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10 Society of the Query Reader

Reflect and Act!

Introduction to the
Society of the Query Reader

In the span of only a few years, search engines such as Google and Bing have be-
come central infrastructure-like elements of the web. Within milliseconds they offer
answers to pretty much all of our questions, providing a remarkably effective access
point to the ever-growing ocean of information online. As usual for infrastructures,
there is a harsh contrast between the importance they have in our daily lives and the
attention we pay them. Just as we expect water running from the tap, electricity com-
ing from the plug, and roads to drive on, we take for granted that there are search
engines to give us the information we need.

However, search engines are becoming invisible, thereby increasing their implicit
power. To counter this tendency, we need to design visibility campaigns to make their
influence apparent. This is the main aim of Society of Query and similar initiatives such
as Deep Search.' Integrated in smart phone interfaces, browsers, apps, and platforms
such as YouTube, we take for granted that there is a search bar in close range. Within
a remarkably short time range we have familiarized ourselves with the search logic:
type, select, click, and move on. The ever-increasing speed we use to search has cre-
ated a collective ‘techno-unconsciousness’ from which we have to wake up. This INC
Reader is a modest step in this direction.

The rise of mobile devices and connections has increased the infrastructural signifi-
cance of search engines even further, with a deep impact on our cultures and societies.
We carry search technology with us all the time; we use it like an extended memory
for factual questions (what was the name again of the author playing Julian Assange
in that 2013 biopic? And while we're at it, what year did Wikileaks start again?); we
feed them with our existential fears and doubts (‘my daughter is overweight, my son
is a genius - what should | do?’?). But we do not grasp their workings or question the
answers they give. We're not in control of our search practices - search engines are in

1. See Somsly of the Query project page: http//networkcultures.org/query!; the Deep Search
p_search/en and book: Konrad Becker and
el Stalcr (eds) Deep Search: The Poltics of Search beyond Google. Innsbruck: Studienveriag,
2009,

2. Amanda Marcotte, ‘Parents Ask Google ff Tnelr Sons Are Geriuses and I Thelr Daughters Are
Fat’, Slate, 21 January 2014, http: 1/21/parents_ask_
google_is_my_son_gifted_and_is_my_ daughter overweight.ntml.
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control of us and we readily agree, though mostly unconsciously, to this domination.
‘We're citizens, but without rights'® in the Society of the Query.

It is of the greatest importance to understand critically that search engine infrastruc-
tures are mostly commercial operations, in contrast to the state-owned or at least
state-regulated electricity and water infrastructures or road systems. Web search is
not just about providing users with the information they are looking for in the most ef-
ficient way possible; search engine companies are also driven by the desire to make a
profit, and to increase this profit by penetrating ever more areas of our lives and social
relationships, predicting our behavior and (information) needs.

With revelations about how user data flow almost directly from companies such
as Google to the NSA we seem to be at a crossroads. These insights raise pub-
lic awareness, leading to a demand for insightful and critical information about the
workings of digital technologies such as web search. At the same time there is a
growing interest in this subject in fields outside of traditional computer studies - in
humanities, history, social sciences, legal sciences, and so on. The time is right to
tear apart our common sense of search engines; how to do that exactly remains
difficult, however. Just as we don’t really know where the water from our taps and
the electricity from our plugs come from, and hardly notice the street until it is cut
off, we usually do not have much insight into the functionality of web search. It is
a black-boxed technology, which means operating a search engine doesn’t really
require any further knowledge of the technology itself. While previous information
systems often demanded a certain level of expertise, modern search engines rather
follow the Silicon Valley mantra ‘the user is always right’. Since most search engine-
providing companies are led by commercial interests, they aim to attract as many
users as possible by keeping the entry barriers low. Everyone must be able to use
the technology, and when the technology fails to meet the demands of the user, then
it must be amended.

In practice, this leads to user interfaces such as Google’s, which is as ‘neutral’ and
clean as possible. The user still is required to enter a query in the search bar - at
the moment this remains the core interaction between users and search engines. But
already today, autocomplete features try to predict what users want to know before
they actually formulate their queries. Services such as Google Now even bypass user
queries by giving information before you've asked for it: ‘From knowing the weather
before you start your day, to planning the best route to avoid traffic, or even checking
your favorite team’s score while they're playing’ as the website asserts. Increasing lo-
calization and personalization, with the help of encompassing data gained from mobile
devices, allow and speed up this development.

3. Wiliam Gibson, ‘Google’s Earth’, The New York Times, 31 August 2010, http://www.nytimes.

1/opinion/01gibson.htm! . r=0. The quote begins with: ‘In
Google, we are at once the surveilled and the individual retinal cells of the surveilant, however
many millions of us, constantly if We are part of a p

post-national super-state, one that handily says no to China. Or yes, depending on profit
considerations and strategy. But we do ot participate in Google o that level. We're citizens,
but without rights.’

4. See, hitpy







Below you find the PDF's for the separate articles included in the Society of the Query Reader:
Refiections on Web Search. Feel free to download and share.
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##Reflect and Act! Introduction to the
Society of the Query Reader

##René Konig and Miriam Rasch

In the span of only a few years, search engines such as Google and
Bing have become central infrastructure-like elements of the web.
Within milliseconds they offer answers to pretty much all of our
questions, providing a remarkably effective access point to the
ever-growing ocean of information online. As usual for
infrastructures, there is a harsh contrast between the importance
they have in our daily lives and the attention we pay them. Just as
we expect water running from the tap, electricity coming from the
plug, and roads to drive on, we take for granted that there are
search engines to give us the information we need.

However, search engines are becoming invisible, thereby increasing
their implicit power. To counter this tendency, we need to design
visibility campaigns to make their influence apparent. This is the
main aim of Society of Query and similar initiatives such as Deep
Search. [*1] Integrated in smart phone interfaces, browsers, apps,
and platforms such as YouTube, we take for granted that there is a
search bar in close range. Within a remarkably short time range we
have familiarized ourselves with the search logic: type, select,
click, and move on. The ever-increasing speed we use to search has
created a collective ‘techno-unconsciousness’ from which we have to
wake up. This INC Reader is a modest step in this direction.

The rise of mobile devices and connections has increased the
infrastructural significance of search engines even further, with a
deep impact on our cultures and societies. We carry search
technology with us all the time; we use it like an extended memory
for factual questions (what was the name again of the author
playing Julian Assange in that 2013 biopic? And while we’re at it,
what year did Wikileaks start again?); we feed them with our
existential fears and doubts (‘my daughter is overweight, my son is
a genius — what should I do?’[*2]). But we do not grasp their
workings or question the answers they give. We're not in control of
our search practices — search engines are in control of us and we
readily agree, though mostly unconsciously, to this domination.
‘We’re citizens, but without rights’[~3] in the Society of the
Query.

It is of the greatest importance to understand critically that
search engine infrastructures are mostly commercial operations, in

Reflect and Act! Introduction to the
Society of the Query Reader

René Koénig and Miriam Rasch

In the span of only a few years, search engines such as Google and
Bing have become central infrastructure-like elements of the web.
Within milliseconds they offer answers to pretty much all of our
questions, providing a remarkably effective access point to the ever-
growing ocean of information online. As usual for infrastructures, there
is a harsh contrast between the importance they have in our daily lives
and the attention we pay them. Just as we expect water running from
the tap, electricity coming from the plug, and roads to drive on, we
take for granted that there are search engines to give us the
information we need.

However, search engines are becoming invisible, thereby increasing
their implicit power. To counter this tendency, we need to design
visibility campaigns to make their influence apparent. This is the main
aim of Society of Query and similar initiatives such as Deep Search..
Integrated in smart phone interfaces, browsers, apps, and platforms
such as YouTube, we take for granted that there is a search bar in
close range. Within a remarkably short time range we have
familiarized ourselves with the search logic: type, select, click, and
move on. The ever-increasing speed we use to search has created a
collective ‘techno-unconsciousness’ from which we have to wake up.
This INC Reader is a modest step in this direction.

The rise of mobile devices and connections has increased the
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Hybrid publishing
Multiple outputs: print, ePub, PDF, ...
Hybrid workflow
combination of easy-to-use tools
document based instead of web based
Markdown centered instead of InDesign centered
Docx > Markdown > HTML >
* ePub
* InDesign > PDF, print
Hybrid
Your Own Personal ePub
adding web content

combining content from different publications
book trailer
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