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In an age where digital platforms wield unprecedented influence
over our lives, Platform Governance and Social Justice presents a
compelling case of critical inquiry and theoretical innovation. In this
groundbreaking work, Paloma Viejo Otero delves deep into the
intricate web of power dynamics and ideological frameworks that
underpin platform governance and moderation systems.

At its core, the strength of this book lies in its original theoretical
approach, which skilfully unpacks the genealogy of platform
governance. By tracing the bistorical roots and ideological
underpinnings of these systems, Viejo Otero offers readers a
profound understanding of how platforms have come to control
and steer online discourse and user behaviour.

Platform Governance and Social Justice prises open and questions
the power structures and systems of control that platforms have
designed and implemented. Through meticulous analysis and
incisive critique, the book exposes the often-hidden mechanisms
through which platforms shape our digital experiences and
influence societal norms.

What sets this book apart is its comprebensive examination of the
digital platform ecosystem, considering both mainstream and ‘Alt
Tech’ platforms. In essence, Platform Governance and Social Justice
offers a timely and indispensable contribution to the field. With its
rigorous scholarship, nuanced insights, and thought-provoking
analysis, it constitutes an original contribution to ongoing debates
and will inspire further research in the realms of platform
governance and critical digital media studies. Viejo Otero has
crafted an important work that not only sheds light on the
present state of digital platforms but also offers a roadmap for
envisioning more equitable forms of digital governance. The book
will be indispensable for both advanced undergraduate and
postgraduate students as well as for researchers in platform
governance.
—Professor Dr Eugenia Siapera,
Information and Communication Studies,
University College Dublin, Ireland



We have been waiting for this book for years. The debate on the
role and responsibility of platform for hate speech has been waging
widely and wildly. This book finally lays the foundations to hold
this debate in informed ways. What are our concepts of hate speech,
and how do they relate to freedom, security and justice? And how
have platforms been able to shape and shifi our understanding of
these concepts? Viejo Otero unfolds this trajectory with vivid
language and a sharp eye for the complexities and power
structures involved in this debate. This book, with its typology of
approaches of hate speech regulation, will be the key reference for
research on hate speech and platform governance in the coming
years.
—Professor Dr Christian Katzenbach,
ZeMKI, University of Bremen, Germany
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STUDYING PLATFORM GOVERNANCE OF
HATE SPEECH

The study of governance involves the understanding of all possible
techniques that intervene in the life of individuals, and the
knowledge that shapes the design of those techniques. (Miller &

Ross, 2008, p. 30)

The study of platform governance involves the analysis of a multitude of
‘infinitesimal techniques’ that platforms employ to influence our lives and
entails comprehending the knowledge and intentions underlying these tech-
niques. Drawing from Foucauldian studies, ‘infinitesimal techniques’ (Finlay,
2015) encompass every element identifiable within and by platforms, which,
arranged in a particular way, lead to a suitable end. From a button on the left
side of the screen, passing through the fabric of relationships with stake-
holders, to a large set of public statements held by platform leaders, all the
elements we can identify are governing techniques that wield power and
unveil, for example, the foundational philosophies internally held by plat-
forms, the significance they attribute to user engagement or how they adapt to
external regulations. Fundamentally, following Foucault (2007) and Miller
and Ross (2008), I argue that identifying all possible techniques created by
platforms and understanding the knowledge shaping those techniques reveal
the underlying intentions of platforms and the manner in which they govern
our lives. It is acknowledged that not all techniques have governing intentions;
nevertheless, they govern.

In addition to understanding how platforms govern our lives, we must
consider an added layer of complexity, which comprises how platforms have
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transformed historical and social public concepts. The digital realm, in general,
is expert at converting historical debates or external mandates into operational
frameworks, thereby endowing traditional concepts with new meanings. For
example, concerning racism, we may refer to ‘Platform Racism’ as identified
by Matamoros Fernandez (2017), and in the context of the Digital Service Act,
we may now discuss ‘Solutions to the Digital Service Act Requirements’
(Clegg, 2023), which suggests that platforms typically incorporate and, more
critically, tailor any external regulation to their dynamics. This becomes
particularly clear in the context of hate speech regulation, a notion that existed
before the advent of platforms but which they quickly adopted and, as I will
argue in this book, have significantly altered since 2016. Therefore, compre-
hending how platforms govern hate speech and its impact on our lives involves
identifying all the techniques that platforms use or display to manage hateful
content and analysing the underlying principles, values and knowledge that
shape these techniques. It also involves understanding the historical evolution
of hate speech, as this will help us to grasp the extent to which platforms have
transformed and adapted the concept.

Hate speech is historically a contested term, shaped by political and social
actors ranging from the Soviet Union to social media companies (Viejo Otero,
2022). The tension which characterises the lack of a universal definition of
hate speech stems from the struggle between actors over the meaning and
significance of the fundamental values of equality and freedom. It has been the
author’s task in this book to uncover how different actors, including media
platforms, define these principles.

Regarding the history of the concept of hate speech, there is a general
tendency in specialist literature to place the ‘birth’ of the debate between the
1980s and 1990s, on university campuses in the United States. At that time,
universities drafted codes of conduct to regulate racial attacks occurring not
only in classrooms but also in dormitories, corridors, and cafeterias (Shiell,
2008). These regulations, along with responses from their opponents, sparked
extensive discussions and multiple publications that have led today’s authors
to identify the 1980s as the origin of the debate. However, this book will argue
— or rather, reinforce the argument made by Morsink (1999) — that the dis-
cussion on hate speech regulation did not start on US campuses in the 1980s
but actually began to gain traction in 1946, during the debates preceding the
Declaration of Human Rights. In particular, the debate was initiated by the
Soviet Bloc, whose representatives argued for the need to regulate historical
privileges. Indeed, as Morsink points out, for the representatives of the Soviet
Bloc, the Declaration of Human Rights was seen not so much as a legal
document but as a moral compass that would contribute to emancipating
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historically oppressed groups, allowing them to achieve the universal levels of
equality and freedom the Charter promised. However, the history of capital-
ism and the profound effects of primitive accumulation, traceable to slavery,
the history of the colonies and the domestication of women, set the pace of the
conversation. The Western bloc, particularly that of the 1940s, was largely
benefiting from these forms of exploitation, and the Soviet Bloc’s effort, as we
will recount in the following chapter, was fruitless. Instead, in the Article 7 of
the Chart, we obtained a diluted regulation against the act of discrimination
which avoided discussing hate or history and did not significantly change the
situation for those historically oppressed. We therefore learn from this his-
torical moment that the regulation of hate speech was born and developed to
the rhythm imposed by the Cold War and continued to follow its beat through
various historical periods — the Civil Rights movements of the 1960s, the US
campuses of the 1980s, the fall of the Berlin Wall and the Soviet Union in the
1990s and the solidification of the European Union — until the debate resur-
faced in 2016. This was the year when social media platforms began to take an
active role in the regulation of ‘harmful or objectionable content’. It is at this
moment that a substantial change occurs: the development of mainstream
platforms, and especially the emergence of alternative tech and progressive
platforms, has shifted the regulation of hate speech from being influenced by
the Cold War to moving to the rhythm of the so-called ‘culture wars’.
Platforms have transformed the way we communicate, notably by
increasing the frequency of our interactions through individualised systems.
This shift has disrupted the traditional timing patterns established by news-
papers, radio and television. Thus, the way in which platforms have evolved
and the extent of their influence in the social fabric has been the subject of
various investigations. Among these, I would highlight the contributions of
those associated with Platform Governance Studies. This group of researchers
has largely focused on understanding social media platforms as active social
entities whose intentions and designs have significantly shaped the character-
istics of this new communication pattern, thereby impacting the social fabric.
Researchers in the field of Platform Governance have traced the develop-
ment of platforms through what can be broadly categorised into three stages.
The first, a tentative phase, refers to the emergence of platforms as free and
public spaces, embodying ideas that resonate with McLuhan’s concept of a
global village — a vision of a happy, free and connected world that aimed to
transcend the strict confines of the Cold War. The second stage is marked by
optimism and capitalism, during which major platforms like Facebook and
YouTube expanded and evolved, serving social movements and ‘democracy’.
The third stage is characterised by decline and criticism and is possibly the
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genesis of Platform Governance Studies themselves. This phase looks at plat-
forms as active participants, as actors with agency to address and transform
what traditionally were considered public themes, such as hate speech.
Therefore, this book can be situated within the ‘third stage’ of Platform
Governance Studies. Additionally, as Platform Studies have evolved, scholars
have distinguished between governance on platforms (referring to user
behaviour), governance of platforms (what public institutions and legal bodies
impose on platforms) (Gorwa, 2019) and governance by platforms (how
platforms govern our lives). This book fits into the third line of study, with one
crucial observation: hate speech regulation introduces its own tradition, lan-
guage, values and tools to platforms, which, as I will argue, platforms have
interpreted and adapted according to their own needs.

In this context and through a series of life events, I have devoted several
years to studying the example of Facebook. Facebook, and therefore Meta, has
been operating for a long time and Facebook remains a leading platform to
this day, accumulating knowledge, establishing relationships with NGOs and
academics, accumulating cultural and financial capital, developing know-how
and expertise sufficient to enable the company to adapt to external pressures.
As a result, Facebook and the cohort of platforms that follow their business
model have set a moderation standard for hate speech based on controlling the
circulation of content through a supposed balance between security of the
platform and freedom of expression, alongside an ethos of universal arithmetic
equality (Siapera & Viejo Otero, 2021). It is the reaction and response to this
‘moderation standard’ by Alt Tech platforms that has shifted the debate on
hate speech from the Cold War to the ‘culture wars’.

As can be observed, the term ‘culture wars’ appears in quotation marks
throughout this book. The term is often misused as a derogatory label, unjustly
relegating complex social issues — those that fall outside the traditional
domains of politics or labour movements — to a realm of perceived triviality.
Indeed, such a label indiscriminately bundles together discussions on gender,
sexuality, cultural production and labour struggles, among others, effectively
diminishing them to components of a superficial mixture. This serves to
obscure the underlying struggles with robust theoretical and political under-
pinnings in post-structuralism, constructivist theories, queer theory and
anti-racism efforts. Ultimately, these movements aim to challenge and trans-
form cultural norms, often clashing with liberal or conservative forces intent
on preserving the status quo. Therefore, the ‘culture wars’ need to be refer-
enced with care, as this ultimately acts as a hollow term employed to highlight
a superficial engagement with these critical debates by certain conservative
sectors, particularly in the digital realm, who treat these discussions merely as
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content fodder without a genuine commitment to addressing their implications
or driving substantial societal change.

This perspective particularly resonates in the discussion of the final chapter
which focuses on Casa Liken, a platform known for its critical stance and
leftist techno-political efforts. While at first sight, it might be tempting to
categorise Casa Liken within the broader narrative of the ‘culture wars’, 1,
having authored this book and interviewed its founder Erika Irusta, question
the fairness of such an association. Instead, the analysis reveals the nuances of
Casa Liken as a platform that critically engages with the digital landscape and,
more importantly, with its effects on the social landscape, advocating for
respectful dialogue, deep thinking and continued resistance to what constitutes
freedom, equality or safety. This additionally leads me to think that perhaps,
evidence that the ‘culture wars’ are not as meaningful or profound in the
digital space as liberals and conservatives want to claim, is the ironic fact that
— from the Cold War to the ‘culture wars’ — there has been no variation in the
terms of the debate about hate speech. That is, all actors from the 1940s to the
present day appear to be grappling with the same questions, namely: What
does hate speech regulation entail, and what should it achieve? Is regulating
hate speech a means to facilitate universal equality? Does it pose a threat to
freedom of expression? Or is it simply a tool for creating environments free
from hostility? These questions remain the same, with one notable difference:
whereas discussions of hate speech during the Declaration of Human Rights
era, or on US campuses, were based on ethical, philosophical and legal
grounds, platforms have shifted the debate on the adoption (or lack thereof) of
hate speech regulation into a conversation that focuses on the management
and operability of hateful, harmful, illegal content.

The material used for this book comes from various sources, and the studies
presented in these pages have been conducted in different stages over the last 8
or 9 years. A significant part of the study on what constitutes hate, or the
genealogy I have traced on hate speech, was carried out from 2015 to 2018.
Three years of intensive reading resulted in substantive knowledge about the
actors in, and terms of, the debate around hate speech regulation, which is
addressed in Chapter 2. Additionally, these 3 years, and my study of these
issues, have enabled the construction of a typology on approaches to regu-
lating hate speech. This is presented in Chapter 3, the content of which I
developed in order to gain greater mental clarity on the concept of hate speech
and hate speech regulation. Essentially, I deduced this typology for myself, for
my own clarity of mind, but ultimately, it has served to guide this book, and I
believe it may be useful for other researchers interested in understanding hate
speech regulation.
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This book also makes use of the exhaustive analysis of the Facebook
platform that I conducted for my doctoral thesis, and which in these pages
serves, here and there, as an example of a platform whose evolution needs to
be understood in order to comprehend the fragmented landscape of platforms
to which we have access today. Additionally, new material created ad hoc for
this book includes analyses of Alt Tech platforms, for which I used my own
personal research and novel studies produced by colleagues. Most impor-
tantly, there is analysis of a progressive platform, Casa Liken. Casa Liken is a
Spanish platform about which I have been in conversation with its creator for
over a year, through meetings and interviews specifically designed for this
book. All of this can be found in the following chapters, which I have struc-
tured as follows.

Following this introduction, Chapter 2 unveils the history of hate speech
regulation. My analysis focuses on the key actors in the debate and the ten-
sions that were prevalent at the time. As the reader will note, the discussion
was not limited to hate speech or regulation per se but conjured up other
fundamental terms associated with hate regulation, such as privilege, fascism,
discrimination, oppression, superiority, self-identification, racism, sexism and
of course freedom, equality and safety. This chapter therefore aims to show-
case the term’s complexity by unfolding its evolution across five significant
historical periods, namely the drafting of the Declaration of Human Rights in
the 1940s, the Convention on Minorities in the 1969s, the US campus debates
of the 1980s, the consolidation of the European Union in the 1990s, and the
adoption of hate speech regulation by mainstream social media platforms circa
2016.

Chapter 3 tackles the complexities surrounding the concept of hate speech
and its regulation, aiming to simplify and facilitate the study of hate speech on
social media platforms for those interested in delving into it. Therefore, while
Chapter 2 exposes its complexity by showing ‘all the piano keys’, Chapter 3
compresses the concept into what I refer to as ‘approaches to hate speech
regulation’. Specifically, this exercise consists of grouping the actors who, in
different periods, understood hate speech regulation through a common lens.
This has resulted in at least three major approaches to hate speech: the
Freedom of Expression Absolutist Approach, the Neutral Approach and the
Social Justice Approach, along with two derivatives: the European Approach
and the Neutral-Security Approach, the latter being characteristic of social
networks that have emerged in Silicon Valley. An important point is that this
typology, especially as it relates to the Neutral Security Approach, the
Freedom of Expression Absolutist Approach and the Social Justice Approach,
serves to outline the following chapters.
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Chapter 4 examines the creation of a Neutral-Security approach by main-
stream platforms. I examine how platforms have adopted neutral stances
towards hate speech and assigned it a role in security; I then discuss how these
platforms define hate speech in terms of security and how they have estab-
lished a moderation standard based on the tension between freedom of
expression and platform safety. Furthermore, I theorise the elements that lead
or mobilise platforms to lean, one comment or user’s profile at a time, towards
freedom of expression, or the free circulation of content, or towards security,
also known as content restriction. These elements are: scarcity, accumulation,
diversity and content production. Inspired by Foucault’s governance studies,
these concepts aim to provide a theoretical foundation for how mainstream
platforms govern the control and circulation of content. I note that this
theoretical lens is still absent in the field of Platform Governance and the
phenomenon of moderation, and thus, Chapter 4 aims to address this gap.

In Chapter 5, I delve into platforms that champion the absolutism of
freedom of expression, known as Alt Tech. These platforms position them-
selves as a ‘counter-force’ against the norms established by mainstream plat-
forms. However, researchers often regard Alt Tech platforms merely as
alternatives. This chapter will not portray Alt Tech as alternatives per se, but
rather as manifestations of the same communicative phenomenon that advo-
cates for a distinct interpretation of freedom values, closer to a neo-Christian
Freedom than notions of freedom used during US campus debates about hate
speech. Indeed, Alt Tech does not alter our communication patterns nor does it
deviate from the capitalist framework. In essence, it represents variations of
mainstream platforms which prioritise different values, while mutating them
into the technological realm. For instance, instead of content moderation, they
advocate for unrestricted freedom of expression; in opposition to security
measures, they denounce them as acts of censorship; and rather than fostering
equality, they adopt universal arithmetical principles, leading to ineffective
hate speech management or even, in some instances, its outright neglect. This
stands in stark contrast to the concept of freedom of speech, which is extended
to extremes that distort its original meaning, associating it with divine rights
and the complete politicisation of life — a notion that Hannah Arendt discussed
and which serves as a theoretical foundation for this chapter.

We then reach Chapter 6. This chapter is dedicated to the only platform I
have managed to identify that follows the Social Justice Approach: Casa Liken,
a Spanish feminist and trans-priority inclusive platform which has been
operational since 2014. It has successfully integrated, in both essence and
structure, an understanding of hate speech focused on equality and a safe
space for historically discriminated bodies. The platform emphasises the
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importance of these groups being able to express themselves freely in a safe
environment, where safety is not simply the absence of hostility but active and
conscious care for the members of its community. As the chapter will show,
Casa Liken is a modest platform which could have grown significantly, but its
developers chose to limit its growth for the benefit of its users. It is a space
where the moderation techniques employed accompany users, and the
methods utilised across the entire platform are designed to align with an ethos
of equality in every governing approach. This commitment ensures that sexual
or racial discrimination, as manifested through content, finds no foothold or
conditions of possibility within Casa Liken.

Finally, a conclusion chapter. In these last pages, I summarise the ideas on
social justice that this book portrays, and with it, I present the results of 8,

perhaps 9 years of research.
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