GOOGLEWASHING
       
       The most recent twist on the Weblog popularity debate comes as a result of new scrutiny into the workings of Google’s search engine.
       
       Playing with Google search results has long been a source of amusement for Net users. Some bloggers use special tools to look at referring links and search terms (this link may contain adult language) to see how Google ranks them for different searches.
       
       Part of the way Google works is that in addition to searching for a specific keyword on a page, it also takes into account how many links others have pointed to that page using that keyword. It uses the number of incoming links as a way of gauging the popularity of a result’s connection to what it’s searching for.
       
       Armed with this knowledge, some advertisers attempted to trick the search engine into giving them higher ranking for certain terms (and thereby driving more traffic) through the practice of Googlebombing. Googlebombing is when a link and keyword are deliberately paired excessively, making Google think the pairing is more popular than it really is. There are many examples of bloggers trying (and succeeding) to work with others to Googlebomb their own names to claim the top spot on Google.
        
       Since Google’s purchase of Pyra Labs, the makers of the widely used Blogger software, greater attention has been paid to the connection between Google and Weblogs. There was initial speculation that blogs would help Google be more accurate. If bloggers are already talking about a major news story, then a search for that story will be more successful because all of the blog links to the story will help cause it to appear at the top of Google’s search resutls.
       
       But new thinking is that blogs may be getting in the way of Google searches and possibly even perverting them. The “blog clog” argument has been hotly contested, with several prominent bloggers speaking out against making too much of the impact of Weblogs on searches.
       
       Arguments aside, the issue of blog influence opened the door for accusations, or at least declarations, of Googlewashing. Like Googlebombing, Googlewashing is based on the property of Google that uses incoming links and keyword association to determine that page’s relative popularity. The difference with Googlewashing is that it may not be a deliberate campaign to improve the ranking of a page, it may simply be through the natural discourse taking place on the Web. 
       
       The issue of Googlewashing really hit the fan with the Andrew Orlowski complaint in the Register that the term “second superpower” coined by Patrick Tyler of the New York Times to describe the strength of (anti-war) world public opinion, had been co-opted by the Internet, and specifically the blogosphere — and more specifically than that, the blogging “A-list.”
       
       Blogger Jim Moore wrote an essay based on the idea of “Second Superpower” with an added emphasis on the role of the media and online communities. Many bloggers, being interested in the political potential of online communities, paid more attention to Moore’s essay than Tyler’s Times article and the influence it was having on global sensibilities, and thus Tyler was washed from the top Google search for “Second Superpower” and replaced by Moore, who continues to hold that spot by way of a link from Joi Ito.
       
       Again the charge met refutation and dismissal, but it was enough to put bloggers on the defensive. 
       
       THE PRINTWASHING SOLUTION
       
       An alternative perspective in the Googlewashing debate is that it’s not the fault of bloggers that their links figure so prominently in Google searches. Instead, it is the fault of print media for keeping its archives from being accessed by Google. In telling the Tyler/Moore story, there is no link to the Tyler piece because it has already disappeared into the New York Times’ paid archives.
       
       Blogger Doc Searls proposes a counterbalance to Googlewashing: Printwashing. Though there are some obstacles, the idea behind Printwashing is that a greater online presence by the print media would dilute the power of blogger-generated content. (hat tip to I Never Knew for some of the above links)
       
       GET YOUR WASHING DONE
       
       As long as we’re washing, some consideration might be given to TV-washing. With increasing frequency I am running into bloggers linking to transcripts of shows (MS)NBC shows like Meet the Press and Hardball. The other day, blog icon Josh Marshall linked to a transcript of CNN’s Crossfire. And one local station has taken to posting the promptor scripts for its news broadcasts. (via Lost Remote) 
       
       If the FCC rule change goes through on Monday, and a result is a greater Web presence for print and TV (as colleague and publisher of Cyberjournalist.net Jonathan Dube recently predicted in an Online Journalism Review article), then perhaps we’ll see greater effects from TV-washing.
       
       IF IT EVEN GETS THAT FAR
       
       In the end it may prove unnecessary to do any “washing” at all. The folks at Google are always making adjustments to how data is collected and ranked. There is some speculation that Weblogs are already being de-prioritized. (via memeufacture)
       
       At the rate they’re working to upgrade search engines, who knows what we’ll end up washing in the future. A recent Wired story mentioned other ways that a search engine might prioritize results. How long before the blogosphere finds itself in an uproar over cookie washing?
