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INTRODUCTION 

I study a single question with two parts: what does a public 

right to hear—distinct from an individual’s opportunity to 

speak—mean in online, networked environments, and why 

does such a right matter?  My overarching aim is to 

understand and normatively explicate how sociotechnical 

infrastructures [8] reflect and impact a public’s right to 

encounter information that self-interest, markets, friend 

networks, and algorithms may not provide.  I pursue this 

question by integrating philosophical, legal, sociological 

and technological frameworks and empirically tracing the 

right to hear through two domains: the networked 

institutional press and online associational algorithms. 

 

NETWORKED INSTITUTIONAL PRESS 

In the context of the institutional press, I focus on how a 

public right to hear (e.g., for foundational works on 

different aspects of this right see [3, 4, 6]) exists within 

dynamic sociotechnical infrastructures that form powerful 

yet often invisible logics and practices that I call 

“newsware” [1]. 

This infrastructure is the space within which the networked 

press negotiates both its independence from, and 

dependence upon, publics, states, and markets – carving out 

an institutional space within which it makes claims about 

how it speaks for and to publics.  My recent work focuses 

on how one type of newsware mediates presses and publics, 

studying the design and use of application programming 

interfaces (APIs) by The New York Times, the Guardian, 

and NPR. 

I analyzed these systems—their technical architectures, 

legal agreements, and situated uses—and applied my own 

background in system building to conduct design 

experiments with NPR’s API.  By closely analyzing these 

APIs and reflectively documenting my own experiences 

using one of them, I have developed what I believe to be 

the first account of how “programming publics” work with 

news organizations to create a new set of systems through 

which the press relates to its readers. 

My aim in this work is to show how the right to hear exists 

not only in the professional traditions, legal regimes and 

economic models of journalism, but also in an emerging set 

of information infrastructures through which the press 

negotiates its identity and claims its institutional legitimacy. 

ASSOCIATIONAL ALGORITHMS 

I have also begun to develop a new project investigating 

how a public right to hear exists in the design and use of 

what I call “associational algorithms.”  These algorithms 

drive, for example, the search engines, recommendation 

systems, and online marketplaces that automatically suggest 

relationships among data and ideas, while offering few 

clues about how or why such associations can or should 

exist. 

My starting point for this new work—an area that I recently 

sketched in an article for The Atlantic entitled “The Curious 

Connection Between Apps for Gay Men and Sex 

Offenders” [2]—is that the contemporary public right to 

hear depends, in part, upon knowing how and why ideas are 

connected in online networked environments.  Today such 

links involve subtly blending people and machines to 

enable the kind of large-scale groups and relationships that 

we have come to expect, that we assume can exist, that we 

envision as somehow valuable – but that we are only 

beginning to understand. 

This blending needs to be made visible and debated.  To 

hold information systems accountable, design new free 

speech environments, and appreciate both the democratic 

and technological senses of autonomy, we must understand 

how networked associational thinking depends upon 

algorithms, individuals, and emergent, automatically 

generated groups.  These are the next generation of what 

Susan Herbst [5], almost 20 years ago, called “numbered 

voices.”  Understanding how we hold beliefs, change our 

minds, and form communities ultimately means knowing 

how and why we have, as Richard Rorty [7] wrote, 

“programmed ourselves with a language.” 

What would it mean to give publics new design languages 

to let them design their own ways of hearing?  How do 



 

publics and designers understand the shape and scope of 

free speech algorithms, distributing analytical work across 

people and machines?  How much do people want to know 

about how their free speech systems work?  How might we 

create learning communities that support such discovery, 

and how might they support and reflect the co-construction 

of civic life among algorithm engineers, programming 

publics, and end users?  

CONCLUSION 

My interest in joining this workshop stems from a deep 

desire to continue combining sociotechnical studies of 

information infrastructures with normatively developed 

conceptions of free speech so that, most broadly, we might 

problematize and contribute to the contemporary idea of the 

public sphere.  I think we are a curious moment in the 

history of social networks and social media in which 

assumptions about free speech and the meaning of 

associational freedom are becoming embedded in design 

cultures that are only beginning to be critiqued. 
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