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Abstract

With the deepening development of the digital economy, third-party online transaction platforms
have become indispensable infrastructure in social life, making the issues of their legal status and
liability boundaries increasingly prominent. This paper adopts the “safe harbor principle” as an an-
alytical lens to re-examine the role positioning and liability limits of platforms within new online
transaction relationships. The study first reviews the theoretical evolution of platforms’ legal status,
noting their gradual transition from mere technical service providers to “quasi-regulators” with
management functions. Subsequently, the article traces the origins of the safe harbor principle and
its transplantation into China’s legal system, revealing the localization challenges this principle
faces in addressing platforms’ massive information processing and complex transaction scenarios,
such as the abuse of notice-and-takedown rules and ambiguities in platforms’ review obligations.
On this basis, the paper systematically reconsiders the boundaries of platform liability, focusing on
the core position of algorithm recommendation in legal causality, distinguishing its attributes of
“neutral technical assistance” and “active various interventions”, and proposing specific burden of
proof allocation schemes for the algorithm black box problem. It advocates moving beyond the rigid
dichotomy of “technology neutrality” versus “strict liability” toward the construction of a dynamic,
tiered liability determination framework. This framework emphasizes the need to differentiate
platforms’ duty of care and scope of liability based on factors such as their specific control over
transactions, degree of benefit, and foreseeability of risks, thereby achieving a dynamic balance be-
tween encouraging technological innovation and protecting the legitimate rights and interests of
consumers and operators. The research ultimately proposes that the future paradigm of platform
liability should evolve into a collaborative governance model that balances efficiency and fairness,
incentives and constraints, offering insights for relevant legislation and judicial practice.
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