Note: The below thoughts are probably mainly applicable to ages 30-45 give or take, and other age groups, I really cannot speak to.
The Problem With Online Dating


I know a couple who got married one afternoon

And was to fly to Miami on their honeymoon

But the bride ran away with a soldier lad

And the stupid husband went staring mad.

They buy rum and coca-cola
Go down Point Cumana
Both mother and daughter
Working for the Yankee dollar.


There are some aristos in Port-of-Spain

I know a lot, but I won’t call names

In the day they wouldn't give you a right

But you can see them with the foreigners in the night.

—Lord Invader, 1943


There is a lot to be said about online dating. I’m not sure I’m the one to do it. Actually, I’m probably the last person to be giving opinions on the topic. I might possibly be one of the stupidest online daters ever. If there’s any mistake you can imagine I’ve made it. Probably several times. My own experience is all from a website called OK Cupid or OKC for short. The site is free, which is very significant. The mental divide between free and not free can be everything. I’ve never been on a pay site, so no real opinion. As for dating in general, here in New York City, everyone has an opinion. And I think most people have some awareness of online dating as well. If you haven’t done it yourself, chances are you’ve been subjected, or entertained, while a friend recounts, in all the gory detail, some awful experience they had. And then had again two weeks later. And then a week after that. Oh my god. Dreadful.

Eventually, sooner or later, those of us who are dating on a budget, that is most, have to come to terms with this OKC website. Anything to it? Should I be on it? Should I just get a cat? No. You shouldn’t. They smell. And scratch. But they’re so cute. And fluffy. Mr. Fluffington. But that’s only some of them. I have to go meet this random person. Who will not complete me. But his photos are so cute. 

That sucked. I’m taking down my profile. Right after I add this photo and see if anything changes. Okay definitely taking it down. I really am. Doing it. I swear. Hey can you help me write a new intro? This new profile is so awesome. I’m deleting it. Back up. Okay this is ridiculous. Someone should write about this. We’re all thinking these things, aren’t we? Okay, well I am. Whatever.

Alright. What’s good about this online thing? Why did we ever go on it to start? Everyone say it with me, “because it gives me a chance to meet people I might never come across in my day to day.” How many times have I heard that? It is true. But you could also travel. Just pack a bag, get your shots, and I guarantee you’ll meet someone. You will. And this may sound crazy but New York really ain’t such a hard sell. Okay that is crazy. But seriously. Do this. Grab your most eccentric friend. Ask them who is the strangest but most interesting person in their deck. Arrange for an accidental meet-up. There. More than one way to paint a bathroom. But it’s true. Online does instantly add a bunch of people to your life, albeit in virtual capacity. It does instantly increase your opportunities. That is not in question. But let’s break it down a little bit. For this we’ll need some stereotypes. 

Shy people. Is it not fair to say virtual meeting provides a crutch or kind of affirmative action for them? Well I suspect if you’re that shy, you probably have more issues than a website can fix and you should be spending that time either in therapy or some other safe place because the online dating world will chew you up and spit you out faster than I can say bubble gum.

People with loose morals. Or you probably would rather refer to yourself as progressive. God love you all. There are those who simply enjoy hooking up. The goal is not to find some needle in a haystack soul mate, but just someone willing to play. These types just go in guns blazing. Some hits. Misses. But eventually they’ll find what they feel they want. For them the site is just an extension of the real world. Like Amazon for online shopping. No doubt the site works for this purpose, and I really don’t have much to add besides clichés like “be careful” and “condom”. They drank rum and coca-cola…

What about the person who is just picky? Has difficulty finding a suitable match. Most of you will have already put yourself in this category. The question is how to find the perfect mate. You couldn’t do it in real life. What makes you think online will be any easier? Needle in a haystack. You think a few photos and a blurb really tells you if someone will be right for you? The chances of being able to come up with a winner based on what little you’ve got to go on are actually much smaller than if you just did it the old way. Another way of putting it is that dating offline, all things factored in, is actually more efficient.

When you meet people during the course of human events, you generally have ample time over different encounters from a neutral and safe position. You have the chance to get some idea if the person might be interested and/or interesting, and maybe even some background. Maybe they dated someone you know. That’s only a million times more informative than a few pictures and a pack of partial-truths. Suppose after a few encounters you’re not interested. Fine. You don’t even have to show your hand at all. And nobody loses anything.

To be able to select from what little there is, I submit you have to know exactly what you’re looking for, and this means both knowing yourself almost perfectly and with no delusions, which is very rare. Second, you’ve got to have the discipline to say no to everyone who is “almost” good enough, but not quite. And whoever has their shit that together in their own mind and with discipline and sense of purpose is probably already married with kids, or else doesn’t want to be. By the way, divorcées, presumably able to be in a committed relationship, are allowed to be dating online, but then they should use a broad approach, trying all dating sites and other methods available. Online dating should not be a priority, but just one of many tools with no special importance given to it.

In fact, beware anyone spending too much time in this virtual world. There are toxic side effects. Long term immersion can lead to degradation of real life dating skills, even worse, people skills. I’m sure my friends, if I have still have any after these last few months of “research” into online dating, will testify to that. Yes, thank you, if you’re wondering if my depression has lifted. Loneliness is now officially solitude. 
In addition to a general toxicity of too much virtual communication, there are also some common problems in dating, which are only exacerbated by the virtual aspect. Fear of commitment is a big one. It’s tied together with “the grass is always greener” problem. A  problem in any society—happens to be a raging epidemic in New York, Here is what happens. You meet someone online, you like them enough to want to see them again. But wait, you still have your online profile up. You can’t take it down because you don’t know what’s going to happen with this new person. So you leave it up. And you continue to field messages from various people, some of whom are not unattractive to you. You’re not encouraging these new messages. But your profile is. So just as you are trying to cultivate something new, you are distracted with images and thoughts of beautiful people you’ve never met. The beginning is such a delicate time. Why are you fucking it up? The date you had already made for next weekend? Keep it? Cancel? Remember that’s a beginning too. With that person. You could take a rain check—perfectly acceptable, but you can never fully recapture the spark of newness. With OKC, for sure, there are multiple beginnings all at various stages of development. Like chicken pox lesions. Some round and small. Some crusted over. Still others weeping profusely. The point is this online thing is causing us to have too many dates too close together. It’s giving us dating ADHD. This is not far from the complaint about people using their cell phones or multi-tasking in the presence of others, during a dinner or other inappropriate time. The idea of “being present” and fully engaged with another is a core principle in relationship building of any kind. And it’s certainly under siege.


Expectations are another problem. It’s almost inevitable that people do not meet our expectations. Hell, I can’t even meet my own expectations how to behave around others half the time. Our conception of the unknown prospect is based off a few carefully selected photographs and a very biased and artificial piece of writing. Gaps are filled with our own fantasies. No matter how we remind ourselves not to do this we do. I’ve seen a variety of policies designed to counter the problem. No phone conversations until a first meeting. No meeting until a first phone call. Must meet right away, find out the truth, before expectations get out of hand. Must not meet until after several weeks have passed. A guard against emotional instability. Video chat. Yikes. I’ve seen it all. And I can say no strategy can fully protect against the urge to make sense of things. To complete the incomplete. If we didn’t have this urge, I suspect we wouldn’t want to meet someone in the first place. Having a preconceived notion is not only a setup for disappointment, but also part of the motivation for meeting in the first place—to test it. And when our expectations are invariably not met, we do experience a certain degree of shock. This affects everyone differently, but it would be wrong to say it has no effect. 


Your cracked country lips

I still wish to kiss

As to be by the strength of you skin

Your magnetic movements

Still capture the minutes I'm in

But it grieves my heart, love

To see you tryin' to be a part of

A world that just don't exist It's all just a dream, babe

A vacuum, a scheme, babe

That sucks you into feelin' like this.

I can see that your head

Has been twisted and fed

With worthless foam from the mouth

I can tell you are torn

Between stayin' and returnin'

Back to the South

You've been fooled into thinking

That the finishin' end is at hand

Yet there's no one to beat you

No one to defeat you

'Cept the thoughts of yourself feeling bad 

- Bob Dylan


Also critical in any new relationship or friendship of any kind is the issue of trust and communication. I think everyone can agree that generally virtual communication is vastly inferior to real human interaction. Think how many times even your closest friends have misunderstood your intended meaning on email or other. It’s okay because they trust you. But new people don’t. Back to this idea that “the beginning is a delicate time.” Combine the inherent dangers of miscommunication with the instability of a new relationship and it’s nothing short of a recipe for unnecessary drama. Cakes are baked which should never have been baked. Maybe had you met them at work, talked to them a few times, you would have never asked them out in the first place. Maybe you would have become platonic friends, or not. But you sure as hell would not have had a virtual fight over who typed what to whom. And you can’t even remember what it was about because you deleted that message accidentally. Yes. This is what happens. And the emotions, although seemingly ephemeral and therefore less dangerous, are very real. And over time, they have an effect on our collective psyche. Rejection is rejection, no matter where or how it happens. Pain is still pain. And given the choice of having one virtual rejection followed by two virtual compliments and a briefcase of ADHD, I’d actually rather just watch some birds do what they do. 

As to the individual psyche and the potential damage of online dating, another distortion which seems to crop up in abundance, at least on the OKC website, involves self-image, self-esteem and issues pertaining to the individual ego. Most on OKC tend to feel a boost of ego gratification by the attention they receive from other users. But the reality is likely far from the perception. The tendency is to ignore the simple fact that a) they don’t know you so how sincere or meaningful can the compliment really be b) they just want in your pants c) they are saying the same things to multiple other people at same time. These truths are neatly pushed from our consciousness. The reasons for willingly indulging in this farce are different for different users. The depressed person seeks companionship, but does not have the energy to leave the house. What better way than online? Get drunk and message some strangers. Of course, this does not help the depression at all, but is no different than alcohol or other misguided forms of self-medication. The person with chronically low self-esteem seeks attention from strangers the same way a they might sleep around with multiple partners in real life. In fact, these are often the same people who are behaving this way both online and offline and there is no real distinction. Also, there are those who do not wish to sleep around and do not actually meet a lot of people from online, but are still quite addicted to the onslaught of attention they receive. It is this onslaught, more often though not only for women, that generally creates two types of users. The ones who become exhausted by all the disingenuous and insincere praise and attention, usually last about one to two months before quitting the site often never to return. These are what I call the short-timers, and they are the most desirable of all OKC users. If you can catch a short-timer, consider yourself lucky and go for it.
But for many it becomes a habit, which they cannot or have no desire to stop. For the chronic OKC user, the ego gratification, the over-reliance on virtual existence at the expense of engaging in the real world, the other maladies all fall into the category of self-destructive behavior. Some will say they have the problem under control. They can handle it. They only use just a little bit. Never too much, they’ll say. It’s cool. Or if it’s me I say I use the site to find potential new friends.
Oh boy have I learned my lesson on that front. I meet people. I am completely up front about saying I just want to make new friends. And yet the friendships either implode when it becomes clear the person wants more than just friendship, or fizzle out when the other person, the one who is not me, simply loses interest and vanishes. I’ve complained about this all the time. The response I get is, “What the hell are you doing trying to make friends on a dating site?” Oh. Right. Yes, of course. Stupid. The fact is you can make friends this way, but it’s damn hard and takes a lot of failures to achieve success. The argument that you could save time by doing it online is offset by the amount of time wasted trying to disentangle oneself from clearly toxic situations, and this actually goes for both non-romantic and romantic relationships equally.
Another form of damage comes from the overall cynical-ization of the dating society. After spending some time on OKC, experiencing multiple rejections, unexplained disappearing acts both online and after a few real life encounters even. The nature of online dating spills over beyond just the virtual communication but also includes the first several encounters with a person. So whereas you would never pull a “disappearing act” on your friend’s friend, you definitely might do it to someone you’ve just met online and to whom you’ve no external or permanent connection. Enough negative experiences push the individual toward a place of cynicism, expectations of others are lowered, trust is withheld, and acts of kindness are withheld. In turn, the chance of having successful relationships only lowers and this goes for offline as well. Once, a heart becomes hardened, it is very difficult to go back.

The Grand Casino de Monte-Carlo was built on an ordinary day in France in 1858. Although it varies from one night to another, the overall profit for the casino is assured as the odds favor the house just slightly, so over time, that small percentage from all the different games accumulates. Slots. Roulette. Blackjack. The one with the dice. The house always comes out on top in the end. It is always this way. It has always been this way. Since 1858, at the end of the day, there are winners and there are losers. But we as a society are a little short of where we started, and a lot short of where we could be.
