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This study looks at the history of the hyperlink from a medium-specific perspective by 
analyzing the treatment of the hyperlink by software and devices over time. Hyperlinks may 
be seen as having different roles belonging to specific periods, including the role of the 
hyperlink as a unit of navigation, a relationship marker, a reputation indicator and a currency 
of the web. The question here is how different devices such as search engines and social 
media platforms have contributed to constitute these roles. By following how hyperlinks 
have been handled and in their turn have adapted to this treatment it will trace the 
emergence of new types of hyperlinks and linking practices. The hyperlink as a key natively 
digital object is considered to be the fabric of the web and in this role has the capacity to 
create relations, constitute networks and organize and rank content. Strands of hyperlink 
studies have been distinguished that deal with the hyperlink as objects that form networks, 
objects that signify a particular type of relationship and the use and usage of hyperlinks. 
What this study aims to contribute is to look into the technical (re)configuration of the 
hyperlink over time. It will address how search engines and social media platforms handle 
the hyperlink and the particular ways in which they use it to organize and rank content and 
how it has adapted to these devices. By distinguishing between ‘traditional’ manually created 
hyperlinks and hyperlinks configured by software and platforms such as embed codes, 
widgets and social buttons this paper will focus on the increasing automatization of the 
creation of hyperlinks through software features.  Special attention is paid to the impact of 
social media on the hyperlink. Social media platforms have introduced a number of 
alternative devices to organize relations between users, web objects and content through acts 
of sharing, liking, tweeting or digging. These devices shall be understood as pre-configured 
links, where the link has already been created by the platform and has been embedded in a 
widget or button. This automatization of the hyperlink has created new linking practices and 
new ways of organizing relations and content online. By providing a historical and medium-
specific account of the hyperlink that foregrounds its socio-technical relationship with 
software devices, the paper will trace its changing role of organizing relations and content 
and its differentiation in the context of social media. 
 
 


