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		Abstract

		Is there any limit to social media platforms' ostensibly un-fettered discretion to indefinitely suspend users' accounts or re-move content? 

The fierce debate over the exercise of discretionary power by platforms to terminate users' accounts and remove content has primarily focused on free speech ramifications and the constitutional restraints on top down legal interventions. While suspension and removal decisions by platforms often trigger questions situated in public law, they also raise important challenges to private law. Cutting the livelihood of small businesses, independent creators and political activists, termination and removal decisions may carry irreparable financial and reputational harms. 

When moderating content, digital platforms exercise discretionary powers conferred under boilerplate contracts defining their Terms of Service (ToS). So far, platforms have successfully invoked contractual provisions as a shield against lawsuits of users claiming that unjustified suspension was a breach of contract. This Article argues that courts have often erroneously dismissed usersâ€™ claims because they have misinterpreted the agreement be-tween platforms and users as dyadic, namely involving two contracting parties. The interpretation of such contracts as establish-ing bilateral/vertical obligations only, undermines the true intention of the contracting parties and overlooks the plethora of rights and obligations created by such contracts to multiple stakeholders. 

The purpose of this Article is to highlight this blind spot in current contractual analysis and offer courts an interpretive framework for addressing contractual claims involving digital platforms. We argue that platforms' contracts should be interpreted as contractual networks. This analytical framework is based on a growing body of literature which focuses on interrelated contractual obligations among independent agents who share a com-mon goal. Users in social media platforms, we argue, collaborate in creating the shared economic and social value generated by social media. By framing the contractual relationship between platforms and users as a contractual network, courts are called to consider this complexity and the extent to which removals or terminations meet the contractual expectations of the networks' members and advance their common goal. 

This approach to contract interpretation may facilitate a bottom-up check on content moderation via private ordering, thus increasing platformsâ€™ accountability. Specifically, if users could effectively raise contractual claims against platforms and hold them accountable for capricious, biased, or unfair removal decisions, they could pressure platforms to align content moderation policies with the shared interests of the community of users. To that end, contract law could empower users by offering a decentralized and diversified check over the platformsâ€™ content moderation practices. Holding platforms accountable for content moderation practices via private ordering could also facilitate more diversity and exploration, enabling the emergence of different models for moderating digital content and promoting a more pluralist public discourse. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	



    




	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Perel (Filmar),  Maayan and Elkin-Koren,  Niva and De Gregorio,  Giovanni, Social Media as Contractual Networks: A Bottom up Check on Content Moderation (February 10, 2021). Iowa Law Review, Forthcoming, TPRC49: The 49th Research Conference on Communication, Information and Internet Policy,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3797554 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3797554 
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	

	

	

	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Maayan Perel (Filmar) (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				Netanya Academic College  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					1 Unisversity Street
Netanya
Netanya, 31905
Israel

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Niva Elkin-Koren

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				Tel-Aviv University - Faculty of Law  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					Ramat Aviv
Tel Aviv, 6997801
Israel

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Giovanni De Gregorio

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				Católica Global School of Law, Lisbon  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					Lisbon
Portugal

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				Universidade CatÃ³lica Portuguesa  ( email )

			

			
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      596

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    1,775

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			   83,724

		

		
	


	

	
		
			
				       37 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    Cyberspace Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Cyberspace Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            2,017

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           12,780

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Peter Swire at Georgia Institute of Technology - Scheller College of Business, Jonathan L. Zittrain at Harvard Law School and Harvard Kennedy School of Government, Kalie Mayberry at Harvard University - Harvard Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Information Systems Legislation & Regulations eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Information Systems Legislation & Regulations eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,858

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            5,950

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    Contracts & Commercial Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Contracts & Commercial Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,423

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           11,062

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        George G. Triantis at Stanford Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Entrepreneurship & Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Entrepreneurship & Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,131

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           14,306

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Private Law - Contracts eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Private Law - Contracts eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              770

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            4,811

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Michael Mattioli at Indiana University Maurer School of Law (Bloomington)

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law, Politics & the Media eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law, Politics & the Media eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              288

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            3,111

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Keith J. Bybee at Syracuse University - College of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Comparative Political Economy: Regulation eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Comparative Political Economy: Regulation eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                               64

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           22,129

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l100 in   0.088 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
