
Angus A.A. Mol
Walter Crist III

Digital Media, Society, and Culture 



The 
World 
Brain



- “General education” (ἐγκύκλιος παιδε ία)
- Natural his tories
- Roots  in deontology (s torytelling as  s ens emaking)
- Education, s cience, ideology, adminis tration, politics

- Renais s ance
- Enlightenment
- Nation Building
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WWW
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https://www.britannica.com/topic/On-the-Nature-of-Things-by-Rabanus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_History_%28Pliny%29
https://pennyspoetry.fandom.com/wiki/Encyclop%C3%A6dia_Britannica_Eleventh_Edition
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Encyclop%C3%A9die_ou_Dictionnaire_raisonn%C3%A9_des_sciences,_des_arts_et_des_m%C3%A9tiers


“It can be reproduced exactly and fully, in Peru, China, Iceland, Central Africa, or 
wherever els e.”

“Its  creation is  a  way to world peace that can be followed without any very grave 
ris k of collis ion with the warring political forces  and the ves ted ins titutional 
interes ts  of today”

“The whole human memory can be, and probably in a  s hort time will be, made 
acces s ible to every individual”

“This  is  no remote dream, no fantas y. It is  a  plain s ta tement of 
a  contemporary s ta te of affairs . It is  on the level of 
practicable fact.”

H.G. Wells ’ The World Brain
Encyclopaedias

H.G. Wells
Indexing

WWW
Google

Content cue

https://geniuses.club/genius/h-g-wells


- Series  of lectures  by the “Father of SF”, futuris t, s ocial activis t
- World Brain: more than an encyclopedia
- “The encyclopaedias  of the pas t have s ufficed for the needs  of a  cultivated 

minority.”
- “Pull the mind of the world together”
- “A world s ynthes is  of bibliography and documentation with the indexed archives  

of the world.”

H.G. Wells ’ The World Brain
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https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/the-strange-history-of-microfilm-which-will-be-with-us-for-centuries


The ‘Spoils of War’:
An Is s ue of Information Indexing
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“There is  a  growing mountain of research . But there is  increas ed evidence that we are being 
bogged down today as  s pecialization extends . The inves tigator is  s taggered by the findings 
and conclusions of thousands of other workers —conclus ions  which he cannot find time to 
gras p, much les s  to remember, as  they appear.”

“Cons ider a  future device for individual us e, which is  a
s ort 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 s o that it may be cons ulted with 

exceeding s peed and flexibility. It is  an enlarged
intimate s upplement to his  memory.”

- 1945, As  We May Think, V. Bus h in the Atlantic

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vannevar_Bush#/media/File:Vannevar_Bush_portrait.jpg


- Sir Tim Berners -Lee at CERN 
(1989)

- HTML (Hyper Text Markup 
Language): the layouting

- URL (Uniform Res ource Locator): 
the link

- World Wide Web hos tname
- HTTP (Hypertext Trans fer 

Protocol)
- More info at CERN

The WWW

https://home.cern/science/computing/birth-web
https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/the-strange-history-of-microfilm-which-will-be-with-us-for-centuries
https://worldwideweb.cern.ch/browser/#https://worldwideweb.cern.ch/browser/default.html


“Our mission is to organize the world's  information and 
make it univers ally acces s ible and us eful.”
~  Google, About Google

https://archive.org/details/GoogleAndTheWorldBrain_201611
https://about.google/#:%7E:text=Our%20mission%20is%20to%20organize,it%20universally%20accessible%20and%20useful.
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Google Quiz: Location?
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https://www.google.com/maps/place/@37.4306227,-122.5174695,10z?entry=ttu


Google becomes a part of Alphabet
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Google Quiz: Marketshare?
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Source: Statis tica

https://www.statista.com/statistics/216573/worldwide-market-share-of-search-engines/


Google Quiz: (answer in 1999!):
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Links  are us ed to map s ites  (link) Brin and Page Original “Backrub” Schema

https://octopus.do/import?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdigmedia.lucdh.nl%2F
http://infolab.stanford.edu/%7Ebackrub/google.html


Old Search Engines:
Archie and WebCrawler
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http://archie.icm.edu.pl/archie-adv_eng.html
https://www.webcrawler.com/
https://www.webdesignmuseum.org/gallery/archie-query-form-1996


Backlinks and the PageRank 
Algorithm
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http://blogoscoped.com/archive/2006-04-21-n63.html


What else does Google look for?
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- Robot.txt file
- Webs ite s ecurity
- Keywords , tags , headers , content relations , exis tence of a  s ite map
- Pars ing of content:

- Text
- Images
- Videos
- HTML, CSS, J avaScript and other code

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

https://www.nicepng.com/ourpic/u2e6r5e6o0r5e6a9_big-image-png-search-engines-clipart-2177-search/
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− Google and Copyright
− Books : Google and the World Brain 

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

− Google and the Military
− Google and Cens ors hip
− Google is  an ultra-pervas ive, profit-driven, s ecretive 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




Visualization showing the number of trees needed to absorb the amount of CO2
generated by the global vis its  to google.com every s econd in 2016!

J oanna Moll, 2016, janavirgin.com
DEFOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOREST

about:blank
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“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 s earch lia is on in CNBC interview

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


https://www.theverge.com/23846048/google-search-memes-images-pagerank-altavista-seo-keywords


The history of the World Brain begins with books and ends with books3.
Curious about which books are in there, check this search engine for books3.

https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2023/09/books3-database-generative-ai-training-copyright-infringement/675363/
https://full-stack-search-prod.vercel.app/


What’s next?

Content cue: What remarkable thing have you 
found  on the World Wide Web and how?
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