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I want to begin with a story about the early history of content moderation.
In 1978, an Electronic Bulletin Board Service called CommuniTree was
founded by tech entrepreneurs in the San Francisco area as one of the first
publicly accessible online communities.
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It was built on a strong, cyber-utopian ethos inspired by figures like Stuart
Brand and R. Buckminster Fuller. Its creators felt that they were at the
vanguard of a digital revolution, and they weren’t shy about sharing this
sense of self-importance. The very first post made to CommuniTree opened
with a Stuart Brand quote – “We are as gods and might as well get good
at it”
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ANTI-CENSORSHIP ETHOS

Part of the underlying ethos built directly into the structure of Commu-
niTree was a strong aversion to anything resembling censorship. System
operators couldn’t filter incoming messages to screen out problematic con-
tent, it was difficult to remove messages once they were posted, and any
user could use what were called “control characters”, basically giving them
a subset of administrative powers.
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In 1982, Apple made deal with the government to install computers into
high schools in exchange for tax breaks, and enterprising high schoolers
quickly discovered CommuniTree. Unimpressed by the intellectual and
pseudo-spiritual attitudes of CommuniTree’s citizens, they expressed
their opinions by filling the board with all manner of messages that
better matched their level of maturity. Per an account from Stone, 1993
(http://software.bbsdocumentary.com/APPLE/II/COMMUNITREE/
vampires-excerpt.txt): “it didn’t take long for the kids to fill every byte
of disk space with every word they could think of that meant shitting or
fucking, and then they’d add control characters on top of that, characters
that could mess with the program or stop the floppy drives. The sysops
couldn’t see the messages arriving and couldn’t remove them afterward.
The Tree was doomed.”

Within a few months, CommuniTree was dead.

http://software.bbsdocumentary.com/APPLE/II/COMMUNITREE/vampires-excerpt.txt
http://software.bbsdocumentary.com/APPLE/II/COMMUNITREE/vampires-excerpt.txt
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So – at the beginning of the social internet, gods fought teenagers, and
teenagers won.
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This might seem like a bit of a quaint story, but if you take a minute to
think about it, it actually sounds quite a bit like something that could still
happen today, more than 40 years later. Despite clear evidence from over
decades, new platforms and spaces are still created with this same sort
of free speech, anti-censorship ethos and are woefully underprepared when
things don’t go as planned.
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And the issues at play can be far more complex and dangerous than
teenagers making crude posts – as we’ve seen throughout the other mod-
ules, content moderation has really become a core part of ensuring a func-
tioning society.
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How Do We Talk About Moderation

When we talk about content moderation, we often hear language that
invokes metaphors of government and regulation – two of the seminal
publications describing the current era of content moderation are titled
“The New Governors” and “Digital Constitutionalism”. In this module
though, I’m going to encourage you to think a little more broadly about
how you view content moderation.
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Consequences of Regulatory Framing?

Thinking about content moderation as a regulatory process traps us in
a reactive mindset: we write rules, and when those rules are broken, we
administer punishments.
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This sort of mindset might imagine the content moderation process as
taking place during the period of time between when a piece of content
is posted and when action is (or isn’t) taken on it, sometimes with user
reports in between.
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However, it can be much more productive to zoom out and consider both
the period of time leading up to when content is posted and the period of
time after action is taken. In the lead-up period, we can often see signs
that something may not be going quite right, and in the aftermath we
can see the impact of actions taken on affected users, onlookers, and even
more broadly.
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Models for content moderation?

Researchers often use a framework developed by Robyn Caplan to
categorize different approaches to content moderation. She identifies
three approaches:

Artisanal – where decisions are made in-house at companies on a
case-by-case basis

Community-reliant – where decisions are made by networks or committees
of volunteer users

Industrial – where decisions are made by specialized enforcement teams,
often with the assistance of automation and hired contractors, usually
separate from policy teams
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In her 2018 paper where she defined these categories, Caplan gave a num-
ber of examples of platforms that fell into each – she listed Vimeo, Medium,
Patreon, and Discord as Artisanal companies; Reddit and Wikimedia as
Community-reliant; and Facebook and Google as Industrial.
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There are really elements of each in all of these.
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As I was working on these slides I tried my best to think about all the
platforms I could remember that are moderated in some nontrivial part
by volunteers, and these are the ones I came up with kind of off the top
of my head. Most academic research has focused on a subset of these
(circled), but volunteer moderation is actually sneakily part of a lot of
different ecosystems that people don’t often think about. For example…
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Beyond the platforms that we usually think about as being moderated by
volunteers, designated volunteers can actually moderate comments and
users on things like tiktok and youtube and instagram livestreams, and
instagram and youtube creators can moderate comments on their posts at
least to a certain extent. It’s a little hard to find out about these tools
and functions because the documentation is pretty thin, but it’s definitely
something that does happen.
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What’s the scale?

So what’s the scale of this? Beyond just how many platforms rely on
volunteer moderators, they actually do quite a lot of work. Facebook is
of course the behemoth in this space, and I wish we had more updated
numbers on this, but as of 2020 there were more than 70 million volunteers
moderating groups and pages, and even if only one percent of those are
active at all, that’s still quite a lot of moderators.

(https://www.facebook.com/community/whats-new/
facebook-communities-summit-keynote-recap/

https://www.facebook.com/community/whats-new/facebook-communities-summit-keynote-recap/
https://www.facebook.com/community/whats-new/facebook-communities-summit-keynote-recap/
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What this looks like on Twitch

To give you another perspective on scale, here are some numbers from
Twitch’s transparency report, I think this was the first half of 2022.
(https://safety.twitch.tv/s/article/H1-2022-Transparency-Report?
language=en_US)

About 20% of those 97,000,000 were manual removals, and the rest were
removed by automated tools based on settings the users manage.

Apologies to current and former Twitch folks here, this isn’t a totally fair
comparison, but it should give a sense of the scale of how big this is.

https://safety.twitch.tv/s/article/H1-2022-Transparency-Report?language=en_US
https://safety.twitch.tv/s/article/H1-2022-Transparency-Report?language=en_US
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But More Broadly?

Now to be fair, moderators do a lot more than just removing stuff. This is
from some recently published work that I did with Sanjay actually about
what volunteer moderators do on Twitch, and they definitely do some of
this removal and banning work, but a lot of what they do is much more
social.
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Breakout task two

People have started contributing to your wiki. There are lots of
comments you have to look through to decide what’s allowed.

With your group, create a tab in the spreadsheet, copy the
comments, and rate each comment as -1 (not okay) or 1
(okay). Copy your group’s final ratings back to the main tab.
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Breakout task two

Reference Disagreement Deconvolution
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