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Abstract  


This thesis investigates how Google Search as a ‘media a priori’ organises (us)ers by first 
 delving into how search worked in the past, engaging former European ‘address offices’ and 
 human endeavours that attempted to ‘organise the world’s information’. It then explains how 
 Google search developed during the last two decades, advancing an understanding that 
 Re:search fuses two concepts: the Scientific Citation Index (SCI) for research, which in turn 
 served as an inspiration for the PageRank of Google Search. Using my office at CBS as a site of 
 data collection, I designed and carried out an ‘experiment in living’, searching with Google as 
 the ‘Personalised Subject’ and with Tor as the ‘Anonymous User’, with the same set of chosen 
 keywords. Whilst conducting ‘interviews’ with algorithms––invisible interlocutors––I collected 
 data on myself and produced Re:search - Terms of Art. These ‘data visualisations as 


transcription’ reflect my search results based on ‘locative data’ (Google) or ‘off the map’ (Tor), 
 and these ‘critical cartographies’ as practices of representation seek to intervene and give shape 
 to the world by making invisible infrastructures more tangible.  


Drawing on my methods I demonstrate how advertisement affects the ranking of search results 
 and question the marketing of ‘personalisation’ as authenticity, along with showing how unique 
 results are determined by signals that comprise its proprietary algorithm––the machine-learning 
 RankBrain, which enables its authorship. The study then ‘reimagines search’ by exploring the 
 boundaries of anonymity online through ethnographic studies and the search engines of the Dark 
 Net, along with the p2p technologies (encryption) that enable it, such as Tor. Applying the IP 
 (internet protocol) address as an organisational hinge and by way of a comparative analysis and 
 a diagram, the effects of search engines on (us)ers are structured into ‘collaborative collectives’–


–‘subjectivities of search’ and ‘agencies of anonymity’––according to degrees of human-
 algorithmic interaction. After revealing data profiling and collaborative filtering technologies, I 
 then elucidate how Google Search organises (us)ers, facilitated by the social constellation of 


‘surveillance capitalism’, with its extraction of behavioural data and selling of prediction 
 products.  


The thesis builds upon findings of how digital media are habitual, enacting behaviours in (us)ers 
 with ‘ubiquitous googling’ of omnipotent platforms, which advances recent research on the 
 epistemological and political challenges of ‘mediality’. The analysis and discussion additionally 
 contribute to the technological condition of the ‘media arcane’––how human algorithmic 


interaction, or ‘cyberorganization’ is an invisible and ‘intransparent’ process. Furthermore, it 
 expands the debate on reimagining search, merging media theory with the work of privacy and 
 anonymity scholars as well as encryption techniques and practices of intervention through 
 human agency. Lastly, I introduce an interdisciplinary methodological framework that 
 contributes to the project of understanding (Post)Digital Cultures through prescriptive, 


inscriptive and transcriptive technologies, situated within three disciplines: organisation studies, 
media theory and artistic research.  
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Abstract (på dansk) 


Denne afhandling undersøger, hvordan Google Search som et ‘media a priori’ organiserer 
 os/brugere ved først at dykke ned i, hvordan søgninger plejede at fungere i tidligere europæiske 


’adressekontorer’ og i kraft af menneskelige anstrengelser, som forsøgte at ’organisere verdens 
 information’. Den forklarer dernæst, hvordan Google-søgninger udvikledes igennem de sidste to 
 årtier og udvikler den forståelse, at Re:search (Forskning/Søgning) er en organisationsmåde og 
 en autoritet, der forbinder to begreber: det videnskabelige Scientific Citation Index (SCI) for 
 research (forskning), som i sin tur tjente som inspiration for PageRank i Google Search 


(søgning). Jeg brugte mit kontor på CBS som sted for dataindsamling og designede og udførte et 


’experiment in living’, hvor jeg søgte på de samme udvalgte søgeord med Google som det 


’Personalised Subject’ og med Tor som den ’Anonymous User’. Mens jeg således udførte 


’interviews’ med algoritmer – usynlige samtalepartnere – indsamlede jeg data om mig selv og 
 producerede Re:search - Terms of Art. Disse ’data visualisations as transcription’ afspejler mine 
 søgeresultater baseret på ’lokativ data’ (Google) eller ’uden for kortet’ (Tor), og som 


repræsentationspraksisser søger disse ’critical cartographies’ ikke bare at intervenere i verden, 
 men også at give form til den ved at gøre usynlige infrastrukturer mere håndgribelige. 


Jeg trækker på mine metoder for at demonstrere, hvordan reklame påvirker rangeringen af 
 søgeresultater og anfægter hermed markedsføringen af ‘personalisering’ som autenticitet, 
 samtidig med at jeg viser, hvordan unikke resultater er bestemt af signaler, der indeholder 
 Googles beskyttede algoritmer––den maskinlærende RankBrain, som understøtter dens 


forfatterskab. Derefter ’nyfortolkes søgning’ ved at undersøge grænserne for online-anonymitet 
 gennem etnografiske studier og søgemaskinerne for det Mørke Net, sammen med p2p- 


teknologier (kryptering), som understøtter det, som for eksempel Tor. Ved at bruge IP (internet 
 protokol) adresse som en organisatorisk hængsel og gennem en komparativ analyse og et 
 diagram, struktureres effekterne af søgemaskinerne på os/brugere i ’collaborative collectives’––


’subjectivities of search’ og ’agencies of anonymity’––ifølge graderne af menneske-algoritme 
 interaktion. Efter at have afsløret dataprofilering og kollaborative filtreringsteknologier forklarer 
 jeg, hvordan Google Search organiserer os/brugere, faciliteret af ’overvågningskapitalismens’ 


sociale konstellationer med dens ekstrahering af adfærdsdata og salg af forudsigelsesprodukter.  


Afhandlingen bygger på resultater for, hvordan digitale medier er vanebundne og bestemmende 
 for adfærd i os/brugere med ’ubiquitous googling’ på almægtige platforme, som avancerer nyere 
 forskning om de epistemologiske og politiske udfordringer ved ’mediality’. Analysen og 


diskussionen bidrager også til den teknologiske betingelse for ’media arcane’ – hvordan 
 menneske-algoritmisk interaktion, eller ’cyberorganisation’ er en usynlig og ’intransparent’ 


proces. Dertil udvider den debatten om at ’nytænke søgning’ ved at forbinde medieteori med 
 privatheds- og anonymitetsforskere, såvel som krypteringsteknik og interventionspraksisser 
 gennem menneskelig agens. Endelig introducerer jeg et interdisciplinært metodologisk 
 rammeværk, som bidrager til udfordringen med at forstå (Post)Digital Cultures gennem 


’præskriptive’, ’inskriptive’ og ’transkriptive’ teknologier, der er situeret imellem tre discipliner: 


organisationsstudier, medieteori og kunstnerisk forskning.  
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Prologue 


Can you comment on your relationship with the search engine Pollyhop? 


Is it true that it is providing you with voter data? 


‘Imagine a duel. Conway has a powerful gun, a search engine’. 


‘He can tell what you think, what you want, where you are and who you are. He can turn all of 
 those searches into votes and that is enough bullets to kill my chances of winning. But I have an 
 even bigger gun. It is called the NSA and one of the perks of being president. That is if the courts 
 allow my surveillance request’. 


‘Imagine the men hanging on these walls wish they had a gun like that available to them. Your 
 phone, the phone of the person sitting next to you, your neighbors phone and everyone you know 
 and the 300 million Americans you don’t know. I can see you. And I can use what I see to rig this 
 election. Now of course a weapon like that, well, you can imagine how risky it is’.1


Figure 1: Google search 


1 House of Cards. Season 4: Episode 7. Timecode: 16:00 


Spoken by character President Frank Underwood. Air date: March 4, 2016.  



(18)In recent years massive amounts of data has been indiscriminately collected on individuals 
 worldwide. In June 2013 the ‘Snowden revelations’ exposed the governmental and military 
 surveillance complex that spies on US citizens, unbeknownst to them and without search 
 warrants. The NSA’s secret PRISM programme included the ‘monitoring of emails, file 


transfers, photos, videos and chats,’ along with its ability to ‘watch your ideas form as you type’ 


with the ‘live surveillance of search terms’ (Gallagher 2013). (Figure 1) Because of the evidence 
 released by Snowden, public awareness about global surveillance has changed not only 


‘people’s perceptions of technologies’ which in turn have an effect on their concerns regarding 
 privacy, ‘but also their perceptions of the organizations that deploy the technologies’ (Forte et 
 al. 2017:3). With the ‘Snowden Effect’ (Rosen 2015), the general public has not only been made 
 aware that their privacy is being compromised but they have become more technically savvy, 
 exemplified by the increased use of encryption technologies and anonymising browsers for 
 searching the web such as Tor (The Onion Router) (Gehl 2014:5 citing Borland 2013).  


The revelations also divulged that internet traffic is directly siphoned from underwater 


‘international cables, routers and switches’ by governments with the US admitting that it 


‘collects foreign intelligence—just as many other governments do—to enhance the security of 
 our citizens and protect our interests and those of our allies around the world’ (Gallagher 2013). 


Partially based on Snowden’s revelations regarding PRISM’s mass surveillance programme that 
 were not in compliance with EU data protection laws, in 2013 privacy activist Max Schrems 
 lodged a complaint concerning EU data privacy restrictions. On October 6, 2015 he won a 
 landmark decision at the European Court of Justice with his lawsuit Schrem vs. Data Protection 
 Authority. The decision invalidated the much-used Safe Harbour agreement with which Silicon 
 Valley companies were able to receive transfers of personal data from European citizens for data 
 processing, such as online searches and social media usage.  


However, the data continues to flow. Querying with keywords and clicking on hyperlinks, 
 online search is a process of human interaction with computers and hidden protocols that enable 
 connectivity and the navigation of the web. Already in 2012, over 90 percent of American 
 internet users in all age groups up to 65 relied on search engines to retrieve information online 
 (Purcell et al. 2012a cited by Trevisan 2014). ‘Survey results from 2012 indicate that 54% of 
 American adults use a search engine every day’ (Mulligan and Griffin 2018:573). Like many 
 users who frequently employ search engines for information regarding businesses, medical 
 advice or their own rankings, people use Google Search to find answers to their concerns. The 
 content of queries is captured by Google Trends, a so-called ‘public web facility’ provided by 
 Google, which is based on Google Search results and reflects how often a keyword, search term 
 or phrase, is entered in the search box. 


What ‘trends’ offers is a view into how people are thinking at a given moment in time with a 
sudden surge of interest in a topic, reflected by a ‘spike’ that comprises ‘understanding relative 
search interest in the topic compared to itself’ (Rogers 2016). For example, although the UK 
referendum on June 23, 2016 resulted in the Brexit, the question remains whether a well-
informed public headed to the polls because the search phrases ‘What does it mean to leave the 
EU?’ and ‘What is the EU?’ occurred after the polls were closed and predictions of the outcome 
surfaced in the media. (Figure 2) It then became apparent that people were wondering what they 
actually had just voted for, if they had voted.  



(19)Figure 2: Google Trends Twitter June 24, 2016 


Moreover, people increasingly consult Google for historical information with expectations of 
 receiving facts, yet sometimes autocomplete proposes racist results instead, causing complaints. 


Journalist Carolyn Calladawr received ‘did the holocaust happen’ as a result and ‘reportedly 
 discovered this serendipitously through the search prediction, or the suggestion Google offered 
 to complete for her partially formed query “did the hol” into the search box’ (Mulligan and 
 Griffin 2018:559). Confronted afterwards in December 2016 by Calladawr among others, 
 Google nowadays acknowledges the problematics of ‘predictive search’ yet it is not clear what 
 interventions it performs on a daily basis. Consider, too, how the intention to carry out murders 
 of innocent people might be influenced by autocomplete and biased search results as shown by 
 the testimony of Dylann Roof, who was convicted of a federal hate crime––the murder of nine 
 black church members in Charleston, South Carolina, U.S in June 2015. Typing into Google 
 Search the query ‘black on White crime’ (Hersher 2017), Roof states that he has ‘never been the 
 same since that day’ and that ‘the first website I came to’ was the Council of Conservative 
 Citizens, a white supremacist organization (ibid). Although Roof’s manifesto was captured by 
 the Internet Archive’s WayBackMachine, Google does not make its database of past search 
 suggestions or search results public.  


Nor does it remove results, unless legally forced to, because according to Google ‘search is a 
reflection of the content and information that is available on the internet’ (ibid). With the EU 
Commission’s ruling in 2014 concerning the ‘right to be forgotten’ of individuals’ search 
results, EU citizens now have the option of requesting that Google delete information about 
themselves that they deem embarrassing, even if this information is true (Thylstrup 2014:35). 



(20)(Figure 3) ‘[I]n the face of leaking machines that seem to remember forever’, users carry 
 responsibility for what shows up about them in search results, needing to prove that ‘their 
 privacy needs are greater than the public’s right to know’ (ibid:36).  


Figure 3: Google’s response to Right to be Forgotten ruling 


The very nature of what constitutes democratic participation in elections (voting) is reproduced 
 not only by the queries of citizens, but by what news they ‘like’ or what interests them when 
 they click on search results. In the lead up to the US elections in 2016, ‘clickbait’ (clicking on 
 links to increase traffic and distribution) became prominent with the dissemination of ‘fake 
 news’. Search engine queries can also contribute to the outcomes of legal cases by showing the 
 intentions of purported suspects and as evidential timelines. In late 2015 the NSA was able to 
 penetrate high ranking Russian intelligence officers’ mobile devices and learned news of a 
 planned hacking operation, confirmed by the fact that the ‘Russians search[ed] the internet for 
 any news about the oncoming attack’ (Modderkolk 2018). Evidence provided by the Dutch 
 secret service (AIVD) showed that the Russian hacking team Fancy Bear entered the search 
 query phrase ‘company’s competence’––the same phrase before it appeared on the inaugural 
 blog post by ‘Guccifer 2.0’––who claimed to be a lone Romanian hacker (Graff 2018). Or in 
 another example, ‘after the mass shooting in Las Vegas, the top search result linked Devin Kelly 
 to ISIS and connected users to 4chan’ (McKay 2017 cited by Tripodi 2017:33). This shows 
 Google delivering and spreading propaganda and disinformation after acts of terror and mass 
 shootings (ibid). 


The Right to be Forgotten decision (2014), the Roof federal hate crime (2015), the UK 
referendum results in Trends (2016), ‘predictive search’ in regard to historical and criminal 
events (2016), the ‘clickbaiting’ tactics of malevolent actors manipulating US elections (2016) 
and disinformation dissemination (2017) all indicate how Google increasingly ‘curates’ (Groys 
2013) information back to the public. In these contexts, ‘[s]earch engines no longer merely 
shape public understanding and access to the content of the World Wide Web’ (Mulligan and 



(21)Griffin 2018:557). Google is an apparatus that continually shapes public understanding in 
 contemporary society (ibid) and it has the power to remove/censor parts of the index or 


manipulate the ranking (Hermann et al. 2014:1). Although Snowden’s revelations have opened 
 users’ eyes to the Five Eyes and state surveillance of citizens, Google’s proprietary IP black box 
 remains closed. These search results are opaquely created as Google collects a user’s habits, 
 interests and data with every search query. Increasing awareness of this surveillance also 
 inhibits users’ exploration of knowledge, as Snowden relates in the documentary Citizen Four 
 (2014) by Laura Poitras:  


Many people I have talked to have mentioned that they are careful about what they type 
 into search engines because they know it’s being recorded and that limits the boundaries 
 of their intellectual exploration. 


The massive collection of (meta)data, specifically search queries, is constant and undertaken 
without specific permission as people consult ‘the oracle’ Google, not only for answers to their 
questions but in search of knowledge or ‘truth’. Questions about who controls data––search 
data––and whether it’s an asset (intangible, tangible) are major concerns in the 21st century. Is 
data an extension of the self, or is it the ‘new oil economy’ or can it be both? While corporations 
desire user data, do users need to have agency to be able to decide what to share and to be in 
control of their data when they search? Besides investigating civic and commercial interactions 
with search engines, researchers also need to formulate a response to these sweeping societal 
changes and what this means for democracy. Thus, closer scrutiny is called for in order to 
understand the workings of Google Search and to reimagine search in a surveillance society, as 
this PhD attempts to do.   
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Introduction 


1.0 Why the politics of search engines (still) matters    


In the 1990s early net programmers and users envisioned a ‘digital democracy’ with their 


‘bulletin board’ postings, chat rooms and networks, instilling a belief that searching the Web 
 wasn’t only about information retrieval but knowledge exploration. In 1992 Mark Perry 
 McCahill introduced the term ‘surfing’ to refer to this act and coevally Jean Armour Polly 
 popularised it with her book Surfing the Internet (1992).2 ‘Surfing’—clicking on hyperlinks and 
 not knowing where these would lead––was the modus operandi for many users and part of this 
 process of exploration was finding things one would not have anticipated. Those discoveries of 
 disparate or unrelated phenomena relied on serendipity, which is the ability to come across 
 books, articles, images, information, objects and so forth, by chance.3 As the web grew so did 
 the amount of information, accruing into millions of documents that necessitated organisation in 
 order to be retrieved. Concomitantly, the question of how to navigate such a space in order to 
 find what users were seeking was answered by the new technologies of search (Stark 2009:1).  


During the early days of the web various search engines competed for users’ attention and how 
 this ‘information superhighway’ might be navigated and explored. Two aspects organise 


searching on the web, one is the preference of those searching and the other are those parties, or 
 websites who desire to be found, with ‘enormous inequality’ between these two forces (Introna 
 and Nissenbaum 2000:177). Written at the dawn of the millennium, Shaping the Web:Why the 
 Politics of Search Engines Matters expressed concern with ‘the evident tendency of many of the 
 leading search engines to give prominence to popular, wealthy, and powerful sites at the 


expense of others’ (ibid:181). Introna’s and Nissenbaum’s compelling argument was for the 
 promotion of the web where a plurality of voices would be heard, warning: ‘If search 


mechanisms systematically narrow the scope of what seekers may find and what sites may be 
 found, they will diminish the overall value of the Web as a public forum as well as a broadly 
 inclusive source of information’ (ibid:180).  


While Introna and Nissenbaum’s portrayal of search engines was as a public good––a fact-
 finding benevolent apparatus that informs the public with neutral results––commercial models 
 were already infiltrating the web. Search engines regulate ‘locating, organizing and distributing 
 information and knowledge’ (Jiang 2014:212) and the need for finding things in an overload of 
 information, where attention is an intrinsically scarce resource, became of utmost importance. 


‘In an attention economy, the search engine is the ultimate aggregator of such wealth, and 
 advertisers are the clearest source of revenue’ (Halavais 2009:78). As technology advanced, 
 adverts have become more effective in receiving attention and manipulating the user’s response, 
 their click.  


2 ‘I wanted something that expressed the fun I had using the Internet, as well as hit on the skill, and yes, endurance 
 necessary to use it well. I also needed something that would evoke a sense of randomness, chaos, and even danger’ 


(Polly 1992). Polly’s quote must have been in the House of Cards scriptwriter’s mind. See Prologue. 


3 The accidental, or happenstance of coming across things in libraries seems outdated. If one is carrying out 
research online, how does one find the ‘book next to’ what was originally looked for? Would this be on the first 
page of Google search results or on the 99th page? 



(24)Thus, over time, Google transformed itself into an advertising company ‘whose products are 
 free of charge to users’ (Jiang 2014:212), delivering search results and capitalising on the 


‘informational rationality of generating value from advertising and audience labour’ (Smythe 
 1981; Jhally and Livant 1986 cited by Bilic 2017:8). Battelle (2003) and Salkever (2003) first 
 dubbed this dominance over information exchange and web commerce the ‘phenomenon of 
 googlization’ as it altered the media and technology landscape. Later on, it was Google’s ‘creep’ 


into other major industries, ‘advertising, software applications, geographic services, e-mail, 
 publishing, and Web commerce itself’ that Siva Vaidhyanathan characterized in his book The 
 Googlization of Everything (and why we should worry) (2011: 20).4 This googlization 


established new social, cultural and political logics of search-based information societies and its 
 economies (Lovink 2013). As of December 2020, there are around 1,8 billion websites 


connected to the internet globally, with around 200 million active and Google.com is the 


‘world’s most popular website’ (Zuboff 2015:77).  


Yet the implications and consequences of this hegemony in regard to what information is 


returned and the effects of receiving ‘relevant’ search results on users begs further investigation. 


Over the past twenty years Google has become the sine qua non that organises and enables 
 access to information by providing users with a range of services, yet the ways in which ‘media 
 organise’ (Martin 2019) define the practices of human organisational life. Google’s ‘search 
 engine’ is part of a larger ‘media ecosystem’ comprised of various actors (human/non-human) 
 that control what the user queries and receives in return, however these are neither neutral nor 
 unbiased. This human/algorithmic interaction, specifically querying and clicking on hyperlinks, 
 has life-changing effects. Google prioritises information that sources certain topics and bolsters 
 its own interests. Besides Google’s hegemony on search, questions of algorithmic bias (O’Neil 
 2016), equality and the notion of ‘truth’ regarding the dissemination of information (Noble 
 2018) in a (post)digital society are also at stake. With contemporary discourse over control of 
 information in the public sphere more relevant than ever, the politics of search engines [still] 


matters, as they play a preeminent role in determining whether media enables ‘democratizing 
 forces or [is] to be colonized by specialized interests at the expense of the public good’ (Introna 
 and Nissenbaum 2000:170).  


2.0 Research interest  


Upon reading Eli Pariser’s The Filter Bubble (2011), I decided to investigate if and how I was 
 being personalised while using Google Search since 2009, forming the departure point for this 
 thesis (2014). I also became aware of the ‘corporatisation’ of my results when conducting 
 research, however my focus was not on the company. John Durham Peters mentions in his 
 chapter, God and Google, that there has been a broad selection of journalistic as well as 
 scholarly texts written about Google in the past 13 years. 


  


John Battelle, The Search (New York: Penguin, 2005); Ken Auletta, Googled: The End 
 of the World as We Know It (New York: Penguin, 2009, 2010); Jeff Jarvis, What Would 
 Google Do? (New York: Collins, 2009); Ken Hillis, Michael Petit, and Kylie Jarrett, 
 Google and the Culture of Search (New York: Routledge, 2012); Nicholas Carr, The 


4 One of the first critical investigations of ‘googlization’, Vaidhyanathan attempted to answer three questions in his 
 book: ‘What does the world look like through the lens of Google? How is Google’s ubiquity affecting the 


production and dissemination of knowledge? How has the corporation altered the rules and practices that govern 
other companies, institutions, and states?’ (Vaidhyanathan 2011). 



(25)Shallows (New York: Norton, 2010); and Steven Levy, In the Plex (New York: Simon 
 and Schuster, 2011) (Peters 2015:324).  


Subsequently, there are entire areas of research that are focused on the power of Google and 


‘googlization’ (Battelle 2003; Salkever 2003; Elmer 2004; Lyon 2007; Rogers 2013; 


Vaidhyanathan 2011). The Dark Side of Google (Ippolita 2013) critiques Google’s business 
 model in the ‘datauniverse’ and Fuck Off Google by the Invisible Committee (2014) shows 
 Google to be an explicitly political project. 


Deep Search: The Politics of Search Beyond Google (Becker and Stalder 2009) is an anthology 
 that addresses Google as a search paradigm and investigates its social and political dimensions 
 along with personalisation, PageRank and legislation issues. Elisabeth van Couvering’s thesis, 
 Search engine bias: the structuration of traffic on the World-Wide Web (2010), provides an 
 overview of the historical development of search engines and is focused on bias. Other 
 researchers have explained the problematics of hidden search algorithms, whether that be for 
 commercial gain (Kaplan 2014), dissemination of news and information as ‘filter bubbles’ 


(Pariser 2011) or trade secrets (Pasquale 2015). Further scholarship has shown the ‘relevance of 
 algorithms’ (Gillespie 2014), algorithmic ‘visibility management’ (Flyverbom et al. 2016), the 


‘algorithmic ideology’ of Google Search (Mager 2013) and how search algorithms are 
 oppressive and discriminatory (Noble 2018:28). 


In the context of search engines as academic inquiry tools (Trevisan 2014), I thought it was 
 crucial as a researcher to engage in a wide-ranging discussion about the challenges involved in 
 search engines (or search methods) as objects of research and tools of inquiry. Google keeps its 
 search algorithms a closely guarded secret and an entire industry (Search Engine Optimization- 
 SEO) has been built around second-guessing them. Therefore, methodologically, it is difficult to 
 collect search data in an environment that is in constant flux although there have been a few 
 empirical studies that successfully do so (Feuz et al. 2011; Jiang 2014; Noble 2018). Due to this 
 lacuna in regard to the protocols and organising properties of media technologies such as search 
 engines, theoretical as well as empirical research on search seemed timely and essential. Taking 
 up Jacob Ormen’s call to ‘document the development of search’ in preserving culture 


(2013:189), I decided to structure my investigation by applying Google’s own motto, 


‘organising the world’s information and making it accessible and useful’ to (re)search.  


3.0 Aims, objectives and research questions  


In the opening paragraph of the first chapter of his book, The Sense of Dissonance, the 
 sociologist David Stark declares that ‘search is the watchword of the information age’ and by 
 typing ‘a few keywords at the toolbar, we can access enormous databases’ (2009:1). Drawing on 
 John Dewey’s ‘open ended inquiry’, which concerns identifying the problem instead of problem 
 solving, Stark elaborates that there are degrees of search but also ‘challenging situations’ ––


where ‘you must search even though you do not know what you are looking for’ (Stark 2009:2). 


For him, the word ‘research’ is the difference between ‘searching for the already known’ and the 
 process of exploration, ‘[b]ecause, at some level, science is not about making truths but about 
 opening up the terrae incognita, the inquiring posture of a good ethnographer and a good 
 quantitative analysis are not so very different’ (2010 Stark and Harrington).5  


5 The first usage of the term is by Ptolemy in around AD 150 in Geographica, a treatise on cartography that 
reflected the known world at that time, whereas in later centuries, colonial mapmakers often applied the term to 



(26)When I began this PhD as a social scientist researcher who inquires––in the Deweyian sense––I 
 did not know what I was looking for, nor what I would find with search engines. Yet I had 
 identified the research problem––I was disappointed in Google Search because I was in search 
 of online serendipity. During the course of this research on search, search engines became my 
 object of study as a means of organisation and inspiration when I discovered how search and 
 research fuse: the Scientific Citation Index (SCI) for research, which is the inspiration for the 
 PageRank search algorithm. Based on my etymological enquiry this is what the term ‘re:search’ 


represents for me––search (engines) produce research about search engines by the very 
 technology that facilitates the enquiry. Therefore Re:search – the Personalised Subject vs. the 
 Anonymous User investigates search methods, ranging from search’s prehistories via the 


‘personalisation’ of Google to developing alternatives with Tor (The Onion Router) for querying 
 the web. My aim and primary research question was to find out how Google Search organises 
 (us)ers? In order to respond to my main research question, I first needed to find answers to 
 corresponding subquestions, which informed and structured my enquiry along the way.  


How did search happen in the past? explores the early modern ‘address offices’ that collected 
 queries from clients and delivered results, whilst registering the physical addresses (data) of 
 people in ledgers so that they could be identified and found. Furthermore, I investigate the 
 analogue and digital attempts to organise the world’s information and make it accessible and 
 useful. In order to understand how Google search works I then unpack the two sets of meanings 
 implicit in ‘Re:search’: research and search through A Media Archaeology of Citation that 
 shows antecedents and the first ten years of PageRank and, with The Personalised Subject, the 
 years 2009-2016 with its shift to RankBrain.6 The sub question of how can search be 


reimagined? calls for the exploration of Worlds of privacy and anonymity by applying Tor and 
 employing DarkNet search engines to explore ‘non-indexed worlds’ as The Anonymous User.7
 Drawing on these empirical studies I then set out to understand what are the effects of search 
 engines on (us)ers? by way of a comparative analysis, Black Box vs. Black Bloc. On this basis, I 
 set out to answer my main research question, how Google Search organises (us)ers by 


investigating Black Utopia: Surveillance Capitalism. 


4.0 Methods assemblage  


Most employees at Google (past and present) sign non-disclosure agreements, so I couldn’t 
 carry out interviews with these specialists in the field. Therefore, I opted for a method 


assemblage (Law 2004) comprised of three specific methodologies: a ‘critical ethnography of 
 the self’, an ‘experiment in living’ and ‘data visualisation as transcription’. With my ‘critical 
 ethnography of the self’ (Wang 2008), I let myself be personalised and gathered data on myself. 


My self-designed empirical ‘experiment in living’ (Marres 2012) in my office at Copenhagen 
 Business School enabled me to capture two forms of address when searching online––one as a 


justify the eradication of indigenous peoples, because it was an ‘unknown land’ ––not claimed by another colonial 
 power. I use the term metaphorically to express an unknown field of research. 


6 The Oxford dictionary states that ‘search’ means ‘try[ing] to find something by looking or otherwise seeking 
 carefully and thoroughly.’ Moreover, ‘search’ comes from the Old French ‘cercier’ or modern French ‘chercher’ 


that are derived from the Latin circare, meaning to wander or traverse and shares the same etymology with ‘circle’ 


and ‘circus’. Dave Eggers’ book, The Circle, is a parody on Google and makes appearances throughout this thesis. 


7 The verb search also means to ‘examine (a place, vehicle, or person) thoroughly in order to find something or 
 someone’ and includes an investigation or to carry out an examination of records and to search through an area or 
 place. Chapter 7 addresses legal rights regarding the 4th Amendment of the US constitution’s ‘search and seizure’ 


statute and the ‘expectation of privacy’ when using Tor. 



(27)personalised subject with my IP address recognised by Google contrasted by being anonymous 
 online with Tor, where my IP address is hidden. I carried out ‘interviews with algorithms’ and 
 produced ‘data visualisations as transcriptions’ that enabled me to reflect on my results 


(hyperlinks). These three methods, combined and intertwined, facilitated my understanding of 
 the behind-the-scenes constellations of agents, protocols, algorithms and myself that determined 
 my search results. 


This methods assemblage also includes ‘novel territories’––citations from works by 


contemporary authors of fiction (Thomas Pynchon and Dave Eggers), cinema (Ex Machina) or 
 syndicated television series (House of Cards, Mr Robot) that allude to or reference search 
 engines. Furthermore, during my research I came across works of art, installations, 


interventions, netart, postmedia, postinternet and postdigital practices that provided insight into 
 search engines through visual or interactive means. Beside academic literature on search 


engines, the crosspollination of media between newspapers and their digital imprints, along with 
 videos of seminars, lectures and conferences further augment my research.  


5.0 Contributions  


In disciplinary terms, the thesis is positioned at the interstices of organisation studies, media 
 theory and artistic research, taking elements from these three fields of knowledge that inform 
 my undertaking.  


This PhD research contributes to the confluences of media, technology and organisation studies 
 (Beyes, Holt and Pias 2019) because search engines are media and devices of organisation 
 (Beyes, Conrad and Martin 2019) and the Google corporation the contemporary ‘media a priori’ 


(Peters 2015:9). It also builds upon findings of how digital media are habitual (Chun 2016), by 
 enacting behaviours in (us)ers such as ‘ubiquitous googling’ (Ridgway 2021), which advances 
 recent research on the epistemological and political challenges of ‘mediality’ (Beverungen, 
 Beyes and Conrad 2019). As denoted in the publication The organizational powers of (digital) 
 media, mediality ‘serves to reflect on the material and technological conditioning and 


structuring of experience, agency and interaction’ (ibid:624) yet this distributed organising is 


‘mostly invisible and intransparent’ (Beyes and Pias 2019; Hansen and Flyverbom 2015). I add 
 to media theory by building upon recent publications that provide fresh insights into the media 
 arcane (Beyes and Pias 2019) and my ‘experiment in living’ that engaged with two modes of 
 address and attempted to visualise the black box.  


I demonstrate a historical overview of analogue and digital search engines in Western culture in 
 past centuries, advancing Rieder’s ‘archaeology of citation’ (2012) on the 20-year development 
 of PageRank by adding how RankBrain is a continuation of this ‘media archaeology’ (Parikka 
 2012; Ernst 2013). I also seek to make a minor contribution to media genealogy––the way in 
 which history is inscribed in media or materials and bodies (Kittler 1999) by constructing a 
 lineage between older and newer media––from the use of print media (registers, journals, 
 posters) at the address offices, to paper machines (Krajewski 2011) to contemporary 


‘hupomnemata’ (Foucault 1983)––computers, search engines and databases. Furthermore, I 
 contribute to the discussion on reimagining search, merging media theory with the work of 
 privacy and anonymity scholars (Marx 1999, Nissenbaum 1999, 2015; Brunton 2015; Sweeney  
 2004; Forte, Andalibi, Greenstadt 2017), along with encryption researchers (Chaum, 


Dingledine) who have also informed my understanding of these techniques and practices.  



(28)Such interdisciplinarity perhaps requires some further unpacking. The recent publication 
 Organize expounds upon Kittler’s remark (1999) that ‘media determine our situation’ because 


‘media organize’ (Martin 2019), yet they also ‘condition life through organizational effects’ 


(Beyes, Conrad, Martin 2019) such as with personalisation and my method ‘critical 
 ethnography of the self’. Media, such as search engines, are ‘predicated on organizational 
 constellations’ that recursively reflect how archives or databases have been structured and these 
 technological assemblages are ‘fields of knowledge and social institutions’ (Horn 2007:8 cited 
 by Beyes, Conrad, Martin 2019). Therefore, I build upon this discourse by (re)introducing the 
 term ‘cyberorganization’––‘information as becoming’ (Parker and Cooper 2016) and by 
 elucidating how Google Search organises (us)ers through its databases of intentions, facilitated 
 by the social constellation of ‘surveillance capitalism’ (Zuboff 2015, 2017).  


Yet the intimate relation of media and organisation is not new. The media historian Tantner 
 shows how the address offices constitute the prehistory of search engines, where clients’ 


physical addresses were written down in registers organising information and creating profiles 
 of their clients (2015). I build upon his scholarship by elucidating how the users’ contemporary 
 IP address functions as an organisational protocol that on the one hand identifies the user to 
 Google and on the other, enables anonymity with Tor hiding users’ IP address. In doing so I 
 seek to expand Galloway’s research on Protocol (2005) and Black Box, Black Bloc (2010) by 
 making a comparison between the hidden ‘black box’ workings of Google and the obfuscation 
 tactics of the ‘black bloc’ with Tor. I yield insight by drawing on previous empirical studies and 
 a range of theoretical texts by media and privacy scholars to speculate on the effects of Google’s 
 computational agency with my ‘subjectivities of search’ and human ‘agencies of anonymity’ 


(Tor, protocol, programming) through intervention.  


Artistic Research enabled me to transport methods from the field of contemporary art into the 
 emerging field of Organisation, Technology and Media, as part of my interdisciplinary methods 
 assemblage (Law 2004). I refer here to (visual) artistic research, which ‘spawns all kinds of 
 knowledge’ as ‘epistemic engines’ (Maharaj 2009). I adopt this kind of epistemic strategy by 
 (re)territorialising contemporary vocabularies in art discourse as keywords with which I carry 
 out these empirical search experiments and as artworks themselves, as with my Re:search - 
 Terms of Art. Media theorists in the past (Manovich 2001) have also looked to artistic practices 
 of cinema or ‘cognitive mapping’ as a Marxist aesthetic (Jameson 1998), nowadays often 
 described as ‘information aesthetics’ (Galloway 2011).  


I seek to draw upon these ‘Critical Cartographies’ with my method ‘data visualisation as 
 transcription’ ––a means to visualise black-boxed algorithms that offers an alternative ‘way of 
 seeing’ (Berger 1972; Cox 2017), where my results reflect the ‘gaze of the algorithm’ (Noble 
 2018) back to the viewer (researcher). Furthermore, data visualisations of my search results are 
 either based on ‘locative data’ with Google Search or ‘off the map’ with Tor and these ‘practices 
 of representation’ are ways of not only ‘intervening into the world’ but shaping it (Beverungen, 
 Beyes, Conrad 2019:624), by making invisible infrastructures more tangible. In this sense my 
 small set of data visualisations in a ‘society of control’ (Deleuze 1992) attempts to respond to 
 Galloway’s call for ‘a poetics as such for this mysterious new machinic space’.  


Ultimately, I connect elements of these three disciplines to my three methods contained within 
my methods assemblage, structured by Kittler’s ‘commands, addresses and data’ to describe 
these technologies, which I apply to the scholarship of three media theorists (Franklin, Kittler, 
Galloway) and their terms (prescriptive, inscriptive and transcriptive). This diagram contributes 



(29)to the project of understanding (Post) Digital Cultures by introducing a methodological 
 framework that is interdisciplinary, incorporating the organisational, mediological and artistic 
 entanglements of online human interaction with search engines. (Figure 4) 


Figure 4: Methodological Framework: (Post) Digital Cultures    


6.0 Structure of thesis 


Instead of a conventional ‘literature review’ Address Offices: A Prehistory of Search Engines 
 uses one book as a conceptual structure, Die ersten Suchmachinen or The first search engines 
 (Tantner 2015), mapping out its major concepts and contributions in chronological order as 
 chapters in this thesis. The bureau d’adresse, Intelligence Office and Fragamt within European 
 cities during the 17th-19th centuries collected residential addresses of clients and used human 


‘crawlers’ or servants to search and gather information, creating storage technologies of 


personal data in public and secret registers, or ‘anonymity machines’ (Tantner 2015). I describe 
some of these ‘Borgesian Universes’ that offered not only products, furniture and employment 
services but eventually became ‘virtual marketplaces’ (Blome 2007). I also illuminate the 
actions of ‘Black Utopias’, where the gathering of user data became a concern for clients and 
brought up issues of privacy, policing and surveillance. Lastly, I show that some offices were 
also ‘Emancipatory Utopias’, organising cultural and educational activities and even fulfilling 
an oracular function, reputedly by being able to answer all queries, even serendipitously.  



(30)Organising the World’s Information focuses on indexing ‘the world’s information’ and provides 
 an overview of ‘analogue’ human endeavours by private and public actors. I describe the 


Mundaneum (Otlet and de Fontaine 1910), a ‘mechanical, collective brain’, HG Wells’ ‘world 
 encyclopaedia’ (1936-38), a vision of knowledge and peace, and Vannevar Bush’s ‘Memex’, an 
 imaginary machine that scanned, recorded and disseminated information (1945). Further indices 
 include Eugene Garfield’s Scientific Citation Index (SCI) (1964), or ‘Hypersearch’, which 
 measures scientific publications through linkages, along with their authority, calculating an 


‘impact factor’. I explain how the Whole Earth Catalogue (1968) combined cybernetics and 
 counter culture (Turner 2006) by creating an index of alternative back-to-the-land products. I 
 then describe the hyperlinking of the web (Berners-Lee 1989) and early online web search in the 
 1990s that included different web crawlers and browsers, notably Mosaic (1994) and the first 
 search engine that was able to crawl ‘full-text’ search, AltaVista (1995). Drawing on the 
 research of Van Couvering (2010), I explain how academic institutions developed most early 
 search engines yet, by the end of the 1990s, commercial portals from media conglomerates 
 dominated the sector.  


A media archaeology of citation begins with a chronological overview of PageRank’s 
 antecedents, bibliometry (with Garfield’s SCI) and sociometry. I explain some of its 


technological developments in the first decade of the 21st millennium, interweaving Brin and 
 Page’s own text, The Anatomy of a Large-Scale Hypertex Search Engine with interpretations 
 and critiques by media theorists (Rieder 2013; Halavais 2009; Franceschet 2010; Peters 2015). I 
 then show how ‘research’ and ‘search’ merge by elucidating how PageRank determines 


relevance with its novel innovations in indexing, IR (Information Retrieval), linking and the 
 figure of the random surfer. Furthermore, I describe how by clicking on hyperlinks, enticed by 
 Ad Words, the labour of users builds Google’s proprietary database of intentions (Battelle 2006) 
 and delivers free content through social networking (Benkler 2006) in the hidden immaterial 
 factory of cognitive capitalism (Boutang 2012). I then explain how ‘algorithmization of the 
 hyperlink’ in turn produces ‘network surplus value’ (Pasquinelli 2009) for Google. 


Reflections on Methods elucidates how I carried out my ‘truth games of hide and seek’ with 
 algorithms and collected data through my ‘methods assemblage’ (Law 2004). With my ‘critical 
 ethnography of the self’ (Wang 2008) I expound upon Foucault’s Technology of the Self (1982) 
 in regard to writing, querying and the memory tools (hupomnemata) for collecting data with my 
 human computer interaction. I reflect on the ‘inventiveness of methods’ (Lury and Wakeford 
 2012) and my self-designed ‘experiment in living’ (Marres 2012), using my office at CBS. I 
 searched with Google and Tor with the same set of chosen keywords and collected data on 
 myself and produced ‘data visualisations as transcription’, Re:search - Terms of Art. Finally, I 
 explain how The Cybernetic Hypothesis (Galloway 2014) influenced my methods in regard to 
 my small data set, which is in contrast to the fetishization of tools and correlations produced 
 with ‘big data’ sets.  


In The Personalised Subject I investigate how Google Search is a habit (Chun 2016) that makes 
information ‘accessible’, concomitantly identifying and collecting user data by their IP (Internet 
Protocol) address. I analyse the results from my methods through three lenses: how ranking is 
determined by ads (Advertisement) and personalisation (Authenticity), along with my unique 
results (Authorship), assigning each a specific form of capitalism. Advertisement is regulated by 
the infrastructure of ‘platform capitalism’ (Srnicek 2016), where atomistic commensuration 
monetizes these microtransactions, deemed ‘Googlenomics’ (Varian 1999; Levy 2009). Here, 
the IP address not only enables user identification, but the categorisation of users into certain 



(31)groups with ‘collaborative filtering’ techniques. Seeking to understand unique results, the last 
 section ruminates on the latest developments of PageRank into RankBrain along with Google’s 
 black box politics of obfuscation and ‘visibility management’ (Flyverbom et al. 2016), regulated 
 by ‘algorithmic capitalism’ (Bilic 2017). 


Worlds and Technologies of Anonymity presents a genealogy of anonymity contexts, beginning 
 with how ‘cyberspace privacy’ applied encryption technologies (Chaum 1981) such as PGP 
 (pretty good privacy) (Zimmerman 1991). I discuss how, with the ‘privacy turn’ at the 
 beginning of the last decade, the Nymwars debated pseudonymity (the ability to have hidden 
 identities when online) and how the Snowden revelations (2013) exposed Five Eyes surveillance 
 on citizens and resulted in an increase in privacy technologies. I describe how Tor (The Onion 
 Router) is an anonymity p2p browser that is a means to search online without divulging a user’s 
 IP addresses and facilitates exploration of the Dark Net. ‘Onionland’ (Bartlett 2014) is a 


melange of sites ranging from anarchist forums and illegal activities to the Dark Web Social 
 Network (Gehl 2016) that can only be accessed with Tor in combination with a VPN, or TAILS 
 (The Amnesic Incognito Live System). 


The Anonymous User reflects on reimagining search and my attempts to be anonymous using 
 TAILS, in combination with Tor and applying the ‘Grams’ and ‘Torch’ search engines in Tor’s 


‘onion services’. Structured by my results, I address a range of ‘anonymous users’ who search 
 and various platforms of the ‘Dark Net’ including myself, intertwining sociologist Gary Marx’s 


‘rationales of anonymity’ and ethnographic studies to structure the discourse, along with media 
 and privacy theorists. In the section ‘(De)anonymised users’, I show instances of academic Tor 
 exploits and specifically one case where ‘researchers’ collected a user’s IP addresses without a 
 search warrant. Furthermore, I refer to precedents in US law concerning anonymity online, the 
 difference between content and routing information regarding ‘electronic surveillance’ and 
 users’ ‘expectation of privacy’ with Tor. 


Black Box versus Black Bloc synthesizes The Personalised Subject and The Anonymous User by 
 employing Alexander Galloway’s eponymous essay to structure the effects of Google Search 
 and the Tor Browser, centred around the ‘data subject’. I discuss how Galloway decodes the 


‘Black Box’ as ‘an opaque technological device for which only the inputs and outputs are 
 known’ and the ‘Black Bloc’, as ‘a tactic of anonymization and massification often associated 
 with the direct action wing of the left’ (2010:3). Here, ‘subjectivities of search’ and ‘agencies of 
 anonymity’ are organised according to degrees of human-algorithmic interaction. I then 


compare these ‘collaborative collectives’ as two categories of user’ search activities: The 
 Personalised Subject and The Anonymous User. 


Interweaving Tantner’s ‘Black Utopias’ with Shoshana Zuboff’s ‘surveillance capitalism’ and 
 my own analysis from the preceding chapters, Black Utopias: Surveillance Capitalism makes an 
 analogy between Google Search and the former address offices. I describe how both are 


contingent on personal data––with the register or, nowadays, databases (Burkhardt 2015). I 
 explain how the extraction process of ‘surveillance capitalism’ that enables Google’s ‘logic of 
 accumulation’ of data or ‘behavioural surplus’, is in turn used to organise users. Furthermore, I 
 discuss how search histories are seamlessly tied into buying patterns across other technology 
 platforms that enrich user profiles, feeding diverse industries with data as ‘mission creep’ 


(Christl 2017:10). I show how these commodities of ‘surveillance assets’ or behavioural data are 
prediction products sold in new marketplaces. 



(32)Agencies: Ad, State, Computational, discusses the implications and consequences of Google 
 Search organising (us)ers. I begin by elucidating how users seek answers to their questions by 


‘ubiquitous googling’ (Ridgway 2021), consulting ‘the oracle’ Google that profits from 


advertisements (Varian 2012; Zuboff 2015) and with ‘algorithms of oppression’ (Noble 2018). I 
 explain how agencies of the state such as the National Surveillance Program (NSA) de-encrypts 
 users’ transmissions, including ‘remote search’ worldwide and I also address the recent calls for 
 legislation to enforce ‘anti-trust’ measures on Google, the EU GDPR and Right to be Forgotten. 


Referencing my ‘subjectivities of search’ I relate how the computational agency of Google’s 
 algorithms produces gatekeeping, clickbaiting and ‘calculated publics’ (Gillespie 2014) that 
 organises (us)ers recursively with modes of ‘cyberorganization’ (Parker and Cooper 2016), 
 which controls the flow of information back to users.  


In Emancipatory Utopias: User Agency I draw on Tantner’s ‘Emancipatory Utopias’ to reflect 
 how information sharing occurred anonymously, without nepotism and that privacy concerns are 
 not novel by examining the precedent of secret registers or ‘anonymity machines’. Human 
 agency also exists in the present, from ‘search raters’ at Google to users intervening, just as 
 algorithms do. Instead of illuminating the black box, ‘tech-savvy’ users apply various tactics of 
 resistance through protocol (Galloway 2004), where programming, code or ‘Agencies of 


Anonymity’ facilitate circumventing data capture as they search. Instead of being ‘shareveillant’ 


(Birchall 2018) subjects, I conclude by analysing modes of collective resistance to Google’s 
surveillance capitalism (Tor, redistribution of the sensible, right to opacity, obfuscation tactics), 
along with reimagining (re)search through notions of serendipity, the art of fire and the choice 
of an alternative search engine. 



(33)
Chapter 1:  



Address Offices - A Prehistory of Search Engines 


Figure 5: Tantner’s overview (2013) 


1.0 Oikonomia 


Michel de Montaigne’s Essais of 1595 merged anecdotal digressions about the home and its 
 organisation with intellectual ruminations on daily life. Montaigne’s self-reflection also imparts 
 what he learned from his father who enacted a certain domestic rule regarding his ‘oikos’––


employing a servant, later a butler, to keep a written account of household goings-on (Tantner 
 2015:33-34). This could be considered a precursor to what Foucault terms the ‘Technology of 
 the Self’ ––a daily act of writing capturing the occurrences of the world and the desire to 
 organise the world’s information in one place––the daily journal, as a memory aid but also a 
 means of correspondence addressed to oneself, which I will address in Chapter 4. In ‘One defect 
 in our government’ (1595), Montaigne writes that his father also advocated introducing the 
 following practice: every city needs a certain place assigned for anything that might need repair 
 and to have their business entered by an officer appointed for that purpose (ibid). These could be 
 considered the first musings on an office able to field different kinds of enquiries. 


This is also the ‘Urszene’ (primal scene) of Die ersten Suchmachinen (The first search engines) 
 by Anton Tantner, who connects Montaigne’s father’s daily journal, ‘oikonomia’, with the 


‘bureaus d’adresse’ or ‘intelligence offices’ of early modern Europe.8 (Figure 5) Operating 


8 An edited version of his dissertation, the book is a survey of various ‘offices’ in Paris, London, Vienna, 
Innsbruck, Graz, Bratislava, Brno, Lviv, Prague, Schleswig and Berlin.  
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