
THE DIGITAL PUBLIC SPHERE

• 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?

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

WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR TECH COMPANIES?

Tech companies must either police content on their sites on their own or turn to public regulation to determine 
content standards. 

• Should global tech companies look to nation-states to determine rules about content?

• Specifically, should Google offer search in China that conforms to the Chinese government’s filters on what 
information can be shown (e.g., filtering out material on Tiananmen Square)?

• Google offers search in Germany that, in accordance with German law, filters out material promoting Nazism 
and hate speech. Is there a different moral justification for Google to comply in Germany versus China? What 
about a business justification?

• Should platforms be responsible for the information posted on them (e.g., legal liability for libelous post, 
responsibility for misinformation/disinformation), and if so, to what extent?

THE VALUES IN PLATFORMS

Abstracting from these specific responses, we can now examine what principles and values we want platforms to 
have. In the case study, you were challenged to think about platforms as having a different kind of moral value:

Talking about moral values may seem like an odd place to end up. After all, despite the criticism, Silicon Valley is not 
without them—the John Perry Barlows and Andrew Macgillivrays and the Mark Zuckerbergs have all blazed a trail for 
certain sets of values. But perhaps ultimately, tackling the dangerous influence of private platforms is about a different kind 
of value set entirely. Not one that involves hewing to a profit motive, or kneeling prostrate to the public good, but adopting 
a dedication to seeing all the potential problems, staring them in the eyes … and managing to find a way through anyway.

C A SE #4:
PRIVATE PL ATFORM S



With that, it’s your turn to answer:

• What values should a powerful platform have about speech and expression?

• Who should decide these values?

PLATFORM VALUES AND FREEDOM OF SPEECH

If we want platforms to embody certain values, then we also have to assess whether these values will conflict with 
other values that we hold dear. Take freedom of speech, for example.

• Is free speech threatened by the Internet? If so, how?

• Does the First Amendment today provide an environment that is healthy for speech?

• Should the rise of the Internet and platforms change the way we conceive of the First Amendment? If so, how? 
If not, why not?

• Propose your own solution for allowing freedom of speech to thrive in the digital public sphere while also 
allowing people to be heard.
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