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What is 'Big Data'?

I have read so many posts on 'Big Data' that I decided to write this article (if not only to appease
my confused state of mind).

I will start by asking the question: What is ‘Big Data’?

To answer this question I used a search engine to find an answer and was faced with the daunting
task of reading over 740 million pages of information (or should that be big data?). Given that if I
could read one article every 5 minutes in an 8 hour day, for 300 days, it would take me well over a
thousand years to get through all of them. I will be lucky to live another 20 or so years, so perhaps
I should just give up now.

As giving up is not in my nature I decided to do the next best thing and use the combined efforts of
a lot of good people who cooperated to develop a body of work called the Wikipedia. Now I know
there are probably a lot of sceptical people who would not really regard the Wikipedia as the most
reliable work, so I would urge them to use whatever other source of reference they feel most
comfortable with and see if they come up with a better solution.

Having written this I will proceed to use the Wikipedia as my source of reference:

According to the Wikipedia, ‘Big Data’ can be explained (defined) as ‘a broad term for data sets so
large or complex that traditional data processing applications are inadequate”. See
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_data.

This does not really seem to answer the question as the word ‘data sets’ now needs further
investigation. Again using a search engine, it revealed 633 million articles (another 880 years of
reading). So turning to the Wikipedia (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data_set), I discovered this
explanation ‘a data set corresponds to the contents of a single database table, or a single statistical
data matrix, where every column of the table represents a particular variable, and each row
corresponds to a given member of the data set in question’.

So what is ‘data’? This word revealed over 5.9 billion references (over 8,000 years of reading).
The Wikipedia (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data) explains that ‘data’ is ‘a set of values of
qualitative or quantitative variables; restated, pieces of data are individual pieces of information’.

One step closer to understanding the term ‘Big Data’ but now the word ‘information’ is thrown
into the mix. A search engine revealed 8.65 billion references to this word (or 12,000 years of
reading) and the Wikipedia (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Information) explained 'information' as
‘that which informs, i.e. an answer to a question, as well as that from which knowledge and data
can be derived (as data represents values attributed to parameters, and knowledge signifies
understanding of real things or abstract concepts)’.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_data
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data_set
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Information


So, encapsulating all of the above explanations I can now state categorically that ‘Big data is a
subset of information as it is made up of data that is grouped into data sets that are so large or
complex, that render the use of the traditional data processing applications inadequate’.

Hence trying to work with Big Data is virtually impossible! Trying to introduce ethics (over 160
million search engine references, a mere 220 years of reading) into the equation and the entire
subject may never be understood.

However there is a ‘light at the end of the tunnel’, but to see that light, one will have to undertake a
bit of a journey and (if anyone is interested) I would like to offer a framework (or guide book or
maybe 'the hitchhiker's guide to Big Data') to help anyone on this journey.

To be continued!
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