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Dissertation Summary: Digital Frontiers of Free Speech

The internet poses novel problems for free speech theory. Does the right to free speech prohibit social media
platforms, like Facebook, from dampening or removing our political posts? Does the right to free speech
protect search engine results from government regulations that aim to protect people’s privacy? Does the
right to free speech preclude restrictions on internet pornography, even when gender equality is at stake?
In my dissertation, I formulate a new normative framework for the right to free speech that answers these
questions, by showing how free speech values relate to, and weigh against, the values of democracy, pri-
vacy, and equality.

Start with social media moderation. Many people think platforms are “the modern public square” and that,
like in the traditional public square, restrictions on speech are rarely permissible. Others reject the analogy
of the public square, arguing that platforms are like newspapers—completely free, normatively speaking,
to edit content as they see fit. I argue that we cannot read off moderation principles for social media from
these outmoded analogies. We must take social media on its own terms: these platforms are sites of mass
participation in democratic discourse, posing unique threats like the viral spread of misinformation. The
value of active citizen participation in democratic dialogue, I argue, is what underpins our free speech
claims on social media. This approach explains intuitively objectionable cases of moderation while allow-
ing that platforms may often curtain the spread of dangerous misinformation.

Take next search engines. Freedom of speech is valuable in part because it promotes the public’s access to
information. Search engines like Google undoubtedly promote this free speech value. But in doing so, they
threaten our privacy by making our personal information very easy to discover. To offer some protection
against such privacy violations, the European Union has implemented a “right to be forgotten” that allows
people to petition search engines to remove links that appear on searches of their names. I defend the right
to be forgotten against skeptics who worry that it undermines the public’s interest in access to information.
I argue that in many cases an individual’s strong interests in privacy override the public’s trivial interest in
access to personal information. Indeed, I claim that the right to be forgotten promotes free speech, since it
makes us more willing to speak in the present knowing we can remove embarrassing links from search later.

Finally, consider the threat posed to gender equality by internet pornography. Feminists have long argued
that porn undermines gender equality. I reassess this argument in light of the distinct way porn is made
available and consumed on the internet. I argue that the standard interpretation of gender inequality in
terms of wrongful discrimination leaves out a central feature of gendered hierarchy: social subordination.
Social subordination, I claim, is composed in part by attitudes of disregard and contempt. I argue that
online pornography poses an increased threat of generating such attitudes because it draws men in with
algorithmic addictiveness and makes it very easy and profitable for women (like “cam girls”) to publicly
commodify their bodies.

Freedom of speech is undoubtedly valuable for democracy, the free flow of information, and sexual free-
dom. Sometimes, however, we must regulate speech to reduce the spread of misinformation, to protect
privacy, and promote gender equality. I offer a novel theory of free speech that allows us to strike a princi-
pled balance between these values.
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