
Responsibility for Recommendations

please note: this talk will contain some discussions of 
ethnic and gender-based violence







Hard Questions About (Online Intermediary) Responsibility Are Unsettled

Different Legal Regimes Taking Shape:

� While the European Union’s Digital Services Act is 

steadily coming into force, applications of key 

provisions (

) are yet to be fully implemented.

� In the US, the Supreme Court is set to hear two cases 

( ) that 

could upend Section 230 of the Communications 

Decency Act, which offers broad intermediary liability 

protections for online service providers.



What’s Going On 
When We Post On 

Social Media 
Platforms?

And Who Bears 
Responsibility When 
Things Go Wrong?



A Naïve View: 

Platform Companies 
(Meta, Google, X, TikTok, 
etc.) are simply not 
responsible for the content 
that appears on their 
sites/apps. 

This is because—on one 
view—they are mere 
intermediaries, connecting 
speakers and audiences.



A More Nuanced and 
Targeted Intermediary 
Liability Framework

New obligation structure for online intermediaries 
as the DSA comes into force



The Plan
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My aims

cl

Platforms Bear 

Part 1.1



My aimscl

Platforms Bear 
Responsibility



Seth Lazar: platforms exercise 
‘intermediary power’ over their 
users. This is a type of 
governing power with 
significant impacts for users 
and society, and so requires 
justification (or elimination).

Jeff Howard: social media 
platforms have a duty to 
moderate content based on 
‘‘natural rescue duties to 
defend those wronged by such 
speech [and] duties to avoid 
complicity with users’ wrongful 
speech.”



Part 1.2

What is
Social Media ?

is the Media. And It’s Growing



Social Media is the Media. And It’s Growing



Now: Social Media is the Media. It’s Big and Getting Bigger



Speech Act TheoryPart 1.3

How Can

Help?



J.L Austin

Speech Act Theory



Speech Act Theory
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Speech Act Theory Speech Act Theory

(Daniel W. Harris)



Three Observations From

Speech Act Theory



1.

2.

3.

Speech Act TheoryThree Observations From



Speech Act Theory

If features like context, audience, 
uptake matter for our offline speech 

acts, then how do these matter 
online? 

On The Internet



Speech Act Theory

As algorithmic intermediaries Social Media Platforms
control the context of our discursive interactions and are
therefore constitutive intermediaries of our online speech.

Through various features and their affordances, platforms
shape user actions, including uptake that further shapes
our speech acts.

With amplification algorithms — or rather, recommender
systems — platforms control the audience of an utterance,
inserting it into contexts of their choosing, making them
co-producers (of a sort) of whatever speech acts that
utterance constitutes.

On The Internet
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Algorithms
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Part 2.1



Algorithms
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impact how we act

1.

2.

3.

With these features platforms provide 
the context in which our acts make 

sense.

Algorithms
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With these features platforms provide the context in which our acts make sense.



With these features platforms provide the context in which our acts make sense.

Online platforms are Constitutive Intermediaries



With these features platforms provide the context in which our acts make sense.

Online platforms are Constitutive Intermediaries



Affordances
Part 2.2



Affordances

Defined as: the multifaceted relational structure between an 
object/technology and the user that enables or constrains potential 
behavioural outcomes in a particular context. (Evans et al, 2017)



Affordances

Defined as: the multifaceted relational structure between an 
object/technology and the user that enables or constrains potential 
behavioural outcomes in a particular context. (Evans et al, 2017)



Three uses I want to get out of this concept:

by encouraging
and enabling some 
acts over others.

01
by encouraging
and  enabling types 
of uptake that 
impacts the force.

02
by themselves being 
2nd Personal speech 
acts.

03

affordances of social media shape speech acts … 



1. Affordances Shape Speech Acts



1. Affordances Shape Speech Acts



(in a non-neutral way)

1. Affordances Shape Speech Acts



(in a non-neutral way)

1. Affordances Shape Speech Acts



2. Affordances shape speech acts by enabling uptake that 
impacts the force of an utterance



Personal calls, 
2. Affordances shape speech acts by enabling uptake that 

impacts the force of an utterance



3. Platform Affordances are 
Second-Personal calls, 

Asking for Interaction (and data)



3. Platform Affordances are 
Second-Personal calls, 

Asking for Interaction (and data)



Amplifications
Part 2.3



Amplifications
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(shares with commentary)

(                    )Algorithmic

The Plan



Amplifications

Retweets (shares)
vs. 
QuoteTweets (shares with commentary)
vs. 
Recommendation Algorithm(s)

All enable different sorts of 
‘amplification’

(                    )Algorithmic



Amplifications
(shares with commentary)

Algorithmic exposure: “the 
ability of algorithmic systems to 
expose users to overtly harmful 
content, such as extremist or 
radicalizing content and 
misinformation”

Algorithmic inequality: “the 
concern that social media 
platforms unfairly allocate more 
influence to some types of 
people than others”

  (Lum and Lazovich, 2023)

(                    )

Algorithmic



(Narayanan 2023)
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Consider the ‘corn-dealers’ from 
John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty

       when handed about among 
the same mob in the form of a placard.



John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty

   when handed about among the same mob in the form of a placard.

Incitement 
(Online)

“                    “



Not a Megaphone

(Algorithmic) 
Amplification

Recommendation



Jeff Howard

�

�



Recommendation does not simply increase 
the reach of stable speech acts. 

So, they do more than “enables wrongful 
speakers to commit a greater wrong.”

By choosing the audience, and placing 
speech acts in new contexts, and by being 
speech acts themselves, they enable 
something different.

Recommender Systems Transform Speech, and Make a Moral Difference



Joint Speech Acts?

Co-Speakers?

Collective Speech?

Recommender Systems Transform Speech, and Make a Moral Difference

Recommendation does not simply increase 
the reach of stable speech acts. 

So, they do more than “enables wrongful 
speakers to commit a greater wrong.”

By choosing the audience, and placing 
speech acts in new contexts, and by being 
speech acts themselves, they enable 
something different.



The Speech Act(s) of 
Recommendations



Recommendations have verdictive and exercitive force

The Speech Act(s) of 
Recommendations



Recommendations have verdictive and exercitive force

The Speech Act(s) of 
Recommendations



�
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The Speech Act(s) of 
Recommendations



Implicit vs. Explicit 
Feedback Mechanisms

The Speech Act(s) of 
Recommendations



The Speech Act(s) of 
Recommendations



The Speech Act(s) of 
Recommendations
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Objection: Isn’t this far 
too over-inclusive of what 
counts as a speech act?

Wrapping Up



The Upshot: 

Social Media Platforms are not mere conduits; they are constitutive 
intermediaries of our online speech acts. They shape our speech acts through 
their choices regarding context, audience, and uptake.

They speak themselves through their recommendations and various 
affordances, both of which express their values about how users should use the 
platform.

They share responsibility for what occurs on their platforms, not because they 
are (merely) complicit, but because they are co-producers of the acts that occur 
there.

They represent something new. We must collectively come to a decision about 
what that thing is, and how we want it to act.

Wrapping Up



Thank You

soda

maki

michaelrandallbarnes.com

michael.barnes@anu.edu.au
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