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Weapons of Math 
Destruction: How 
Big Data 
Increases 
Inequality and 
Threatens 
Democracy, by 
Cathy O’Neil

' f you’ve b een  den ied  job  a fte r  job, even 
som e of th o se  entry-level, low-wage 
positions, C athy O’Neil can explain. If 

th e  ra te s  you’re  finding for au to  in su rance  
a re  sky high, C athy O ’Neil know s why. If 
your am azing te a c h e r w as ju s t  fired  o r your 
employer has started charging higher health 
insurance premiums for not using a Fitbit or 
the number of cops in your neighborhood is 
grow ing a t a ra te  d isp ropo rtiona te  to  actual 
crim e, allow C athy O’Neil to  in troduce  you 
to  th e  opaque, self-reinforcing w orld of 
w eapons of m ath  d estru c tio n  (W M Ds). If 
you’re  confused  abou t why peop le  on th e  
o th e r  side of th e  political debate  from  you 
th in k  very  strongly  th e  way th ey  do, th e re ’s 
a t lea s t one  concre te  reaso n  and C athy 
O’Neil know s it. If you th ink  using  data  
analyses and m ath em atics  rem oves pesky  
hum an  b iases, C athy O’N eil’s conversational 
“W eapons of M ath  D estru c tio n ” will 
d isabuse you of th a t notion.

O’Neil holds a doc to ra te  in m ath  and, 
a fte r a s tin t teach ing  a t B arnard  College in 
New York City and w orking as a da ta  analyst 
for a hedge fund, sh e ’s aw akened from  w hat 
she  h e rse lf  adm its w as a techno-utopian 
slum ber. She hopes h e r  aw akening is early  
enough  to  stop  W MDs, w hich a re  already 
targeting  us and com pletely codifying 
injustice.

W hat sh e  m eans by th e  te rm  “w eapons of 
m ath  d estru c tio n ” in h e r  eponym ous book 
is th e  a lgorithm s and m achine-in terp reted  
data  se ts  th a t a re  trolling and analyzing 
every  a sp ec t of ou r lives, from  how we m ake 
ou r way th rough  cities and cyber-highways, 
to  o u r sleep  p a tte rn s  and consum er 
behaviors. W hen th ey  can ’t  accurately  
m easu re  som ething, often  because  it’s 
e ith e r  illegal -  such  as race  -  o r because 
hum an beings are  finicky and th e re  will 
always be individuals who confound any 
so-called norm s, th ey ’re  p rogram m ed to use  
proxies. T hus, we are  m easu red  and 
m ysteriously  scored  based  on ou r Facebook 
frien d s’ activities, th e  ZIP code we live in 
and th e  ro u tes  and tim es we choose to 
com m ute.

M ost of
us w an t a fa ire r and
m ore  equ itab le  society; th is  is likely why 
en titie s  from  Facebook to  th e  governm en t 
to  em ployers have com e to  rely  so  heavily 
on th e se  a lgorithm s. O’Neil encourages us 
to  im agine th a t th e  1950s-era ban k er w as 
deciding w ho to  give a loan to  based  on his 
personal knowledge of the applicant’s 
church attendance, the company they kept 
and, likely, their race, instead of their 
assets, spending habits and income. We all 
w ant an equal sh o t a t th e  basic n ecessitie s  
of m o d ern  life, such  as jobs, in su rance  and 
an education . But, as “W eapons of M ath  
D estru c tio n ” infuriatingly details, all w e’ve 
done is tran s la te  pe rsonal b iases and blind 
spo ts in to  a lgorithm s th a t d e te rm in e  m ore 
and m ore  of o u r lives.

N ot all da ta  o r  da ta  system s are  bad; 
O ’Neil does d iscrim inate  betw een  data  
analysis and w eaponized  data  se ts. B ut 
w hen  we tre a t  th e  re su lts  of a com puter, 
w hich does n o t have th e  capacity  e ith e r  to 
be  m oral o r tell u s why it  is so rting  people  
and inform ation th e  way it is, like an 
unquestionab le  god, we pun ish  th e  poor and 
insu late  th e  wealthy.

Som etim es th e  prob lem  is th a t th e  
a lgorithm  used  to  give an excellen t te a c h e r 
a low rating , for exam ple, d o esn ’t  ge t th e  
feedback th a t th is  te a ch e r w en t on to  win 
T eacher of th e  Year aw ard a t th e ir  nex t 
position. So its in scru tab le  and clearly  
e rro n eo u s m ethod  of scoring  tea ch e rs  
rem ains unfixed.

Of cou rse  tw eaking m odels can be ju s t  as 
dam aging. C rim e-tracking system s w ith 
predictive e lem en ts, for exam ple, can c rea te  
th e se  self-fulfilling feedback loops th a t 
c rea te  th e  very  reality  th e  m odels u se  to 
validate th e ir  own data. And i t’s no t as 
stra igh tforw ard  as ju s t  banning o r  disabling 
them . W MDs a re  o ften  in place because  
th ey  m ake th e  com panies th a t u se  th em  a 
lo t of money, o r  because  th ey  get desired  
resu lts . F o r instance, political cam paigns 
em ploy W M Ds to  so r t peop le  in to  g roups 
based  on how likely th ey  are  to  vote and, if 
so, for w hich candidate. T hey  can c rea te  
en tirely  d ifferent ads to  show  to  th e  various

seg m en ts  of peop le  th e ir  a lgorithm s 
produced.

Beyond passing  o u t th is  book to th e  
em ployers w ho m ay have re jec ted  you based  
on a lack of keyw ords in your resu m e  o r  th e  
re su lts  of a personality  te s t  ( th e  legality of 
which is questionable but the use of which 
is wide and widening), I’m not left with a lot 
of options. O’Neil proposes some abstract 
so lu tions in th e  form  of p latitude-esque 
value s ta te m e n ts  -  “we should  re in  th e se  
W M Ds in ,” “we m u st
m a s te r  th em  so th ey  don’t 
m a s te r  u s ” -  b u t sh e  saves 
th em  all for th e  
conclusion. And m o st of 
th em  a re  lacking actual, 
concre te  s te p s  th a t 
citizens, especially  th o se  
w ho a re  n o t da ta  sc ien tis ts  
can  take  to  stop  th e  
dam age sh e  so e loquently  
e labo ra tes  c h ap te r by 
m addening  chapter.

When we treat the results of 
a computer? which dees not 
h a w  the capacity either to 
be moral or te ll ns why it  is 
sorting people and 
Inform ation the way It Is, 
like  an nngnestlonable god, 
we punish the poor and 
Insulate the wealthy.On one hand, i t ’s 

validating for th e  job 
se e k e r w ho’s b een  
search ing  for m on ths, o r 
th e  young d river being  
gouged on th e ir  ca r 
in su rance , especially  if 
th e y ’ve b een  told som e version  of “ju s t  keep  
looking” o r “you ju s t  have to  find a b e tte r  
ra te . On th e  o th e r  hand, I ’m  still w aiting 
for th e  book th a t can d esc rib e  so lu tions for 
reg u la r peop le , as concretely , th o rough ly  
and specifically as it  can d esc rib e  th e  
prob lem s.

T he  w ay to  d isa rm  a W M D, C athy  O ’Neil 
suggests, is to  u se  th e  co llec ted  d a ta  to  
“ta rg e t” individuals for se rv ice s  th e y  n eed , 
ra th e r  th an  to  exclude o r  gauge th em . I ’m  
u n n erv ed  th a t  sh e  ap p aren tly  le ft it  up  to  
m e, a m athem atica lly  challenged  and  m ildly 
technophob ic  read er, to  figure o u t how.
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