






What’s the Relationship
Between Social Media Platforms 

and their Users’ Speech?

What is the Ontology of Our 
Online Speech Acts?

How Should this Affect Our 
Understanding of Responsibility

When Things Go Wrong?
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Part 1.2 

How Can

Help?

Speech Act Theory

J.L Austin

(Daniel W. Harris)
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Speech Act Theory
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Social Media Platforms control the context of our discursive 
interactions.

With recommender systems platforms choose the audience of 
an utterance, inserting it into particular contexts of use.

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

On The Internet
Speech Act Theory
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Amplifications
Part 2.1

The Plan

vs. 
Recommendations



(Narayanan 2023)
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Algorithmic 
Amplification

Recommendation

More Like a Delivery Service 
than a Megaphone







Incitement 
(Online)



Jeff Howard



They do more than enable wrongful speakers to 
commit a greater wrong.

By choosing the audience, and placing speech acts in 
new contexts, and by being speech acts themselves, 
recommendation show how platforms are construct 
wrongful (speech) acts themselves.

Recommender Systems Transform Speech, 
and Make a Moral Difference

Joint Speech Acts?

Co-Speakers?

Collective Speech?



Recommendations have verdictive and exercitive force

The Speech Act(s) of 
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explicit feedback:

Likes/dislikes, up/down 

votes follows, ratings, 

shares, flags, blocks, 

comments, etc.

implicit feedback:

Watch / ‘dwell’ time, pages 

visited, mouse hovering, 

eye-tracking, etc.

designers of recommendation 
systems make choices 

about what signals matter

Implicit vs. Explicit 
Feedback Mechanisms
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Affordances
Part 2.2

As Communicative



Affordances



Affordances

shape speech acts by enabling 
uptake that impacts the force of 

an utterance
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Affordances

are Second-Personal calls, 
Asking for Interaction



are Second-Personal calls, 
Asking for Interaction

shape speech acts by enabling 
uptake that impacts the force of 

an utterance

“Any call creates a normatively articulated 
space of possible responses by shifting and 
recasting action possibilities in this way.”

- Lance and Kukla

Affordances



The ways affordances 
communicate differ 
with regard to their 
illocutionary force

“Technologies: 
request, demand, 

encourage, 
discourage, refuse, 
and allow particular 

lines of action.”
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Online platforms are 
Constitutive Intermediaries

Platforms provide the context in which 
our acts make sense.



Online platforms are 
Constitutive Intermediaries



Thank You
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Objection: Isn’t this far too over-
inclusive of what counts as a 

speech act?

Wrapping Up
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