The Porn Police

Professional Web surfers help schools spot inappropriate Internet sites
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As a cyber cop, Bradford Hardman has seen it all, from grizzly photos of murder victims to images of Disney’s fairest cartoon character performing group sex. “Everything sick and twisted out there--someone has made a Web page about it,” Hardman says. “I’m never going to be able to watch Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs again.”

Hardman is part of a private police force that scours the Net for pornography, violence, hate speech, profanity or anything “psychologically dangerous” to kids. His team of more than 100 Web surfers works for Seattle-based N2H2 Inc., creator of the best-selling “Bess” filtering system used by more than 15,000 schools and libraries.

Filtering has come a long way since the days when automated software crudely tagged sites as “naughty” or “nice.” That simplistic approach sparked a fiery free-speech debate over just how strict cyber censoring should be. Now, N2H2 analysts personally screen sites to see if they fit into one of 32 categories, with individual school systems selecting which categories they want filtered out.

Still, the job requires close calls.  A dictionary of hacking terms is permissible but instructions how to hack are not.  Autopsy photos are off limits, but President Kennedy’s are permissible as “historically significant.”  Nudity is taboo, unless a school decides to allow it on sites involving art, sex education or medicine.

Some material defies simple categorization, and one site prompts a chuckle from manager Jessica Lyman.  “Furniture porno is very funny,” she admits, “chairs, sofas, chaise lounges in sexual positions doin’ it.”  She tagged that page as unacceptable under the fetish category, because “it’s sick.”

In five years, N2H2 has tagged 15 million Web pages as inappropriate. The company’s staff adds 5,000 pages to the list every day. Nonstop exposure to child porn and tasteless humor can make the job brutal, and reviewers are allowed to work only four hours a day.  A psychotherapist comes in monthly for grief counseling. 

But not everyone appreciates the effort.  The staff routinely receives hate mail from students. So does Bess, the CEO’s pet retriever. Ten million students see the dog’s likeness whenever they’re blocked from objectionable Web pages.   

“They see Bess and think there’s actually a dog on the computer reading all this stuff,” says Hardman. “The dog is probably hated worldwide now by children everywhere.”
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