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Large social media platforms are generally designed for scalability—the ambition to increase in size without a fundamental
change in form. This means that to address harm among users, they favor automated moderation wherever possible and
typically apply a uniform set of rules. This article contrasts scalability with restorative and transformative justice approaches
to harm, which are usually context-sensitive, relational, and individualized. We argue that subsidiarity—the principle that
local social units should have meaningful autonomy within larger systems—might foster the balance between context and

scale that is needed for improving responses to harm.
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Content moderation on social media platforms has eluded
simple solutions, even for some of the world’s wealthiest
corporations. When harm happens online, there seem to be
few options for appropriate and legitimate responses. This is
in part because platforms are generally designed to prioritize
economic efficiency while holding a large number of users’
attention; responding to harm takes the form of simple, semi-
automated sanctions such as putting warning labels on posts
or demoting or removing content. Empirical studies suggest
that many users perceive moderation regimes as arbitrary
and unfair (Myers West, 2018; Nurik, 2019). As Sarita
Schoenebeck and Lindsey Blackwell put it, “In typical plat-
form-driven moderation systems, all violators are treated
equally, with users who unintentionally violate rules receiv-
ing the same sanctions as users who deliberately try to cause
harm” (Schoenebeck & Blackwell, 2021, p. 136).

Online harm occurs in a variety of ways and generally
takes two related forms: individually targeted harassment
(Vogels, 2021) and harmful content that may be targeted at a
group or at no one in particular (Scheuerman et al., 2021).
The lack of context sensitivity in the responses to all forms
of harm appears to be a widespread pattern among social
platforms. In some respects, platforms try to address harm by
mimicking criminal-legal systems. Schoenebeck and
Blackwell (2021) find that social media governance “has
largely been informed by Western models of criminal justice,
which rely on sanctions (e.g., punishment) to encourage
compliance with formal rules and laws” (p. 134). However,
in pursuit of frictionless scale, important features for context

sensitivity in Western justice systems are absent; there are
typically limited due process rights or systems of appeals, no
democratic processes for creating and amending rules, and
no juries of one’s peers. Facebook’s Oversight Board has
been referred to as a “supreme court” for the platform
(Douek, 2019; Klonick, 2019), and yet there is no corre-
sponding system of lower courts. Instead, a single rule-
book—an internal company document—governs moderation
practices for the company’s billions of global users. Reddit
encourages more diverse community rules, but moderators
frequently make decisions without community input (Seering
etal., 2019), thanks in part to the platform’s “automoderator”
tool that automates decisions and enforcement (Jhaver et al.,
2019). Platform software also provides little support for
community involvement in governance or for holding mod-
erators and administrators accountable (Schneider, 2022).
Scholars have long critiqued dreams of achieving large
scale without commensurate cost. In his whimsical essay
“On Being the Right Size,” biologist J. B. S. Haldane (1926)
stressed that for living things, “a large change in size inevita-
bly carries with it a change in form.” More recently,
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anthropologist Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing (2012) identifies the
aspiration for scalability: “the ability to expand—and
expand, and expand—without rethinking basic elements.”
Tsing then develops a theory of nonscalability as she draws
on examples from colonial plantations to the global trade in
rare mushrooms to argue that “scalability never fulfills its
own promises.” Both Haldane and Tsing use examples in
nature to question the widespread human ambition to achieve
limitlessly large-scale and increasingly efficient social orga-
nization—for Haldane, state socialism, and for Tsing, com-
puterized capitalism. In nature, they observe, differences of
scale are differences of kind, involving distinct structures
and constraints.

In the context of online platforms, business models
designed for scalability are considered highly desirable and
are often required to secure financing (Graham, 2012;
Sullivan, 2016). Tarleton Gillespie (2018) documents how
social platform companies have had to “become fundamen-
tally different than they once were” when they achieve large
user-bases, adopting scalable techniques for moderation
when more hands-on methods for smaller scales “simply will
not translate” (p. 76). Massive social platforms boast that
their scalability gives them the ability to develop sophisti-
cated and efficient automated content moderation tools.
Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg asserted that, due to his
company’s wealth and vast user-base, “we’re able to do
things that I think are just not possible for other folks to do”
with content moderation (Feiner & Rodriguez, 2019). Yet as
the dangers of using automation to achieve scalability
through low-cost content moderation become more and more
evident, Gillespie (2020) suggests, “Maybe we should not
automate.” Alex Hanna and Tina M. Park (2020) go further
to present a provocation “against scale” and “ask readers to
consider what potential resistances to scale thinking may
look like.” In large networks, a range of harms are situated in
a variety of different social contexts; we argue that as net-
works seek the benefits of scale, the responses to harm must
still reflect those differences.

Some scholars and journalists have begun asking whether
the largely offline practices of restorative and transformative
justice could provide an alternative model for online moder-
ation and governance (Garfield, 2019; Hasinoff et al., 2020;
Paul & Borton, 2021; Salehi, 2020; Schoenebeck &
Blackwell, 2021; Schoenebeck, Haimson, & Nakamura,
2021; Schoenebeck, Scott, et al., 2021; Warzel, 2019; Xiao,
2021; Xiao et al., 2022). Instead of simply shunning or
removing rule-violating content or users, a restorative justice
approach to online conflict and abuse relies on community
participation, centers the needs of people who have been
harmed, and pursues the repair of that harm when possible.
Transformative justice additionally stresses transforming
incidents into opportunities for clarifying norms and enact-
ing social change. Empirical research investigating the appli-
cation of restorative and transformative justice to online
harm has largely used interviews and surveys to determine

how moderators might implement these alternatives, what
kinds of repair those who have been harmed want, and how
users might react to participating in these kinds of justice
processes (Schoenebeck, Haimson, & Nakamura, 2021;
Schoenebeck, Scott, et al., 2021; Xiao, 2021; Xiao et al.,
2022). The literature does not yet explain how the gover-
nance of large online platforms could facilitate key princi-
ples of restorative and transformative justice—such as
attention to individual needs and community self-determina-
tion—while also fostering a balance with accountability to
potentially planetary-sized networks.

This article argues that subsidiarity could facilitate context-
sensitive processes in large-scale online networks, including
for responses to harm. Subsidiarity is the principle that local
social units should have meaningful autonomy wherever pos-
sible while maintaining their connections and responsibility to
the larger systems in which they exist. Through an analysis of
the context-specific and relational practices of restorative and
transformative justice, we show the advantages of subsidiarity
over scalability for the development and governance of large-
scale, intricate social networks. Like the call that Janneke
Adema and Samuel A. Moore (2021) make for “scaling
small,” we contend that local specificity can occur in systems
with great reach and complexity.

First, we explore lessons from restorative and transforma-
tive justice; these point to a need for processes that are sensi-
tive to context and attentive to the precise nature of harms
and needs of people who have been harmed. Second, we turn
to how the logic of subsidiarity can reorient the aspiration of
scale, enabling highly adaptable processes that are nonethe-
less applicable across large networks. Third, we summarize
some design considerations for applying subsidiarity to
online networks and for developing tools that enable contex-
tual responses to harm and conflict.

Restorative and Transformative Justice

Criminal legal systems and social media platforms both
respond to harm primarily by enforcing rules and punishing
the person who caused it. In contrast, restorative and trans-
formative justice processes typically focus on one or more
of the following goals: pursuing immediate harm reduction
strategies, meeting some of the harmed person’s needs,
helping the person who caused harm take accountability, or
confronting injustice in the community—including its con-
ditions, norms, and rules—to prevent future harm.

While restorative justice mechanisms tend to focus on
repairing harm for those who have experienced it, transfor-
mative justice processes put more of their energy in trans-
forming the underlying conditions that led to the harm. For
example, in a restorative justice approach, a prosecutor might
decide to drop the charges against a teenager who stole a loaf
of bread if they successfully complete a restorative justice
program. The process might involve facilitators meeting
one-on-one with each person involved and could culminate
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in a community meeting where the teenager publicly apolo-
gizes to the store owner and agrees to compensate them by
working some hours at the store. A transformative justice
approach to the same incident would begin not with police
involvement, but with the store owner contacting a commu-
nity organization for help. The organization might similarly
facilitate individual meetings followed by a group confer-
ence, but a transformative justice process would focus on
identifying and addressing the underlying cause of the inci-
dent. The teenager, the store-owner, and other community
members might, for example, work together to create a food
bank for the community.

Kathleen Daly explains that the term “restorative justice”
began to appear in the 1990s, emerging out of diverse experi-
mental practices in North America and beyond, such as
mediation and family counseling (Daly, 2016, p. 19). Some
scholars stress how Indigenous legal traditions and restor-
ative justice influenced each other (Chartrand & Horn, 2016),
and many practitioners refer to Western restorative justice as
“rooted” in Indigenous practices (e.g., Shah et al., 2017).
However, Paora Moyle and Juan Marcellus Tauri view this as
appropriation; they describe the restorative justice practice
of family group conferencing as a crime control product
incorrectly marketed around the world as a Maori practice—
and they argue that settler governments use the practice, both
in New Zealand and elsewhere, in ways that actually hinder
Indigenous communities’ self-determination (Moyle &
Tauri, 2016; Tauri, 2020). In the United States, the United
Kingdom, Australia, and a handful of other countries, restor-
ative justice is most widely adopted as a diversion from
criminal prosecution for nonviolent juvenile offenses, typi-
cally at the discretion of the prosecutor. Primary and second-
ary schools have also adopted restorative justice processes to
mediate conflicts and repair harm without suspending or
expelling students. A handful of universities and nonprofit
organizations offer restorative justice training and certifica-
tions for facilitators.

In contrast, transformative justice programs are typically
grassroots organizations that operate entirely outside of for-
mal institutions or criminal legal systems. Many transforma-
tive justice practitioners want to abolish prisons and police,
which they view as ultimately exacerbating violence rather
than reducing it. As Mimi Kim explains, complex problems
like “interpersonal violence [are] . . . embedded in systems of
structural harm” (Kim, 2021, p. 7), including social and cul-
tural norms, state violence, and the marginalization of com-
munities of color. Unlike the formal relationships with
criminal legal systems, certifying bodies, and other institu-
tions that restorative justice often relies on, many transfor-
mative justice initiatives are ad hoc, local, and informal. The
Project Nia and Interrupting Criminalization initiative “One
Million Experiments” archives and highlights dozens of
transformative justice projects and proposals in a podcast,
website, and zine series (Project Nia & Interrupting
Criminalization, n.d.). These efforts all address community

problems without engaging with the criminal legal system—
from a non-police emergency response network in Detroit to
a safe-ride fund for Black trans women that first launched in
New York.

Restorative and transformative justice both developed in
response to critiques of criminal legal systems’ focus on pun-
ishing people who have caused harm as both cruel and inef-
fective. Howard Zehr (2015), one of the founders of the
restorative justice movement, explains that in Western crimi-
nal legal models of justice, crime is defined as “a violation of
the law and the state” and justice “requires the state to deter-
mine blame (guilt) and impose pain (punishment).”
Researcher-activist Mariame Kaba contends that criminal
punishment “rarely, if ever, encourages people to take
accountability for their actions. Instead, our adversarial court
system discourages people from ever acknowledging,
let alone taking responsibility for, the harm they have caused”
(Kaba, 2021). Research demonstrates that punishment has
limited power to deter rule-breaking (e.g., Nagin, 2013),
though criminal law generally assumes otherwise. Restorative
justice acts upon people who have caused harm though per-
suasion instead of fear of further punishment; according to
John Braithwaite (2002), restorative justice involves a pro-
cess of “reintegrative shaming,” which coaxes people who
have caused harm to move past denying and minimizing the
effects of their actions, to take responsibility and ultimately
to build a new sense of self as someone who is committed to
community norms of morality.

Restorative and transformative justice also emerged in
response to criminal legal systems’ relative lack of concern
for the needs and interests of people who have been harmed.
Indeed, research demonstrates that people who have been
harmed are not primarily interested in or satisfied with pun-
ishment (Alliance for Safety and Justice, 2016; Daly, 2014;
Wemmers, 2002). Zehr (2015) explains that in restorative jus-
tice, crime is “a violation of people and relationships” which
creates “obligations” and that justice involves “victims,
offenders, and community members in an effort to put things
right.” Restorative justice pursues accountability though
repair; typically the nature of that repair is determined through
individualized, context-specific conversations.

Restorative justice programs have been extensively
researched and evaluated. In a review of dozens of studies
that compare restorative justice programs to conventional
criminal-legal processes, Lawrence Sherman and Heather
Strang (2007) find that restorative justice programs offer the
following benefits: they often reduce recidivism more or at
least as much as prison; they at least double the number of
offenses ultimately brought to justice; they have higher rates
of satisfaction for all participants; they reduce posttraumatic
stress symptoms for people who have been harmed; and they
function at a lower overall cost than courts and prisons. Each
of these findings is validated by at least two randomized, con-
trolled trials. This review also finds that restorative justice
programs reduce re-offending more effectively for serious
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crimes and crimes against persons than property crimes such
as burglaries; however, mental health outcomes are still better
for people who have experienced any of these crimes. In gen-
eral: “The evidence on victims is far more consistent than it is
on offenders. On average, in every test available, victims do
better when they participate in RJ [restorative justice] than
when they do not” (Sherman & Strang, 2007, p. 22).

Research on transformative justice is typically based on
case studies rather than controlled trials (e.g., Kelly, 2011;
Kim, 2011, 2021; Nocella & Anthony, 2011). Like restor-
ative justice, there is a robust literature on transformative
justice in handbooks, toolkits, white papers, and popular
books (e.g., brown, 2020b; Chen et al., 2016; Creative
Interventions, 2012; Dixon & Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2020b;
Kershnar et al., 2007). Transformative justice activists and
organizers often focus on their communities at local levels
(e.g., the Bay Area Transformative Justice Collective and
Philly Stands Up), but have also become leaders in influen-
tial social movements. For example, Kaba’s (2021) book
about prison abolition and transformative justice debuted on
the New York Times bestseller list, likely reflecting her prom-
inent role in national conversations about Black Lives Matter.
This kind of impact is particularly relevant for an approach
that does not restrict its ambitions to specific outcomes in
specific cases. As activist-writer adrienne maree brown
explains, transformative justice is focused on “practices that
go all the way to the root of the problem and generate solu-
tions and healing there, such that the conditions that create
injustice are transformed” (brown, 2020a, p. 148).

Justice and Scale

Restorative and transformative justice practitioners gener-
ally agree that their processes vary across cases (Chen et al.,
2016; Dixon & Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2020b; Johnstone &
Van Ness, 2013; Kelly, 2011; Valandra & Yazzie, 2020).
These processes often involve multiple community stake-
holders, careful attention to each person’s needs, one-on-
one meetings, and sometimes group conferences. Each of
these aspects can be time-consuming and resource-inten-
sive. While transformative justice activists tend to avoid
operating at large scales, some restorative justice programs
pursue forms of scalability through standardization. Those
that serve as diversion programs within the criminal legal
system often need to have standardized processes, timelines,
and outcomes. For example, prosecutors who refer people
who have caused harm to these programs will typically only
drop the charges if the process is complete within a certain
timeframe.

At any scale, successful restorative justice programs
depend on well-trained facilitators and context-appropriate
processes. In a review of research documenting negative
experiences with restorative justice, Jung Jin Choi, Gordon
Bazemore, and Michael J. Gilbert warn that when practitio-
ners are not properly trained in restorative justice, “processes

can produce adverse outcomes for some victims [if] they
become offender focused or insensitive to the needs and con-
cerns of victims” (Choi et al., 2012, p. 41). They explain,

The primary means of preventing harms to victims is to ensure
that RJ processes are, at all times, sensitive to the needs of
victims. If not, the practices used become ethically questionable
and at odds with the fundamental principles of RJ. . . . All
practitioners including professional facilitators and volunteers
[should] be adequately trained in restorative justice theory,
values, principles and practices before they conduct RJ processes
and provided periodic (at least annual) refresher or advanced
training. (Choi et al., 2012, p. 39)

These researchers stress that with the correct training, practi-
tioners can ensure that people who have been harmed are
thoroughly prepared to participate in a process, including
having a clear understanding of their role, realistic expecta-
tions, and a necessary awareness of the potential costs and
benefits. Choi and coauthors note that “highly structured RJ
processes” with “formalized artificial structure[s]” may lead
people who have caused harm to undermine their apologies
with deflections of shame and responsibility, which are per-
ceived as insincere (Choi et al., 2012, p. 38). In other words,
excessively standardized processes risk compounding the
harm. Transformative justice practitioner Ejeris Dixon, like-
wise, highlights the need for creative facilitation and ongo-
ing practice over rote procedures: ‘“We must practice
community safety as we would practice an instrument or a
sport. By practicing in slow, measurable, and deliberate
ways, we build the knowledge we need to diffuse and address
conflict within our communities” (Dixon, 2020, p. 15).

Transformative justice advocates, in particular, express
concern that efficient, standardized processes can limit the
potential of their efforts to collectively change community
norms. Practitioner Shira Hassan argues that transformative
justice cannot scale without losing what distinguishes it
from restorative approaches: “We know that TJ can’t be
scaled because we know what scaling looks like. It looks
like RJ, we’ve got that” (Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2020,
p- 168). For Hassan and others, when a practice becomes
standardized and institutionalized for mass adoption it
gains efficiency but loses the potential for genuine social
justice. As Kaba explains,

We have to embrace the messiness of [the] process. The
messiness is inherent. It will always be there. And by messy, |
mean that there are multiple U-turns that are happening all the
time, that people are sometimes their best selves and sometimes
not, that we move forward in some places and backwards in
another, and that all this stuff is actually part of the work. (Dixon
& Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2020a, p. 175)

For reasons like this, brown is skeptical about the potential of
translating transformative justice to online spaces, particu-
larly because of social media’s apparent lack of tolerance for
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slowness and deliberation: “Real time is slower than social
media time, where everything feels urgent. Real time often
includes periods of silence, reflection, growth, space, self-
forgiveness, processing with loved ones, rest, and responsi-
bility” (brown, 2020a, p. 150). In short, while scalability
demands quick resolution to incidents, both restorative and
transformative justice call for slower, more individualized
care and negotiation.

While criminal legal systems tend to focus on determin-
ing a specific verdict or carrying out a sentence, transforma-
tive and restorative justice programs emphasize processes
over outcomes. Choi and coauthors (2012) warn that focus-
ing on achieving a specific outcome—such as getting an
apology or closing the case—de-centers the person who has
been harmed and risks re-traumatizing them. In contrast to
outcome-focused practices, restorative justice and especially
transformative justice processes often aim to use incidents of
harm as opportunities to prevent the same kind of harm from
happening again. For those who connect justice to social
change, standardized processes and preset outcomes and
expectations that aim to resolve cases only create more bar-
riers. As historian Bench Ansfield and organizer Jenna
Peters-Gordon explain: “If we reach for ‘success,” we are
undermining the work™ in transformative justice; they aim
instead “to make our organizing so nourishing and resilient
that we can weather mistakes, build off of failures, and
appreciate the revolutionary potential of even the subtlest
gains” (Ansfield & Peters-Golden, 2013, p. 31). Applying
this kind of justice to large online platforms will require
rethinking the relationship between context and scale.

Subsidiarity

Subsidiarity is the principle that local social units should
have meaningful autonomy within larger systems, and that
such arrangements contribute to the health and accountabil-
ity of the system as a whole. In this section, we explain how
the logic of subsidiarity poses an alternative to scalability for
online platforms, which could potentially support restorative
and transformative approaches to justice.

The concept of subsidiarity first appeared in the writings
of the seventeenth-century Calvinist legal philosopher
Johannes Althaus, but during the past century it has been
more widely associated with Catholic social teaching
(Brennan, 2014; Follesdal, 1998). In the Catholic under-
standing of “social justice,” justice cannot occur through
only what a community receives from above but must involve
meaningful self-determination in that community. Thus sub-
sidiarity emerged as a theological principle—a way of under-
standing the social order in its relationship to the Church and
to God—although it has also taken hold in secular contexts,
such as in the organizing documents of the European Union.
The Latin word subsidium refers to “help,” and served as the
basis of subsidiarium, the word for subsidiarity that Pope
Pius XTI used to describe the principle:

It is an injustice and at the same time a grave evil and disturbance
of right order to assign to a greater and higher association what
lesser and subordinate organizations can do. For every social
activity ought of its very nature to furnish help to the members
of the body social, and never destroy and absorb them. (Pius,
1931, sec. 79)

Nils Christie (1977) offers a similar critique of criminal jus-
tice institutions, arguing that courts and lawyers have “sto-
len” conflicts from the individuals involved and from local
communities, which means that people who have been
harmed lose the chance to participate meaningfully in the
resolution of conflicts, and communities lose the opportunity
to clarify their norms. He speculates about replacing national
and state-level criminal legal systems with a proliferation of
local neighborhood courts, without professional lawyers or
judges, but populated instead with a rotation of all the mem-
bers of that community.

Despite their abuses and failings, criminal legal systems
tend to bear at least the intention of being attentive to local
context—far more than social platforms do. For example,
the common law systems found in many Anglophone coun-
tries produce layered and parallel bodies of case law. Local
legislators can create their own laws, and local judges can
interpret laws according to community norms, short of con-
tradicting higher jurisdictions or local precedent. Sentencing,
however unjust it might be, is at least intended to correspond
to the precise nature of the offense. Context-sensitive legal
systems are expensive to maintain and use, which disadvan-
tages people who lack wealth. When jurisdictions try to
avoid the costs of deliberate processes, such as by compel-
ling people into plea bargains rather than trials, the result
can appear to be a betrayal of justice. The injustice lies in
something similar to what social media platforms do as a
matter of course: applying uniform rules indiscriminately,
without careful attention to the specifics of the case. Justice
seems to demand subsidiarity.

Online social platforms already practice limited forms of
subsidiarity. Reddit has user-managed Subreddits; YouTube
has channels; Facebook has Groups; Wikipedia has distinct
language-specific communities. Under the authority of user-
moderators, these units operate with some independence
from the corporate authorities that own and maintain the
infrastructure and provide the moderation tools. The mod-
erators of a Subreddit or a Facebook Group can set and
enforce their own rules, and most moderators experience no
direct interaction or training with platform companies
(Seering et al., 2019). In this way, pseudo-subsidiarity
enables platform companies to outsource significant por-
tions of moderation labor to users they do not need to pay
(Seering et al., 2019; Terranova, 2000), equipping them with
only the blunt digital equivalents of blacklisting, censorship,
and exile. Platforms provide a similarly limited range of
options to volunteer community moderators (Schneider,
2022). While some communities and moderators address
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conflicts and harm in ways that align with restorative and
transformative justice (e.g., Xiao, 2021), these practices
emerge despite the available software rather than because of
it. As Joseph Seering et al. (2019) argues, meaningful com-
munity self-moderation has been relatively rare and inade-
quately studied. The most visible moderation decisions,
such as those dealing with celebrity users, tend to occur
through opaque corporate processes without clear account-
ability to user communities.

Subsidiarity is a framework that could help answer
Schoenebeck and Blackwell’s call for social media platforms
“to transition away from paternalistic, top-down models of
governance in favor of giving communities more control
over their own experiences” (Schoenebeck & Blackwell,
2021, p. 150). Even the meaning of the term community dif-
fers widely from platform to platform and from group to
group. Communities might be constituted by algorithmic
matching, “follower” relationships, permissioned groups,
and more. If communities are to hold more power over
addressing harm among their participants, then participants
must also be able to shape how their communities are defined
in terms of both membership and conduct. Boundary defini-
tions, in turn, shape how communities interact with each
other and the larger systems of which they are part. In this
and other ways, subsidiarity invites forms of repair that are
sensitive to the context where the harm occurs while also
contributing to the health of the larger system.

Subsidiarity and Scale

The concept of subsidiarity emerged historically not as a cri-
tique of large-scale systems so much as a strategy for building
and organizing them. Applying the concept to online net-
works offers an opportunity to explore questions about how
to design large-scale systems without the false promise of
scalability. The need for subsidiarity has been a widespread
recognition across diverse human societies; the extent to
which online governance has neglected it is an aberration.
Consider, for instance, the cooperative movement—a form
of business based on ownership and control by direct partici-
pants rather than outside investors (Schneider, 2018).
Cooperatives aspire to a different kind of scale than investor-
owned businesses by maintaining lean central offices and
supporting diverse, culturally relevant practices among local
member businesses. For example, while investor-owned retail
chains may seek to drive local competitors out of business
and replace them, a national-scale cooperative would more
likely aid and enable local businesses through joint purchas-
ing and shared services (Taylor, 2021). Under a logic of sub-
sidiarity, the purpose of a central authority in cooperative
networks is to support the local units in meeting local needs
through their own processes. Whereas social media platforms
typically accumulate the wealth and power their users create
into centralized corporations, cooperative businesses tend to
push their gains out to their members. Similarly, Divya
Siddharth, Danielle Allen, and E. Glen Weyl (2022) argue

that subsidiary ownership and governance could enable
emerging blockchain networks to achieve their often-stated
aspiration of decentralization.

Following Shagun Jhaver, Seth Frey, and Amy Zhang’s
(2021) typology for multilevel governance, subsidiarity can
occur at large scales in either federalist or polycentric forms.
Federalism involves hierarchy (Bednar, 2009). Smaller units
aggregate into larger units, which may form even larger units
in turn. Federalist subsidiarity, then, prioritizes the vibrancy
and autonomy of those local levels, except only when power
from further up the hierarchy is necessary. The Catholic
Church reflects a federalist structure, with priests leading
semi-autonomous parishes under bishops led by a pope. In
the Chinese political tradition, the concept of harmony
explains how local autonomy can function beneath a strong
central government through a federalist hierarchy, whether
headed by an emperor or the Communist Party (Wang et al.,
2016). This framework grants regional officials the freedom
to diverge and experiment in contextually sensitive ways,
while a commitment to harmony rules out direct challenges
to the central government’s authority. Subsidiarity likewise
does not constitute a rejection of centralized power over
large domains per se.

In contrast to federalism, the idea of polycentricity “con-
notes many centers of decision making that are formally inde-
pendent of each other” (V. Ostrom et al., 1961). A system may
include inequalities of authority, but these are not necessarily
strict hierarchies with a single apex (Jhaver et al., 2021; E.
Ostrom, 2010; V. Ostrom, 1972/1999). For instance, the author-
ity structure of Calvinist subsidiarity—such as among the
Congregationalism of Puritan colonizers in New England—is
polycentric; power flows across a network of semi-autonomous
congregations. Similarly, in Sunni Islam, authority flows
through the ulama, the networked legal scholars belonging to
various lineages and schools of thought (Zaman, 2007). In a
given community, Muslims may be able to choose among
jurists to consult for resolving a dispute, which creates compe-
tition among overlapping regimes. Authority derives from dis-
tinct juridical traditions simultaneously. Polycentric forms of
subsidiarity can appear more anarchic than federalist ones,
lacking any central authority, but they still enable a kind of
shared identity among peer communities.

Polycentric designs might have a natural affinity with the
structures of online networks, as well as with the vision of
transformative justice to address harm without top-down
coercive power. While transformative justice projects are
loosely united by certain principles, handbooks, podcasts, and
leading thinkers, which facilitates communication and skill-
sharing across communities, they nonetheless resist central
authority and forms of institutionalization. In contrast, restor-
ative justice is often more federated in its relationship to crim-
inal legal systems and state institutions. Federated structures
have also thrived in online contexts, perhaps due to the legal
requirement for central ownership over servers and branding,
including in corporate-owned social media and nonprofit
peer-production projects such as Wikipedia.
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A genre of social media known as “federated networks” is
designed for subsidiarity in ways that dominant platforms are
not (Mansoux & Abbing, 2020; Zignani et al., 2018). Despite
their name, however, federated networks are more polycentric
than federalist. They rely on free and open source software,
enabling users to host platforms on their own servers and con-
nect with users on servers elsewhere. Examples include
Mastodon (a microblogging platform), Matrix (a chat proto-
col), and PeerTube (a video-sharing platform). Individuals or
groups who run servers on these networks can set tailored
rules for content moderation, dispute resolution, and which
other servers they “federate” with. In a few high-profile cases,
this approach has demonstrated the capacity to confront far-
right hate groups through peer-to-peer mechanisms—such as,
for instance, coordinated blocking and pressuring software
developers to implement better moderation features (Caelin,
2020). Federated networks manifest subsidiarity in that they
facilitate local governance; the software is designed to maxi-
mize communities’ contextual control while also connecting
communities together into much larger systems.

Whether it occurs in federalist or polycentric forms, sub-
sidiarity expects that processes for preventing and address-
ing harm are contextually appropriate and accountable to the
people they most directly affect—and always in the context
of a larger system. Unlike scalability, subsidiarity insists that
there is no one-size-fits-all algorithm for different contexts.
This difference makes space for relationship-based processes
such as restorative and transformative justice. But subsidiar-
ity is not a formula. It invites designers to imagine platform
architectures that prioritize the craft of community self-gov-
ernance rather than imposing universal solutions.

Design Considerations

Addressing online harm through subsidiarity, without rely-
ing on one-size-fits-all algorithms, requires a different
approach to platform design. The governance processes built
into the software for most online communities, including the
ways they can address online harm, are crude and simplistic.
Building with subsidiarity in mind could allow designers and
user communities, if they so choose, to follow restorative
and transformative justice in their departure from surveil-
lance and punishment and turn toward practices of encoun-
ter, repair, and community accountability. In this section, we
explore the unique affordances of social platforms for facili-
tating such processes, the potential to diversify responses to
harm, and the need for inviting communities, rather than just
individuals, to be accountable for harm.

Making Online Processes Appropriate to Online
Contexts
Compared to offline abuses and conflicts, online contexts have

affordances that can change the nature and experience of
harm. Two particularly relevant affordances are the potential

visibility and spreadability of communicative acts (boyd,
2014, p. 11), which can both amplify harm and enable people
who cause harm to remain anonymous or pseudonymous.
However, a subsidiarity-informed approach suggests that the
technological affordances of social media may also offer
advantages for restorative or transformative justice processes.

First, a recurring concern in institutionalized restorative
justice programs is that people who have been harmed may
feel coerced to accept apologies and repress their desires for
retribution, while those who have caused harm might feel
compelled to offer insincere apologies (Acorn, 2004;
Menkel-Meadow, 2007; Suzuki & Wood, 2017). As such,
many practitioners argue that community processes can only
produce genuine personal or community change if they are
truly voluntary—and indeed they are critical of restorative
justice processes where unresolved cases return to prosecu-
tors’ offices. In other words, if joining and leaving a com-
munity is easier online, people can more easily opt out of an
unwanted accountability process.

Second, the network effects of social media platforms
facilitate the formation of groups of people around a com-
mon cause or interest. Group formation is vital for restor-
ative and transformative justice processes, which often
involve forming small, temporary support groups around the
person who caused harm and the person who was harmed
(Mingus, 2016). People who have been harmed can also find
support from strangers on large networks; a range of studies
has shown that social media can facilitate support for vic-
tims, involving people even outside a person’s circle of
friends and acquaintances (Powell, 2015; Rentschler, 2014,
2017; Vitis & Gilmour, 2017). One study found that many
people who used hashtags such as #MeToo to share their
experiences of sexual violence felt that signals of engage-
ment, including from strangers, offered a meaningful
acknowledgment of the harm they experienced (Mendes
et al., 2018). Coordinating networks of support for a person
who has been harmed can be especially valuable when those
who caused harm are not engaging in a process.

Third, online interactions can be more accessible than
oftline ones. When the COVID-19 pandemic forced restor-
ative and transformative justice practitioners to move their
processes online, many raised concerns about the drawbacks
of digital communication: inequalities of access to technol-
ogy and adequate internet connection speeds, privacy and
confidentiality concerns, the loss of eye contact and visible
body language cues about participants’ emotional states,
superficial and simplistic interactions, and decreased inti-
macy and interpersonal connection (Paul & Borton, 2021).
Yet conducting meetings and group conferences through
video, audio, or text-only chat also presents some advan-
tages, such as convenience and physical safety. While the
physical distance in video chat or asynchronous communica-
tion is a drawback for many, for some participants, “it is pre-
cisely the emotional distance . . . [which allows them to]
engage in a restorative process more fully” (Paul & Borton,
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2021, p. 92). Long before the widespread availability of
video-conferencing, practitioners have used letter-writing
and other asynchronous media to allow people who have
been harmed to communicate with people they are not com-
fortable interacting with in person.

Diversifying the Responses to Harm

Platform administrators are asked to adjudicate a wide range
of incidents. Currently, social media platforms typically offer
only a few basic options: refer to local police if the incident
violates a criminal law; ban the user from the platform;
remove the piece of content from the platform; limit the dis-
tribution of the content; do nothing (Caplan, 2018; Gillespie,
2018). Research indicates that many people who have been
harmed by online harassment and abuse are not satisfied with
these outcomes (e.g., Vogels, 2021). By fostering context-
sensitive responses, including community-specific defini-
tions of harm and the appropriate forms of redress,
subsidiarity could broaden the range of options.

Systems oriented toward meeting the needs of people
who have been harmed require flexible, diverse tools. In
survey-based studies about hypothetical resolutions to
online harassment, researchers found that individual pref-
erences were associated with racial, gender, and class iden-
tities (Schoenebeck, Haimson, & Nakamura, 2021;
Schoenebeck, Scott, et al., 2021). For example, “women
and participants with higher parent education levels were
more likely to prefer apologies in general” (Schoenebeck,
Scott, et al., 2021, p. 8); the authors suggest that those with
particular kinds of privilege might perceive apologies as
more sincere. As such, facilitators need system designs
that allow them to tailor the forms of repair and responses
to harm to each individual case.

Moving to restorative or transformative frameworks for
justice would push platforms away from their current
approach to moderation that focuses almost exclusively on
superficially removing or demoting objectionable content
without addressing underlying causes. As Niloufar Salehi
argues, this should represent an opportunity:

What is needed is not more sophisticated ways to identify and
remove offending content—just as we don’t need better ways of
policing and imprisoning people—but ways of supporting
survivors and transforming the societies in which harm happens,
including our online social worlds. (Salehi, 2020)

Likewise, Schoenebeck and Blackwell (2021) argue that a
shift from content to addressing root causes “will allow
social media platforms to . . . [implement] interventions that
discourage harmful behaviors before they manifest on the
platform” (Schoenebeck & Blackwell, 2021, p. 149). In one
study, participants reflected on a specific incident of online
harm and expressed desires both for immediate actions and
for the “transformation of online environments in the long
term” (Xiao et al., 2022, p. 12). Platforms could design social

spaces that enable a much wider range of options for deci-
sion-making and power-sharing (Schneider et al., 2021). If
platforms do not allow communities to choose among diverse
systems of organization and governance, transformation will
be difficult.

Facilitating Accountability for Communities, Not
Just Individuals

In both restorative justice and in the criminal-legal concept
of a “jury of one’s peers,” communities are often assumed to
be normalizing, positive moral forces. However, as crimi-
nologist Giuseppe Maglione (2017) argues, many communi-
ties are more contingent, unstable, and heterogeneous than
people imagine. Furthermore, Judith Herman (2005) cri-
tiques restorative justice programs for failing to recognize
that some forms of violence—particularly sexual violence—
flourish because of community norms, not in spite of them.
As such, communities often do not adequately support peo-
ple who have experienced sexual violence:

The so-called community cannot be counted on to do justice to
victims because public attitudes toward these crimes are
conflicted and ambivalent at best. . . . Because these crimes, by
design, shame and stigmatize the victim, a restorative justice
model, which relies on traditional community standards, will
inevitably fail, for the same reason that the conventional justice
system fails. Community standards are the standards of
patriarchy. (Herman, 2005, p. 598)

Furthermore, in a study of three decades of restorative jus-
tice policy, Maglione finds that “the community” is regu-
larly portrayed as “innocent,” neglecting the fact that “social
networks can be sites whereby deviant values are learned,
rationalised and practiced” (Maglione, 2017, p. 459).
Certainly, online communities are not “innocent” either,
whether their internal norms facilitate harm to members or
whether they encourage harm to other groups.

In structures based on subsidiarity, communities—not just
individuals—can be accountable for the behavior they enable
and encourage. In hierarchical systems, one way to mitigate
the problem of communities that normalize harm is to train
facilitators to be attentive to systems of privilege and oppres-
sion. Christina Parker points out that without a well-devel-
oped awareness of power, practitioners working in schools
risk excluding and silencing some students:

Any restorative dialogue requires thoughtful consideration of
historical oppressions and how certain cultural groups, values,
and beliefs are marginalized. Yet even in these dialogues, the
dominant cultural group’s worldview remains the default. (C.
Parker, 2020, p. 69)

From a restorative justice perspective, careful training and
attention to detail in group conferences enables facilitators to
keep dynamics of power and patterns of marginalization in
mind and work toward avoiding the reproduction of existing
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forms of oppression. At the same time, when a community
normalizes or even encourages harm, the impetus to change
may need to come from outside of it. In a federalist system,
higher levels of authority might set standards for facilitator
training and carry out audits of the local units. In polycentric
systems, a group of communities might initiate a process to
confront harmful patterns in another community in their net-
work. The case of how an Ojibway First Nations community
in Manitoba, Canada addressed endemic sexual abuse, as
depicted in the film Hollow Water (Dickie, 2000), illustrates a
combination of federalist government resources and polycen-
tric support from outside tribal leaders. While the federal crim-
inal justice system prosecuted some people, punishing
individuals had failed to end the cycles of abuse. The film
chronicles the culturally specific practices they chose to
engage in to both foster individual accountability and to work
toward transforming community norms, which involved invit-
ing leaders from other places to help advance the process.
The challenge and strength of subsidiarity as a frame-
work is that it demands the definition and management of
relationships between the local units and the larger systems.
Context-specific efforts to meet the needs of people who
have been harmed cannot stand alone; there must also be
value-based mechanisms for challenging the internal norms
and outward practices of wider communities when neces-
sary. Schoenebeck and Blackwell stress that “social media
governance must be principled rather than neutral, and that
a principled approach requires platforms to reckon with
their role in enabling, or magnifying, structural injustices”
(Schoenebeck & Blackwell, 2021, p. 144). The same goes
for the communities that platforms host. While governance
based on scalability may offer an appealing clarity through
standardized top-down control, subsidiarity invites designs
based on negotiation—between the local and the global,
between habits and innovations, between resolving the con-
flicts at hand and transforming their underlying causes.

Conclusion

This article has offered an alternative to the logic of scalabil-
ity for addressing online harm by drawing on diverse lega-
cies, from centuries-old religious doctrines to recent
experiments in non-carceral justice. Practices of restorative
and transformative justice have shown that to address harm
without violence or coercion, it is necessary to engage in
highly context-sensitive work in communities where harm
has occurred. The concept of subsidiarity offers a frame for
doing just that with locally autonomous processes inside
large-scale networks.

Transformative justice practitioner Shira Hassan argues
that it is not possible to standardize transformative justice
while keeping its core intentions and aims intact. Hassan
says, “What we need is for as many organic pockets of peo-
ple who are practicing the work to start documenting it. So
that we can understand all the different kinds of intersec-
tions. And learn from all those intersections to create a

better practice together” (Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2020, p.
168). We argue that subsidiarity is a framework that can help
platform designers create spaces, tools, and networks to
support those “organic pockets of people.”

The imperative for rapid, prolonged growth that social
media makes possible—and that venture-capital investors’
business models demand (Graham, 2012)—may be funda-
mentally incompatible with taking justice seriously, particu-
larly in ways that people perceive as fair, accountable, and
non-coercive. While scalability may enable social platforms
to grow exponentially at low marginal cost (G. G. Parker
et al., 2016), genuine subsidiarity resists such economies of
scale. Just as any new city requires its own schools, libraries,
and plumbing, each new community on an online platform
cannot rely solely on processes established elsewhere for
resolving its conflicts. As Gillespie (2020) writes, the inher-
ent complexities of human conflict online “should be under-
stood as a limiting factor on the ‘growth at all costs’
mentality” that has become so widespread in the dominant
internet economy. Without enabling the human beings in the
loop to engage in human-scale processes, platforms can
expect the persistence of the symptoms that have become
commonplace: anxieties about “cancel culture,” failures to
protect vulnerable people from abuse, and a feeling that rules
are enforced arbitrarily. Having more accountable responses
to harm online may require departing from the dominant
engines of growth on which the online economy has relied. If
what we argue for is radical that is only because platforms’
drive to scalability has become such an unquestioned norm.
Past scholarship suggests that scalability is precisely what
enables platforms to wield so much economic and social
power; challenging scalability means challenging that power.

While offline restorative programs are less expensive than
courts and incarceration, embracing subsidiarity as an
approach to online harm would likely cost more for a large
platform, because they would need to replace some of their
semi-automated moderation with trained human facilitators.
Much of the savings might occur outside the platform at first,
such as in reduced need for public resources, hotlines, and
private individual counseling to help people deal with online
abuse and harassment. Recognizing this, governments may
see fit to require that platforms provide support for more
holistic processes and support systems when harm occurs,
rather than allowing platforms to simply hide the problem
from view and externalize the true cost. Platforms might
even find that, over the long term, providing resources for
communities to build their capacity to address harm and
resolve conflicts might be more cost-effective than self-per-
petuating cycles of harm and punishment, with related
expenses of litigation, lobbying, and public relations.

We contend that the framework of subsidiarity provides a
pathway out of the dilemma platform studies scholars have
identified between large-scale systems and human-scaled
responses to harm. This opens opportunities for new work on
how to achieve context-sensitive problem solving across
large networks. First, ethnographers might better understand
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online practices that align with restorative and transforma-
tive justice, identifying the forms they take and the resources
they require. Second, engineers might strive to create soft-
ware that is suited to supporting practices of subsidiarity,
such as restorative and transformative practices and commu-
nity-level control. Third, policymakers might explore, at the
levels of both government regulation and corporate gover-
nance, how to facilitate and protect community-based pro-
cesses. Because subsidiarity may require new social media
business models—or at least more resources for platforms’
trust and safety departments—further research on such strat-
egies is vital.

Digital technologies have altered many aspects of social
and economic life, making once-difficult tasks appear sim-
pler and easier. Resolving conflict and addressing harm,
however, are challenges that have only deepened with the
advent of online social media. They neither can nor should
be automated away. Emerging online social infrastructures
must not take the business imperatives of speed, growth, and
scalability for granted at the expense of the demanding but
vital work of justice.
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