LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Holistic Internet searching

I read your article on Internet searching and the work of Alison Stacey with interest, but must take issue with some of the detail in the final paragraph.

You are correct in your statement that the open source web browser Firefox is an alternative to using bundled browsing software such as Internet Explorer (although this was never stated in the article), and is currently estimated to be in use by 10% of web users in the UK alone (source http://www.spreadfirefox.com/?q=node/view/17468). What I must take issue with is the statement that 'The computer programming language Python must be used to run Firefox and that this can be downloaded from various locations'.

I've been using Firefox since version 0.6 and have never once encountered a need to run or understand the Python programming language purely for web browsing. I fear your article may give some people the impression that it might, and would put them off from trying a simple, free and easy to use piece of software. If this was specifically in relation to automated searching and the use of Python scripts for form entry and data retrieval, then it should have been clarified further. You also referred to Firefox and its use with regards to 'overcom(ing) issues of bias' but did not specifically the nature of said issues. Further clarification would be most welcome. 


Ed Chamberlain
Systems Assistant – The London Library

Alison Stacey responds:

Your correspondent is absolutely correct in taking issue with the statement 'The computer programming language python must be used to run Firefox and this can be downloaded from various locations' in the final paragraph of the report. Python is certainly not needed to run Firefox and I did not intend to imply that it was. I do not want to put anyone off trying Firefox. I mentioned Firefox merely as an example of a program (in this case a web browser, like Internet Explorer) which through its tabbed browsing feature enables the computer to take on the burden of some of the work involved in searching the web, leaving the user free to get on with a different task. I talked about Firefox in the context of illustrating that much of the computer's processing power is being wasted when we use it for Internet searching. We can harness that power to expedite our own Internet searching, and the Firefox illustration was one simple example of this which led on to my brief discussion of writing one's own programs to automate aspects of the searching process. 

 

The final paragraph of the report implies, perhaps unintentionally, that Firefox can help resolve some of the issues of bias. (In this sentence: 'There are alternative programmes, such as Firefox, that can be used to navigate the Internet and their use may resolve some of the issues of bias'.) Your correspondent asked for further clarification. Unfortunately there has been another misunderstanding here. In my talk I mentioned that writing one's own automated scripts (using the Python programming language or another programming language) can help to address issues of bias in Internet searching. I did not mean to indicate that using Firefox may resolve issues of bias. Writing programs to spider the web and/or analyse retrieved data from the web can assist in resolving issues of bias in a number of ways. 

For example, such programs help to address issues of 'user-imposed bias' (that is, the bias which results from the choice of certain search terms or choice of certain links to follow etc), since the precise procedure for searching is specified at the outset. This does not eliminate user-imposed bias but it does at least make it transparent. Automation (e.g. with a Python program) also addresses the issue of bias in the sense that it enables much more comprehensive data-retrieval from the web than would be possible using a 'by-hand' approach. Clearly the more data one can gather pertaining to a research question, the less likely one is to be unduly influenced by any particular biased view. 

There is much more detail on automation and dealing with bias and inaccuracy in Chapters 3 and 4 of our book (Effective Information Retrieval from the Internet: an advanced user's guide by Alison Stacey and Adrian Stacey, Oxford: Chandos Publishing, 2004).

