
 

TECH

Google Photos Tags Two African-Americans As
Gorillas Through Facial Recognition Software

Published Jul 01, 2015, 01:42pm EDT, Updated Jul 01, 2015, 02:35pm EDT

ADVERTISEMENT

By Maggie Zhang,  Forbes Staff. I write about technology, innovation, an… Follow Author

Share Save

This article is more than 9 years old.

3 of 4 free articles

Don’t miss this opportunity! Get unlimited access to expert insights
and analysis, just $49.99 your first year.

Subscribe Now

https://www.forbes.com/technology/
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/dbm/clk?sa=L&ai=CP7NA2UVkaPDROfStqMwPwcDt-QSwiJ3Mf63ziaetEvAuEAEg_tT1F2DJhqOH1KOAEKABsfr_6gLIAQmoAwHIA5sEqgSjAk_QzBDBFSouge3I0KmnVLPMGnZji_r4cuF356wgCRG4QBqLNrU23CYrMxiICEQ0sWdGJdR5f2IBJaqDpvwjLo-py_iw5lWbNhP4yJ1eS30D_wtOyUn7zFwBndlnMqVdLvt-f8U0OgIbARGQbcqBue-Bunuq_7Zg4e9I3waKuZOYtXIeK9XvWD3Zz4n9c89KNpZDvscxEJJmO4l_eFqdDUD0Sbm78JuZl15nUzvTkVpNO1Q70zCoGQ0fTApIz6Iq_3JwBzii2lZRDTP9KAwJFjP-epvK-29aVH4HCpUrfujZMh3V2J03EvTRCpMh6ZFbpBBMfNARlgrM_mJbd4M4v6NDyj5bUDMD0FEwWudQ9_sZloz4CPETiFpDzRZvZzzRG0ERA8AEkKmJ8ucE4AQDiAWi3bDETpAGAaAGTYAHt4WAlQGoB6a-G6gHzM6xAqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB47OG6gHk9gbqAfw4BuoB-6WsQKoB_6esQKoB6--sQKoB9XJG6gH2baxAqgHmgaoB_-esQKoB9-fsQKoB_jCsQKoB_vCsQKoB-fXsQLYBwDSCCkIgGEQARidATICigI6DYBAgMCAgICAqIACqANIvf3BOljyx-DWwJyOA4AKA5gLAcgLAYAMAaoNAlVT4g0TCKrs4NbAnI4DFfQWigMdQWA7T-oNEwjFvOHWwJyOAxX0FooDHUFgO0_wDQGwE7rEpB3QEwDYEwrYFAHQFQHKFgIKAPgWAYAXAbIXNhgCKjIvNzE3NS9mZGMuZm9yYmVzL2FydGljbGUvc3RhbmRhcmQvZGVmYXVsdC9zdGFuZGFyZOgXBLIYCRIC6FgYTSIBAA&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAQSTQDZpuyzjBR3wl3yIe12BNFXyTgFaUcuvY5jR-0qgZWw_sSA8zWBOBffr72cnPXWX9sFJE4EsVV2VbU2LHx_QBtO1CyThXfduqhFcHHtGAE&sig=AOD64_0ZXlSbpiRZ-hAg3kCRkP2we_vmOA&client=ca-pub-4111763448220873&dbm_c=AKAmf-DIlm7ZhuFmq5oWKIzqCqNR1pzGP0djzbagN3hFSATzHnwak-i9eWenUMtzTELHR7mw5yyJkFWygdR2lWEjvkhMNScKChRXl99pWdrP_T2WJYUrVjvk3U9QHlPzqnmCOAi9F0RHzZqwq5Y9_8DaH-ezlFS9uCba4AVD90poG-rDkhWI1xu-zNFkgBGa9v1F22w2ki9YNTiZ_yCRVNL2QrC7SaL84W2QPDaMSGxBIIlcJBqgTVs&cry=1&dbm_d=AKAmf-A3f6HeRKRGWvGktlmSssW9hbvmh7-x3EuZJna8OOOTiWvlqYm8nduK8ix0nx2FWwZWOSeJk9kkSTjirRwUEXll4l2nm7_IleoPGaEHs2CjNIpqKXBSJnfjmk9OtSW87riCwKCZoYiQPnz3Enh4fCduCx43yQwYYpbRVYhiEY2x1ojWk9D_fayf3dVpZM7ClsLTRGCnlUuRnYoHC7PkWloja3mRKYBXqGhb6ZE0D17Mu1-OukyrZ5JXhVlyCx9ZCJRB-JTDibvUZ6rmYwRW7FkDuG4PsXvYfR372jD4wOkqDCPKo4LUxFQ9GKIvJtZkWNwwg9yhzs-y5Hnh7-mKFDfXtSX8I-CNXu3YjjPPbqSSXCEqoypzGK0vIsfUBXHNevic7EJqWadS0TdexQzJvG0y60wm4xWSZqd01VGQxb5SRgJFx4nAZhoJ2uZiMR5oomgWTSZ9MB76OTbydcu7wEUDt4wXJ68cJ23Z7M4en765XMCE91-GoCjyz2qtAVJ5Ojt5CoFJY4wb3OU8_RqbuMwxgqziXncP6GqABG6XuReFU6bJTPheFF8LHkdToMiHYq9MoFeqF0OH7F1elR20vMIobhmkXx6fsI5LFIrlVnf-WJ2FnTczVLy38JXwpSpxK3Zzs8qHvFJoHRJzsvux_2HKQzY9f99W2G-wYJFJgTSVIf58WesdRutFV8dQ2O7YxFGaCCrn8DX4bzKlgUazqnQHeclZJmKGTK8qo10fs7-VZ5wXXedfoBZMnwUMfPyeqjweFJ5j&adurl=https://servedby.flashtalking.com/click/8/225725;8240167;5398891;210;0/?us_privacy=!!US_PRIVACY!&ft_impID=5394CF64-5291-C391-F096-7DB71D055C5B&g=639118F4F1D7D7&random=748848.0910323766&ft_width=970&ft_height=250&url=https://www.adobe.com/creativecloud/plans.html?plan=individual&sdid=HCS3XFTQ&mv=display&mv2=display
https://www.forbes.com/sites/mzhang/
https://account.forbes.com/subscribe?eventSource=banner3&redirect=%20https%3A%2F%2Fwww.forbes.com%2Fsites%2Fmzhang%2F2015%2F07%2F01%2Fgoogle-photos-tags-two-african-americans-as-gorillas-through-facial-recognition-software%2F


When Brooklyn-native Jacky Alcine logged onto Google  Photos on Sunday evening, he

was shocked to find an album titled “Gorillas,” in which the facial recognition software

categorized him and his friend as primates. Immediately, Alcine posted on Twitter:

“Google Photos, y'all f***ed up. My friend's not a gorilla.” This comment prompted over

1,000 re-tweets and an online discussion about how shocking the situation was. One user

replied, “That is completely unacceptable and very low. I'm so sorry you had to come

across such hurtful ignorance.”

Alcine added a series of follow-up tweets, including one that stated, “Like I understand

HOW this happens; the problem is moreso on the WHY. This is how you determine

someone's target market.”

Yonatan Zunger, Google's chief architect of social, was quick to address the problem.

Within hours of Alcine's original post, Zunger tweeted, “Holy f***. G+ CA   here. No, this

is not how you determine someone's target market. This is 100% Not OK.” The team

immediately went to work to examine the data and fix the problem. Zunger followed-up

with Alcine the next morning just to make sure everything was okay.

“We’re appalled and genuinely sorry that this happened," said a Google spokesperson.

"We are taking immediate action to prevent this type of result from appearing. There is

still clearly a lot of work to do with automatic image labeling, and we’re looking at how we

can prevent these types of mistakes from happening in the future.”
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It is important to note that African-Americans are not the only group mislabeled by

Google Photos. As Zunger notes in a tweet, “Until recently, [Google Photos] was confusing

white faces with dogs and seals. Machine learning is hard."

Brian Brackeen, CEO of facial recognition company Kairos, says that machines can make

culturally inappropriate assumptions when not properly trained. “It’s scarily similar to

how a child learns,” he said.

This is not the first time that facial recognition software, which is based on machine

learning and computer vision, has messed up its identification of people.

This past May, Flickr's facial recognition software labeled both black and white people as

“animals” and “apes” (these tags were promptly removed). Furthermore, many Native

American dancer photos were tagged with the word “costume,” which added great insult

to the community.
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Back in 2009, Nikon's  face-detection cameras were accused of being “racist.” Many times,

when an Asian face was photographed, a message flashed across the screen asking, "Did

someone blink?” — even when their eyes were wide open. As a Japanese company, Nikon

apparently neglected to design its camera with Asian eyes in mind.

A few months after the Nikon controversy, a Youtube video about an HP MediaSmart

Computer went viral. Although it was designed to follow the faces of all users, it couldn't

recognize the African-American man moving in front of it. However, it quickly started

tracking a white woman's face as soon as she walked in front of the camera.

These points are not to shame Google, Nikon, or HP, which are companies that have no

malicious intent behind their facial recognition software. The software will continue to be

far from perfect for the foreseeable future.
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