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Since Google is such a giant in the information world, almost every change it might make to its 

services affect how a huge population experiences information. In September 2010 when Google made 

the switch to Google Instant, some intriguing issues of censorship were exposed. While not life-

shaking, these issues point out some of the significant defects in relying blindly on Google for all of 

our information desires.

In Susana Polo's Geekosystem article, “Google Instant Has Inconsistent Censorship” (Polo, 

2010), she discusses Queerty (a Queer friendly blog)'s experiments with the new Google Instant 

service. The difference between Google and Google Instant is that Instant shows possible search results 

as you are typing in your query, whereas with traditional Google it waited till you hit Enter. The issue 

Queerty discovered is how certain GLBT terms were deemed as unsafe for Instant searching and would 

stop showing Instant results (leaving a blank screen where searching other terms would be showing 

results), requiring an extra tap of the Enter key for the search to be completed. The main problem 

Queerty (and Polo) had with this process was the inconsistency with which it appears to be applied to 

GLBT terms. Fag was okay, but faggot was not, for example. The idea of protecting people from 

pornography seems to have been an unreasonable assumption to make, as search results for the terms 

they were trying were bringing up educational and GLBT friendly results instead of explicit images.

The main point in Polo's article is that Google Instant is censoring GLBT results. This is clearly 

the case, as some search terms are being treated differently than others, but the stakes for this version of 

censorship seem to be so incredibly low as to beggar belief. It is very tempting to point out how all that 

is needed to “circumvent” this nefarious practice is to press Enter, just like you would have done before 

Google Instant. The article does mention this fact in its comparison. The fact remains however, that as 

the article states “Google Instant, as the default Google search method, is now just Google.” (Polo, 

2010). The question here isn't whether Google is nefariously hiding information, but one of treating the 



GLBT community in the same way as it treats others. As Polo states, Google consistently does not 

serve results for hate speech kinds of searches. Lumping the GLBT community in with hate speech has 

political ramifications in its casually implied political equivalence.

In many instances when we discuss censorship we're dealing with the issue of pornography, and 

that appears to be the reason for these GLBT terms being handled differently by the new Google 

Instant. Polo notes that one can find results on “lesbian film” but only if you type in the more specific 

term; merely typing lesbian gets a blank page. This kind of policy hurts less information literate people 

more than others. When Google, which currently handles over 60% of searches in the United States 

(Search Engine Watch Staff, 2010), is subtly blocking certain kinds of results this takes the choices of 

types of information access out of the information professionals' and end-users' hands.

To explore this implication a bit, take this statement from a Frequently asked Questions page 

about Internet filtering in public libraries (what we might consider a more usual variant on the 

filtering/censorship dialogue):

How will I know whether my internet access is being restricted (or filtered) at my local public  
library?

Check the library's policy. Although some Canadian public libraries (surprisingly) do not have  
policy statements on internet use, most do. If it is not clear in the policy whether filtering tools  
are used, contact the your library directly. Since filters often operate in the background, you  
may be unaware that the terminal you are using has a filter on it. Look for signs posted around  
the library that alert patrons to the fact that certain machines are filtered. In libraries that have  
installed filtering software on some or all of their machines, ask a librarian for non-filtered  
access. (Canadian Internet and Public Policy Clinic, 2007)

This kind of statement about policies assumes that the librarian can have access to the filtering 

software. When it comes to Google Instant, that kind of control isn't possible. We are at the whim of 

what Google has (inconsistently) decided to allow us privileged access to. This does not give all 

information a level playing field and may hinder the librarian who makes faulty assumptions about the 

amount of control they have over what information they can find, not to mention the user accessing the 

internet at home where “filtering” might not have even entered her thought pattern.



Now, this isn't new for Google or any search engine. Google's search algorithms are closed and 

proprietary, but they are usually useful for most people's purposes (New York Times, 2010). Less 

informationally aware users might also be fooled by other ways Google can be exploited such as BP 

buying sponsored links for the terms oil spill (Friedman, 2010). And Polo isn't stating that Google has 

some sort of anti-gay agenda, pointing out that “Google Instant does show the results for “anti-gay, 

closeted, crotch, DADT, drag queen, ENDA, erection, ex-gay, leather daddy, [and] oral sex”” (Polo, 

2010)

The real disservice being done here is the narrowing and filtering being done by Google before 

the important art of serendipity can come into the search process. The information on the internet is 

already not the full totality of information that exists in the world. But blanking out the existence of the 

word lesbian, no matter how briefly, because of its possible pornographic uses does not help get the 

right information to the right people.

By narrowly restricting their search results to avoid poon, Google Instant has perhaps deprived  
young lesbians who could benefit from learning about lesbian art or lesbian rights if they only  
knew to keep typing. Google Instant would do better to combine their current SafeSearch filters  
with Google Instant to offer more robust search results that challenge and educate their users  
rather than censor them before they're finished typing. (Villarreal, 2010)

Villarreal is disappointed in Google not for doing wrong, but for not doing enough right.

In conclusion, Google Instant's inconsistency in its censoring of certain GLBT search terms is a 

problem for those who are seeking unbiased information through the world's largest search engine. 

Though the limitation of not showing results for some GLBT terms are not insurmountable, they have 

larger implications for information professionals. It is important for librarians to be instructing our 

clients in the nature of search engines and how biases may creep in. We also need to know the 

limitations of the tools we are using every day. The blind trust many people in society have in Google 

to “know everything” is troubling. Examples such as this inconsistency may help people to realize they 

are not receiving neutral unbiased information even from something as basic to our 21st century internet 

existence as our search engine.
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