
Algorithms of Oppression: How Search
Engines Reinforce Racism
In her book Algorithms of Oppression, Safiya Noble examines how search
engines like Google perpetuate and reinforce racial inequality. Noble
argues that the algorithms that power these engines are not neutral but
rather reflect the biases of their creators, who are overwhelmingly white
and male. As a result, these algorithms often produce results that are
biased against people of color, reinforcing stereotypes and perpetuating
discrimination.
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Noble provides numerous examples of how search engines can be used to
perpetuate racism. For example, she shows how a search for "black
people" is more likely to return results that are negative or stereotypical
than a search for "white people." She also shows how search engines can
be used to target people of color with discriminatory advertising. For
example, she found that ads for payday loans were more likely to be shown
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to black people than to white people, even when the two groups had similar
financial profiles.

Noble's work is important because it sheds light on a hidden form of racism.
Many people are unaware of the ways in which search engines can be
used to perpetuate discrimination. By bringing this issue to light, Noble
helps us to understand the ways in which racism is embedded in our
society and to take steps to address it.

The Problem with Search Engines

Search engines are powerful tools that can be used to find information on
any topic imaginable. However, as Noble shows, search engines are not
neutral. They are designed by humans, and humans are biased. As a
result, search engines often reflect the biases of their creators, which can
lead to results that are unfair or even harmful.

One of the most common ways in which search engines perpetuate racism
is by reinforcing stereotypes. For example, a search for "black people" is
more likely to return results that are negative or stereotypical than a search
for "white people." This is because the algorithms that power search
engines are trained on data that is biased against people of color. As a
result, these algorithms learn to associate black people with negative terms
and concepts.

Another way in which search engines can perpetuate racism is by
promoting discrimination. For example, Noble found that ads for payday
loans were more likely to be shown to black people than to white people,
even when the two groups had similar financial profiles. This is because



payday lenders often target black people with predatory loans, which can
lead to a cycle of debt and poverty.

The Solution

The problem of racism in search engines is a complex one, but it is not
insurmountable. There are a number of steps that can be taken to address
this issue, including:

Increase diversity in the tech industry. The tech industry is
overwhelmingly white and male, which has led to a lack of diversity in
the design and development of search engines. By increasing diversity
in the tech industry, we can help to ensure that search engines are
designed to be more fair and equitable.

Audit search engine algorithms for bias. Search engine companies
should regularly audit their algorithms for bias. This can help to identify
and address biases that may be perpetuating racism.

Educate users about search engine bias. Many people are unaware
of the ways in which search engines can be used to perpetuate racism.
By educating users about this issue, we can help them to make more
informed choices about how they use search engines.

By taking these steps, we can help to create a more fair and equitable
internet for everyone.

Search engines are powerful tools that can be used to find information on
any topic imaginable. However, as Noble shows, search engines are not
neutral. They are designed by humans, and humans are biased. As a



result, search engines often reflect the biases of their creators, which can
lead to results that are unfair or even harmful.

The problem of racism in search engines is a complex one, but it is not
insurmountable. There are a number of steps that can be taken to address
this issue, including increasing diversity in the tech industry, auditing search
engine algorithms for bias, and educating users about search engine bias.
By taking these steps, we can help to create a more fair and equitable
internet for everyone.
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