like, and how we change each other’s minds and lives, often without even knowing it. Christian Rudder makes this mathematical narrative of our culture fun to read and even more fun to discuss: You will find yourself sharing these intriguing data-driven revelations with everyone you know.”

		—Jane McGonigal, author of Reality Is Broken

		“There’s another side of Big Data you haven’t seen—not the one that promised to use our digital world to our advantage to optimize, monetize, or systematize every last part our lives. It’s the Big Data that rears its ugly head and tells us what we don’t want to know. And that, as Christian Rudder demonstrates in his new book, Dataclysm, is perhaps an equally worthwhile pursuit. Before we heighten the human experience, we should understand it first.”

		—TIME

		“Studying human behavior is a little like exploring a jungle: It’s messy, hard, and easy to lose your way. But Christian Rudder is a consummate guide, revealing essential truths about who we are. Big Data has never been so fun.”

		—Dan Ariely, author of Predictably Irrational

		“At a time when consumers are increasingly wary of online tracking, Rudder makes a powerful argument in Dataclysm that the ability to tell so much about us from the trails we leave is as potentially useful as it is pernicious, and as educational as it may be unsettling. By explaining some of the insights he has gleaned from OkCupid and other social networks, he demystifies data-mining and sheds light on what, for better or for worse, it is now capable of.”

		—Financial Times

		“Dataclysm is a well-written and funny look at what the numbers reveal about human behavior in the age of social media. It’s both profound and a bit disturbing, because, sad to say, we’re generally not the kind of people we like to think—or say—we are.”

		—Salon

		“Fascinating, funny, and occasionally howl-inducing … [Rudder] is a quant with soul, and we’re lucky to have him.”

		—Elle

		“For all its data and its seemingly dating-specific focus, Dataclysm tells the story set forth by the book’s subtitle in an entertaining and accessible way. Informative, eye-opening, and (gasp) fun to read. Even if you’re not a giant stat head.”

		—Grantland

		“Most data-hyping books are vapor and slogans. This one has the real stuff: actual data and actual analysis taking place on the page. That’s something to be praised, loudly and at length. Praiseworthy, too, is Rudder’s writing, which is consistently zingy and mercifully free of Silicon Valley business gabble.”

		—Jordan Ellenberg, Washington Post

		“In the first few pages of Dataclysm, Christian Rudder uses massive amounts of actual behavioral data to prove what I always believed in my heart: Belle and Sebastian is the whitest band ever. It only gets better from there.”

		—Aziz Ansari

		“[Rudder] doesn’t wring or clap his hands over the Big Data phenomenon (see NSA, Google ads, that sneaky Fitbit) so much as plunge them into Big Data and attempt to pull strange creatures from the murky depths.”

		—The New Yorker

		“It’s unheard of for a book about Big Data to read like a guilty pleasure, but Dataclysm does. It’s a fascinating, almost voyeuristic look at who we really are and what we really want.”

		—Steven Strogatz, Schurman Professor of Applied Mathematics, Cornell University, author of The Joy of x

		“A hopeful and exciting journey into the heart of data collection … [Rudder’s] book delivers both insider access and a savvy critique of the very machinery he is employed by. Since he’s been in the data mines and has risen above them, Rudder becomes a singular and trustworthy guide.”

		—The Globe and Mail

		“Compulsively readable—including for those with no particular affinity for numbers in and of themselves—and surprisingly personal. Starting with aggregates, Rudder posits, we can zoom in on the details of how we live, love, fight, work, play, and age; from numbers, we can derive narrative. There are few characters in the book, and few anecdotes—but the human story resounds throughout.”

		—Refinery29

		“Smart, revealing, and sometimes sobering, Dataclysm affirms what we probably suspected in our darker moments: When it comes to romance, what we say we want isn’t what will actually make us happy. Christian Rudder has tapped the tremendous wealth of data that the Internet offers to tease out thoughts on topics like beauty and race that most of us wouldn’t cop to publicly. It’s a riveting read, and Rudder is an affable and humane guide.”

		—Adelle Waldman, author of The Love Affairs of Nathaniel P.

		“Rudder’s lively, clear prose … makes heady concepts understandable and transforms the book’s many charts into revealing truths.… Rudder teaches us a bit about how wonderfully peculiar humans are, and how we go about hiding it.”

		—Flavorwire

		“Dataclysm is all about what we can learn about human minds and hearts by analyzing the massive ongoing experiment that is the Internet.”

		—Forbes

		“The book reads as if it’s written (well) by a curious child whose parents beg him or her to stop asking ‘what if’ questions. Rudder examines the data of the website he helped create with unwavering curiosity. Every turn presents new questions to be answered, and he happily heads down the rabbit hole to resolve them.”

		—U.S. News

		“A wonderful march through infographics created using data derived from the web … a fun, visual book—and a necessary one at that.”

		—The Independent (UK), 2014’s Best Books on the Internet and Technology

		“This is the best book that I’ve read on data in years, perhaps ever. If you want to understand how data is affecting the present and what it portends for the future, buy it now.”

		—Huffington Post

		“Christian Rudder has written a funny and profound book about important issues. Race, love, sex—you name it. Are we the sum of the data we produce? Read this book immediately and see if you can answer the question.”

		—Errol Morris

		“Rudder draws from big data sets—Google searches, Twitter updates, illicitly obtained Facebook data passed shiftily between researchers like bags of weed—to draw out subtle patterns in politics, sexuality, identity and behavior that are only revealed with distance and aggregation.… Dataclysm will entertain those who want to know how machines see us. It also serves as a call to action, showing us how server farms running everything from home shopping to homeland security turn us into easily digested data products. Rudder’s message is clear: In this particular sausage factory, we are the pigs.”

		—New Scientist

		“Dataclysm offers both the satisfaction of confirming stereotypes and the fun of defying them.… Such candor is disarming, as is Mr. Rudder’s puckish sense of humor.”

		–Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

		“Big Data can be like a 3-D movie without 3-D glasses—you know there’s a lot going on but you’re mainly just disoriented. We should feel fortunate to have an interpreter as skilled (and funny) as Christian Rudder. Dataclysm is filled with insights that boil down Big Data into byte-sized revelations.”

		—Michael Norton, Harvard Business School, coauthor of Happy Money

		“With a zest for both the profound and the wacky, Rudder demonstrates how the information we provide individually tells a vast deal about who we are collectively. A visually engaging read and a fascinating topic make this a great choice not just for followers of Nate Silver and fans of infographics, but for just about anyone who, by participating in online activity, has contributed to the data set.”

		—Library Journal

		“Demographers, entrepreneurs, students of history and sociology, and ordinary citizens alike will find plenty of provocations and, yes, much data in Rudder’s well-argued, revealing pages.”

		—Kirkus Reviews
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		Introduction

		You have by now heard a lot about Big Data: the vast potential, the ominous consequences, the paradigm-destroying new paradigm it portends for mankind and his ever-loving websites. The mind reels, as if struck by a very dull object. So I don’t come here with more hype or reportage on the data phenomenon. I come with the thing itself: the data, phenomenon stripped away. I come with a large store of the actual information that’s being collected, which luck, work, wheedling, and more luck have put me in the unique position to possess and analyze.

		I was one of the founders of OkCupid, a dating website that, over a very un-bubbly long haul of ten years, has become one of the largest in the world. I started it with three friends. We were all mathematically minded, and the site succeeded in large part because we applied that mind-set to dating; we brought some analysis and rigor to what had historically been the domain of love “experts” and warlocks like Dr. Phil. How the site works isn’t all that sophisticated—it turns out the only math you need to model the process of two people getting to know each other is some sober arithmetic—but for whatever reason, our approach resonated, and this year alone 10 million people will use the site to find someone.

		As I know too well, websites (and founders of websites) love to throw out big numbers, and most thinking people have no doubt learned to ignore them; you hear millions of this and billions of that and know it’s basically “Hooray for me,” said with trailing zeros. Unlike Google, Facebook, Twitter, and the other sources whose data will figure prominently in this book, OkCupid is far from a household name—if you and your friends have all been happily married for years, you’ve probably never heard of us. So I’ve thought a lot about how to describe the reach of the site to someone who’s never used it and who rightly doesn’t care about the user-engagement metrics of some guy’s startup. I’ll put it in personal terms instead. Tonight, some thirty thousand couples will have their first date because of OkCupid. Roughly three thousand of them will end up together long-term. Two hundred of those will get married, and many of them, of course, will have kids. There are children alive and pouting today, grouchy little humans refusing to put their shoes on right now, who would never have existed but for the whims of our HTML.

		I have no smug idea that we’ve perfected anything, and it’s worth saying here that while I’m proud of the site my friends and I started, I honestly don’t care if you’re a member or go create an account or what. I’ve never been on an online date in my life and neither have any of the other founders, and if it’s not for you, believe me, I get that. Tech evangelism is one of my least favorite things, and I’m not here to trade my blinking digital beads for anyone’s precious island. I still subscribe to magazines. I get the Times on the weekend. Tweeting embarrasses me. I can’t convince you to use, respect, or “believe in” the Internet or social media any more than you already do—or don’t. By all means, keep right on thinking what you’ve been thinking about the online universe. But if there’s one thing I sincerely hope this book might get you to reconsider, it’s what you think about yourself. Because that’s what this book is really about. OkCupid is just how I arrived at the story.

		I have led OkCupid’s analytics team since 2009, and my job is to make sense of the data our users create. While my three founding partners have done almost all the hard work of actually building the site, I’ve spent years just playing with the numbers. Some of what I work on helps us run the business: for example, understanding how men and women view sex and beauty differently is essential for a dating site. But a lot of my results aren’t directly useful—just interesting. There’s not much you can do with the fact that, statistically, the least black band on Earth is Belle & Sebastian, or that the flash in a snapshot makes a person look seven years older, except to say huh, and maybe repeat it at a dinner party. That’s basically all we did with this stuff for a while; the insights we gleaned went no further than an occasional lame press release. But eventually we were analyzing enough information that larger trends became apparent, big patterns in the small ones, and, even better, I realized I could use the data to examine taboos like race by direct inspection. That is, instead of asking people survey questions or contriving small-scale experiments, which was how social science was often done in the past, I could go and look at what actually happens when, say, 100,000 white men and 100,000 black women interact in private. The data was sitting right there on our servers. It was an irresistible sociological opportunity.

		I dug in, and as discoveries built up, like anyone with more ideas than audience, I started a blog to share them with the world. That blog then became this book, after one important improvement. For Dataclysm, I’ve gone far beyond OkCupid. In fact, I’ve probably put together a data set of person-to-person interaction that’s deeper and more varied than anything held by any other private individual—spanning most, if not all, of the significant online data sources of our time. In these pages I’ll use my data to speak not just to the habits of one site’s users but also to a set of universals.

		The public discussion of data has focused primarily on two things: government spying and commercial opportunity. About the first, I doubt I know any more than you—only what I’ve read. To my knowledge, the national security apparatus has never approached any dating site for access, and unless they plan to criminalize the faceless display of utterly ripped abs or young women from Brooklyn going on and on about how much they like scotch, when, come on, you know they really don’t, I can’t imagine they’d find much of interest. About the second story, data-as-dollars, I know better. As I was beginning this book, the tech press was slick with drool over the Facebook IPO; they’d collected everyone’s personal data and had been turning it into all this money, and now they were about to turn that money into even more money in the public markets. A Times headline from three days before the offering says it all: “Facebook Must Spin Data into Gold.” You half expected Rumpelstiltskin to show up on the OpEd page and be like, “Yes, America, this is a solid buy.”

		As a founder of an ad-supported site, I can confirm that data is useful for selling. Each page of a website can absorb a user’s entire experience—everything he clicks, whatever he types, even how long he lingers—and from this it’s not hard to form a clear picture of his appetites and how to sate them. But awesome though the power may be, I’m not here to go over our nation’s occult mission to sell body spray to people who update their friends about body spray. Given the same access to the data, I am going to put that user experience—the clicks, keystrokes, and milliseconds—to another end. If Big Data’s two running stories have been surveillance and money, for the last three years I’ve been working on a third: the human story.

		Facebook might know that you’re one of M&M’s many fans and send you offers accordingly. They also know when you break up with your boyfriend, move to Texas, begin appearing in lots of pictures with your ex, and start dating him again. Google knows when you’re looking for a new car and can show the make and model preselected for just your psychographic. A thrill-seeking socially conscious Type B, M, 25–34? Here’s your Subaru. At the same time, Google also knows if you’re gay or angry or lonely or racist or worried that your mom has cancer. Twitter, Reddit, Tumblr, Instagram, all these companies are businesses first, but, as a close second, they’re demographers of unprecedented reach, thoroughness, and importance. Practically as an accident, digital data can now show us how we fight, how we love, how we age, who we are, and how we’re changing. All we have to do is look: from just a very slight remove, the data reveals how people behave when they think no one is watching. Here I will show you what I’ve seen. Also, fuck body spray.

		[image: ]

		If you read a lot of popular nonfiction, there are a couple things in Dataclysm that you might find unusual. The first is the color red. The second is that the book deals in aggregates and big numbers, and that makes for a curious absence in a story supposedly about people: there are very few individuals here. Graphs and charts and tables appear in abundance, but there are almost no names. It’s become a cliché of pop science to use something small and quirky as a lens for big events—to tell the history of the world via a turnip, to trace a war back to a fish, to shine a penlight through a prism just so and cast the whole pretty rainbow on your bedroom wall. I’m going in the opposite direction. I’m taking something big—an enormous set of what people are doing and thinking and saying, terabytes of data—and filtering from it many small things: what your network of friends says about the stability of your marriage, how Asians (and whites and blacks and Latinos) are least likely to describe themselves, where and why gay people stay in the closet, how writing has changed in the last ten years, and how anger hasn’t. The idea is to move our understanding of ourselves away from narratives and toward numbers, or, rather, to think in such a way that numbers are the narrative.

		This approach evolved from long toil in the statistical slag pits. Dataclysm is an extension of what my coworkers and I have been doing for years. A dating site brings people together, and to do that credibly it has to get at their desires, habits, and revulsions. So you collect a lot of detailed data and work very hard to translate it all into general theories of human behavior. What a person develops working amidst all this information, as opposed to, say, working for the wedding section of the Sunday paper, is a special kinship with the shambling whole of humanity rather than with any two individuals. You grow to understand people much as a chemist might understand, and through understanding come to love, the swirling molecules of his tincture.

		That said, all websites, and indeed all data scientists, objectify. Algorithms don’t work well with things that aren’t numbers, so when you want a computer to understand an idea, you have to convert as much of it as you can into digits. The challenge facing sites and apps is thus to chop and jam the continuum of human experience into little buckets 1, 2, 3, without anyone noticing: to divide some vast, ineffable process—for Facebook, friendship, for Reddit, community, for dating sites, love—into pieces a server can handle. At the same time you have to retain as much of the je ne sais quoi of the thing as you can, so the users believe what you’re offering represents real life. It’s a delicate illusion, the Internet; imagine a carrot sliced so cleanly that the pieces stay there in place on the cutting board, still in the shape of a carrot. And while this tension—between the continuity of the human condition and the fracture of the database—can make running a website complicated, it’s also what makes my story go. The approximations technology has devised for things like lust and friendship offer a truly novel opportunity: to put hard numbers to some timeless mysteries; to take experiences that we’ve been content to put aside as “unquantifiable” and instead gain some understanding. As the approximations have gotten better and better, and as people have allowed them further into their lives, that understanding has improved with startling speed. I’m going to give you a quick example, but I first want to say that “Making the Ineffable Totally Effable” really should’ve been OkCupid’s tagline. Alas.

		Ratings are everywhere on the Internet. Whether it’s Reddit’s up/down votes, Amazon’s customer reviews, or even Facebook’s “like” button, websites ask you to vote because that vote turns something fluid and idiosyncratic—your opinion—into something they can understand and use. Dating sites ask people to rate one another because it lets them transform first impressions such as:

		
			He’s got beautiful eyes

			Hmmm, he’s cute, but I don’t like redheads

			Ugh, gross

		

		 … into simple numbers, say, 5, 3, 1 on a five-star scale. Sites have collected billions of these microjudgments, one person’s snap opinion of someone else. Together, all those tiny thoughts form a source of vast insight into how people arrive at opinions of one another.

		The most basic thing you can do with person-to-person ratings like this is count them up. Take a census of how many people averaged one star, two stars, and so on, and then compare the tallies. At right, I’ve done just that with the average votes given to straight women by straight men. This is the shape of the curve:
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		Fifty-one million preferences boil down to this simple stand of rectangles. It is, in essence, the collected male opinion of female beauty on OkCupid. It folds all the tiny stories (what a man thinks of a woman, millions of times over) and all the anecdotes (any one of which we could’ve expanded upon, were this a different kind of book) into an intelligible whole. Looking at people like this is like looking at Earth from space; you lose the detail, but you get to see something familiar in a totally new way.

		So what is this curve telling us? It’s easy to take this basic shape—a bell curve—for granted, because examples in textbooks have probably led you to expect it, but the scores could easily have gone hard to one side or the other. When personal preference is involved, they often do. Take ratings of pizza joints on Foursquare, which tend to be very positive:

		
			user ratings of New York City pizza places on Foursquare’s 0–10 scale
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		Or take the recent approval ratings for Congress, which, because politicians are the moral opposite of pizza, skew the other way:

		
			congressional popularity in major media polls since November 2008
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		Also, our male-to-female ratings curve is unimodal, meaning that the women’s scores tend to cluster around a single value. This again is easy to shrug at, but many situations have multiple modes, or “typical” values. If you plot NBA players by how often they were in the starting lineup in the 2012–13 season, you get a bunch of athletes clustered at either end, and almost no one in the middle:

		
			NBA players by percent of games started, 2012–13 season
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		That’s the data telling us that coaches think a given player is either good enough to start, or he isn’t, and the guy’s in or out of the lineup accordingly. There’s a clear binary system. Similarly, in our ratings data, men as a group might’ve seen women as “gorgeous” or “ugly” and left it at that; like top-line basketball talent, beauty could’ve been a you-have-it-or-you-don’t kind of thing. But the curve we started with says something else. Looking for understanding in data is often a matter of considering your results against these kinds of counterfactuals. Sometimes, in the face of an infinity of alternatives, a straightforward result is all the more remarkable for being so. In fact, our graph is quite close to what’s called a symmetric beta distribution—a curve often deployed to model basic unbiased decisions—which I’ll overlay here:

		
			perception of female attractiveness
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		Our real-world data diverges only slightly (
			6 percent) from this formulaic ideal, meaning this graph of male desire is more or less what we could’ve guessed in a vacuum: it is, in fact, one of those textbook examples I was making light of. So the curve is predictable, centered—maybe even boring. So what? Well, this is a rare context where boringness is something special: it implies that the individual men who did the scoring are likewise predictable, centered, and, above all, unbiased. And when you consider the supermodels, the porn, the cover girls, the Lara Croft–style fembots, the Bud Light ads, and, most devious of all, the Photoshop jobs that surely these men see every day, the fact that male opinion of female attractiveness is still where it’s supposed to be is, by my lights, a small miracle. It’s practically common sense that men should have unrealistic expectations of women’s looks, and yet here we see it’s just not true. In any event, they’re far more generous than the women, whose votes go like this:

		
			perception of male attractiveness vs. female attractiveness
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		The red chart is centered barely a quarter of the way up the scale; only one guy in six is “above average” in an absolute sense. Sex appeal isn’t something commonly quantified like this, so let me put it in a more familiar context: translate this plot to IQ, and you have a world where the women think 58 percent of men are brain damaged.

		Now, the men on OkCupid aren’t actually ugly—I tested that by experiment, pitting a random set of our users against a comparable random sample from a social network and got the same scores for both groups—and it turns out you get patterns like the above on every dating site I’ve seen: Tinder, Match.com, DateHookup—sites that together cover about half the single people in the United States. It just turns out that men and women perform a different sexual calculus. As Harper’s put it perfectly: “
			Women are inclined to regret the sex they had, and men the sex they didn’t.” You can see exactly how it works in the data. I will add: the men above must be absolutely full of regrets.

		
			A beta curve plots what can be thought of as the outcome of a large number of coin flips—it traces the overlapping probabilities of many independent binary events. Here the male coin is fair, coming up heads (which I’ll equate with positive) just about as often as it comes up tails. But in our data we see that the female one is weighted; it turns up heads only once every fourth flip. A large number of natural processes, including the weather, can be modeled with betas, and thanks to some weather bug’s obsessive archiving, I was able to compare our person-to-person ratings to historical climate patterns. The male outlook here is very close to the function that predicts cloud cover in New York City. The female psyche, by the same metric, dwells in a place slightly darker than Seattle.

		We’ll follow this thread through the first of Dataclysm’s three broad subjects: the data of people connecting. Sex appeal—how it changes and what creates it—will be our point of departure. We’ll see why, technically, a woman is over the hill at twenty-one and the importance of a prominent tattoo, but we’ll soon move beyond connections of the flesh. We’ll see what tweets can tell us about modern communication, and what friendships on Facebook can say about the stability of a marriage. Profile pictures are both a boon and a curse on the Internet: they turn almost every service (Facebook, job sites, and, of course, dating) into a beauty contest. We’ll take a look at what happens when OkCupid removes them for a day and just hopes for the best. Love isn’t blind, though we find evidence it should be.

		Part 2 then looks at the data of division. We’ll begin with a close look at that prime human divide, race—a topic we can now address at the person-to-person level for the first time. Our privileged data exposes attitudes that most people would never cop to in public, and we’ll see that racial bias is not only strong but consistent—repeated almost verbatim (well, numeratim) from site to site. Racism can be an interior thing too—just one man, his prejudice, and a keyboard. We’ll see what Google Search has to say about the country’s most hated word—and what that word has to say about the country. We’ll move on to explore the divisiveness of physical beauty with a data set thousands of times more powerful than anything previously available. Ugliness has startling social costs that we are finally able to quantify. From there, we’ll see what Twitter reveals about our impulse to anger. The service allows people to stay connected up to the minute; it can drive them apart just as quickly. The collaborative rage that it enables brings a new violence to that most ancient of human gatherings: the mob. We’ll see if it can provide a new understanding, as well.

		By the book’s third section, we will have seen the data of two people interacting, for better and for worse; here we will look at the individual alone. We’ll explore how ethnic, sexual, and political identity is expressed, focusing on the words, images, and cultural markers people choose to represent themselves. Here are five of the phrases most typical of a white woman:

		
			my blue eyes

			red hair and

			four wheeling

			country girl

			love to be outside

		

		Haiku by Carrie Underwood, or data? You make the call! We’ll explore people’s public words. We’ll also see how people speak and act in private, with an eye toward the places where labels and action diverge: bisexual men, for example, challenge our ideas of neat identity. Next, we’ll draw on a wide range of sources—Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, even Craigslist—to see ourselves in our homes, both physically and otherwise. And we’ll conclude with the natural question about a book like this: how does a person maintain his privacy in a world where these explorations are possible?

		Throughout, we’ll see that the Internet can be a vibrant, brutal, loving, forgiving, deceitful, sensual, angry place. And of course it is: it’s made of human beings. However, bringing all this information together, I became acutely aware that not everyone’s life is captured in the data. If you don’t have a computer or a smartphone, then you aren’t here. I can only acknowledge the problem, work around it, and wait for it to go away.

		I will say in the meantime that the reach of sites like Twitter and Facebook, and even my dating data, is surprisingly thorough. If you don’t use many of these services yourself, this is something you might not appreciate. 
			Some 87 percent of the United States is online, and that number holds across virtually all demographic boundaries. Urban to rural, rich to poor, black to Asian to white to Latino, all are connected. Internet adoption is lower (around 60 percent) among the very old and the undereducated, which is why I drew my “age line” well short of old age in these pages—at fifty—and why I don’t address education at all. More than 1 out of every 3 Americans access Facebook every day. The site has 1.3 billion accounts worldwide. Given that roughly a quarter of the world is under age fourteen, that means that something like 25 percent of adults on Earth have a Facebook account. The dating sites in Dataclysm have registered some 55 million American members in the last three years—as I said above, that’s one account for every two single people in the country. Twitter is an especially interesting demographic case. It’s a glitzy tech success story, and the company is almost single-handedly gentrifying a large swath of San Francisco. But the service itself is fundamentally populist, both in the “openness” of its platform and in who chooses to use it. For example, there’s no significant difference in use by gender. People with only a high school education level tweet as much as college graduates. Latinos use the service as much as whites, and blacks use it twice as much. And then, of course, there’s Google. If 87 percent of Americans use the Internet, 87 percent of them have used Google.

		These big numbers don’t prove I have the complete picture of anything, but they at least suggest that such a picture is coming. And in any event the perfect should not be the enemy of the better-than-ever-before. The data set we’ll work with encompasses thousands of times more people than a Gallup or Pew study; that goes without saying. What’s less obvious is that it’s actually much more inclusive than most academic behavioral research.

		It’s a known problem with existing behavioral science—though it’s seldom discussed publicly—that almost all of its foundational ideas were established on small batches of college kids. When I was a student, I got paid like $25 to inhale a slightly radioactive marker gas for an hour at Mass General and then do some kind of mental task while they took pictures of my brain. It won’t hurt you, they said. It’s just like spending a year in an airplane, they said. No big deal, they said. What they didn’t say—and what I didn’t realize then—was that as I was lying there a little hungover in some kind of CAT-scanner thing, reading words and clicking buttons with my foot, I was standing in for the typical human male. My friend did the study, too. He was a white college kid just like me. I’m willing to bet most of the subjects were. That makes us far from typical.

		I understand how it happens: in person, getting a real representative data set is often more difficult than the actual experiment you’d like to perform. You’re a professor or postdoc who wants to push forward, so you take what’s called a “convenience sample”—and that means the students at your university. But it’s a big problem, especially when you’re researching belief and behavior. It even has a name.
			 It’s called WEIRD research: white, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic. And most published social research papers are WEIRD.1

		Several of these problems plague my data, too. It will be a while still before digital data can scratch “industrialized” all the way off the list. But because tech is often seen as such an “elite field”—an image that many in the industry are all too willing to encourage—I feel compelled to distinguish between the entrepreneurs and venture capitalists you see on technology’s public stages, making swiping gestures and spouting buzz talk into headset mikes, people who are usually very WEIRD indeed, from the users of the services themselves, who are very much normal. They can’t help but be, because use of these services—Twitter, Facebook, Google, and the like—is the norm.

		As for the data’s authenticity, much of it is, in a sense, fact-checked because the Internet is now such a part of everyday life. Take the data from OkCupid. You give the site your city, your gender, your age, and who you’re looking for, and it helps you find someone to meet for coffee or a beer. Your profile is supposed to be you, the true version. If you upload a better-looking person’s picture as your own, or pretend to be much younger than you really are, you will probably get more dates. But imagine meeting those dates in person: they’re expecting what they saw online. If the real you isn’t close, the date is basically over the instant you show up. This is one example of the broad trend: as the online and offline worlds merge, a built-in social pressure keeps many of the Internet’s worst fabulist impulses in check.

		The people using these services, dating sites, social sites, and news aggregators alike, are all fumbling their way through life, as people always have. Only now they do it on phones and laptops. Almost inadvertently, they’ve created a unique archive: databases around the world now hold years of yearning, opinion, and chaos. And because it’s stored with crystalline precision it can be analyzed not only in the fullness of time, but with a scope and flexibility unimaginable just a decade ago.

		I have spent several years gathering and deciphering this data, not only from OkCupid, but from almost every other major site. And yet I’ve never quite been able to get over a nagging doubt, which, given my Luddite sympathies, pains me all the more: writing a book about the Internet feels a lot like making a very nice drawing about the movies. Why bother? That’s the question of my dark hours.

		[image: ]

		There’s this great documentary about Bob Dylan called Dont Look Back that I watched a bunch back in college; my best friend, Justin, was studying film. Somewhere in the movie, at an after-party, Bob gets into an argument with a random guy about who did or who did not throw some glass thing in the street. They’re both clearly drunk. The climax of the confrontation is this exchange, and it’s stuck with me now for fifteen years:

		
			DYLAN: I know a thousand cats who look just like you and talk just like you.

			GUY AT PARTY: Oh, fuck off. You’re a big noise. You know?

			DYLAN: I know it, man. I know I’m a big noise.

			GUY AT PARTY: I know you know.

			DYLAN: I’m a bigger noise than you, man.

			GUY AT PARTY: I’m a small noise.

			DYLAN: Right.

		

		And then someone breaks it up so they can all talk poetry. It’s that kind of night. But here’s the thing: rock star or no, big noises have been the sound of mankind so far. Conquerors, tycoons, martyrs, saviors, even scoundrels (especially scoundrels!)—their lives are how we’ve told our larger story, how we’ve marked our progression from the banks of a couple of silty rivers to wherever we are now. From Pharaoh Narmer in BCE 3100, the first living man whose name we still know, to Steve Jobs and Nelson Mandela—the heroic framework is how people order the world. Narmer was first on an ancient list of kings
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