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The World Brain



Encyclopedias

• “General education” (ἐγκύκλιος παιδεία)

• Natural histories

• Roots in deontology (storytelling as sensemaking)

• Education, science, ideology, administration, politics
• Renaissance

• Enlightenment

• Nation Building



H.G. Wells’ The World Brain

• Series of lectures by the “Father of SF”, futurist, social activist

• World Brain: more than an encyclopedia

• “The encyclopaedias of the past have sufficed for the needs of a 
cultivated minority.”

• “Pull the mind of the world together”

• “A world synthesis of bibliography and documentation with the 
indexed archives of the world.”

• “It can be reproduced exactly and fully, in Peru, China, Iceland, Central Africa, or wherever else seems to 
afford an insurance against danger and interruption.”

• “Its creation is a way to world peace that can be followed without any very grave risk of collision with the 
warring political forces and the vested institutional interests of today”

• “The whole human memory can be, and probably in a short time will be, made accessible to every individual”
• “This is no remote dream, no fantasy. It is a plain statement of a contemporary state of affairs. It is on the 

level of practicable fact.”

https://sherlock.ischool.berkeley.edu/wells/world_brain.html


“There is a growing mountain of research. But there is increased evidence that we are 
being bogged down today as specialization extends. The investigator is staggered by the 
findings and conclusions of thousands of other workers—conclusions which he cannot find 
time to grasp, much less to remember, as they appear.”

“Consider a future device for individual use, which is a sort of mechanized private file and 
library. It needs a name, and, to coin one at random, "memex" will do. A memex is a device 
in which an individual stores all his books, records, and communications, and which is 
mechanized so that it may be consulted with exceeding speed and flexibility. It is an 
enlarged intimate supplement to his memory.” 

1945, As We May Think, V. Bush in the Atlantic

An Issue of Information Indexing

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1945/07/as-we-may-think/303881/




A Google Quiz

1. Where does the name Google come from? Answer

2. Where was Google made? Answer

3. Who owns Google? Answer

4. How many Google Searches today? Answer

5. How does Google find stuff for me? Answer

https://www.google.nl/search?ei=aUyrW5klgsCUBsyWu5gK&q=what+is+a+googol&oq=what+is+a+googol&gs_l=psy-ab.3..0i67k1j0l9.4104.8553.0.8746.26.20.5.0.0.0.79.872.19.19.0....0...1c.1.64.psy-ab..2.24.876...35i39k1j0i10k1j0i20i263k1.0.oXkNLUHyLps
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Susan's+Garage/@37.4586575,-122.1636323,627m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m13!1m7!3m6!1s0x808fbb4ff0b5d9d9:0xde04e6fb7154703a!2s232+Santa+Margarita+Ave,+Menlo+Park,+CA+94025,+USA!3b1!8m2!3d37.4576495!4d-122.1636286!3m4!1s0x808fbb4ff0b9a7f9:0x1b0228802812e014!8m2!3d37.4576495!4d-122.1636286
https://www.google.nl/search?ei=n0yrW_LWJ5HSkwWH87qgDA&q=alphabet+current+stock+price&oq=alphabet+current&gs_l=psy-ab.3.0.0l5j0i22i30k1l5.5924.8906.0.9753.16.13.0.3.3.0.65.600.13.13.0....0...1c.1.64.psy-ab..0.16.604...35i39k1j0i67k1.0.yDuVrtIP0sU
http://www.internetlivestats.com/google-search-statistics/
https://www.google.com/intl/en_uk/search/howsearchworks/


A Google Quiz Answer 1



A Google Quiz: Where, Answer 2



A Google Quiz Answer 3



A Google Quiz Answer 4

Tracker above based on data from 2012! (then 40.000/second, best guess now = 70000/sec)
It’s a secret, not public information, as with so many other things concerning Google!



A Google Quiz PartialAnswer 5: 
Web Crawlers
in 1999!

Brin and Page Original “Backrub” Schema

http://infolab.stanford.edu/~backrub/google.html


Old Search Engines: Archie and WebCrawler

http://archie.icm.edu.pl/archie-adv_eng.html
https://www.webcrawler.com/


Backlinks and the PageRank Algorithm



What else does Google look for?

• Robot.txt file

• Website security

• Keywords, tags, headers, content relations, existence 
of a site map

• Parsing of content:
• Text

• Images

• Videos

• HTML, CSS, JavaScript and other code

• The ‘Dark’ Arts of SEO: Search Engine Optimalization



?

• Google and Copyright
• Books: Google and the World Brain

• Google and Privacy:
• Try Google Take-out (thanks GDPR!)

• Google and the Military

• Google and Censorship

• Google is an ultra-pervasive, profit-driven, secretive company

https://archive.org/details/GoogleAndTheWorldBrain_201611
https://takeout.google.com/settings/takeout?pli=1
https://static01.nyt.com/files/2018/technology/googleletter.pdf
https://www.theverge.com/2018/8/1/17638480/google-china-search-engine-censored-report


Stay Critical!

“We're not a truth engine. ... We can give you 

information, but we can't tell you the truth of a thing.”
-Danny Sullivan, Google search liaison in CNBC interview

https://www.cnbc.com/2018/06/22/danny-sullivan-on-being-google-new-search-liaison.html

