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Housekeeping

1. Friday sections
2. WIM philosophy papers returned. Others coming next week
3. How we grade philosophy papers
4. Policy memo assignment released this week



Power of Platforms: Making Choices

1. A Short History of Silicon Valley
• Counterculture to Cyberculture
• Romantic Visionaries?

2. Platform Power and Freedom of Speech
3. Resolving Tradeoffs



The Hippie Roots of Silicon Valley

Fred Turner
Stanford professor, 
Dept. of Communication

The cultural roots of Silicon 
Valley:
•  1960s and 1970s rebellion 

against Cold War era and the 
military industrial complex.

Stewart Brand:
• Whole Earth Catalogue
• WELL (whole earth‘lectronic 

link)
• Long Now Foundation
Images:  Fred Turner (2006), “From Counterculture to Cyberculture,” University of Chicago Press; Whole Earth Catalog, 1968  



Image: Matthew Yohe, Wikimedia (CC-BY 3.0)





Margaret O’Mara’s Counter History

Stanford University and the Military Roots of Silicon 
Valley

• Frederick Terman, Stanford

• DARPA Funding

Sources (Top to Bottom, Left to Right): Stephen Mihm (July 2019), “How the Department of Defense Bankrolled 
Silicon Valley,” New York Times; HaeB, Wikimedia (CC-BY 4.0); Maragret O’Mara (2020), The Code: Silicon Valley and 
the Remaking of America, Penguin Random House 



Co-Founder, Electronic Frontier 
Foundation Lyricist for the Grateful Dead 

John Perry Barlow

Image: Mohamed Nanabhay, Wikimedia (CC-BY 2.0) 



Source: John Perry Barlow, “A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace,” Electronic Frontier Foundation, https://www.eff.org/cyberspace-independence



Image: Public Domain



Barlow’s Declaration (1996)
Governments of the Industrial World, you weary giants of flesh and steel, I come from 
Cyberspace, the new home of Mind. On behalf of the future, I ask you of the past to 
leave us alone. You are not welcome among us. 

We have no elected government, nor are we likely to have one, so I address you with 
no greater authority than that with which liberty itself always speaks. I declare the 
global social space we are building to be naturally independent of the tyrannies you 
seek to impose on us. You have no moral right to rule us nor do you possess any 
methods of enforcement we have true reason to fear.

We are forming our own Social Contract. This governance will arise according to the 
conditions of our world, not yours. Our world is different.

We are creating a world where anyone, anywhere may express his or her beliefs, no 
matter how singular, without fear of being coerced into silence or conformity.

Your legal concepts of property, expression, identity, movement, and context do not 
apply to us. They are all based on matter, and there is no matter here.

Source: John Perry Barlow, “A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace,” Electronic Frontier Foundation, https://www.eff.org/cyberspace-independence

















Michael Tubbs Aaron Swartz Meredith WhittakerTerry Winograd

Jennifer Pahlka

Erin Woo Timnit Gebru



Source: Code for America, https://codeforamerica.org/ 

https://codeforamerica.org/


Source: Code for America, “About Us,” https://codeforamerica.org/about-us/ 

https://codeforamerica.org/about-us/
https://codeforamerica.org/about-us/
https://codeforamerica.org/about-us/


Source: New America, “Public Interest Technology,” https://www.newamerica.org/pit/ 

https://www.newamerica.org/pit/


Audrey Tang

• Taiwanese free software 
programmer and former 
minister of Taiwan

Image: Ministry of Digital Affairs, ROC (Taiwan), Wikimedia (CC0)



The Time for Your Voice is NOW

What role can you play? What agency do you have?



Michael Tubbs Aaron Swartz Meredith WhittakerTerry Winograd

Jennifer Pahlka

Erin Woo Timnit Gebru



Source: Screenshot, https://law.stanford.edu/press/stanford-law-and-policy-lab-report-provides-recommendations-for-facebooks-new-oversight-board/



Source: David Streitfeld, The New York Times, Sept. 7, 2018; https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/07/technology/monopoly-antitrust-lina-khan-amazon.html



Source: Screenshot, https://www.ftc.gov/about-ftc/commissioners-staff/lina-m-khan





Apply by March 11, 2026 !



Power of Platforms: Making Choices

1. A Short History of Silicon Valley
• Counterculture to Cyberculture
• Romantic Visionaries?

2. Platform Power and Freedom of Speech
3. Resolving Tradeoffs



Image: Public Domain



1. Network effects 
2. Gatekeeper function (platform as infrastructure 

for a digital market; Apple App Store; Android 
App Store – classic duopoly; Amazon)

3. Access to User Data: platforms have unique 
access to user data (and ability to make it useful 
and profitable)

4. Acquisitions (e.g., Facebook buys WhatsApp + 
Instagram + Oculus; Google buys YouTube, FitBit, 
Nest; and so on)

Sources of Platform Power



“No provider or user of an 
interactive computer service 
shall be treated as the publisher 
or speaker of any information 
provided by another 
information content provider.

No provider . . . shall be held 
liable . . . [for] action voluntarily 
taken in good faith to restrict 
access to . . . material that [is] 
obscene, lewd, lascivious, filthy, 
excessively violent, harassing, 
or otherwise objectionable, 
whether or not such material is 
constitutionally protected.”

Neutral connector or publisher?



Mill: Four Arguments for Freedom of Expression

1. Fallibilism: the opinion might possibly be true.
2. Dead Dogma: test your own ideas with conflicting 

views
3. Marketplace of Ideas: speech and counterspeech 

yield best arguments/ideas
4. Individual autonomy: free speech facilitates self-

determination.



Speech & 
Association in 

the Offline 
World

First Amendment of the United States
Congress shall make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of 
speech, or of the press; or the right of the people 
peaceably to assemble, and to petition the 
Government for a redress of grievances.

Image: US Constitution



Speech & 
Association in 

an Online 
World

• First Amendment of the United States does 
not apply. 

• Private companies and other organizations can 
set their own speech and association rules.

• QUESTION: Do you have First Amendment 
rights to free speech on campus at Stanford?



Stanford’s Fundamental Standard (1896)

Students at Stanford are expected to show both within and 
without the University such respect for order, morality, personal 
honor and the rights of others as is demanded of good citizens. 
Failure to do this will be sufficient cause for removal from the 
University.



Understanding the Fundamental Standard

• The Fundamental Standard is an aspirational statement of Stanford's ideal 
of civic and moral community. Although the spirit of the Fundamental 
Standard remains unchanged since 1896, these aspirational learning goals 
for all Stanford students elaborate its basic values today:

– Students are expected to respect and uphold the rights and dignity of others 
regardless of race, color, national or ethnic origin, sex, age, disability, religion, 
sexual orientation, gender identity, or socio-economic status.

– Students are expected to uphold the integrity of the university as a community of 
scholars in which free speech is available to all and intellectual honesty is 
demanded of all.







Stanford Speech Code

• Prohibition on speech or expression at Stanford that:

– “is intended to insult or stigmatize an individual or a small number of 
individuals on the basis of their sex, race, color, handicap, religion, sexual 
orientation, or national or ethnic origin; and

– “is addressed directly to the individual or individuals whom it insults or 
stigmatizes; and

– “makes use of insulting or “fighting” words or non-verbal symbols”

Claim: such speech violates Stanford’s Fundamental Standard



Free Speech at Stanford

Like a platform company, Stanford is a private organization. It is not 
bound by the First Amendment.

You are in charge of the disciplinary committee to adjudicate alleged 
violations of the Fundamental Standard/Speech Code.

Should Stanford punish or sanction Keith Rabois for his speech?



Stanford Response to Rabois





Corry v. Stanford

• “On its face, the Speech Code prohibits words which will not 
only cause people to react violently, but also cause them to 
feel insulted or stigmatized. . . . Defendants cannot proscribe 
speech that merely hurts the feelings of those who hear it.”

• “As written, the Speech Code clearly punishes students for 
words which may not cause an imminent breach of the peace, 
but instead merely ‘conveys a message of hatred and 
contempt.’ To this extent, the Speech Code is overbroad…”

Source: Robert J. Corry, et al. v. The Leland Stanford Junior University, et al., No. 740309 (Cal. Super. Ct. Feb. 27, 1995)



Source: Stanford University, Office of Community Standards, https://communitystandards.stanford.edu/resources/additional-resources/freedom-speech-fundamental-standard 



Westboro Baptist Church Protest, 
Stanford University 2010



Westboro Baptist Church, Counterprotest 
2010



Source: Stanford University, John Etchemendy, Academic Freedom and Expression (2010), “A Provost’s Pride,” https://freespeech.stanford.edu/2010/02/04/a-provosts-pride/ 



The Digital Public Sphere

Imagine now that Keith Rabois creates hundreds of accounts on 
social media platforms and disseminates as widely as possible 
hateful messages and videos about LGBTQ+.

1. In what ways is speech in the offline world dis-analogous to 
speech in the online world? What is distinctive, if anything, 
about speech/expression online?

2. Does the digital public sphere require different rules/norms 
about speech and expression than real world 
speech/expression?



Difference in Degree
– Fragmentation/

disintermediation 
• Campaign insiders v. outsiders
• Media v. Nonmedia
• Foreign v. Domestic
• Earned Media v. Paid Media

– Speed of information flow – 
difficulty of correction

– Echo chambers leading to 
polarization/extremism?

Differences in Kind
o Virality
o Anonymity 

• Bots etc.
• Hate speech

o Lack of sovereignty
o Beyond the reach of 

government regulation?

Source: Nate Persily (2017), “Can Democracy Survive the Internet?”, Journal of Democracy, 28(2), 63-76.

The Distinctive Threat of the Internet 
for Democracy



Timothy Garton Ash,
Free Speech in a 

Connected World

• When it comes to enabling or 
restricting global freedom of 
expression, some corporations 
have more power than most states.

• Facebook has a larger population 
than China

• “What Facebook does has a wider 
impact than anything France does, 
and Google than Germany. These 
are private superpowers.”

Image: Daniel Vegel, Wikimedia (CC-BY 4.0), adjusted by cropping



Platform or Publisher?

How should we think of Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 
Snap, TikTok?
 As infrastructure that hosts content (and therefore 

have limited liability for content hosted)? Like the 
telephone company?

 Or are they publishers, responsible for the content 
in the way that a newspaper or television show 
would be?

 Or neither?



Two Distinct Questions

1. What material should be deleted/banned?

2. How should an algorithm uprank or downrank content?

Content Moderation takes many forms:

1. Deletion/Banning content
2. Downranking/Demoting content (usually via algorithm)
3. Delay content (depress virality)
4. Labeling (fact checking; pointing to official sources)
5. Deplatforming (remove account)



Value Tensions in Online Speech

1. Free Expression (right to free speech without censorship; 
broad and diverse marketplace of ideas) 

2. Individual Dignity and Well-Being (avoid stigmatizing, 
derogatory, toxic, hateful speech; diminish bullying, trolling, 
doxxing)

3. Democracy and a Healthy Public Sphere (orientation toward 
truth & fact & high quality information; election integrity; 
diminish misinformation/disinformation)



Trilemma of Platform Speech

Dignity
(No stigmatizing, derogatory, 

toxic, hateful speech; diminish 
bullying, trolling, doxxing)

Democracy
(digital public sphere; truth-seeking; 
deliberative; high quality 
information)

Speech
(Right to speech without censorship; 

broad and diverse marketplace of ideas)



Enter Social Science!

What is the social scientific evidence about:

1. Filter bubbles and echo chambers?
2. Social media and polarization?
3. Effects of misinformation and disinformation?
4. Effects of hate speech?
5. Online speech to offline harms?



Empirical Regularity #1
“[C]ross-cutting interactions are 
more frequent . . . exposure to 
diverse news is higher than 
through other types of media, 
and ranking algorithms do not 
have a large impact on the 
ideological balance of news 
consumption.” (Barbera 2020)

Social media seems to expand 
interactions outside of close 
social circles

Image: Bakshy, Eytan, Solomon Messing, and Lada A. Adamic. "Exposure to ideologically diverse news and opinion on Facebook." Science 348, no. 6239 (2015): 1130-1132.



Empirical Regularity #2

A minority of 
individuals is 
responsible majority of 
hyper-partisan content.

Polarization has 
increased most among 
the groups that are 
least likely to use the 
internet and social 
media—people in the 
oldest age cohorts.

Image: Boxell, Levi, Matthew Gentzkow, and Jesse M. Shapiro. Is the internet causing political polarization? Evidence from demographics. No. w23258. National Bureau of 
Economic Research, 2017.



As a share of overall activity, the volume of misinformation online 
is low. 

Some groups (e.g., elderly) are more vulnerable to misinformation.

Corrections are hard and can backfire.

Empirical Regularity #3



Empirical Regularity #4
Hate speech is a relatively small fraction of content, but many 
users are exposed to it. 

Source: https://oxis.oii.ox.ac.uk/blog/are-women-more-exposed-to-online-hate-speech/



Empirical Regularity #5
Hate speech online, even a small number of posts, can cause real-
world violence. 



Other Social Science Questions

And many other empirical questions:

1. Social media use and anxiety/depression
2. Cyberbullying
3. Frequency of CSAM, child sexual abuse material
4. Frequency of NCII, non-consensual sexual imagery

And so on…



Power of Platforms: Making Choices

1. A Short History of Silicon Valley
• Counterculture to Cyberculture
• Romantic Visionaries?

2. Platform Power and Freedom of Speech
3. Resolving Tradeoffs

• Content moderation policies
• Self regulation
• Revise Section 230, and other regulatory proposals
• Anti-trust
• Bans



Resolving Tradeoffs

1. Content moderation policies
2. Self regulation
3. Revise Section 230, and other regulatory proposals
4. Anti-trust
5. Bans



Resolving Tradeoffs

1. Content moderation policies
2. Self regulation
3. Revise Section 230, and other regulatory proposals
4. Anti-trust
5. Bans



Types of Content Moderation
• Flag questionable/misleading content

• Tags can be ignored (mixed results due to confirmation bias)
• Down-rank or limit/slow distribution of objectionable content

• Content is still available
• Reactions/reposting by viewers can potentially up-rank/spread content

• Delete objectionable content
• Modified versions (that get through filters) can posted
• May take time before content is detected/deleted

• Sequester user/content (i.e., shadow banning)
• Poster sees content and believes it is posted normally
• Content not seen by other users in the system
• Lack of response aims to discourage objectionable content

• Suspend or expel user (content poster) from platform
• Can come back under a different username
• More effective for well-known personalities (e.g., Donald Trump)



Resolving Tradeoffs

1. Content moderation policies
2. Self regulation
3. Revise Section 230, and other regulatory proposals
4. Anti-trust
5. Bans



The Policy Menu

Free market

Self-regulation 
Private litigation
Disclosure
Licensing
Tax
Auditing
Premarket approval 

Ban



“These New Governors are private self-regulating entities 
that are economically and normatively motivated to 
reflect the democratic culture and free speech 
expectations of their users.”



“The best solution . . . is to increase transparency and 
internet literacy . . . and to build these powerful 
curatorial systems with a sense of responsibility” 



Source: Screenshot, https://law.stanford.edu/press/stanford-law-and-policy-lab-report-provides-recommendations-for-facebooks-new-oversight-board/



Sources: oversightboard.com, https://thefreeinternetproject.org/blog/facebooks-oversight-board-content-moderation-too-little-too-late-combat-interference-2020, 
https://www.oversightboard.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Q3-transparency-report.pdf

Created and funded 
($130M) by 
Facebook
Binding decision 
only in specific 
cases 
Can recommend 
policy changes
~90 days 
Q3 2021: Six of 
339,325 decided



“The Oversight 
Board had tried 
for years to find 
new clients, 
approaching 
YouTube, 
TikTok, 
Pinterest”



“The choice before you is stark: either lend credibility 
to a company that is willfully dismantling safeguards for 
democracy and human rights, or take a stand in 
defense of the very principles you were appointed to 
uphold.”

“[I]t certainly looks like this is 
buckling to political 
pressure.”

Source: Washington Post, Fox News, NPR, Global Coalition for Tech Justice



Resolving Tradeoffs

1. Content moderation policies
2. Self regulation
3. Revise Section 230, and other regulatory proposals
4. Anti-trust
5. Bans



“No provider or user of an 
interactive computer service 
shall be treated as the publisher 
or speaker of any information 
provided by another 
information content provider.

No provider . . . shall be held 
liable . . . [for] action voluntarily 
taken in good faith to restrict 
access to . . . material that [is] 
obscene, lewd, lascivious, filthy, 
excessively violent, harassing, 
or otherwise objectionable, 
whether or not such material is 
constitutionally protected.”

Neutral connector or publisher?



Bipartisan Consensus for Reform?

Source: Screenshot, twitter.com, Wall Street Journal, Politico  

“[W]e must fundamentally reform 
Section 230 of the Communications 
Decency Act, which protects tech 
companies from legal responsibility for 
content posted on their sites”



Source: CNN

Florida Social Media Platforms Bill



Texas: Platforms may not “censor” a “user’s 
expression” based on “viewpoint” 

Source: https://gov.texas.gov/news/post/governor-abbott-signs-law-protecting-texans-from-wrongful-social-media-censorship



“[A] State may not interfere with private 
actors’ speech to advance its own vision of 
ideological balance . . .  

On the spectrum of dangers to free expression, 
there are few greater than allowing the 
government to change the speech of private 
actors in order to achieve its own conception 
of speech nirvana.”

Kagan, 9-0

US Supreme Court Moody v. NetChoice (2024)





Resolving Tradeoffs

1. Content moderation policies
2. Self regulation
3. Revise Section 230, and other regulatory proposals
4. Anti-trust
5. Bans



A Role for Competition?

Digital public sphere may require 
competition between platforms that vary in 
content moderation

But the nominal “price” is zero

Competition can induce sharper tradeoffs: 
e.g., lower profit margins may induce 
companies to undercut user privacy

Cohen and Fung: shift from professional 
norms of legacy media to digitally mediated 
public sphere 



Is Anti-Trust Really a Remedy?

• U.S. v. IBM
• DOJ charged IBM  in Jan. 1969 with monopolizing digital computer market
• Trial began in May 1975
• Case is dropped in 1982, dismissed as “without merit”

• U.S. v. Microsoft
• Microsoft charged with monopolizing OS market to stifle competition

• Specifically, bundling Internet Explorer with Windows
• Trial began in May 1998.  Microsoft ordered to be broken up in 2000.

• Overturned after appeal
• Case settled in 2001 with agreement by Microsoft to share APIs with third 

parties (and appointment of oversight panel)
• Real impact: Microsoft did take care to avoid actions that could be 

perceived as anti-competitive
• Story time: what happened to my online greeting cards?



Resolving Tradeoffs

1. Content moderation policies
2. Self regulation
3. Revise Section 230, and other regulatory proposals
4. Anti-trust
5. Bans



The Policy Menu

Free market

Self-regulation 
Private litigation
Disclosure
Licensing
Tax
Auditing
Premarket approval 

Ban

Source: The Wall Street Journal, https://www.wsj.com/us-news/law/supreme-court-avoids-final-decision-on-state-regulation-of-social-media-a6da746c



The Policy Menu

Free market

Self-regulation 
Private litigation
Disclosure
Licensing
Tax
Auditing
Premarket approval 

Ban

Source: Promarket





Resolving Tradeoffs

1. Content moderation policies
2. Self regulation
3. Revise Section 230, and other regulatory proposals
4. Anti-trust
5. Bans

6. One final option….



Individual Responsibility

• Distinguish information from manipulation
• Exercise restraint 
• Promote norms for public deliberation
• Avoid narrow news diets
• Embrace learning about other perspectives



“I urge you to find a way to 
immerse yourself fully in the 
life that you’ve been given. 
To stop running from 
whatever you’re trying to 
escape, and instead to stop, 
and turn, and face whatever 
it is.”
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