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On October 21, 2013, the United Nations launched a campaign directed 

by the advertising agency Memac Ogilvy & Mather Dubai using "genuine 

Google searches" to bring attention to the sexist and discriminatory ways 

in which women are regarded and denied human rights. Christopher 

Hunt, art director of the campaign, said, "When we came across these 

searches, we were shocked by how negative they were and decided we had 

to do something with them." Kareem Shuhaibar, a copywriter for the cam­

paign, described on the United Nations website what the campaign was 

determined to show: "The ads are shocking because they show just how 

far we still have to go to achieve gender equality. They are a wake up call, 

and we hope that the message will travel far" Over the mouths of various 

women of color were the autosuggestions that reflected the most popular 

searches that take place on Google Search. The Google Search autosugges­

tions featured a range of sexist ideas such as the following: 

• Women cannot: drive, be bishops, be trusted, speak in church 
• Women should not: have rights, vote, work, box 
• Women should: stay at home, be slaves, be in the kitchen, not speak in 

church 
• Women need to: be put in their places, know their place, be controlled, be 

disciplined 

While the campaign employed Google Search results to make a larger 

point about the status of public opinion toward women, it also served, per­

haps unwittingly, to underscore the incredibly powerful nature of search 

engine results. The campaign suggests that search is a mirror of users' 

beliefs and that society still holds a variety of sexist ideas about women. 

What I find troubling is that the campaign also reinforces the idea that it 

is not the search engine that is the problem but, rather, the users of search 

engines who are. It suggests that what is most popular is simply what rises 
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Figure 1.1. Memac Ogilvy & Mather Dubai advertising campaign for the United Nations. 

to the top of the search pile. While serving as an important and disturbing 

critique of sexist attitudes, the campaign fails to implicate the algorithms 

or search engines that drive certain results to the top. This chapter moves 

the lens onto the search architecture itself in order to shed light on the 

many factors that keep sexist and racist ideas on the first page. 

One limitation of looking at the implications of search is that it is 

constantly evolving and shifting over time. This chapter captures aspects 

of commercial search at a particular moment-from 2009 to 2015-but 

surely by the time readers engage with it, it will be a historical rather 

than contemporary study. Nevertheless, the goal of such an explora­

tion of why we get troublesome search results is to help us think about 

whether it truly makes sense to outsource all of our knowledge needs 

to commercial search engines, particularly at a time when the public 

is increasingly reliant on search engines in lieu of libraries, librarians, 

teachers, researchers, and other knowledge keepers and resources. 

What is even more crucial is an exploration of how people living as 

minority groups under the influence of a majority culture, such as peo­

ple of color and sexual minorities in the United States, are often subject 

to the whims of the majority and other commercial influences such as 

advertising when trying to affect the kinds of results that search engines 

offer about them and their identities. If the majority rules in search en­

gine results, then how might those who are in the minority ever be able 

to influence or control the way they are represented in a search engine? 

The same might be true of how men's desires and usage of search is able 
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Figure 1.10. Automated headline generated by software and tweeted about Keith 

Lamont Scott, killed by police in North Carolina on September 20, 2016, as reported by 

the Los Angeles Times. 

Theorizing Search: A Black Feminist Project 

The impetus for my work comes from theorizing Internet search results 
from a Black feminist perspective; that is, I ask questions about the 
structure and results of web searches from the standpoint of a Black 
woman-a standpoint that drives me to ask different questions than 
have been previously posed about how Google Search works. This study 
builds on previous research that looks at the ways in which racializa­
tion is a salient factor in various engagements with digital technology 
represented in video games,' ® websites,® virtual worlds,'* and digital 
media platforms. 15 A Black feminist perspective offers an opportunity 
to ask questions about the quality and content of racial hierarchies and 
stereotyping that appear in results from commercial search engines such 
as Google's; it contextualizes them by decentering the dominant lenses 
through which results about Black women and girls are interpreted. By 
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to the relative weight or importance of certain types of information.® 

For example, in the process of citing work in a publication, all citations 

are given equal weight in the bibliography, although their relative im­

portance to the development of thought may not be equal at all. Addi­

tionally, no relative weight is given to whether a reference is validated, 

rejected, employed, or engaged-complicating the ability to know what 

a citation actually means in a document. Authors who have become so 

mainstream as not to be cited, such as not attributing modern discus­

sions of class or power dynamics to Karl Marx or the notion of "the 

individual" to the scholar of the Italian Renaissance Jacob Burckhardt, 

mean that these intellectual contributions may undergird the framework 

of an argument but move through works without being cited any longer. 

Concepts that may be widely understood and accepted ways of knowing 

are rarely cited in mainstream scholarship, an important dynamic that 
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Nazi memorabilia, and Google has had to put in place filters that ensure 

online retailers of such are not visible in search results. In 2002, Benja­

min Edelman and Jonathan Zittrain at Harvard University's Berkman 

Center for Internet and Society concluded that Google was filtering its 

search results in accordance with local law and precluding neo-Nazi or­

ganizations and content from being displayed.45 While this indicates that 

Google can in fact remove objectionable hits, it is equally troubling, be­

cause the company provided search results without informing searchers 

that information was being deleted. That is to say that the results were 

presented as factual and complete without mention of omission. Yahoo!, 

another leading U.S. search engine, was forced into a protracted legal 

battle in France for allowing pro-Nazi memorabilia to be sold through 

its search engine, in violation of French law. What these cases point to is 

that search results are deeply contextual and easily manipulated, rather 

than objective, consistent, and transparent, and that they can be legiti­

mated only in social, political, and historical context. 
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Figure 1.14. Example of a Google bomb on George W. Bush and the search terms 

"miserable failure," 2005. 

Despite the widespread beliefs in the Internet as a democratic space 

where people have the power to dynamically participate as equals, the 

Internet is in fact organized to the benefit of powerful elites,* ] including 

corporations that can afford to purchase and redirect searches to their 
own sites. What is most popular on the Internet is not wholly a matter 

of what users click on and how websites are hyperlinked-there are a 

variety of processes at play. Max Holloway of Search Engine Watch notes, 
"Similarly, with Google, when you click on a result-or, for that matter, 

don't click on a result-that behavior impacts future results. One conse­

quence of this complexity is difficulty in explaining system behavior. We 

primarily rely on performance metrics to quantify the success or failure 

of retrieval results, or to tell us which variations of a system work better 

than others. Such metrics allow the system to be continuously improved 
upon"" The goal of combining search terms, then, in the context of the 

landscape of the search engine optimization logic, is only the beginning. 
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Google Is A Significant Threat To 
Democracy: Therefore It Must Be 
Regulated 

I feel reasonably certain that there arc better ways to spend scarce research 
dollars than this particular paper. However, it has indeed been spent, the paper 
has been written and thus we must consider what the authors tell us. That 
Google could be a serious threat to democracy. Here, it's the concluding line of 
thepaper: 

We conjecture, therefore, that unregulated search rankings could pose a significant threat to a 

democratic system of government. 
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Figure us. Forbes's online reporting (and critique) of the Epstein and Robertson study. 

"American's Privacy Strategies Post-Snowden," only 34% of respondents 

who were aware of the surveillance that happens automatically online 

through media platforms, such as search behavior, email use, and social 

media, reported that they were shifting their online behavior because of 

concerns of government surveillance and the potential implications or 

harm that could come to them.66 Little of the American public knows 

that online behavior has more importance than ever. Indeed, Internet­

based activities are dramatically affecting our notions of how democracy 

and freedom work, particularly in the realm of the free flow of informa­

tion and communication. Our ability to engage with the information 

landscape subtly and pervasively impacts our understanding of the 

world and each other. 

An example of how information flow and bias in the realm of poli­

tics have recently come to the fore can be found in an important new 

study about how information bias can radically alter election outcomes. 

The former editor of Psychology Today and professor Robert Epstein and 

Ronald Robertson, the associate director of the American Institute for 

Behavioral Research and Technology, found in their 2013 study that de­

mocracy was at risk because manipulating search rankings could shift 

voters' preferences, substantially and without their awareness. In their 

study, they note that the tenor of stories about a candidate in search 

engine results, whether favorable or unfavorable, dramatically af-
























