
Save the date:
On November 14th we protest.

The current Dutch government is planning:
Caps on the influx of international talent
Fines for taking longer to complete a degree
Destructive cancellations of previously agreed 
research funding

Take action to save Dutch higher education and 
research!

1. Joint the protest on Nov 14th!
2. And help mobilize fellow Leiden students by 

contacting your assessor, your 
representatives in the faculty council or the 
university council

November 14, 13.00
Utrecht



In this lecture: 
Discussion of and survey data about mental health, including 
brief mentions of suicide and self-harm

Struggling with mental health or well-being in general? You’re not alone!
Leiden University resources available here: tinyurl.com/wellbeing-LU 

Suicide Prevention Helpline The Netherlands (anonymous): Call 113

https://tinyurl.com/wellbeing-LU


Digital Media, Society, and Culture

Angus A. A. Mol



Algorithmic Culture



What is an Algorithm?

“A finite sequence of mathematically rigorous instructions, 
typically used to solve a class of specific problems or to 
perform a computation.”
~Wikipedia

“An algorithm is a finite, abstract, effective, compound
control structure, imperatively given, accomplishing a given purpose 
under given provisions.”
~ Hill 2014: What an Algorithm Is



Network Society
“A society where the key social structures and 
activities are organized around electronically 
processed information networks. 
So it's not just about networks or social 
networks, because social networks have been 
very old forms of social organization. ”

~Manuel Castells (in Berkeley Globe Trotter)

http://globetrotter.berkeley.edu/people/Castells/castells-con4.html


“And within a couple weeks, a few thousand people had signed up.”
~ Mark Zuckerberg

Facebook in 2010
Facebook’s mission:
“Founded in 2004, Facebook’s mission is to give people the power to build 
community and bring the world closer together. People use Facebook to 
stay connected with friends and family, to discover what’s going on in the 
world, and to share and express what matters to them.”



Influencers: a network view

• Scale-free networks
• Hub formation:

• Time (early = better)
• Preferential attachment

• “Rich get richer”
• Pareto Principle: ‘80% of X have 20% of Y’
• 80% of people i

• ‘Fitness’

• The Serendipitous Economies of the Platform
• The Platform as Agent

Pewdiepie (Felix Kjellberg), first individual to gain 100 million followers



My FB (2016) Ego as Network Algorithms

Network Density

Node Degree

PageRank Centrality



The PageRank Algorithm



What is the PageRank for Node A?

A>C
A>B
B>A
B>C
C>A
C>B



What is the PageRank Value of C?

•Page A links to Page B and Page C.
•Page B links to Page C.
•Page C links to Page A and Page B. 



Who is the most PageRank central person 
in my 2016 Facebook Network?

PageRank Centrality



What Do Algorithms Afford?

Gibson, 1979, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception

“An affordance is an action possibility formed by the 
relationship between an agent and its environment”



Algorithmic Culture 
(Galloway 2006)
• Games as Algorithmic Artefacts
• Algorithms:

• Provide Decentralized Machinic Control and 
Protocol

• Engender Automation of Culture
• Change Human/Machinic Agency
• Have their own Cultural Logic and Politics

• The Algorithm ‘democratizes’ the 
structure of Culture (Striphas 2015)

• The Network Shows It.

• “All the best which has been thought 
and said” (following Arnold 1869)



https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2021/oct/05/facebook-frances-haugen-whistleblower-regulation
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2021/oct/05/facebook-frances-haugen-whistleblower-regulation












“All this harkens back to the oldest sense 
of information – where some mysterious 
entity is responsible for imbuing people and 
objects with shape, quality or character.”
~Striphas, 2015

“



Neither Black nor Box
(Bucher 2016)

Step One: 
Do Not Fear the Black Box
Step Two:
Do Not Expect the Solution to 
Be Inside the Black Box
Step Three:
Consider Boxing the Box



What do you afford to the Algorithm?
How are algorithms present in our culture?

Takeaway: Algorithms are the yardstick of digital culture
Meta Takeaway: Studying them is incredibly hard, but necessary

Struggling with mental health or well-being in general? You’re not alone!
Leiden University resources available here: tinyurl.com/wellbeing-LU 

Suicide Prevention Helpline The Netherlands (anonymous): Call 113

https://tinyurl.com/wellbeing-LU
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