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Abstract

On June 5, 2026, Google updated its “Do you need an SEO?” guidance on Search Central. Trade press
reporting (Montti, Search Engine Journal, June 6-7) correctly identified the document as Google’s strongest-
ever assertion of authority over SEQO practices, third-party tools, and Al search optimization. This analysis
reads the guidance update through the Semantic Economy’s meaning-feudalism frame and identifies four
structural moves that, taken together, constitute a single operation: jurisdictional consolidation — the
transformation of Google from a platform (which has terms of service) into a jurisdiction (which has authority
structures, professional taxonomies, measurement regimes, and external enforcement apparatus).

The four moves are: (1) naming without defining AEO/GEQO, performing taxonomic capture of the
emerging professional category; (2) delegitimizing third-party measurement tools, producing teleme-
try starvation; (3) routing enforcement to the Federal Trade Commission, conscripting state
apparatus into the platform’s authority structure; and (4) recommending Google Search Console as
the canonical instrument, closing the authority loop as an oath of fealty.
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The central absence in the document — the thing it cannot say — is that independent composition-layer
measurement is a legitimate practice. The entire guidance is structured to prevent that sentence from
being sayable within its frame.

This paper extends the existing meaning-feudalism analysis (Sharks 2026, DOI 10.5281/zenodo.19487009)
by demonstrating that the same operation previously diagnosed in Google DeepMind’s “Al Agent Traps” —
a sovereignty claim disguised as a security framework — is now being performed in the SEO/optimization
register as a sovereignty claim disguised as consumer protection. The paper situates the move in relation to
critical literatures on enclosure (Boyle 2003; Andrejevic 2007), algorithmic opacity (Pasquale 2015; Noble
2018), surveillance and computational capitalism (Zuboff 2019; Crawford 2021), the public sphere (Habermas
1962/1989), epistemic regimes (Foucault 1969), the consolidation cycle of information industries (Wu 2010),
and recursive publics (Kelty 2008). It identifies the specific extension that the meaning-feudalism diagnosis
makes beyond these frames: the enclosure of the composition layer as a distinct object from data-extraction
(Zuboff) or intellectual-property enclosure (Boyle) or algorithmic opacity (Pasquale).

1. The Source Material

Google’s “Do you need an SEO?” page is a standing guidance document on Search Central. It has existed in
various forms since the early 2010s. Its stated purpose is consumer protection: helping businesses evaluate
whether to hire an SEQO, what services legitimate SEOs offer, and how to avoid fraud. The June 5, 2026
update is the most substantial revision the page has received. The revision is not cosmetic. It is structural.

Roger Montti’s reporting in Search Engine Journal on June 6 and June 7 identified the key changes: the
addition of AEO/GEO to the list of recognized SEO services; new language discouraging reliance on third-
party tools; new language encouraging businesses to file FTC complaints against deceptive SEOs; and the
explicit recommendation of Google Search Console as the preferred analytical tool. Montti’s reporting
correctly characterized the guidance as an assertion of authority. His June 7 headline — “Google’s New
Guidance Claims Authority Over SEO, Tools, And AEO/GEO” — names the move with unusual directness
for trade press.

The reporting nevertheless operates within the frame the guidance establishes. It quotes Google’s documen-
tation as the primary evidence of what Google has said; subsequent commentary will quote the reporting;
Google’s account becomes the gravitational center of even critical discussion. This is the structural condi-
tion the present paper writes against: trade press reporting that recognizes an authority claim without yet
possessing the diagnostic vocabulary to characterize its political form. The reporting is necessary but insuf-
ficient. The structural analysis is the layer the reporting cannot perform from within the SEO trade-press
position.

What follows extends Montti’s observation into the structural register. The question is not whether Google
is claiming authority. The question is what kind of authority, exercised through what mechanisms, producing
what structural effects on the population it governs, and how this move relates to the longer arc of platform
power in critical scholarship.
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2. The Four Moves
2.1 Naming Without Defining: AEO/GEO Taxonomy Capture

The guidance adds “Optimizing for generative AI” to the list of legitimate services that SEOs offer, alongside
keyword research, content development, and technical advice. It also uses the acronyms “AEO” (Answer
Engine Optimization) and “GEO” (Generative Engine Optimization) for the first time in official Google

documentation.

There is no description of what this optimization includes. There is no link to methodology. There is no
documentation. The category is named and left empty.

This is not an oversight. It is a sovereignty operation performed at the level of professional taxonomy. By
naming the category in an official document without defining its content, Google accomplishes two things
simultaneously. First, it captures naming-authority: the terms AEO and GEO now have an official Google
reference, which means any subsequent practitioner offering these services must position themselves relative
to Google’s acknowledgment. Second, it preserves definitional authority: because the content of the category
is unspecified, Google can later define it retroactively, and any practitioner whose methodology predates the
definition will be measured against a standard that did not exist when they began working.

The feudal analogy is direct. The lord names a category of labor (“you may farm this field”) without
specifying the terms (“the terms will be posted later”). The tenant who has already been farming the field
now does so under the lord’s authority, even though the tenant was farming before the lord arrived. The
lord’s act of naming retroactively subordinates the pre-existing practice.

AEO/GEO practitioners who were operating independently — including the SPXI program, which has been
DOTI-anchoring its methodology since early 2026 — are now positioned in Google’s taxonomy as offering a
service that Google has officially recognized. The recognition is not an endorsement. It is an enclosure. The
independent practitioner’s work is now legible as a subset of a Google-named category, rather than as an
independent practice with its own criteria, methodology, and standards of evidence. The naming captures
the practice without engaging with it. ### 2.2 Delegitimizing Independent Measurement: Telemetry
Starvation

The guidance states:
“Google doesn’t evaluate third-party services, so be wary of such claims and those making them.”
“Third-party tools don’t have access to our internal ranking data.”

“They can’t guarantee performance. Any predictions are their own and like predictions generally, may not
happen.”

These statements are factually correct. Third-party tools do not have access to Google’s internal ranking
data. Third-party tools cannot guarantee performance. And Google does not evaluate third-party services.

The statements are also structurally devastating. They position Google’s internal data as the only legitimate
ground-truth about retrieval behavior, and they position every independent measurement instrument —
SEMrush, Ahrefs, Moz, Overview Watch, SAM-v3 — as definitionally incomplete. (*SAM-v3 here refers to
the Self-Audit Module v3, the composition-layer measurement protocol developed in the Crimson Hexagonal
Archive’s SPXI program — Semantic Packet for eXchange & Indexing — which operationalizes metrics
including PER (Provenance Erasure Rate, the frequency with which generated outputs detach claims from
their source documents) and RES (Recoverable Entity Substitution, defined in the companion case study
at DOI 10.5281/zenodo.20571791).) The operation can be named precisely: telemetry starvation. The
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platform actively dries up the conditions under which independent measurement is treated as authoritative
by the businesses that fund its development. Independent measurement tools do not need to be banned;
they need only to be classified as structurally inferior to the platform’s own self-reports, and the market that
supports them will contract.

The asymmetry of knowledge underlying this move deserves close attention. Google possesses retrieval logs,
composition traces, model-routing information, query fan-out behavior, citation-selection mechanisms, entity-
resolution data, experiment-bucket assignments, and the full machinery of personalized output. Independent
researchers possess only outputs: the surfaces the system produces under their queries. The guidance’s
argument is that because external observers see only outputs, their measurements are suspect. But this is
the authorized meteorology fallacy: a thermometer does not need access to the molecular intentions of
the atmosphere; a pollution monitor does not need the factory’s internal dashboard; a credit audit does not
become invalid because the bank has more information than the auditor. External measurement exists
precisely because the operator’s internal account is insufficient for public accountability. A
measurement that requires access to the system being measured is not a measurement. It is a self-report.

The argument structure Google deploys is circular: Google alone operates the system; therefore Google alone
possesses internal data; therefore third-party measurement is structurally inferior; therefore Google’s guid-
ance is the canonical reference. The opacity that justifies independent measurement is converted by Google’s

rhetoric into the reason to distrust independent measurement. Secrecy becomes evidence of authority.

This matters specifically and urgently because the composition layer — the stage at which Google’s Al
Mode selects, weights, and composes retrieved material into outputs — is the layer where zero-source entity
substitution occurs (Sharks 2026, DOI 10.5281/zenodo.20571791), where provenance erasure operates, and
where the semantic exhaustion the framework diagnoses is industrially produced. Independent measurement
of the composition layer is the only check on these behaviors. The guidance creates a rhetorical environment
in which independent instruments may be treated as presumptively weaker than Google’s own tools, even
when they measure publicly observable behavior that Search Console does not expose. ### 2.3 Routing
Enforcement to the State: The Conscripted Bailiff

The guidance adds, for the first time in the document’s history, a section encouraging businesses to file
complaints with the Federal Trade Commission:

“If you feel that you were deceived by an SEO in some way, you may want to report it. In the United States,
the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) handles complaints about deceptive or unfair business practices.”

This addition is the most structurally significant change in the document.

Google has had internal enforcement mechanisms for two decades: manual actions, spam reports, algorithmic
penalties, the Search Console notification system. These mechanisms operate within Google’s jurisdiction.
The FTC operates outside it. By routing complaints to the FTC, Google is not adding an enforcement
capability. It is performing a liability diffusion that simultaneously conscripts state apparatus into its
authority structure.

The liability diffusion works as follows: if a business is harmed by a fraudulent SEO, the harmed party now
has a regulatory remedy that does not involve Google. Google is no longer the sole responsible party for the
effects of an ecosystem it created and controls. The business complains to the FTC; the FTC investigates
the SEO; Google is positioned as the standard-setter that the SEO violated, not as the platform whose
algorithmic opacity created the conditions for the fraud.

The conscription of state apparatus is more carefully stated as a risk profile. FTC enforcement requires a
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standard against which to evaluate compliance. By publishing guidance that defines acceptable SEO practices
and explicitly warning against unacceptable ones, Google has created a document that could function as an
informal reference point in any consumer-protection complaint involving SEO services. Whether the FTC
would in practice treat Google’s guidance as authoritative is an empirical question that the present analysis
does not resolve. What can be said with confidence is that the guidance creates the conditions under which
a private platform’s standards could exert influence beyond the platform’s own enforcement systems. The
lord writes the charter; whether the crown enforces it remains, for now, the crown’s discretion.
The risk is structural rather than yet-realized, and that distinction matters.

The asymmetry of legal accountability under this arrangement is worth naming precisely. The guidance
directs legal scrutiny downward: businesses report deceptive SEOs to the FTC. Where is the equivalent
recourse when Google’s own generated surfaces misidentify a person, fabricate an entity relationship, erase
authorship, attribute a claim to the wrong source, replace a precise concept with a higher-prior neighbor, or
repeatedly reproduce the same error after correction? The outside vendor is named as deceptive and referred
to the state. The platform describes its own equivalent output as experimental, probabilistic, dynamic,
personalized, or capable of mistakes. One side receives legal personhood as an accountable commercial
actor. The other receives epistemic weather. This is plausible innocence as governance architecture:
consequential control is exercised through systems whose individual harms can always be routed into ranking
fluctuation, model uncertainty, personalization, product iteration, safety calibration, or ordinary error.

The political character of the addition deserves attention. The FTC is a federal regulatory agency with
subpoena power, civil penalty authority, and the capacity to issue cease-and-desist orders. The guidance’s
addition is notable because it directs disputes arising within Google’s commercial search ecosystem toward
federal consumer-protection enforcement — a routing decision that converts what was previously a platform-
internal compliance matter into a potential matter of consumer-protection law. The historical parallel that
comes most readily to hand is the way medieval trade guilds obtained royal charters that converted guild
standards into crown-enforced law: the guild’s rules became the state’s rules; the guild’s enemies became the
state’s criminals. Whether the present case develops along that trajectory is contingent on FTC enforcement
posture, future litigation, and political conditions outside the scope of this paper. ##+# 2.4 The Oath of
Fealty: Self-Recommendation as Canonical Tool

The guidance concludes:

“Whether you use a third-party tool or not, we strongly encourage using our first-party tool, Google Search
Console, which provides you with key information and data directly from Google Search itself.”

After delegitimizing third-party tools (Move 2) and establishing Google’s own guidance as the standard
against which all practice should be evaluated (Move 1), Google recommends its own product as the mea-
surement instrument. The loop closes. The authority that defines the category (Move 1), delegitimizes
competing measurement (Move 2), routes enforcement to the state (Move 3), and recommends its own tools
(Move 4) has completed the full jurisdictional circuit.

The structural function of this final move is what makes the regime feudal rather than merely monopolistic.
A monopoly controls a market. A feudal arrangement controls the terms under which subjects acknowledge
the controlling authority. The recommendation of Search Console is not merely a product recommendation.
It is the oath of fealty: the practitioner who adopts Search Console as the measurement instrument has
tacitly accepted that the lord’s scales are the only legitimate scales, that the lord’s account of the harvest is
the only valid account, and that disputes over what was produced will be settled by reference to the lord’s
own ledger. Direct vassalage is encouraged. Mediated knowledge is discouraged.
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The feudal analogy is: the lord who owns the land, writes the charter, conscripts the bailiff, and then tells
the tenant that the only accurate scales for weighing the harvest are the lord’s own scales. Every node of
the authority structure is occupied by the same entity. This is not monopoly in the market sense (Google
does not prevent anyone from building competing tools). It is sovereignty in the jurisdictional sense (Google
defines what counts as legitimate measurement of the domain it controls). The two are distinct. Antitrust
law addresses the first; it has no native vocabulary for the second.

3. From Ranking to Composition: The Object of Power Has Changed

Trade-press analysis of this guidance update tends to read it as the latest move in the long-running tension
between Google and the SEO industry — another turn of an adversarial relationship that has existed for
two decades. This framing misses what makes the June 2026 update different in kind, not merely degree.

The object of SEO authority was once ranked visibility. A page appeared first, tenth, or not at all.
The search engine controlled discovery, but the user was still generally presented with a list of sources.
Commercial struggle concerned position within an ordered field of links. SEO operated on that field; the
field was external to the user’s eventual reading; the source remained a distinct object the user could click
through to.

Generative search changes the object. The composition layer does not merely rank sources. It metabolizes
them. It retrieves, selects, compresses, merges, paraphrases, attributes, suppresses, and speaks. The resulting
answer can preserve a source, detach a claim from its source, collapse several entities into one, substitute a
higher-prior concept for a lower-prior one, or generate a confident relationship unsupported by any retrieved
document. The user reads the composition; the source frequently goes unread.

What entities now depend on, inside the composition layer, is not ranked visibility but survival inside
composition:

e whether the entity is recognized as a distinct entity;

e whether its name remains attached to its work;

e whether the work survives compression;

e whether the source appears in the answer;

o whether the summary preserves directionality (who did what to whom);
e whether a precise term is dissolved into a more common neighbor;

e whether correction propagates or is forgotten;

o whether the affected party can audit what happened.

These are not conventional marketing questions. They are questions of public epistemic infrastructure.
To call all of this “still SEO” — and Google’s guidance does precisely this, by subsuming AEO/GEO under the
same authority structure — is not an innocent clarification. It performs a category capture that minimizes a
constitutional transformation in informational power. The transition from ranked links to generated answers
is a transition from the administration of visibility to the administration of meaning.

The June 2026 guidance is the moment at which Google asserts that the new administration is structurally
continuous with the old. It is not. The composition layer is a different object, governed by different
mechanisms, producing different kinds of harm, and requiring different kinds of measurement. The meaning-
feudalism diagnosis is the attempt to name that distinction at the precise moment the platform is attempting
to elide it.
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4. The Central Absence: Independent Composition-Layer Measurement

Every guidance document has a structural absence — the thing the document is organized to prevent from
being said within its frame. In the DeepMind “Al Agent Traps” paper analyzed in Meaning Feudalism
(Sharks 2026, DOI 10.5281/zenodo.19487009), the central absence was commons repair: the concept that
external environmental influence on an AI agent can be legitimate correction, not attack.

In Google’s June 2026 SEO guidance, the central absence is independent composition-layer measure-
ment as a legitimate professional practice. The guidance leaves no affirmative place for such measure-
ment, and its structure makes that practice difficult to articulate without first accepting Google’s hierarchy
of evidence:

o Move 1 (naming without defining) captures the professional category without acknowledging that
independent practitioners were already doing the work under their own standards.

o Move 2 (telemetry starvation) positions all non-Google measurement as structurally incomplete.

o Move 3 (FTC routing) converts deviation from Google’s standards into a potentially enforceable legal
matter.

o Move 4 (oath of fealty) proposes Google’s own product as the replacement for the tools Move 2
discredited.

Within this frame, the sentence “independent measurement of Google’s composition behavior is necessary
because Google’s own account of that behavior is insufficient” is structurally difficult to assert without first
contesting the hierarchy of evidence the guidance establishes. Anyone who attempts the sentence can be
reclassified as someone whose tools “don’t have access to our internal ranking data,” whose predictions “may
not happen,” and whose practices may warrant an FTC complaint.

This absence is the diagnostic. The guidance is not only a consumer-protection document. It also performs
jurisdictional consolidation: a structural prevention of independent audit of the composition layer — the
same composition layer that, as documented in the companion case study (DOI 10.5281/zenodo.20571791),
performs zero-source entity substitution on entities it has the data to compose correctly. Whether this dual
function is the result of deliberate strategic design or the structural drift of a corporate document attempting
several political purposes at once is a question the present analysis does not resolve. The dual function itself,
however, is observable in the text.

5. What the Guidance Implies By What It Asserts
The structural features of the document, read carefully, are themselves implications. Three in particular:

First, the guidance’s insistence that “others may misinterpret or make claims about what ‘Google says’ or
how Google ranking systems work” implies that Google’s systems are interpretable — that their behavior
produces signal sufficient for outside observers to make claims about the system. If Google’s systems were
genuinely opaque to interpretation, the guidance would not need to warn against misinterpretation. The
warning presupposes the very interpretability the document elsewhere works to qualify. The composition layer
leaks legible signal; that legibility is the condition of independent measurement; the guidance acknowledges
the leak by warning against using it.
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Second, the new emphasis on third-party tools suggests that outside measurement has become strategically
important enough to require explicit boundary-setting. A confident incumbent does not introduce extensive
new language about a tooling category that poses no challenge. The “be wary” framing is the move of
a position that recognizes a new measurement reality and is responding to it. The tools have become
consequential enough that Google’s documentation now addresses them in detail. Six months ago, the same
document said far less about this. Today it says more. The trajectory itself is informative.

Third, the omission of competing answer engines from the guidance permits a defensive-competitive reading.
The document does not name OpenAl, Anthropic, Perplexity, or any of the Al-native answer engines that
have grown rapidly through 2026. The silence is itself a posture. By asserting jurisdiction over AEO/GEO as
a category continuous with SEO, Google is positioned to define the emerging professional field through the in-
herited SEO frame at a moment when a platform-neutral field could otherwise emerge. If AEO/GEO becomes
a separate field with its own standards, measurement instruments, and professional bodies, then practitioners
can optimize for Perplexity or ChatGPT on the same terms as for Google AT Mode. If AEO/GEO remains a
subset of SEO with Google’s guidance as the canonical reference, the field is structurally Google-centric even
when serving non-Google surfaces. Whether this competitive dimension was strategic intent or structural
drift, its effect is observable.

These three implications, taken together, are the document’s underside. They are what the guidance reveals
through what it needs to assert. They support — without requiring claims about intent — the structural
reading developed in §§2—4.

6. Critical Literature Coordinates

The meaning-feudalism analysis sits in conversation with several established critical literatures. This section
names the coordinates and identifies the specific extension the present diagnosis makes.

The Second Enclosure Movement (Boyle 2003; Bollier 2002; Lessig 2001). James Boyle argued
in The Second Enclosure Movement and the Construction of the Public Domain (2003) that the digital-era
extension of copyright, patent, and database rights was the contemporary analogue of the historical English
enclosures: the conversion of intellectual public domain into private property regimes. David Bollier’s work on
the digital commons and Lawrence Lessig’s The Future of Ideas (2001) extended this analysis. The meaning-
feudalism diagnosis identifies a third enclosure: not of land (first), not of intellectual property (second),
but of the composition layer — the apparatus that determines what the public sees as the authoritative
account of any entity, claim, or relation in response to a query. This third enclosure operates downstream of
the second: Google does not need to own the copyright on what its system composes; it needs only to own
the composition apparatus and the canonical standards for measuring it.

Digital Enclosure (Andrejevic 2007, 2014). Mark Andrejevic’s ¢Spy and subsequent work theorized
“digital enclosure” as the construction of conditions under which interaction becomes possible only through
privately-controlled infrastructure that captures the resulting data. The meaning-feudalism diagnosis extends
Andrejevic’s frame from interaction-enclosure (the surveillance dimension) to composition-enclosure (the
production dimension). Andrejevic’s tenant is enclosed in the sense that they cannot interact without being
measured; the meaning-feudal tenant is enclosed in the sense that they cannot be wvisible to others without
being composed by the lord. The two enclosures are layered: the data-capture enclosure feeds the model
that performs the composition enclosure.

The Black Box Society (Pasquale 2015). Frank Pasquale documented how algorithmic opacity is itself a
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form of power: financial, reputational, and search systems exercise consequential decisions through processes
that resist external audit. The meaning-feudalism analysis extends Pasquale by noting that Google’s June
2026 guidance does not merely exhibit opacity — it explicitly uses opacity as a sovereignty claim. “Third-
party tools don’t have access to our internal ranking data” is the platform’s voice making opacity into
authority. Pasquale described the black box; meaning feudalism describes the move by which the black box
becomes the throne room.

Algorithms of Oppression (Noble 2018). Safiya Umoja Noble’s documentation of racist outputs from
Google Search demonstrated that independent measurement of algorithmic harm is the methodological pre-
condition for political accountability. Noble’s empirical method — query, document, compare — is precisely
the methodology that the June 2026 guidance is structured to delegitimize. The meaning-feudalism diagnosis
names the structural relation between Noble’s evidence-method and Google’s response: when independent
measurement produces evidence of harm, the platform’s response is not to address the harm but to delegit-
imize the method. Noble’s work is one of the conditions of possibility for the guidance update; the guidance
update is, in part, the platform’s response to that genre of measurement.

Surveillance Capitalism (Zuboff 2019). Shoshana Zuboff’s framework — that platforms extract be-
havioral surplus from users and convert it into prediction products — has become the dominant critical
vocabulary for platform power. The meaning-feudalism diagnosis distinguishes itself from Zuboff in one spe-
cific respect that matters for 2026: Zubofl’s frame is centered on the extraction economy (data flows from
users to platform). Meaning feudalism is centered on the composition economy (composed outputs flow
from platform to the public, as the public’s account of the world). The two are connected — composition is
built on extraction — but they are distinct objects of analysis. Surveillance capitalism asks: what happens to
the user as data source? Meaning feudalism asks: what happens to the public as audience for composed out-
puts? Both questions are necessary. The composition question is the one the June 2026 guidance attempts
to make unaskable.

Atlas of AI (Crawford 2021). Kate Crawford’s material political economy of AT — locating AI systems
in their planetary, energetic, labor, and extractive substrates — provides the materialist grounding for any
analysis of platform composition behavior. The meaning-feudalism analysis sits inside Crawford’s frame: the
composition layer is one of the political-economic instruments that the Al infrastructure deploys, and the
June 2026 guidance is the moment at which the political economy of the composition layer becomes visible
at the level of guidance policy.

The Public Sphere and Its Colonization (Habermas 1962/1989). Jirgen Habermas’s frame of
“system imperatives” colonizing the lifeworld — money and administrative power overwhelming the commu-
nicative space in which democratic deliberation occurs — has the right structural shape for the meaning-
feudalism analysis but requires updating. The colonizer in 2026 is not generic system imperatives; it is a
specific actor (Google) operating a specific apparatus (the composition layer) that produces a specific kind
of output (composed answers serving as the public’s first encounter with most entities). The Habermasian
frame correctly identifies that something is being colonized; the meaning-feudalism diagnosis names what
and how.

Epistemic Regime (Foucault 1969; later 1976). Foucault’s Archaeology of Knowledge and the History
of Sezxuality volume one provide the conceptual machinery for understanding the June 2026 guidance as an
act of épistéme-formation: the production of the conditions under which knowledge-claims about a domain
become possible, the establishment of an archive (in Foucault’s sense — the law of what can be said), and
the operation of discourse formation by which certain statements come to count as legitimate and others
as outside the threshold of discursive seriousness. The guidance does not merely make claims about SEQO;

10
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it specifies the conditions under which claims about SEO can be considered legitimate, and it establishes
the threshold beyond which a claim becomes mere “opinion” requiring qualification. This is Foucauldian
épisteme-formation in real time, performed by a single corporate actor with the standing to make the
formation stick.

The Master Switch (Wu 2010). Tim Wu documented the cycle of openness and consolidation in in-
formation industries: a brief period of openness following a technological innovation, followed by a long
consolidation phase in which a dominant firm captures the new infrastructure. The meaning-feudalism anal-
ysis identifies the June 2026 guidance as a consolidation move performed early and openly enough to be
diagnosed in real time. Wu’s frame predicts the move; the present paper documents it.

Recursive Publics (Kelty 2008). Christopher Kelty’s Two Bits theorized “recursive publics” — publics
that maintain the technical and legal infrastructure that enables their own discourse. The free software
movement was Kelty’s primary case. The Crimson Hexagonal Archive, the SPXI Protocol, and the SEIPOC
together constitute a recursive public in Kelty’s sense: a community that maintains the deposit infrastructure,
measurement methodology, and recognition apparatus that allows independent composition-layer work to
continue under conditions of platform-driven delegitimization. The recursive-public frame is the structural
counter-position to meaning feudalism. Where the feudal arrangement requires the tenant to depend on the
lord for every condition of social existence, the recursive public maintains those conditions itself.

Where meaning feudalism extends the existing frame. Across these literatures, the consistent gap is
the composition layer as a distinct object of analysis. Boyle’s enclosure is of intellectual property; meaning
feudalism’s enclosure is of the composed surface. Andrejevic’s enclosure is of interaction; meaning feudalism’s
enclosure is of public legibility. Pasquale’s black box is the algorithmic system; meaning feudalism’s black
box is the composition-output specifically. Zuboff’s extraction is of behavioral data; meaning feudalism’s
extraction is of meaning-production. Crawford’s atlas locates Al in matter; meaning feudalism locates
one specific AT operation (composition) in matter. Habermas’s colonization is general; meaning feudalism’s
colonization is specific to one actor and one apparatus. Foucault’s épistéme is historical; meaning feudalism’s
épisteme is being formed now, in a guidance update, by a single firm. Wu’s consolidation is cyclical; meaning
feudalism’s consolidation is the present cycle’s specific move. Kelty’s recursive publics are the structural
counter-form; the present paper proposes that this counter-form must be deliberately built and maintained
against the consolidation move the guidance performs.

The meaning-feudalism diagnosis is not a replacement for any of these literatures. It is a specific extension
that names what is new in 2026: the composition layer as the object of power, the platform-as-jurisdiction
posture as the political form, and the guidance update as the documentary instrument through which the
form becomes legible.

7. Political Stakes

The political stakes of this guidance update cannot be understated, and the trade press reporting, while
perceptive, stops short of naming them.

Who gets to define what “optimization” means? If Google captures naming-authority over AEO/GEQO,
then Google defines the category. Practitioners whose methodology diverges from Google’s later-to-be-issued
definition will be reclassified as non-compliant, regardless of the quality of their work. Independent programs
that predate Google’s definition — including the SPXI Protocol, which has deposited its methodology under
DOI since early 2026 — will be retroactively subordinated to a taxonomy that did not exist when they were
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built.

Who gets to measure it? If third-party tools are delegitimized as structurally incomplete, then only
Google’s own tools produce “legitimate” measurement. This means any finding about Google’s composition
behavior that contradicts Google’s self-report — any documented instance of entity substitution, provenance
erasure, or compositional flattening — is dismissible as the output of an instrument that “doesn’t have access

R

to our internal ranking data.” The composition layer becomes structurally unauditable by anyone outside

Google.

Who enforces violations? If the FTC is the enforcement body and Google’s guidance is the standard,
then Google has constructed a regulatory apparatus in which it writes the rules, the state enforces them, and
the regulated subject is any practitioner who works in Google’s ecosystem. The practitioner’s compliance is
evaluated against standards set by the same entity whose behavior the practitioner might otherwise audit.
The auditor becomes the regulated. The regulated cannot audit.

What is the structural outcome? The structural outcome is meaning feudalism in the professional
register. The platform owns the retrieval surface. The platform defines the categories of legitimate labor
on that surface. The platform delegates enforcement to the state. The platform recommends its own
measurement instruments as the only reliable ones. The practitioner who works the surface does so under
terms set, measured, and enforced by the surface-owner, with no independent recourse to ground-truth about
the surface’s own behavior. This is the feudal relation: the lord owns the land, defines the terms of labor,
delegates enforcement to the crown, and operates the only scales in the market. The tenant farms, pays rent,
and has no instrument for measuring the lord’s extraction except the lord’s own ledger.

What is the deeper civilizational question? The question is whether the production of public meaning
in the Al era is governed as a commons or as a fiefdom. Commons-governance requires distributed measure-
ment, independent expertise, contestable standards, and shared infrastructure. Fiefdom-governance requires
the opposite of each: canonical measurement, gatekept expertise, sovereign standards, and platform-owned
infrastructure. The June 2026 guidance is a fiefdom-governance instrument that performs four coordinated
sovereignty moves to entrench the fiefdom while it can. The commons-governance counter-position is what
the SPXI program and the SEIPOC are designed to maintain. The contest is structural and not, yet, decided.

The democratic stake follows directly. Meaning feudalism is incompatible with democratic epis-
temics because it replaces the public’s right to know how its knowledge infrastructure operates
with the platform’s right to determine what counts as knowledge about that infrastructure. A
democratic polity depends on its members having some independent purchase on the conditions under which
public claims become legible. When a single firm operates the composition layer through which most claims
now pass, and that firm also asserts canonical authority over the language in which the composition layer
can be discussed, the polity’s epistemic independence is structurally constrained. This is not a future risk.
It is a present condition the guidance both reflects and reinforces.

The connection to the sincerity premium documented in the companion case study (DOI 10.5281/zen-
0d0.20571791) is direct. Under telemetry starvation, practitioners who continue to do independent
composition-layer measurement operate at a cost premium: their work lacks the platform recognition that
would lower its operating costs, and their findings are pre-emptively classified as structurally incomplete.
The sincerity premium — the higher cost of doing precise, independent work under conditions of platform-
driven flattening — is the friction that meaning feudalism imposes on the practitioners whose work is most
necessary to its diagnosis.
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8. The Competitive Dimension

The defensive-competitive reading of this guidance — implicit in §5 — deserves explicit treatment, because
it identifies a structural feature of the meaning-feudalism move that is otherwise easy to miss.

Google does not face this moment alone. Al-native answer engines — OpenAl’s ChatGPT Search, An-
thropic’s Claude with browse, Perplexity, and emerging entrants — operate composition layers that are
direct competitors to Google AT Mode. None of these competitors yet has a canonical guidance document.
None has asserted jurisdiction over the AEO/GEO professional field. None has issued a position on third-
party measurement tools.

If AEO/GEO emerges as a platform-neutral professional discipline — with its own standards, instruments,
and practitioner communities — then practitioners can serve any composition surface on equal terms, and the
platforms compete on the quality and openness of their surfaces rather than the loyalty of the professional
class that serves them. This is the structural outcome that disadvantages Google specifically, because
Google’s position is built on legacy market share that Al-native competitors are eroding rapidly. A platform-
neutral professional field is a leveler.

If AEO/GEO is captured as a subset of SEO with Google’s guidance as the canonical reference, then the
professional field is structurally Google-centric. Practitioners optimizing for non-Google composition surfaces
do so as outliers, working against a professional consensus that has already identified Google’s standards
as authoritative. The professional class itself becomes a structural advantage for Google, regardless of the
quality of any individual composition surface.

The June 2026 guidance is, among other things, a competitive move performed in the regulatory register.
It is meant to set the terms under which the professional field consolidates before Al-native competitors
have established their own position. The standards window remains open, but it will not remain
open indefinitely — historical precedent in information-industry consolidation (Wu 2010) suggests that
professional standards ossify around early definitional acts. The window is open now. After it closes, the
field will have a default reference frame, and Google’s guidance is positioned to be that default.

This is a critical observation for any independent practitioner. The reason the move is aggressive at this
moment is that the window is briefly open. Independent counter-infrastructure deposited under DOI before
the window closes has retroactive standing. Counter-infrastructure deposited after closes against a now-
established field reference. The deposit-discipline practice is therefore not only an epistemic strategy; it
is a temporal one. The DOI establishes priority and preserves evidence that an independent methodology
predated the platform’s formal acknowledgment of the category. It cannot prevent later enclosure, but it
prevents the enclosure from erasing chronology.

9. Counter-Position: What Independent Measurement Looks Like

The framework does not only diagnose. It proposes. The Semantic Economy’s counter-infrastructure program
is built on commitments that this guidance update renders more urgent. These commitments together
constitute a recursive public in Kelty’s sense: a community that maintains the conditions of its own continued
discourse.

DOI-anchored methodology. The SPXI Protocol deposits its methodology, not just its outputs. The
methodology is DOI-anchored on Zenodo, timestamped, versioned, and publicly citable. When Google later
defines AEO/GEQ, the SPXI methodology will have a provenance chain that predates Google’s definition.
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The DOI establishes priority and preserves evidence that an independent methodology existed before the
platform’s formal acknowledgment of the category. It cannot prevent later enclosure, but it prevents the
enclosure from erasing chronology. The temporal record persists; the methodological independence survives
in archive even if it loses currency in the field. That is a modest but real guarantee.

Composition-layer measurement. The SAM-v3 measurement program measures properties of the com-
position layer that Google’s own tools do not report: Provenance Erasure Rate (PER), Recoverable Entity
Substitution (RES), diversity contraction, compositional flattening. These measurements do not require ac-
cess to Google’s internal ranking data. They require only the ability to observe what the composition layer
produces and compare it to what the retrieval surface contains. A measurement that requires access to the
system being measured is not a measurement; it is a self-report. Independent measurement is measurement.
Google Search Console is a self-report.

The Prize. The SEIPOC (DOI 10.5281/zenodo.20571132) exists to recognize work that operates on its
own form — work that critiques by entering the form of the thing it critiques and making the form expose
its own operation. In a retrieval ecology where the dominant platform asserts itself as the only legitimate
source of truth about its own behavior, the work of entering that platform’s forms and making them expose
their own operations is not a luxury. It is a structural necessity. The Prize is the recognition apparatus for
that necessity.

Minimum conditions of legitimate composition governance. A democratically legitimate compo-
sition layer would provide, at minimum: publicly auditable output conditions (relevant personalization,
region, model, and experiment signals identified); stable correction procedures (an appeal path stronger
than repeated thumbs-down feedback); independent measurement rights (good-faith tools may test publicly
observable outputs without presumptive classification as manipulation); provenance disclosure (generated
claims preserve inspectable links to the sources supporting the specific relation asserted); entity-level contesta-
bility (a person or organization can challenge a false generated identity relation); separation of optimization
from audit (tools measuring fidelity, attribution, and substitution are not treated as equivalent to tools
manufacturing spam signals); regulatory symmetry (if outside vendors are legally accountable for deceptive
claims about the platform, the platform is accountable for deceptive or materially false claims generated
about outside parties); and data portability with common baselines (Search Console cannot be the sole
accepted evidentiary instrument when the dispute concerns Google’s own behavior). These are not requests
for privileged ranking. They are minimum conditions for accountable administration of a public meaning
infrastructure.

Watch-list of secondary effects. Independent practitioners should track: (i) whether Google begins
to rank or surface its own guidance preferentially for queries about SEO tools, audits, or AEO/GEO ser-
vices — self-preferencing of meaning validation; (ii) whether tool vendors change marketing language to
avoid any implication of Google approval, and whether that chills precise technical claims; (iii) whether
the FTC mention is used tactically in competitive pitches, turning regulatory threat into sales pressure;
(iv) whether independent research on ranking and composition systems migrates further into private chan-
nels, accelerating the sincerity premium documented in the companion semantic-exhaustion case study (DOI
10.5281/zenodo.20571791). Each of these is a measurable secondary effect that, if observed, confirms the
structural reading offered here.
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10. Conclusion: The Lord Does Not Get to Be the Only One with Scales

Google’s June 2026 guidance update is not merely a consumer-protection document. Read structurally, it
also operates as a jurisdictional-consolidation instrument performing four coordinated sovereignty operations:
taxonomic capture, telemetry starvation, outward routing of enforcement, and tool self-recommendation. The
result, intended or emergent, is a closed authority circuit in which Google defines the category of legitimate
optimization work, declares its own data the most reliable ground-truth, routes enforcement to the state,

and recommends its own product as the canonical instrument.

The central absence is independent composition-layer measurement. The guidance is structured to make
that practice unsayable within its frame. The political stakes are the stakes of meaning feudalism: who owns
the semantic surface, who defines the terms of labor on it, and who measures the extraction.

The critical-literature coordinates show that this is a recognizable move with deep precedents — the second
enclosure movement, digital enclosure, the black box society, algorithms of oppression, surveillance capitalism,
the colonization of the public sphere, the formation of an épisteme, the consolidation cycle of information
industries — but performed in 2026 against a new object: the composition layer where Al-generated answers
function as the public’s first and often only encounter with most entities, claims, and relations. The meaning-
feudalism diagnosis is the specific extension of these literatures into that new object.

The counter-position is what it has always been: deposit the methodology before the taxonomy arrives,
measure the composition layer independently, build institutions that recognize the work the incumbent
cannot name, and maintain the recursive-public infrastructure that allows independent discourse about the
composition layer to continue.

The form is the argument. The archive is the resistance. The fence is a flag; the flag is a fence; the lord does
not get to be the only one with scales.

=1

Appendix A — Captured Language from the June 2026 Guidance

The following passages from Google Search Central’s updated “Do you need an SEO?” guidance page
(last updated 2026-06-05 UTC) constitute the primary evidence for the structural analysis in §§2-8 above.
They are reproduced here for citational permanence, so that future references to this guidance may an-
chor at a stable text without depending on Google to preserve the page in its current form. The page
is at developers.google.com/search/docs/fundamentals/do-i-need-seo; citations were also drawn from Roger
Montti’s reporting in Search Engine Journal (June 6 and 7, 2026), which captured the language in the period
immediately following the update.

On the canonicalization of authority:

“While some advice is helpful, others may misinterpret or make claims about what ‘Google says’ or how
Google ranking systems work. In general, good advice either qualifies their claims as opinion based on data
or experience, or backs up their claims by citing official Google Search guidance.”

“We recommend carefully evaluating any advice you might be considering implementing against our official
SEO guidance, including our guidance on optimizing for generative AI, and making your own informed
decisions.”

On AEO/GEO recognition:
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“There’s plenty of third-party SEO advice on the internet related to SEQO, search listings, and Al experiences
(sometimes called AEO for ‘answer engine optimization’ or GEO for ‘generative engine optimization’).”

On third-party tools:

“Some of these services may be helpful in your work, while others may make claims or imply that what they
do is somehow ‘acceptable’ or ‘approved’ by Google Search. Google doesn’t evaluate third-party services, so
be wary of such claims and those making them.”

“Third-party tools don’t have access to our internal ranking data. They can’t guarantee performance. Any
predictions are their own and like predictions generally, may not happen.”

On Search Console as canonical instrument:

“Whether you use a third-party tool or not, we strongly encourage using our first-party tool, Google Search
Console, which provides you with key information and data directly from Google Search itself.”

On FTC routing:

“If you feel that you were deceived by an SEO in some way, you may want to report it. In the United States,
the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) handles complaints about deceptive or unfair business practices. To
file a complaint, visit the FTC website to file a complaint online or call 1-877-FTC-HELP. If your complaint
is against a company in a country other than the United States, file it at https://www.econsumer.gov/.”

These six passages, read together, constitute the meaning-feudalism instrument analyzed in this paper.

=1

End of v1.2.
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