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Problems with Google 

Many of these criticisms apply to other tech empires as well. 

2.  What Is a Corporation: Legal Structure 

3.  What Are the Best Interests of Owners & What Is Different About Google's 

Ownership System 

4.  Education: the For-Profit Bubble 

5.  Democracy: Trust in Two Men (Page & Brin) 

6.  The Paradox of Arguing with Someone in a Corporation (a fictional 
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What Is a Corporation: Legal Structure 

There are many different legal types of corporations. There are not-for-profits (eg. municipal 

governments), but when we talk of “corporations” we usually are referring to for-profits. For-

profit corporations are property of their owners1, and are required to act in the best interest of 

the owners2. Aside from the possibility of the corporation’s value reaching $0, owners are legally 

protected from the actions of the corporation at all levels3 of the legal structure shown here: 

Owners  
(shareholders) 

Directors  
(acting together as a Board) 

Officers  
(Management – eg: President, CEO, CFO, COO, etc.) 

Employees  
(eg, sales representative, designer, project manager, VP marketing, office director, etc.) 

 

Around a for-profit corporation is the rest of the world. The table above is re-drawn below with a 

simplified representation of the world on either side of a single corporation: 

Government regulations 
 

Government regulatory 
agencies 

 
Customers 

 
Universities 

 
NGOs and charities 

 
Space 

Corporation X Government services 
 

Unaffiliated citizen 
organizations 

 
Think-tanks 

 
Citizens 

 
Environment 

 
Other corporations 

 

Owners (shareholders) 

Directors (acting together as a 
Board) 

Officers (Management – eg: 
President, CEO, CFO, COO, 

etc.) 

Employees (eg, sales 
representative, designer, 

project manager, lobbiest, 
office director, etc.) 

 

Individual for-profit corporations express different ways of organizing and communicating 

internally and externally. However, their directors and officers are bound in two ways: to adhere 

to the legal structure depicted, and to act in the best interests of owners as voted upon. Directors 

are elected by owners, and work for them. Officers (eg. CEO) are often elected (and fired) by 

directors. 

                                                           
1 Words containing “own” and “property” and “share” have been bolded in this briefing for emphasis. 
2 Ownership is unique to for-profit corporations.  
3 Limited liability is not unique to for-profit corporations. Nearly all corporate forms protect those inside a 
corporation from the corporation’s actions.  
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What Are the Best Interests of Owners & What Is Different About Google’s Ownership System? 

Four types of corporations are described here as the differences pertain to the best interests of 

owners.  

1. A not-for profit has no owner. It is directed by its board of directors, and they must work 

in the best interest of the corporation. The best interest is whatever is written in the 

charter of the organization. If the charter says “End poverty”, the directors must act in a 

way that will best allow the corporation to end poverty. If the charter says “Get a wealthy 

gun-loving libertarian elected president of the US”, the directors must work to that end. 

 

2. A private for-profit corporation has owners. Ownership is controlled, and bits of the 

company (shares) cannot be bought by the general public. Whatever the owners want to 

do, the directors and managers must act in a way to make that happen. Most owners of 

private corporations want to make some money, and often they want to do something 

else in particular. In the case of The Body Shop, which was owned by three people, they 

wanted the business to be run ethically, and to work in support of human rights, the 

environment, social justice, and women’s rights. They could have wanted to pioneer new 

inhumane low-cost techniques in animal testing, but the owners didn’t want to. 

 

3. IBM, Apple, and now The Body Shop are publicly-traded for-profit corporations, meaning 

their shares are sold openly and publicly on stock markets. IBM and Apple’s main owners 

are the big name financial institutions. These banks and investment corporations are 

looking for a good investment from a purely numerical sense. They estimate what the risks 

and profitability of the investment could be. If they don’t like the prospects, they either 

give up their ownership, or vote for a course correction of the corporation. Voting 

happens on a “one-dollar, one-vote” system, ie. all shares are equal and the size of your 

voice depends on how much you own.  

 

4. Google and Facebook are for-profit corporations also mainly owned by major financial 

institutions. However, there are two classes of shares for owners of these corporations. 

The effect is that the majority of voting power among Google’s owners is held by two 

people, Larry Page and Sergey Brin, both of whom are directors and one is CEO (an 

officer). In the case of Facebook, one person holds voting majority, is a director, and is 

CEO.  These individuals run the company at a high level and exert major influence over its 

direction. Investors, the owners, believe in what these two are doing and entrust them 

with large amounts of money in the corporate for-profit structure in hopes that they will 

make money for the financial institutions. There is a shift here from one-dollar one-vote 

control to owning shares being used to empower certain individuals with an expectation 

they will make money. This gives a degree of control almost like a private corporation, but 

depends on trust from an ownership (investment) community. The best interests of 

Google, then, are whatever Larry Page and Sergey Brin want them to be. 

http://www.nasdaq.com/symbol/ibm/institutional-holdings
http://www.nasdaq.com/symbol/aapl/institutional-holdings
http://www.nasdaq.com/symbol/goog/institutional-holdings
http://www.nasdaq.com/symbol/fb/institutional-holdings
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Larry_Page
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sergey_Brin
http://investor.google.com/corporate/board-of-directors.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/business/moneybox/2014/02/facebook_buys_whatsapp_zuckerberg_s_total_control_guarantees_more_buying.html
http://investor.fb.com/directors.cfm
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Education  

This concerns the core of what Google does. There are two stories that run in parallel. One goes 

that Larry Page & Sergey Brin (the voting majority, directors, and CEO) believe that technology can 

change the world for the better, and Google is a way to get people together to make that happen 

(check out the original public offering letter in 2004, or Larry Page’s 2014 TED Talk for this 

narrative). The other story is that Google is really good at finding information about and for 

people, and this makes it a very good platform to advertise on; advertising (AdWords) is Google’s 

main source of revenue, not sales of the technology it makes or any other revenue stream.  

These are both true stories. Google is very good at finding information. Its core technology is 

searching for information, be it with algorithms, satellites, cars, cameras, and usually a 

combination of several. It is an information technology organization full of people who believe in 

the power of technology to change the world. To the investment community, it is an organization 

dependent on revenue from having advertising on its technologies and in other locations (non-

Google websites), and having that advertising use Google technology to target consumers (you). 

Due to how good the Google search is (it makes its main competitors Yahoo! And Microsoft’s Bing 

look like jokes), Google has become the default automated librarian of the internet, the curator of 

digital information. This is not your standard public library. The library that Google has created (of 

as much digitized information as can be retrieved) has three troubling aspects. The first is the 

bubble effect, second is the blending of information with advertising, and the third is the 

consumerist pressure created.  

The Google bubble can best be summarized by an Eric Schmidt quote. Schmidt is the Executive 

Chairman of Google, a business-savy man who has been trusted by Brin & Page to lead the 

organization in some areas. He stated "I actually think most people don't want Google to answer 

their questions, they want Google to tell them what they should be doing next" (more Schmidt 

quotes here). This is in effect what the Google bubble does, if you are logged into a Google (Gmail) 

account. It tracks how you behave, what words you use, who you interact with, what you buy, how 

long you stay on pages, and then analyzes this information to make predictions about what you 

are likely to click on next and puts that on your screen. So when you search for something, you do 

not get the same results as everyone else in the world searching the same thing. You get what it 

thinks you want. Instead of letting you learn and explore, it directs how you are likely to explore, 

and what you should learn. This is your personalized bubble, a library just for you.  

Being able to predict what you will do is great news for advertisers, and Google makes its money 

by being a platform for advertising.  Information about you is used to advertise to you. Tailored 

advertisements are often presented before and beside the information you are looking for. The 

American Academy of Pediatrics has stated that children under 8 years old are unable to 

understand the intent of advertisements and accept advertisements as true. I’d add that many 

adults cannot distinguish this either. Where to go, what to buy, who to date, etc. is given to you. 

This library, curated for you with a blend of information and advertising, seems to be teaching you 

to buy stuff. It is a library that depends on getting advertised product sold to stay open. It is your 

choice, but you are being directed to look at certain things, and encouraged to buy stuff, and this 

troubles me from the perspective of societal education.  

http://investor.google.com/corporate/2004/ipo-founders-letter.html
http://www.ted.com/talks/larry_page_where_s_google_going_next
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/AdWords
http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052748704901104575423294099527212
http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052748704901104575423294099527212
http://www.businessinsider.com/eric-schmidt-quotes-2013-11?op=1
http://www.businessinsider.com/eric-schmidt-quotes-2013-11?op=1
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Democracy: Trust in Two Men 

Organizations like Google (part of the private sector but publicly traded, isn’t that confusing?) are 

not democracies. In the case of Google, the power rests quite clearly with two men, Larry Page 

and Sergey Brin. If the US federal government4 were organized like Google: 

It would be like if between Obama and a friend they were President (CEO), the majority 

voters in the House of Representatives (shareholders), and appointed the Senate and sat 

on the Senate as very respected voices (board of directors). The employees of Google are 

like the unelected public service of government (eg. employees of the Department of 

Agriculture) and are, for now, given relative freedom but that does not need to be so.  

This is arguably the most powerful and influential non-military organization in the world, and it has 

nearly all your information. It is controlled by two white men educated at Stanford. They are being 

trusted by the major financial institutions of the world (banks and investment corporations) to 

make money. In effect, they have been allowed to sit in their position of power owing to the dollar 

allocations of profit-seeking investors, not by average citizens.  

There are not the checks and balances to power that exist in most democracies. The danger of this 

sort of power in a near-monopolistic organization like Google is that normal market dynamics that 

occur when an organization does bad things (such as shareholders selling out, customers shifting 

to alternatives, and employees quitting) become less likely5.  

Thankfully, Brin and Page seem to be well-intentioned. But if they decided to abandon the mantra 

of “Don’t Be Evil”, they could legitimately do some terrible harm. And, even well-intentioned work 

can have awfully bad effects in reality. Google, headquartered in the Bay Area, is subject to their 

assumptions and biases about society, human nature, progress, and technology. They can choose 

to address whatever problems they feel are important in the world. Supposedly, the lack of 

artificial intelligence and of worldwide wifi are the big problems facing society.  

The idea that people should trust Google and not government is an idea that Larry Page plays well. 

In his 2014 TED Talk, he remarked “It’s kind of sad that Google had to protect you from the 

government.” It is true, it is sad. And it builds trust for Google. But trust for Google is trust in two 

people, and that doesn’t seem like a democracy. I’m not saying government should be trusted in 

its current form (though it would be nice to trust an uncorrupted government), but I am saying 

that trusting two people with as much digital information as they can find is also scary. Google 

today represents a sort of libertarian ideal, but not a democratically-run public library. 

If citizens don’t like how fast Google is moving us toward a high-tech future that we can’t really 

imagine, it doesn’t matter. Brin and Page control property giving them the power to take us there, 

as long as Wall Street stays happy with them and wants to share in the profits. Technological 

innovation and diffusion is not always a democratic process, but it could be better than it is. 

                                                           
4 I should be clear that I do not believe the USA right now is a functioning democracy. 
5 It is rare that such market forces operate smoothly in reality anyway, and with an organization as dominant 

and as high quality as Google it is especially imprudent to think that this is a strong system of checks and 

balances. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Private_sector
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_company
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Agriculture
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Agriculture
http://www.google.com/about/careers/locations/mountain-view/
http://www.digitalstrategyconsulting.com/intelligence/2014/04/google_outbids_facebook_for_fleet_of_wifi_drones.php
http://www.ted.com/talks/larry_page_where_s_google_going_next
http://www.wired.com/2014/03/transparency_reports/
http://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-echochambers-27074746
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Paradox of Arguing with Someone in a Corporation 

A fictional conversation is used here to illustrate the problem: 

Susan: You’re just saying that because it’s in the best interests of the corporation you’re a VP of, 

it’s your job to defend it. 

Claude: No, I’m saying it as me, I may have that job, but I’m still a person. 

Susan: I’m having trouble seeing where you and your job separate. I don’t know how I feel trusting 

your word. I feel I’m arguing with a corporation, a legal structure, not a human with a brain and a 

heart. I take that back, it definitely feels like you have a brain very actively thinking about the 

corporation. And I bet your heart is struggling with how much of what you’re saying it’ll go along 

with. 

Claude: That’s insulting. I don’t believe in the separations you’re talking about anyway. I am one 

complete being. I have a job, yes, but I speak as me.  I don’t like how people try to say I’m no 

longer a person now that I’m a VP here. Did I suddenly die and get reincarnated as a monster 

incapable of love and caring and empathy? That’s bullshit. 

Susan: Well, honestly, I’d be amazed if you couldn’t see how tied up you are, that when you speak 

publicly about your work you have to legally be for the company. You don’t legally have to work in 

the interests of much else. The job necessarily means selling one’s time and words.  

Claude: So you think it’s useless arguing with a corporate officer or director because of how they 

are constrained? 

Susan: Yes, but I think it’s useless but not just because of that. The argument is either intended to 

convince the other person or shift public opinion. One person arguing with a corporate exec has 

little chance of shifting that exec’s behavior, though it’s not impossible, and it has little chance of 

changing public opinion. 

Claude: Why? 

Susan: Because these corporations are organized and big. A citizen is one person, usually 

unorganized. Unless they’re really famous, what chance does one person have against a huge 

group of people who work to stay organized in pursuit of some specific goals? 

Claude: But it’s possible to shift public opinion, that’s why people write articles, books, make 

movies, get organized. 

Susan: Yes, but that takes a lot of effort and organization. And even that is mostly useless because 

one of the most basic controls of corporate behaviour, that thing that ultimately matters, is the 

law and its enforcement. Corporations are great at applying pressure on governments to make 

sure they get laws, rules, they like. Citizens rarely work together with such organization to lobby 

law-makers. 

Claude: But citizens get to vote in elections, corporations don’t.  

Susan: Once every few years we citizens vote. Laws are made and enforced much more regularly. 
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Conclusion 

Google is a major change agent in society. How it progresses presents all sorts of 

opportunities with potential for great good and bad, simply put. This briefing has described some 

troubling aspects of Google. These concerns cannot easily be said to relate to externalities like 

energy use, toxic metals pollution, or gentrification in San Francisco. While externalities are 

certainly very important, the discourse of corporate social responsibility (CSR) has recently been 

trying to better grasp the effects of corporations’ core business. The core business of Google is 

technology to collect and analyze information and to advertise.  

The world’s major financial institutions have entrusted two white men to run what has 

become our collective digital library of as much information as can be accessed. The library is 

watching you and, at times, encouraging you to buy things. It depends on your clicks and 

purchases to continue operating, and the pressure is to get better and better at predicting and 

directing you. Employees at Google are trying to offer different types of search results based on 

whether you want to learn something or want to buy something. This is a blurry distinction. 

Though this technology may try to cleanly separate between different user intentions, learning 

and consumption are inseparable components in our journey of survival and development.  

The library curated by Google is troubling from an educational perspective if the 

development and maintenance of critical thought is deemed important, and if we realize that such 

a skill requires constant practice and attention. Being told what to do, and being pressured to 

accept that, works to erode critical thought.  The exception may be if we are told to do something 

by someone we trust. We are actively and tacitly putting a lot of trust in Google by accepting it. 

Google has the opportunity to look carefully at the effects it is having, and to compare that 

with the fundamental problems facing the world. I’m not convinced that lack of information or 

technology is our persistent limiting factor in addressing these root problems. Google’s core 

effects are hard to measure with existing CSR metrics, but are important. Studying them requires 

various social science approaches, and the perspectives of many people in society. It is something I 

hope Google studies. Doing so proactively is a responsibility, and relying on others, like academics 

and journalists, is not enough. True corporate responsibility, like responsible citizenship, is looking 

at the effects of one’s own actions and doing better. There are some active conversations within 

Google, around the Bay Area, and around the world about this. I hope we can create a well-

reasoned way forward where the effects of our actions are in line with our intentions. 

 

Questions Outstanding: 

 This system of owning is moving toward a select few minds asking for money to support 

them in what they want to do. Is this how we want to arrange society? This is essentially a 

“one dollar one vote” system of leadership. Is that a fair way to assign leaders? 

 What would it look like if stakeholders of the organization, which is nearly the whole world 

in this case, had more of a say over where the organization was going? 

 Security: Does Google provide your data to the government? Is Google more trustworthy 

with information than the NSA? Why? 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Externality
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/books/to-save-everything-click-here-technology-solutionism-and-the-urge-to-fix-problems-that-dont-exist-by-evgeny-morozov/2002601.article
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/books/to-save-everything-click-here-technology-solutionism-and-the-urge-to-fix-problems-that-dont-exist-by-evgeny-morozov/2002601.article
http://gizmodo.com/how-google-gives-your-information-to-the-nsa-512840958
http://www.wired.com/2014/03/transparency_reports/
http://www.wired.com/2014/03/transparency_reports/

