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1. INTRODUCTION
In the contemporary digital landscape, the technology conglomerates
collectively known as GAFAM (Google, Apple, Facebook (Meta), Amazon,
and Microsoft) have established unprecedented dominance over global
communications, commerce, and information flows.1 These corporations
have evolved beyond traditional market actors to become what scholars
describe as entities wielding extraordinary structural and relational power in
society.2 While heralded for enabling swift innovation, these firms have also
come under scrutiny for deploying legal and extra-legal strategies to silence
dissent and preserve their expansive power.3

In light of the steadily growing influence of GAFAM, scholars caution that
unregulated or under-regulated corporate power can hinder essential checks
and balances.4 The underlying concern, in essence, is that massive digital
platforms, intertwined with everyday life in ways seldom seen before, could
erode democratic values by stifling dissent, whether intentionally or as an
unintended consequence of risk-averse legal policies. These issues provoke
urgent questions about accountability, corporate governance, and the public’s
right to critique powerful institutions.

This concentration of power has prompted growing scholarly and
regulatory attention. This is not merely a question of market size. Khan5

argues that the most consequential feature of large platforms is their
role as digital infrastructure: other market participants, from retailers to
advertisers to application developers, depend on platforms for access to
users to such a degree that they routinely avoid conflict, knowing that no
viable alternative exists. The result is a structural power that operates quietly,

1 Cohen, N. (2018) The Know-it-alls: The Rise of Silicon Valley as a Political Powerhouse and Social
Wrecking Ball. The New Press/Oneworld; Mirrlees, T. (2021) Getting at GAFAM’s ’Power’ in
Society: A Structural-Relational Framework. Media, Culture & Society, 43(8), pp. 1–18; Taplin,
J. (2017) Move Fast and Break Things: How Facebook, Google, and Amazon Cornered Culture and
Undermined Democracy. Little, Brown and Company.

2 Mirrlees, T. (2021) Getting at GAFAM’s ’Power’ in Society: A Structural-Relational Framework.
Media, Culture & Society, 43(8), pp. 3–4.

3 Foer, F. (2017) World Without Mind: The Existential Threat of Big Tech. Penguin Press; Zuboff,
S. (2019) The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier of
Power. PublicAffairs; Hawley, J. (2021) The Tyranny of Big Tech. Regnery Publishing.

4 Dickman, C. R. and Danks, M. A. (2012) Scientists Facing a SLAPP: Frivolous Litigation Stifles
Public Comment. Future Science, p. 61.

5 Khan, L. M. (2018) Sources of Tech Platform Power. Georgetown Law Technology Review, 2(2),
pp. 329–330.
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through dependency rather than compulsion, and that extends far beyond the
economic domain. Yet while much of that attention has focused on market
conduct and competition policy, comparatively little systematic work has
examined the full range of strategies through which technology corporations
suppress criticism, neutralise opposition, and resist accountability.

Brown and Cefaratti6 extend this analysis beyond market conduct,
arguing that the same platforms now function as gatekeepers of public
discourse, using content moderation, demonetisation, and algorithmic
curation to shape what is seen, said, and heard. Where Khan identifies
structural power as an economic phenomenon, Brown and Cefaratti treat it
as a communicative one: the power to determine whose voice carries and
whose does not.

Yet neither economic nor communicative power fully captures the range
of strategies through which technology corporations suppress dissent and
resist accountability. A significant part of that repertoire is of a legal
character, and here the literature on Strategic Lawsuits Against Public
Participation (SLAPPs) offers important analytical tools. Canan and Pring7

documented how powerful actors deploy civil litigation not to vindicate
genuine legal rights, but to shift a public issue out of democratic arenas and
into courtrooms, where the costs and demands of defending a lawsuit become
the central obstacle to continued participation. Giles and Murphy8 develop
this point further, arguing that the strategic value of a SLAPP lies precisely
in its capacity to succeed without a favourable judgment: a letter from a law
firm may be sufficient to cause a critic to withdraw, and the chilling effect
on future participation can be achieved without the matter ever reaching a
verdict.

This is where the analyses of Canan and Pring and of Giles and Murphy
converge on a shared insight, namely that the harm generated by legal
suppression is not primarily a function of legal outcomes. Canan and Pring9

note that SLAPPs are won by defendants in the vast majority of cases, yet
the average duration of proceedings is long enough to achieve the strategic

6 Brown, F. and Cefaratti, T. (2019) Big Tech Tyrants: How Silicon Valley’s Stealth Practices Addict
Teens, Silence Speech, and Steal Your Privacy. Post Hill Press/Bombardier Books, pp. 102–103.

7 Canan, P. and Pring, G. W. (1988) Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation. Social
Problems, 35(5), pp. 506–519, p. 508.

8 Giles, R. and Murphy, B. (2016) SLAPPed: The Use of Strategic Litigation Against Public
Participation Suits and Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) Reporting. Sustainability
Accounting, Management and Policy Journal, 7(1), pp. 44–79, p. 48.

9 Canan, P. and Pring, G. W. (1988) Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation. Social
Problems, 35(5), pp. 506–519, p. 514.
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purpose. Giles and Murphy10 observe that this temporal dynamic is itself
the mechanism: the process is the punishment, and the depletion of a critic’s
time, money, and attention is the objective. The technology sector presents a
particularly acute version of this dynamic. The financial asymmetry between
a corporation like Google or Meta and an individual journalist, researcher, or
civil society organisation is such that even meritless proceedings can impose
prohibitive costs on the target.

At the same time, legal suppression is not the whole story. Brown
and Cefaratti11 document a range of non-legal silencing mechanisms that
technology corporations deploy against internal and external critics alike,
including retaliatory dismissals, coordinated lobbying efforts, and the use
of platform infrastructure to limit the reach of critical content. These
mechanisms rarely appear in isolation. Rather, as Giles and Murphy12

suggest, legal and communicative strategies tend to function together as
part of a broader effort to manage legitimacy, control the terms of public
debate, and avoid scrutiny and sanction. The result is a layered and mutually
reinforcing system of suppression in which individual actions appear routine
and lawful but collectively constitute a deliberate and significant constraint
on democratic participation.

This article maps that system. Drawing on a content analysis of
media-reported cases from 2017 - 2025 (N=61), we identify and categorise the
mechanisms through which major technology corporations seek to silence
journalists, employees, researchers, competitors, regulators, and democratic
institutions. Our analysis reveals that the range of silencing tactics used by
technology companies is wider, more diverse, and more deeply integrated
than what current research suggests.

The significance of this finding lies not only in what courts ultimately
decide, but in what happens along the way: in the chilling effects generated
by the credible threat of litigation, in the resource burdens imposed on those
targeted, and in the institutional pressures exerted on governments and
regulators. This study, therefore, approaches silencing not as a legal event
but as a political and communicative process, one that shapes the boundaries
of permissible criticism and participation in the digital age.

10 Giles, R. and Murphy, B. (2016) SLAPPed: The Use of Strategic Litigation Against Public
Participation Suits and Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) Reporting. Sustainability
Accounting, Management and Policy Journal, 7(1), pp. 44–79, p. 46.

11 Brown, F. and Cefaratti, T. (2019) Big Tech Tyrants: How Silicon Valley’s Stealth Practices Addict
Teens, Silence Speech, and Steal Your Privacy. Post Hill Press/Bombardier Books, pp. 195–196.

12 Giles, R. and Murphy, B. (2016) SLAPPed: The Use of Strategic Litigation Against Public
Participation Suits and Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) Reporting. Sustainability
Accounting, Management and Policy Journal, 7(1), pp. 44–79, p. 50.
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The article is structured as follows. The next section reviews existing
scholarship on platform power and silencing tactics, establishing the
theoretical framework for our analysis. We then outline our methodological
approach before presenting our empirical findings. The article concludes
with a discussion of the implications of our findings for scholarship on
corporate power and democratic accountability.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1.PLATFORM POWER AND BIGTECH CRITICS
The structural dominance of a small number of technology corporations
(primarily GAFAM) over digital infrastructure, communication, and
information flows is among the most consequential features of contemporary
democratic life. The emergence of GAFAM has fundamentally transformed
the global economic and political landscape, creating unprecedented
concentrations of power that pose significant threats to democratic
governance, market competition, and individual autonomy.13 Platform
power is defined as the political influence that platform firms achieve when
they reach a certain economic scale and build consumer attachment and
dependence through tight, intimate connections to their users.14 Platforms
and platformization are thus key components of Big Tech’s power.15

By controlling critical bottlenecks of knowledge, connection, and desire,
technology corporations have constituted new forms of private authority that
operate at a scale exceeding the regulatory capacity of most nation-states.16

This dependence is not merely economic: the political power of Big Tech
has grown substantially, with technology companies investing billions in
lobbying, campaign contributions, and access to opaque avenues for political
influence, working to shape regulatory outcomes both domestically and
internationally.17 In 2021 alone, Facebook, Google, Amazon, Microsoft,

13 Zuboff, S. (2019). The age of surveillance capitalism: The fight for a human future at the new
frontier of power. PublicAffairs

14 Zuboff, S. (2019)op. cit. p. 9; Culpepper, P. D. and Thelen, K. (2020) Are We All Amazon
Primed? Consumers and the Politics of Platform Power. Comparative Political Studies, 53(2),
pp. 288–290.

15 Nieborg, D. B. & Helmond, A. (2019). The political economy of Facebook’s platformization
in the mobile ecosystem: Facebook Messenger as a platform instance. Media, Culture &
Society, 41(2), pp. 196–218; Langley, P. & Leyshon, A (2017). Platform capitalism: The
intermediation and capitalisation of digital economic circulation. Finance and Society, 3 (1),
pp 11–31; Helmond, A. (2015). The platformization of the web: Making web data platform
ready. Social Media + Society, 1(2), 1–11. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1177/20
56305115603080; Birch, K. and Bronson, K. (2022) Big Tech. Science as Culture, 31(1), pp.
1–14

16 Srivastava, S. (2023) Algorithmic Governance and the International Politics of Big
Tech.Perspectives on Politics, 21(3), p. 989.

17 Okumus, B. (2022) The Rising Political Power of Silicon Valley. Issue Brief. Fiker Institute, p. 5.
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Apple, Uber, and Twitter spent nearly 70 million dollars lobbying the US
government — three times what they had spent a decade earlier.18

The political dimensions of this authority have been comprehensively
theorised. Gerbrandy and Phoa19 conceptualise the most powerful
technology corporations as instances of "modern bigness": A phenomenon
where corporations wield instrumental power (lobbying and financing),
structural power (setting market terms), and discursive power (shaping
normative frameworks). Olesen20 extends this analysis through the concept
of "radical indifference": the underlying mechanism of platform capitalism
operates independently of content veracity or potential harm, as long as
user engagement is maintained, i.e., this indifference arises structurally
from the proportional relationship between engagement metrics and profit
generation. This indifference, Olesen21 argues, constitutes a fundamental
threat to democratic deliberation, because democratic systems depend on the
distinction between truth and falsehood that the platform logic systematically
dissolves.

The communicative architecture through which this power is reproduced
has been most comprehensively theorised by Zuboff.22 Surveillance
capitalism extracts ever finer-grained behavioural data (including
punctuation patterns, photo saturation, posture, and micro-expressions)
and uses these for profiling and behavioural prediction. The capital intensity
of scaling AI systems at this level means that algorithmic governance is
structurally designed to serve the interests of those who already dominate.23

Zuboff24 characterises the result as "instrumentarian power": an authority
that functions by shaping the informational environment in which individual
behavior occurs, systematically eroding the conditions essential for personal
autonomy and democratic self-governance.

A further structural feature of platform power is opacity. Algorithmic
selection rules are far less visible than traditional editorial criteria: source
code is proprietary, access to development teams is restricted, and the shift
from rule-based to machine-learning algorithms means that the internal
decision logic shifts continuously.25 This opacity produces a structural

18 Okumus, B. (2022) The Rising Political Power of Silicon Valley. Issue Brief. Fiker Institute, p. 5.
19 Gerbrandy, A. and Phoa, B. (2023) The Power of Big Tech Corporations as Modern Bigness.

In: Big Tech Corporations and Competition Law. Routledge, pp. 167–173.
20 Olesen, T. (2025) Suspicious Organizations: Democracy and the Power of Big Tech. Politics &

Society, 54 (1), p. 109.
21 Olesen, T. (2025) op. cit. p. 109.
22 Zuboff, S. (2019) op. cit.
23 Srivastava, S. (2023) op. cit. p. 990.
24 Zuboff, S. (2019) op. cit. pp. 221–223.
25 Srivastava, S. (2023) op. cit. p. 990.
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advantage in accountability disputes: platforms can position themselves as
the sole competent enforcement authority over their own systems, displacing
public scrutiny with private discretion. Olesen26 frames this through the
concept of "democratic disclosure", i.e., the act of bringing organisational
misconduct into the public sphere, as the primary mechanism by which
journalists, activists, and whistleblowers make platform behaviour visible.
The structural barriers to such disclosure are themselves a result of platform
power.

2.2.SLAPPS AND ANTI-SLAPP REGULATION
Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation (SLAPPs) are among the most
directly documented mechanisms by which powerful actors suppress public
engagement on matters of public concern. Canan and Pring27 identified the
defining feature of SLAPP suits as their purpose: To move a public dispute
from democratic forums into courtrooms, where the expense of defending
a claim (financial, temporal, and psychological) serves as the main tool of
suppression. Giles and Murphy28 make this structural logic explicit: The
strategic value of a SLAPP lies in its ability to accomplish its goal without
a favorable judgment, since a letter from a law firm may be enough to deter a
critic from further public participation.

Canan and Pring29 analysed SLAPPs as a political phenomenon
characterised by a three-stage dynamic. A citizen or group raises a concern
to a government body or public audience, creating opposition. The opposing
party then files civil suits (often for defamation, breach of contract, or
interference), and the focus shifts from the public issue to legal proceedings,
where the plaintiff’s resources and time become decisive.

Canan30 identified four principal motives behind SLAPP filings:
retaliation against public opposition, pre-empting future opposition,
intimidating defendants and observers, and using litigation as a tool in
political or economic conflicts. Canan and Pring31 found that defendants
prevailed in the large majority of cases that reached a decision, yet the
average duration of proceedings was sufficient to achieve the strategic

26 Olesen, T. (2025) op. cit. pp. 101–102.
27 Canan, P. and Pring, G. W. (1988) Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation. Social

Problems, 35(5), p. 508.
28 Giles, R. and Murphy, B. (2016) SLAPPed: The Use of Strategic Litigation Against Public

Participation Suits and Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) Reporting. Sustainability
Accounting, Management and Policy Journal, 7(1), pp. 44–79, p. 48.

29 Canan, P. and Pring, G. W. (1988) op. cit. p. 508.
30 Canan, P. (1989) The SLAPP from a Sociological Perspective. Pace Environmental Law Review,

7(1), p. 30.
31 Canan, P. and Pring, G. W. (1988) op. cit. p. 509.



228 Masaryk University Journal of Law and Technology [Vol. 20:2

purpose. Giles and Murphy32 articulate the implication precisely: the process
is the punishment.

The constitutive elements of a SLAPP suit have been systematically
codified in subsequent scholarship. Drawing on Bárd et al.33, the core
characteristics are: the presence of a speaker engaging on a matter of public
interest; a chilling effect on both the immediate defendant and observers;
a demonstrable intent to intimidate; a vertical power relationship in which
the plaintiff holds superior financial and institutional resources; exaggerated
damages claims whose function is to maximise the defendant’s financial
exposure; and meritless claims, i.e., between 70 and 80 percent of SLAPP suits
are ultimately dismissed, a fact of little consequence to the plaintiff whose
goals are achieved through the proceedings themselves34. Rucz35 confirms
that even a successful defence does not neutralise these harms: the financial
cost, psychological toll, and time invested in defending a SLAPP proceeding
constitute a burden borne by the defendant regardless of the outcome.

The evolution of online participation has further complicated identifying
the protected speaker in SLAPP analysis. Canan and Pring’s36 original
definition referred to persons communicating directly with government
bodies, but the European Court of Human Rights in Steel and Morris v. The
United Kingdom37 established that freedom of expression protections must
extend to small and informal groups participating in debates of broad public
concern and cannot be reserved for large or formally organised actors. This
expanded conception is directly relevant to the technology context, where
critics of dominant platforms include individual whistleblowers, academic
researchers, civil society organisations, and investigative journalists.

The procedural mechanisms identified above share a common normative
function across jurisdictions: to enable defendants to challenge the abusive
litigation at the earliest stage possible, thereby trying to displace the economic
logic that makes SLAPP suits effective as instruments of suppression, i.e.
early dismissal mechanisms, allowing defendants to seek termination of
proceedings when the proceedings are manifestly unfounded; reversing the

32 Giles, R. and Murphy, B. (2016) op. cit. pp. 44–79, p. 46.
33 Bárd, P. et al. (2020) Ad-hoc Request SLAPP in the EU Context (EU-CITZEN Academic Network

Study). CEPS, pp. 11–13.
34 Bárd, P. et al. (2020) op. cit. p. 52.
35 Rucz, M. (2022) SLAPPed by the GDPR: Protecting Public Interest Journalism in the Face of

GDPR-based Strategic Litigation Against Public Participation. Journal of Media Law, 14(2), p.
383.

36 Canan, P. and Pring, G. W. (1988) op. cit.
37 Steel and Morris v. The United Kingdom (2005). Application no. 68416/01, ECtHR, 15

February, § 89.
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burden of proof etc.38 In response to the growing recognition of SLAPP abuse,
legislative frameworks have been developed in a range of jurisdictions:
Australia, three Canadian provinces, and 32 US states and the District of
Columbia.39, and the European Union adopted the Anti-SLAPP Directive40

on 11 April 2024. Anti-SLAPP legislation primarily functions through
procedural mechanisms: motions for early dismissal that enable defendants
to seek the dismissal of cases at an initial stage; a shift of the burden of
proof to the plaintiff to demonstrate the validity of their claim; and costs
awards that reduce the financial burden on defendants41. The purpose of
these mechanisms is to distinguish between legitimate exercises of the right of
access to courts and abusive instrumentalisation of legal proceedings against
public participation.42

Within the European context, the EU Anti-SLAPP Directive represents
the most institutionally significant expression of this regulatory approach.
It defines the abusive court proceedings against public participation as
proceedings that are brought mainly to deter, restrict or punish public
participation rather than genuinely enforce a right. Indicators include
excessive claims, multiple concurrent proceedings, power imbalances, and
intimidation or harassment. It’s scope, however, is limited to civil and
commercial cases with cross-border implications, meaning that domestic
cases fall outside its scope. This is analytically significant, since only 8.5%
of the known and documented SLAPP cases across European jurisdictions
between 2010 and 2024 would qualify as cross-border cases.43

However, existing anti-SLAPP frameworks have structural limitations in
the technology context: standard models presuppose a bounded legal dispute
within a single jurisdiction and do not accommodate the transnational,
multi-forum litigation campaigns that technology corporations are capable of
coordinating across several legal systems simultaneously, nor do they address

38 Kavaliauskaite, J. (2024) Silenced for Participation: A Comparative Analysis of Anti-SLAPP
Regulations in the European Union and United States. Studia Prawno-Ekonomiczne, 134(2), pp.
10–12; Farrington, F. and Zabrocka, M. (2023) Punishment by Process: The Development of
Anti-SLAPP Legislation in the European Union. ERA Forum, 24(1), p. 12.

39 Brander, E. and Turk, J. L. (2023) Centre for Free Expression Releases Report Rating Strength of
Anti-SLAPP Laws Around the World. Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, p. 5.

40 Directive (EU) 2024/1069 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 April 2024 on
protecting persons who engage in public participation from manifestly unfounded claims or
abusive court proceedings (OJ L 2024/1069), Official Journal of the European Union, 16 April.

41 Dickman, C. R. and Danks, M. A. (2012) Scientists Facing a SLAPP: Frivolous Litigation Stifles
Public Comment. Future Science, p. 64; Kavaliauskaite, J. (2024) op. cit. pp. 40–43.

42 Farrington, F. and Zabrocka, M. (2023) Punishment by Process: The Development of Anti-SLAPP
Legislation in the European Union. ERA Forum, 24(1), p. 6.

43 Coalition Against SLAPPs in Europe. (2026). A 2025 report on SLAPPs in Europe: Democracy
in the dock. Available from: https://www.the-case.eu/resources/2025-report-
slapps-in-europe-democracy-in-the-dock/
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the full range of non-litigious silencing mechanisms documented in the cases
examined in this study.

2.3.OTHER SILENCING TACTICS
Beyond formal litigation, technology companies deploy a range of silencing
mechanisms that do not rely on the courts, but achieve comparable
suppressive effects through the employment relationship, contractual
architecture, and direct challenges to regulatory authority.

Organisational silencing and employee dismissal represents the most
structurally concealed category of suppression, operating entirely within the
employment relationship and generally leaving no public legal record. At
the heart of this category lies a tension between an employee’s democratic
right to engage in political speech and the employer’s capacity to impose
material costs on that participation. In the technology sector, this tension
is particularly acute. Technology-employee activism has emerged as a
significant governance phenomenon, with workers at companies including
Amazon, Google, Microsoft, and Salesforce publicly voicing objections to
government contracts, ethical concerns, and social policy decisions; often
through open letters, walkouts, and social media, and sometimes at the cost
of their employment.44 Large technology companies take employee public
complaints and "badmouthing" very seriously, as such behaviour can cause
reputational damage to the firm and impose higher monitoring costs, creating
structural incentives for employers to suppress dissent.45 Where employees
do raise concerns, retaliatory dismissal is a documented organisational
response, and the consequences of dismissal extend beyond the individual
targeted: because finding new employment may be considerably harder for
someone who has publicly expressed unpopular views, the credible threat of
termination is sufficient to deter future speech by those who observe it.46

Organisational silencing in the employment context intersects also with a
specific EU regulatory framework: the whistleblower directive (2019/1937).47

It obliges EU member states to protect reporting persons against retaliation
and provides that in case of legal proceedings (incl. those initiated for
defamation), they shall not incur liability of any kind as a result of their
reports or disclosures. However, as said, this kind of silencing is the most
concealed version of suppression.

44 Alon-Beck, A. (2020) Times They Are A-Changin’: When Tech Employees Revolt! Maryland
Law Review, 80(1), pp. 120–125.

45 Alon-Beck, A. (2020) op. cit. pp. 120–125.
46 Miller, D. E. (2004) Terminating Employees for Their Political Speech. Business and Society

Review, 109(2), pp. 232–233.
47 Directive (EU) 2019/1937 of 23 October 2019 on the protection of persons who report breaches

of Union law. Official Journal of the European Union, 23. October. L 305, 17–56.
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Strategic litigation against regulatory authority represents another
distinct silencing strategy, in which technology corporations deploy legal
and political resources against the regulatory frameworks designed to hold
them accountable. Challenges to platform transparency legislation (such as
requirements that large social media platforms publish reports on content
moderation practices) have been framed in the US as First Amendment
violations, positioning regulatory compliance as government-mandated
speech and the corporation as the bearer of constitutional rights against state
overreach.48 States themselves can function as amplifiers of platform-based
silencing: broadly drafted legal provisions covering extremism, blasphemy,
defamation, or "false news" create conditions under which governments
pressure platforms to restrict legitimate critical content.49

The critical literature reviewed here is not uniform in its politics: Foer’s
concern is primarily with cultural and intellectual diversity50; Zuboff’s with
autonomy and the conditions of democratic self-governance51; Taplin’s with
the creative economy and revenue redistribution52; Cohen’s with the gap
between Silicon Valley’s libertarian self-presentation and its actual social
consequences53; Culpepper and Thelen’s with the structural conditions
of political accountability54; Bonini and Treré’s with the governance of
communicative space and the practical possibilities of resistance.55 However,
these distinct concerns share a common normative framework: each
delineates a mode of governance carried out by private actors that lacks
democratic authorization, meaningful procedural accountability, and the
legitimacy constraints that public institutions, despite their imperfections,
are mandated to uphold.

Bonini and Treré56 contend that platforms’ governance decisions, such
as selecting which content to accept, which accounts to limit in visibility,
and which accounts to remove, directly impact the independence of
cultural producers. This creates a form of private authority over the
communicative space that lacks public accountability. Foer57 demonstrates
that platforms employ lobbying and influence tactics to preserve their
48 Free Press. (2024) Big Tech Backslide: How the Largest Platforms Are Abandoning Trust and

Safety. Free Press.
49 Srivastava, S. (2023) op. cit. pp. 989–991.
50 Foer, F. (2017) op. cit. pp. 11–12.
51 Zuboff, S. (2019) op. cit. pp. 8–9.
52 Taplin, J. (2017) Move Fast and Break Things: How Facebook, Google, and Amazon Cornered Culture

and Undermined Democracy. Little, Brown and Company, pp. 5–6.
53 Cohen, N. (2018) op. cit. pp. 53–54.
54 Culpepper, P. D. and Thelen, K. (2020) op. cit. pp. 288–318, p. 289.
55 Bonini, T. and Treré, E. (2024) op. cit. pp. 14–15.
56 Bonini, T. and Treré, E. (2024) op. cit. pp. 14–15.
57 Foer, F. (2017) op. cit.
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structural stance, systematically framing themselves as "neutral platforms"
to deny responsibility for the outcomes of their decisions.

Cohen58 concludes that at critical junctures, the web was steered by
a select group of influential decision-makers toward an individualized,
centralized, and commercialized path, despite the original vision of its
architects for a decentralized, collaborative platform, and notwithstanding
early cautions from Google’s founders regarding the distortive impact
of commercial search. The moral economy of commercial platforms, as
Bonini and Treré59 observe, is characterized by a predominantly neoliberal
value package: free markets, individualism, data extractivism, performance
optimization, and competitive ranking; embedded in the terms of service,
enforced through sanctions, and presented as the natural, neutral architecture
of digital participation.

This is the context in which the silencing strategies of technology
corporations must be understood, considering their structural dominance,
communicative gatekeeping, political insulation, and the documented use of
economic and legal resources against critics. Platform power, as the collective
critical literature shows, is not simply a result of market advantages that
competition could dissolve. It is structural, self-reinforcing, and actively
protected from democratic challenges. The ways in which technology
companies suppress criticism, evade accountability, and resist scrutiny are
intrinsic to this structural position: they are manifestations of it. The task
now is to identify these mechanisms and evaluate whether current legal
frameworks are sufficient to address them.

Building on this theoretical framework, the present study addresses three
interrelated concerns. It seeks to map the full range of silencing mechanisms
deployed by major technology corporations as documented in media
reporting, extending beyond formally recognised SLAPP. It further examines
the extent to which these mechanisms share structural characteristics with
established SLAPP typologies identified in the existing literature. Finally, it
considers what the documented silencing strategies imply for the adequacy
of existing legal and regulatory responses, with particular attention to the
emerging European framework on anti-SLAPP protection.

58 Cohen, N. (2017)op. cit. pp. 53–54.
59 Bonini, T. and Treré, E. (2024) Algorithms of Resistance: The Everyday Fight Against Platform

Power. MIT Press, pp. 14–15.
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3. DATA AND METHOD
Drawing on a content analysis of media-reported cases from 2017–2025
(N=61), we conducted through systematic searches across multiple search
engines (Google, Bing, and Yandex) in order to minimise potential
algorithmic bias and ensure comprehensive coverage. These 61 data
points refer to 61 distinct media articles, where a single underlying dispute
may have generated multiple articles. The unit of analysis is the media
representation of a silencing event, not the underlying legal proceeding
itself, considering the latter is hard to access. Different articles covering
the same underlying dispute at different stages of proceedings, or from
different editorial perspectives, were retained as distinct data points, as each
contributes independent information about the nature, development, and
framing of the silencing tactic in question.

Data collection was conducted through systematic searches across
multiple search engines (Google, Bing, and Yandex) to minimize potential
algorithmic bias and ensure comprehensive coverage. First search was
conducted on Google search engine, and after that other searches were
performed as well. This multi-platform approach was particularly crucial
given concerns about search result manipulation and the potential for these
very corporations to influence the visibility of critical coverage about their
practices.

The inclusion of Yandex was considered particularly important given
the documented capacity of the very corporations under study to influence
the visibility of critical coverage about their own practices through search
result manipulation. The search strategy combined targeted keywords
designed to capture various forms of legal intimidation and silencing tactics.
Primary search terms included "SLAPP," "sued," "silenced," "intimidation,"
“terminated”, and "strategic litigation." Company-specific searches were
additionally conducted using terms such as "Google sued," "Microsoft sued,"
"Apple sued," "Facebook sued," "Meta sued," and "Amazon sued," to ensure
comprehensive coverage of legal actions involving each GAFAM entity.

By using this method, we were able to identify recurring patterns, targets,
and strategies in discussions about reported incidents and determine if these
practices represent a unique form of suppression. Other approaches, like
analysing legal cases, wouldn’t have been enough, because these suppression
tactics happen outside the lawsuits as well (e.g. firing employees, using
regulatory pressure). Likewise, methods that rely on interviews would
encounter major obstacles due to the sensitive nature of corporate legal
strategies and the uneven power dynamics at play. We considered media
analysis especially appropriate because of the global reach and influence of
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these technology giants, enabling the collection of their legal strategies across
different jurisdictions and contexts. Furthermore, media representation is
vital in democratic societies because it acts as a watchdog, influences public
understanding of corporate power, and is the main way citizens learn about
corporate accountability issues.60

Articles were included in the final sample if they met the following
criteria:

- Published in English;
- Covered legal actions or intimidation tactics involving GAFAM

corporations or broader technology companies;
- Discussed instances of suing or silencing individuals, organisations, or

entities and
- Provided sufficient detail about the nature of the legal action or

intimidation, i.e. the article identified the types of claimants and targets
and the any kind of legal action related to suppressing or silencing
counterparties. Articles that mentioned a legal dispute only in passing,
without providing information sufficient to classify the type of action,
were excluded during the process.

Notably, the explicit use of the term "SLAPP" or “silence” was not
required for inclusion, as preliminary research indicated that mainstream
media outlets rarely employ this technical legal terminology. Instead, articles
were selected based on their description of behaviours consistent with SLAPP
characteristics, such as lawsuits that appeared designed to silence criticism
rather than seek legitimate legal redress.

The study focused on articles published between 2017 and 2025, a period
encompassing significant developments in Big Tech’s market dominance and
increasing scrutiny of its business practices. This timeframe captures the
post-2016 period, when concerns about technology companies’ influence on
democratic processes intensified, through to the present, when regulatory
responses have begun to emerge globally.

Following the initial search process, articles that were identical
word-for-word across different platforms were systematically excluded to
prevent duplication and maintain data integrity. This exclusion criterion was
essential given the prevalence of syndicated content and republished articles
across various news outlets. No minimum length requirement was imposed
on articles, as even brief news reports could contain valuable information
60 Christians, C. G. et al. (2017) Normative Theories of the Media: Journalism in Democratic Societies.

University of Illinois Press, p. 184.
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about legal tactics or their effects. However, articles that merely mentioned
lawsuits in passing without providing substantive information about the
nature of the legal action were excluded during screening.

A custom coding scheme was developed to categorise content based
on key features of SLAPPs identified in the literature61, supplemented by
variables capturing elements specific to technology corporations’ silencing
tactics — including the use of arbitration clauses, non-disclosure agreements
(NDAs), employee dismissals, and regulatory pressure.

The coding scheme captured the following variables:

- Legal basis of the action (defamation, breach of NDA, regulatory
complaint, etc.);

- Type of target (journalist, activist, employee, competitor, state);
- Nature of the action (lawsuit, threat letter, dismissal, regulatory

challenge, etc.);
- Presence of a public interest dimension;
- Power asymmetry indicators and
- Framing in the article (e.g., as intimidation, as routine legal defence).

Each text was coded manually and iteratively, with initial open coding
followed by axial categorization to identify dominant themes and emerging
typologies. Coded data were analysed thematically to identify recurring
patterns across cases. Frequency counts were used to track the distribution
of key variables (e.g., types of action, legal grounds), while qualitative
memo writing supported interpretive analysis of underlying strategies and
narratives. Attention was also paid to how the media portrays the legitimacy
or abusiveness of the legal actions in question. The integration of media
text with structured coding enabled an exploration of how “totally legal”
actions are represented, legitimized, or problematized in public discourse.
Through this approach, the study reveals how tech companies strategically
leverage legal leeway to shape the boundaries of permissible criticism and
participation.

It should be noted that the jurisdiction was not systematically coded,
as the study focused on silencing mechanisms rather than geographic
distribution. Nevertheless, cases span throughout several countries, which
reflects the BigTech’s global reach.

61 Canan, P. and Pring, G. W. (1988) op. cit., pp. 506–519; Bárd, P. et al. (2020) op. cit.
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4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The final sample comprised 61 articles, in which GAFAM corporations
were documented as systematically deploying silencing mechanisms against
journalists (4), media outlets (4), employees (13), and individuals or entities
who criticise them (34). The distribution of cases across corporations was
uneven: X (formerly Twitter) emerged as the most frequent plaintiff in
the sample (18), followed by Google/Alphabet, Amazon, Meta/Facebook,
Apple, and Microsoft. This distribution reflects both the breadth of these
corporations’ operations and the degree of public scrutiny they attracted
during the study period.

The cases documented in the sample span a wide range of targets and
mechanisms. Targets included journalists and media organisations, current
and former employees, civil society organisations, competitors, governments,
and regulatory bodies. This breadth is itself a substantive finding: it indicates
that the silencing repertoire of technology corporations is not confined to any
single category of critic or any single institutional arena but operates across
the full range of actors and contexts in which corporate conduct is subject to
scrutiny and challenge.

The analysis identified three principal patterns of silencing behaviour.
The first encompasses classical SLAPP mechanisms: the deployment of civil
litigation (including defamation claims, breach of contract suits) against
journalists, employees, critics, and civil society organisations, with the
primary purpose of burdening targets with legal costs and deterring further
public participation rather than securing a favourable judgment on the
merits.62 The second pattern concerns employment-based silencing: the
termination of contracts and the use of internal disciplinary mechanisms
against employees who raise concerns publicly or participate in protests.
The third pattern, and arguably the most structurally significant, involves
the strategic use of litigation against regulatory and governmental authority:
BigTech has increasingly initiated legal challenges against governments, state
legislatures, and regulatory bodies and it’s not to defend individual rights
in the conventional sense, but to delay, reshape, or pre-empt regulatory
frameworks that would constrain their market conduct or operational
autonomy.

62 Canan, P., & Pring, G. W. (1988). op. cit. p. 508; Giles, R., & Murphy, B. (2016). op. cit. p. 49.
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4.1.LEGAL MECHANISMS: CLASSICAL SILENCING LAWSUITS
(SLAPP-S)
The first and most frequently documented category involves the deployment
of classical SLAPP characteristics: civil litigation and legal pressure
designed to burden targets with procedural costs and deter continued
public participation rather than to vindicate genuine legal rights. Monetary
damages claims constituted a primary mechanism through which technology
companies pursue silencing actions (13), consistent with the established
SLAPP element of exaggerated or meritless claims designed to create a
chilling effect63.

Vertical power imbalance was present in over half of the sample (45),
reinforcing that the SLAPP suit is a tool wielded by actors with superior
financial, institutional, or political resources against targets with limited
capacity to defend themselves64. Evidence of multiple SLAPP-characteristic
suits filed against the same party (15) and against others (24) underscores
the strategic, repeat-player nature of many plaintiffs, suggesting patterns of
sustained litigation campaigns in which lawsuits serve as ongoing pressure
on dissenting voices rather than as isolated legal disputes.

Power accumulation (17) and burden and exhaustion (15) emerge as other
core elements of classical SLAPP suits. This demonstrates how technology
companies leverage their substantial legal resources to create unsustainable
financial and temporal costs for critics. The findings demonstrate that
technology companies have refined these tactics to exploit the unique
vulnerabilities of digital-age critics, who often lack the institutional support
and financial resources necessary to sustain prolonged legal battles against
well-funded corporate defendants. Intimidation intent (16) also confirms the
original Canan & Pring’s65 theory about chilling effect as a primary SLAPP
objective, validating their conceptualization of SLAPPs as mechanisms
designed to warn and punish parties for exercising their rights.

The empirical evidence demonstrates that classical SLAPP mechanisms
have been successfully adapted to the digital age context, with technology
companies employing these tactics with remarkable consistency and
sophistication. The focus has shifted from political freedom of expression to
navigating legal and democratic processes, for example, in the case of X Corp.

63 Canan, P. and Pring, G. W. (1988) Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation. Social
Problems, 35(5), pp. 506–519; Bárd, P. et al. (2020) Ad-hoc Request SLAPP in the EU Context.
CEPS.

64 Kavaliauskaite, J. (2024) Silenced for Participation: A Comparative Analysis of Anti-SLAPP
Regulations in the European Union and United States. Studia Prawno-Ekonomiczne, 134(2), pp.
31–52.

65 Canan, P. and Pring, G. W. (1988) op. cit. pp. 506–519.
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versus Media Matters for America, initiated in November 2023. Elon Musk’s
social media company X filed a lawsuit against liberal advocacy group Media
Matters for America, saying it manufactured a report to show advertisers’
posts alongside neo-Nazi and white nationalist posts in order to "drive
advertisers from the platform and destroy X Corp."66 The case demonstrates
multiple classical SLAPP characteristics, beginning with Musk’s public threat
to file "a thermonuclear lawsuit”. In addition, the strategic nature of this
litigation becomes evident through X Corp.’s multi-jurisdictional approach.
Cases were subsequently filed by X companies against Media Matters for
America in Texas, Dublin, and Singapore, with Musk stating: "Media Matters
is an evil propaganda machine. We are suing them in every country that they
operate. And we will pursue not just the organisation, but anyone funding
that organisation."67

4.2.SUING THE REGULATOR: BIGTECH AS A CHALLENGER OF
DEMOCRATIC GOVERNANCE
The empirical analysis reveals a qualitative escalation in the silencing
strategies deployed by major technology corporations, i.e., one that extends
beyond the suppression of individual critics into the direct contestation of
democratic governance itself. Rather than merely deploying litigation against
journalists, employees, or civil society organisations, technology corporations
have begun systematically initiating legal challenges against governmental
entities, regulatory agencies, and legislative processes, with the strategic aim
of challenging, delaying, or reshaping the regulatory frameworks that govern
their conduct. This represents a fundamental reorientation of corporate legal
strategy: litigation is deployed not as a mechanism for resolving genuine
legal disputes, but as an instrument of regulatory resistance and institutional
capture.

The data reveals multiple cases where technology companies position
themselves as victims of government overreach, including X suing New
York state over social media content moderation68; X sued both the Indian
66 Ortutay, B. (2023). Musk’s X sues liberal advocacy group Media Matters over its report on ads next

to hate groups’ posts. AP News. Available from: https://apnews.com/article/elon-
musk-media-matters-lawsuit-advertising-neonazi-1fe499daa600f513af27
ffa68d2e8b91 [Accessed 15 March 2026].

67 Phelan, S. (2025). Media watchdog to seek injunction halting defamation case taken by Elon Musk’s
X. The Irish Independent. Available from: https://www.independent.ie/irish-
news/courts/media-watchdog-to-seek-injunction-halting-defamation-
case-taken-by-elon-musks-x/a725422092.html

68 De Guzman, C. (2025). Musk’s X sues New York in latest legal battle over content moderation:
What to know. TIME. Available from: https://time.com/7295402/elon-musk-x-
new-york-lawsuit-free-speech-content-moderation/
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government69 and the Australian government.70 This pattern demonstrates
a fundamental inversion of traditional SLAPP dynamics, where powerful
corporations now claim to be defending free speech against government
censorship.

Technology companies use free speech arguments to resist regulation,
framing compliance as censorship. They deploy SLAPP tactics and litigation
across jurisdictions to prolong disputes and claim constitutional protection.
This creates a paradox of silencing tactics under the guise of defending
democracy, undermining SLAPP and constitutional principles. It also fosters
regulatory uncertainty, shifting enforcement costs to governments while
gaining benefits. By challenging laws in multiple areas, they set precedents
that weaken regulation even where they don’t litigate.

Amazon’s challenge to "prohibit orders from the Washington Department
of Labor & Industries to remedy any types of workplace hazards during the
company’s pending appeal over the citations"71 reveals how corporations
use litigation to suspend regulatory enforcement while appeals proceed,
effectively creating regulatory paralysis through procedural manipulation.
This strategy transforms regulatory compliance into prolonged legal battles,
creating uncertainty and delay that serve corporate interests while claiming
procedural rights. Apple’s litigation against the British government, where
"UK court lifts secrecy veil, confirms Apple is suing British government over
’backdoor’ request",72 demonstrates how technology companies challenge
government surveillance and security requirements through strategic
litigation. By framing government security requests as constitutional
violations, these corporations effectively position themselves as defenders
of privacy rights while resisting legitimate law enforcement and national
security requirements.

The systematic nature of these regulatory challenges suggests a
coordinated strategy to establish legal precedents that limit regulatory
authority over technology platforms. The case involving Google, where
the Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton filed his third lawsuit against Google

69 Reuters (2025). X sues Modi’s government over content removal in new India censorship
fight. The Guardian. Available from: https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2
025/mar/20/x-india-censorship-lawsuit-modi-musk

70 Aitchison, M. (2024). Elon Musk’s X sues the Australian government in ’free speech’ battle
after its ’world-first’ e-Safety Commissioner ordered an ’offensive’ post to be taken down.
Daily Mail. Available from: https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-132583
03/Elon-Musk-Australian-government-eSafety-Commissioner.html

71 Ortutay, B. (2023). op. cit.
72 Martin, A. (2025) UK court lifts secrecy veil, confirms Apple is suing British government over

‘backdoor’ request. The Record. Available from: https://therecord.media/uk-court-
confirms-apple-suing-over-backdoor-request
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"claiming the tech behemoth tracks the locations of Texans without their
consent," shows how companies challenge state-level privacy enforcement,
creating a patchwork of legal challenges that collectively undermine
regulatory coherence and effectiveness. When multiplied across dozens of
state and national jurisdictions, each with its own statutory framework and
enforcement apparatus, such challenges collectively undermine regulatory
coherence and effectiveness, compelling regulatory bodies to expend
institutional resources defending the validity of their frameworks rather
than enforcing them.

The cases documented in the sample reveal a coordinated, transnational
pattern of governmental litigation. X (formerly Twitter) filed suit against
New York State over social media content moderation legislation73, against
the Indian government over content removal requirements74, and against the
Australian government following an order by the eSafety Commissioner to
remove content deemed harmful.75 The cross-jurisdictional character of these
actions is itself analytically significant: by challenging analogous regulatory
requirements across multiple legal systems simultaneously, technology
corporations generate precedential pressure that can undermine regulatory
effectiveness beyond the specific jurisdictions in which proceedings are
brought and distribute the costs of regulatory resistance across governments
whose resources for sustained litigation are finite.

A defining feature of this litigation strategy is its rhetorical framing,
understood here not in the technical sense of ‘frame analysis’ as developed
in sociological and communication research, but in the broader sense of a
deliberate communicative strategy by which actors (as in BigTech) deploy
constitutional and rights-based vocabulary to reframe institutional interests
as matters of public principle. By positioning regulatory compliance as
censorship and presenting themselves as defenders of constitutional free
speech against government overreach, technology corporations effectively
invert the normative logic of democratic accountability: the corporation
appears as the aggrieved party, and the state as the aggressor. This framing
is strategically powerful precisely because it appropriates the vocabulary
of democratic rights (freedom of expression, due process, constitutional
protection) in the service of institutional interests that are structurally
opposed to the democratic values those rights are designed to protect.
The paradox is not incidental: it reflects a sophisticated awareness of
the rhetorical resources available to well-resourced legal actors operating

73 De Guzman, C. (2025) op. cit.
74 Reuters (2025). op. cit.
75 Aitchison, M. (2024) op. cit.
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within constitutional traditions that afford broad protections to speech and
procedural challenge.

Beyond content moderation, the sample documents litigation strategies
aimed at suspending regulatory enforcement through procedural means.
Amazon’s legal challenge seeking to prohibit orders from the Washington
Department of Labor and Industries to remedy workplace hazards during
the pendency of an appeal76 illustrates how corporations transform routine
regulatory compliance into prolonged legal proceedings, creating regulatory
paralysis through the strategic exploitation of procedural rights. The practical
consequence is that regulatory enforcement is effectively suspended for the
duration of litigation, a period that, for corporations with substantial legal
resources, can be extended almost indefinitely.

Similarly, Apple’s litigation against the British government, challenging a
requirement to create a technical backdoor for law enforcement access,77

demonstrates how corporations frame legitimate government security
requirements as constitutional violations, positioning themselves as privacy
advocates whilst simultaneously resisting oversight mechanisms that
democratic institutions have determined to be in the public interest.

The cumulative effect of this litigation strategy is the redistribution
of the costs of regulatory governance: governments are compelled to
defend their legislative authority across multiple forums and jurisdictions,
whilst the corporations initiating proceedings concentrate the benefits of
regulatory delay and uncertainty. This is not merely a competition law
or regulatory compliance problem. It represents a structural challenge
to the capacity of democratic institutions to govern the conduct of actors
whose resources, technical complexity, and transnational reach systematically
exceed the institutional capacities of the states responsible for their oversight.
The findings thus point toward a conclusion that conventional litigation
frameworks are not equipped to address: when the target of (strategic)
litigation is not an individual critic but the democratic state itself, the chilling
effect operates not on speech but on governance, thus its consequences are
correspondingly more far-reaching.

76 Hadero, H. (2025) Amazon sues state agency to block release of company records to
Bezos-owned Washington Post. AP. Available from: https://apnews.com/article
/amazon-sues-washington-state-post-d3437808a375ec95712f74757ee9fe5b

77 Martin, A. (2025) op. cit.
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5. CONCLUSION
This article set out to map the silencing repertoire of major technology
corporations as documented in media reporting, approaching silencing not
as a legal event but as a political and communicative process, which shapes
the boundaries of permissible criticism and participation in the digital age.
Our study found that while SLAPPs remain the most discussed category
of silencing, tech companies are also directing this challenge against public
institutions and even legislative process itself.

For tech companies’ silencing strategies, legal and communicative aspects
function together as part of a broader effort to manage legitimacy, control the
terms of public debate, and avoid scrutiny and sanction. This produces a
layered and mutually reinforcing system of suppression in which individual
actions appear routine and lawful, but collectively constitute a deliberate
and significant constraint on democratic participation. Given how large
tech companies exercise structural power, future studies should further
investigate the nuanced nature of tech companies’ silencing strategies, i.e.,
both SLAPPs and SLAPP-adjacent techniques.
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