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Abstract 

Facebook and other emerging media collect and store private data from multiple 

millions of daily users which has been frequently stolen or purchased by bad actors 

across its lifetime. Meanwhile Facebook as a company has repeatedly shown its 

interests in profitability greatly overwhelm the known harm its algorithm produces across 

its customers, prioritizing engagement over stopping the spread of misinformation while 

shunting traffic towards users who abuse this algorithm’s flaws for political gain. Stated 

efforts within Facebook’s leadership to remain objective and avoid pandering to any 

specific political group mean allowing misinformation to flourish within groups across 

social media so as not to disproportionately affect one political party’s online 

engagement values. Facebook claims to be objective and uses tools to put validity 

disclaimers on information shared only after massive public backlash. However, 

distributing content by algorithm through sorting and ranking editorializes materials 

presented based on users’ histories and internal Facebook control. With those editorial 

tools only occasionally used and the power Facebook has to influence nations, these 

companies should be held accountable for the dangerous misinformation and intentional 

disinformation pushed by bad actors on their sites. With over 1 million COVID-19 

fatalities and another 1 million in excess deaths which could be linked to underreporting 

or treatment prevention in the United States alone, weaponizing misinformation about 

public health for political purposes must be actively confronted through thorough fact-

checking and public declarations of news information falsehoods when applicable, 

especially when developed through illegally gained private user data (CDC, 2022). 

 



FACEBOOK AND MISINFORMATION RESPONSIBILITIES    2 

Keywords: Facebook algorithm, emerging media, misinformation, Section 230, Citizens 

United v FEC, Fairness Doctrine, Four Theories of the Press 

 

Introduction 

Facebook and other social media platforms wield immense power to control what 

types of information billions globally interact with daily. As a business not expressly built 

on sharing information with the public, companies like Facebook that have the ability to 

motivate and generate engagement across its users should be critically analyzed for the 

purposes of tracking how much of an effect these large companies have on the public 

discourse. This is especially important during situations where information needs to be 

clear, unbiased, and most importantly accurate such as health crises like the COVID-19 

pandemic and during the 2020 United States national election where misinformation ran 

rampant across social media (Alpert, 2020). Facebook has incredible power to show a 

slanted worldview of information skewing towards the echo chamber. Multiple groups 

used Facebook data to gain political insight unavailable to those outside the general 

public while others seek to game the newsfeed algorithm, fomenting agitation to 

increase engagement through posting and sharing of controversial materials (Wylie, 

2019). Misleading information is used and encouraged by the nature of Facebook’s 

algorithm to keep users returning and upset enough to share with their own connections 

online (Statt, 2020). 

Facebook remains under the protections of Section 230 of the 1996 

Communication Decency Act from being held liable for dangerous content and 

misinformation posted by its users. Additionally, political advertising revenue 
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deregulation from Citizens United v. FEC means what many people believe to be 

“news” could be micro-targeted strategic advertising intended to enrage based on 

demographic information the user did not know they shared with the company and its 

advertising customers paying for access. Citizens United v. FEC is the natural online 

continuation of the Federal Communication Commission’s elimination of the “Fairness 

Doctrine” in 1987. This change allowed for the “commentating news” format popular on 

television today wherein arguing how the stories should make audiences feel takes over 

more time on the 24-hour news cycle. Companies’ sponsored articles and stories with 

little newsworthiness/subtextual advertising can exist right alongside breaking news 

coverage of current events. 

Facebook has emerged from a website connecting Harvard and other college 

students into one of the dominant forms of communication and global information 

distribution. Through acting as a non-biased source for news and facts, its platform 

increases advertising value through continually raising user engagement, which is often 

easier to generate through emotional, controversial, passion-based sharing and 

commenting from angry groups. Facebook as a means to connect disparate groups has 

been shown across the almost decade it existed, but its position as a primary source for 

the information and news about the 2020 United States national election and the 

evolving COVID-19 global pandemic has had less coverage academic review compared 

to traditional media channels. 

Focusing on Facebook and emerging media’s roles as the gatekeeper from 

misinformation and intentional disinformation provides a social safety net from bad 

actors looking to incite trouble based on the effluence of data Facebook collects about 
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its users (Wylie, 2019). Though the site has used the means to stem those bad actors in 

the past , Facebook has consistently shown it is willing to compromise the unbiased 

position it touts in favor of allowing specific groups to skirt the policies advertisers and 

users agree to in their terms of service (Silverman & Mac, 2020). From its algorithm 

showing specific content to users while hiding it from others based on tailored 

preferences and user data collected through interaction on the site, it acts as an 

editor/moderator distributing choice information rather than the full spread of content 

shared across the platform. This change benefits the user, Facebook claims, by 

removing the chronological newsfeed in favor of this personalized curated content 

(Facebook, 2021).  

Facebook specifically wants to generate the climate that its connections provide 

it with the best ability to link people to the information and news that most matters to 

them by personalizing the content people interact with based on the user’s preferences 

and actions on the site. Through the intentional sale and multiple accidental breaches of 

its user’s data, Facebook has repeatedly shown either that what it seeks to collect from 

its user base is too delicate and personal or that it is incapable of securing the data in a 

meaningful way to prevent the large swaths of data retained from being misused by bad 

actors choosing to prey on vulnerable populations susceptible to misinformation or 

political echo chambers (Channel 4 News Investigation Team, 2020, Liptak, 2018, 

Silverman, & Mac, 2020). I use Four Theories of the Press (1956) as a guide for how 

information distribution platforms have had to operate throughout the transition from 

traditional to modern media and the relationship to the state the press carries, acting in 

its role as sometimes check, sometimes tool of the state.  
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Literature Review 

 Emerging media’s ability to connect users in ways impossible before the advent 

of the internet follows the historical trend of society needing to rethink how much control 

they are willing to give in regards to the plurality and accuracy of information and news 

presented to them. With every new piece of technology uniting disparate groups, culture 

clashes in adoption develop where the older communication tools fall out due to ease of 

use or access to potentially greater populations (Barnett, 1997 & Andersen & 

Strömbäck, 2021). As with many major advances in technology, private companies leap 

forward on the foundations laid by the state because the goal of the first is to increase 

profits for shareholders and the latter’s ostensive goal is the betterment of its citizens. 

The state takes a strong role in traditional media dispersion, as historically it was the 

only entity able to raise and maintain the capital required for such large-scale 

distribution networks. As global companies begin to rival political states in terms of 

power and access, those states’ regulatory abilities must keep pace or the company will 

act in its best interests and the results of their success—good or ill—become the state’s 

issue to clean up. 

 

News Consumption Changes with Medium 

 Just as the transition from newspapers to radio, then radio to television, 

traditional forms of news media as the primary source for public knowledge on breaking 

current political and medical information shifted online (Andersen & Strömbäck, 2021). 

This displacement runs from low choice, with limited television stations, to vast 
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quantities of choices, showing that social media users will have political and news 

information presented to them through their connections rather than simply through the 

platform algorithm’s promotions of that type of content (Andersen & Strömbäck, 2021). 

Users may not actively seek out these materials, but the information and messaging can 

still be shown to them through advertising and other paid messaging (Andersen & 

Strömbäck, 2021). While the addition of so many choices should promote democratic 

efforts by providing so many more opportunities to find information sources, this 

increase in choice allows users online to be discriminating with their news and political 

information selection. As preferences take over in the algorithm’s prominence and what 

gets shown to other users becomes more based on engagement over information, the 

issue of not all sources sharing the same amount of time and resources dedicated to 

the truth in events grows (Andersen & Strömbäck, 2021). This is especially true during 

situations when not breaking the story —or an entertaining commentary of the events —

could mean missing out on important revenue to remain in business or relevant 

(Andersen & Strömbäck, 2021). 

News information flowed in a straight line from source through journalist into the 

written or visual medium with checks from an editor before publishing. Online news 

dissemination relies not on the information flowing unidirectionally but on 

readers/viewers increasing engagement by sharing and commenting, pushing it higher 

in the platform’s algorithm, but it can create confusion at different times when 

commenters may not circle back to updated information from when the story releases. 

This necessitates new approaches to this “non-linear manner” of information sharing 

(Andersen & Strömbäck, 2021). The shift to accessible anywhere news information via 
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mobile devices matched with the ability to only process a finite amount of information 

during the distractions of being on the go, might lead users to believe they gleaned 

enough information from just reading the headline to generate their beliefs (Andersen & 

Strömbäck, 2021). 

Juxtaposed with traditional mass media like a newspaper or television channel, 

the smaller size of the mobile device demands more effort for active reading and 

viewing, leading users to pick what stands out to them personally more than interacting 

with the entire content shown (Andersen & Strömbäck, 2021). Push notifications from 

apps along with the design of website and social media layouts also encourage people 

to stay on the site by constantly attempting to lure those readers towards the next big 

story or personalized promotion (Facebook, 2021). Pulling pieces from the whole is 

referred to as news “snacking” or “grazing” and regarded as a negative to information 

assimilation (Andersen & Strömbäck, 2021). This control over what type of news and 

political information people choose to engage with based on what they see on their 

screen—plus any distractions outside the device—can reduce the user's ability to 

process the information in a meaningful way (Andersen & Strömbäck, 2021). 

With the technological changes come the sociological adaptations to those 

changes. Historically, if a newspaper published incorrect information, readers may write 

in or call to have that information corrected in a later publication. This could mean that 

those readers who read the incorrect—or at worst dangerous—first piece might not 

know to seek out the correction in a later newspaper, themselves more able to spread 

what they assumed was truthful and accurate journalism. With the advent of the internet 

pushing open the doors wider for misinformation, social media creates the illusion that 
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anyone could represent accurate news sharing due to the familial esteem within groups 

(Guardian Staff, 2021). This becomes more problematic when links to sources are not 

allowed to be included with the content on emerging media applications like WeChat 

with 1.2 billion monthly users: Information becomes divorced from its source preventing 

fact checking or even simple source assessment (Guardian Staff, 2021).  

Add onto those pathways outside standard social media regulation that many are 

end-to-end encrypted (Guardian Staff, 2021). A regulating body could never review the 

content regardless of whether the information spread was dangerously misleading or 

potentially life-threatening (Guardian Staff, 2021). This was the case for many COVID-

19 “cures” often designed from homeopathic old remedies with no scientific basis for 

treating or preventing any disease, nonetheless a novel and rapidly developing virus 

(Guardian Staff, 2021). Even massive social media sites like Facebook claiming to 

constantly battle and improve their misinformation handling processes cannot provide 

an adequate check to the familial esteem through their own public notation of 

misinformation. With 90% of Facebook users not based in the United States, only 13% 

of Facebook resources are allocated to determining misinformation in languages other 

than English (Guardian Staff, 2021). This allows potentially dangerous misinformation to 

reach billions of people because Facebook either does not have the multilingual staff 

able to translate and flag the issues, or they do not feel this effort is worth their 

investment as they are headquartered in the United States (Guardian Staff, 2021). For 

the 67 million people living in the United States who speak little to no English in the 

home, this blindspot invites nontraditional news sources to become the main line of 

information coming into a home (Guardian Staff, 2021). 
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Within the Asian diaspora communities, “there is such a vacuum of credible news 

channels that broadcast in Vietnamese, that many turn to YouTube for their news with 

certain channels on in their houses 24/7” (Guardian Staff, 2021). The limited 

misinformation regulation of non-English media allows dangerous individuals like Nui Vu 

to spread the same COVID mask safety denial and United States political controversy 

lies which got bad actors like Alex Jones and his Infowars show pulled from all the 

major social media networks (Guardian Staff, 2021). On his King Radio show, Vu 

espouses dangerously inaccurate statements including “George Soros was part of the 

financial plot to overthrow the Trump administration” (Guardian Staff, 2021). This is a 

dogwhistle for anti-Semitic rhetoric disguised as a fear of “global domination” by “elites”. 

Vu’s shows are still available on YouTube bypassing misinformation checks applied to 

English-language media with episodes including comments such as “Why are we still 

being forced to wear masks; masks are killing people.” Alex Jones on Infowars 

repeatedly made similar statements and his content was purged from most social media 

for it (Guardian Staff, 2021). As just one of multiple shows seen by millions, it should be 

Facebook’s obligation and in Facebook’s favor to rigorously investigate whether the 

“objective” processes they tout are evenly applied to all users gets applied to the larger 

audiences outside the English-speaking community. 

 

Traditional to Modern Political Campaign Channels 

Common belief in its beginning was that the internet “is the perfect instrument for 

recreating in the 21st century political life the kind of participatory government not seen 

since the city states of Ancient Greece” (Barnett, 1997). Old (mass) media critiques 
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stem from three major frameworks: trivialization, sensationalization, and distortion 

(Barnett, 1997). Discourse has become cheapened through summarizing complicated 

topics into friendlier sound bites and snippets because of competitive requirements 

necessitating attracting and retaining the most viewers within commercial media 

(Barnett, 1997). Issues of substance and policy discussions fall back to the scandals 

and “razzamatazz” manufactured to engage viewers away from commercial rivals. 

Because of the nature of traditional mass media, a standard meeting on public policy 

creation and use cannot hold attention and is less viable a news story from a business 

standpoint (Barnett, 1997). The same tools historically used for marketing products 

became the tools used to promote candidates and policy. While acknowledging the skill 

required to condense heady political topics into wide-reaching areas for all groups, 

reducing those topics down to easy-to-consume, simplified portions simply pits 

politicians and journalists against each other for the efforts both groups use to find 

success in their fields. Government members rally against the media not covering topics 

of worth to the general public, while journalists avoid the just outside reality of overly-

prepared political presentations (Barnett, 1997). 

“The evolution and uses of new technologies are not exclusively due to the nature 

of the technology nor to the economic or cultural system into which it is introduced, but 

rather reflect the interactions of these factors” (Karlsen, 2010). The political campaign is 

changed by technology in so much as society has changed by and because of it. Much 

like Marshall McLuhan’s “The medium is the message,” as technologies grow, the 

“rules” developed for one can transition and mutate into the new patterns used to 

communicate (Karlsen, 2010). Dealing with doling out scarce resources affects how we 
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deal with doling out non-scarce resources. This medium is a framework from which we 

create how to work best and that which is taboo. Through the application of this schema 

over time, we can begin to anticipate how major businesses will behave in the vast new 

territories of expanding access to different audiences. 

Shifting from radio’s inception to modern broadcast stations took Guglielmo 

Marconi tinkering with ideas he could sell to navies and massive shipping companies 

along the path to government regulation of the electromagnetic spectrum to prevent 

complete consolidation from larger corporations (Karlsen, 2010). The technology of 

radio is the same now as it was in Marconi’s time, but we have developed media habits 

as creators, distributors, and consumers that have affected every media platform since. 

Originally, movies could only be viewed in one specific location: the movie theater; time-

based to the theater saying when a film starts and regulated by the sale of tickets for 

entry. VCRs in the 1980s removed that power by allowing consumers to watch the 

same movies in their own home, at their chosen time, and repeatable for the one-time 

cost of the videocassette. Sixty years of total control of the medium and the creators’ 

“established studios, theaters, unions, funding and advertising practices industries” 

created deeply set routines that still keep the movie industry successful in spite of home 

video accessibility (Karlsen, 2010). These practices retain a hold on how people think 

and behave far past its initial inception and the original reasons for developing along 

that path. While technological determinism is a step beyond explicit arguments for 

technology creating history, thinking about these frameworks as not just a product of the 

equipment’s effects, but of the social matrices developing use allows implicit arguments 

for technology creating history and supports medium theory (Karlsen, 2010). Every 
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culture is a series of snapshots leading to that specific moment; studying the trails from 

before and leading out of the snapshot’s moment allows us to see how technologies 

affect and are created out of the needs of those cultures. “While acting on society, 

technology also reflects the influence of socioeconomic forces on its development” 

(Karlsen, 2010). Technologies created from a social need change and adapt as the 

need grows. Institutions developed to coordinate and regulate use of specific 

technologies are much slower to react and the rules used to govern one get passed 

down to new technologies who may not have the same original limitations needing to be 

managed (Karlsen, 2010). 

Howard Dean’s blog is commonly recognized as the first political use of social 

media following Bill Clinton’s inaugural use of the internet for campaigning in 1992 

(Leuschner, 2012). Social media would not become as integral an aspect of the 

electioneering process until the 2008 presidential election where then-Illinois Senator 

Barack Obama made extensive use of the platforms and tools available (Leuschner, 

2012). The first President of the United States (POTUS) official Twitter account released 

May 18, 2015, to feature President Obama and a direct connection to the office and 

potentially offer a more personal interaction outside of official press statements (Wall, 

2015). This account would be for the Office of the President itself rather than tied to one 

specific person and handed off between terms (Wall, 2015). A former President could 

create and maintain a separate account as a private citizen after their term ends (Wall, 

2015). A relatively new channel for official messaging, only two Presidents would use 

this platform before the public’s conversation turned to abuse by breaching the terms of 

service in favor of keeping friendlier political relations and the sitting President (Donald 
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Trump) would be de-platformed for the type of content they continually posted from that 

official channel. 

 

Facebook’s Advertising Policies 

Online advertising overtook television as the largest advertising medium with 

Facebook and Google, pulling 20% of global advertising dollars spent in 2016 (Kollewe, 

2017). Between Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, and Messenger, over 3.21 billion 

people actively comprise what Facebook calls their Family Monthly Active People 

(MAP) (Noyes, 2020). Facebook alone had over 2.74 billion users active each month by 

the end of October 2020 (Noyes, 2020). Between September 2019 to September 2020, 

daily active users on Facebook increased 12 percent from 1.66 billion to 1.82 billion with 

66 percent of Facebook users listed by the company as active daily versus active 

monthly (Noyes, 2020). Revenue from advertising straight from Facebook’s First 

Quarter 2020 Financial Highlights report showed over $17.4 billion earned, a 17% year-

over-year increase compared to the same point in 2019 of $14.9 billion (Facebook, 

2020). Facebook states in the same report that while revenue saw a “significant 

reduction in the demand for advertising,” their community engagement metrics show 

increased use globally attributed to the variegated shelter-in-place orders to prevent 

further COVID-19 propagation (Facebook, 2020). With over 10 million Facebook Groups 

focus around a passion, culture, or community seeing targeted advertisements daily, 

Political associations, businesses, and not-for-profit organizations alike turn to getting 

those captive audiences looking at the content they hoped to share (Noyes, 2020). With 

those groups spending billions on messaging to reach those specific types of people, 
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questions about who controlled the flow of information developed, especially as this 

information was not initially made public (Noyes, 2020). 

The Facebook Ads Library, released in March 2019, amidst public concern 

regarding who was sponsoring the messages going to audiences and for users to “learn 

more about ads related to politics or issues that have run on Facebook or Instagram” 

(Mejova & Kalimeri, 2020). Details included the Facebook Page’s identification and who 

financially funds the page, the actual text and title of the promotion, gender, and age 

group demographic distributions of the users who received the message, and includes a 

broad range spent on the campaign funding (Mejova & Kalimeri, 2020).  

At 12:01am on October 27, 2020, Facebook restricted new issues and political 

advertising to consolidate all political ads in the public ad library available to search 

through before Election Day (GPA, 2020). Edits from advertisers changing targeting just 

before the deadline paused their promotions to comply with the review process needing 

to be rerun to match the new restrictions. The pause of some advertising caused some 

groups to feel they were being censored at the peak of electioneering, specifically the 

Joe Biden campaign who alleged that Donald Trump experienced an “unfair, partisan 

advantage,” that Facebook was “unprepared for its vote in the national vote” and that 

they “lost out on over $500,000 in potential fundraising on Facebook” (Riotta, 2020).  In 

a statement released October 29, 2020, Facebook responded:  

No ad was paused or rejected by a person, or because of any partisan 

consideration. The technical problems were automated and impacted ads 

from across the political spectrum and both Presidential campaigns. 

Likewise, with respect to our communication about how to make targeting 

changes, we provided the same instructions to everyone, and found 

advertisers across the political spectrum and both Presidential campaigns 

were confused by our guidance and had ads paused as a result. We have 
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worked throughout this election to maintain a neutral playing field and that 

remains true in the face of these problems (Facebook for Government, 

Politics, and Advocacy, 2020). 

On February 25, 2021, Facebook released the “Good Ideas Deserve To Be Found” 

initiative in an article called “Let’s Talk About Why Personalized Ads Matter” as a 

response to Apple’s iOS (iPhone Operating System) 14 update, which requires 

applications to request specific tracking permissions from users rather than a previous 

all opt-in or stop download system (Facebook, 2021). The promotions attempted to shift 

focus on “personalization” advertisement (re: targeting) as the benchmark required for 

small business’ success during and after the pandemic ends while not addressing the 

concerns privacy advocates like Apple worry about (Facebook, 2021). 

 At an internal executive meeting on how Facebook molds user interactions 

including possible fallouts in 2018, a presentation slide revealed “our algorithms explain 

the human brain’s attraction to divisiveness...if left unchecked, [Facebook would 

present] more and more divisive content in an effort to gain user attention & increase 

time on the platform” (Horwitz & Seetharaman, 2020). Methods to intervene were 

argued to be “paternalistic” by Facebook policy chief and President George W. Bush’s 

former deputy chief of staff Joel Kaplan and that modifications to the algorithm would 

have incommensurably targeted the actions of conservative pages and users who 

already declared without proof of liberal favoritism from the site and what it showed the 

millions of users (Horwitz & Seetharaman, 2020). Minor groups of hyperpartisan users 

generated a disproportionate amount of the clickbait, inauthentic users, spam, and fake 

news seen on the site with significantly stronger infrastructure able to publish from 
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accounts developed by the political far right over left-leaning users and pages (Horwitz 

& Seetharaman, 2020). 

Engagement drives the status and shareability of content and user profiles 

broadcasting across the site. A Facebook user who posts, shares, likes, and comments 

on a thousand items gains “super-sharer” status that promotes their materials more than 

the user who engages a dozen pieces of content (Horwitz & Seetharaman, 2020). 

Typically, these “super-sharers” tend to have a lot on their mind and are significantly 

more partisan than typical Facebook users, some with activity online showing 20 hours 

of daily platform interaction hinting at the concept that these accounts were puppeted by 

multiple people or a bot (Horwitz & Seetharaman, 2020). When the coverage of the 

Cambridge Analytica scandal broke and prompted a new setup for the newsfeed 

organization, managers were quoted as saying during these guiding meetings that 

Facebook’s focus was being modified “away from societal good to individual value” with 

Facebook pulling off many of the limitations on extreme content and falsehoods so long 

as the materials kept to the letter of the company’s terms of service agreement signed 

when users join (Horwitz & Seetharaman, 2020). A 2019 update from Mark Zuckerberg 

stated “You can’t impose tolerance top-down,” stating that Facebook would pull specific 

content down when violating the policies but would attempt an uninvolved stance to 

moderating content not presenting a clear violation such as extremist and hate group 

promotions (Horwitz & Seetharaman, 2020). 

Monica Lee in 2016 presented before Facebook that “65% of all extremist group 

joins are due to our recommendation tools” (Horwitz & Seetharaman, 2020). Citing 

specific targeting within the “Discover” and “Groups You Should Join” algorithms to 
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encourage participation, Lee stated, “Our recommendation systems grow the problem” 

(Horwitz & Seetharaman, 2020). While made aware of the issues advertising and 

groups could develop, a 2018 Facebook document showed that “combating polarization 

might come at a cost of lower engagement.” This “antigrowth” philosophy required 

Facebook to “take a moral stance” made more difficult by a divide grown between 

academics and nonprofits upset with many of the controversies Facebook earned in the 

2016 presidential election (Horwitz & Seetharaman, 2020).  

While the role of the press has been defined with regards to how specific 

systems have operated within traditional attitudes, social and emerging media include 

the ability to affect users by hyper-selectively barricading them both from and by their 

chosen political affiliations. This is where issues form within the very human developers 

of these sites. Simultaneously breaking stated stances of objectivity by allowing the very 

human owners and controllers of companies like Facebook to inject their preferential 

treatment to what gets deemed news reinforces the same editorial systems of traditional 

media. 

The purpose of this research is continuing the call for reducing the scope of 

these massive companies’ ability to interject algorithmic political and medical bias while 

protected by the shield offered by Section 230. At the time of the United States’ 1996 

Communications Decency Act, the nascent internet had not reached the ubiquitous 

state the globe currently sees. It could not have foreseen how applying traditional 

media’s constraints in such unconstrained spaces would lead to the same power 

consolidation the internet was developed to combat, and that without continual 
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updating, whatever protections Section 230 was meant to provide the public would soon 

erode due to simple technological advancement. 

 

Analysis 

Facebook, along with other social and emerging media, is incentivized by its status as a 

private company to maximize profits earned by increasing engagement and attracting 

more advertisers through the distribution and promotion materials shared by users 

through the lassez-faire regulation on large companies in the United States and woefully 

outdated checks and balances on technological advances’ power to influence at the 

current scale. These companies benefit from centuries of normative theories on how the 

press should act (described in Four Theories of the Press (1956) while being 

simultaneously protected because information dissemination is not their declared main 

mission. Traditional (mass) media has not gone away, but rapidly built into their 

business model is use of emerging media as another outlet for news and public 

information output while viewer numbers spread themselves across the increasingly 

choice-based media market. The confluence of increasing engagement and building 

connections, matched with the rapid deluge of information streaming from both the 2020 

United States National Election and the COVID-19 global pandemic, puts Facebook and 

emerging media as news information controllers on challenge while under the 

protections of Section 230 of the 1996 Communications Decency Act and Citizens 

United vs FEC. Distributing content by algorithm through sorting and ranking 

editorializes materials presented based on users, and Facebook should be held 

accountable. 
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Methods of Analysis 

The methods of analysis include comparing the normative theories covering 

traditional media within the Four Theories of the Press (1956) book and its decades of 

interpretations as lenses for a normative media theory applied to social and emerging 

media. I used normative media theory as a critical theory to compare how the methods 

of the press interacting within/as tools of/against the state have been used historically. 

Then I compared them with how emerging media has overtaken traditional mass 

communication as the intermediary for news dissemination and how the agents using 

this technology have operated both as formal press and members of/contrasting from 

implied state support. Normative media theory allows the framework to balance diving 

into analyzing the relationship between government, the press, and the business efforts 

required to sustain the latter, especially when such groups are not inherently under the 

scope of the traditional institutional press. Social media companies control so much of 

the information paths the general population receives, especially in the age of the 

“permanent campaign” and “citizen journalist,” so contrasting those means of 

distribution to traditional information spread can account for the rapid shift as society 

and especially governments work to keep pace with advancing technologies. 

 

Source Search Criteria 

My approach for what materials made it into this thesis focused on using peer-reviewed 

research to justify arguments made from leading news stories as they released to the 

general public. Many documents were hidden or meant to be kept from the public 
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discussion, which meant relying on journalists to perform the research and trust in their 

reputations earned through multiple media bias performance reviews. Google Scholar 

was the primary engine used to discover the peer reviewed journals and literature 

resources for this thesis. Keywords building around “campaign messaging,” “emerging 

media,” “Facebook,” “social media use 2020/2016 election” and similar terms linked to 

academic journals outside the Four Theories of the Press (1956) book. News articles —

including direct quotes and social media content —became essential. An issue with 

collecting specific statements from President Trump’s social media developed after 

Facebook and Twitter suspended him from their platforms, citing President Trump’s 

choice to “condone rather than condemn” the violent insurrection attempt by Trump 

supporters in Washington, D.C., on January 6, 2021 (Zuckerberg, 2021). All the backlog 

of statements produced needed to be collected through intermediaries cataloging his 

words as official statements from the office of President. News sources were vetted 

through comparison of multiple bias and information fact-checkers linking to direct 

sources. 

 

Accounting for Media Bias 

To account for media bias, peer-reviewed journals were selected first as bias effects 

could be diminished through the lens of multiple scholars' critical analysis of subjects 

and studies. As the COVID-19 Pandemic and 2020 United States national election 

fallout continued, politicized campaign messaging was expected, but public health 

policy was not. Claims to “Stop the Steal” rang from the incumbent’s constituency as the 

messaging turned from rallying around a figure to complete disregard for the 
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“fraudulent” election process, echoing the rhetoric President Trump and supporters 

spoke of throughout much of the campaign. In efforts to show support for President 

Trump, many of his supporters chose to attack those who disagreed with him, especially 

on public health matters such as wearing a mask and limiting outside-the-home 

interactions unless necessary. This study used mediabiasfactcheck.com, 

commonsense.org, the AllSides and Ad Fonte media bias charts, factcheck.org’s 

resources along with internal media bias checks for researcher as instrument when 

looking through what each news source has to gain from sharing a story using the terms 

given. Instances of news articles using charged language flagged problematic writing 

and would only make it into the document if the information within was confirmed 

through other sources without the charged language (example: election loss versus 

election “stolen”) along with directly reviewing the reports and studies referenced in the 

article when possible.  

 

Limitations 

Limitations include that normative schemas decide the “shoulds” of this type of 

political communication with all inherent issues and biases built into our current views 

that may drastically change from a new norm established by researchers and journalists 

in the future. Four Theories of the Press (1956) holds an extremely critical view of the 

Soviet Communist Theory of the press’s relationship to the state and the general 

populace indicative of its time and the adversarial nature of the United States to Soviet 

Russia and the Eastern Communist Bloc. The concept of social media including global 

casual and professional relationships was unprecedented at the time of Four Theories 
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publication with computers and telephones limited to analog systems incapable of 

transferring information at current speeds. Shifting ideologies within the United States 

Congress could see Section 230’s scope and implementation by the Federal 

Communications Commission be radically rewritten to account for the last two decades 

of active internet use compared to the environment it was originally written/adapted in 

as a protector for limited edition newsprint editorials applied to the online format. This 

could hold companies like Facebook more accountable for what they allow 

unchallenged on their site, including what limitations promoting 

misinformation/disinformation through advertising incur, especially for repeated and 

inconsistent subsequent abuse of those potential rules. 

Another major limitation comes from the immediacy of the research following 

information as it releases. As of this writing, subpoenas are being sent out to members 

of congress and Trump campaign staff, questioning their influence and knowledge of 

the January 6 attempted coup at the Capitol Building, but no court has seen or ruled on 

information relating to the event. No complete picture of the misinformation campaign by 

President Trump has been determined while investigations continue outside of phone 

calls, memos, and inside documents whose conclusive veracity has yet to be 

confidently determined. 

As of the time of this writing in early 2022, a committee has been established and 

is working to hold those persons responsible for the January 6, 2021 attack on the U.S. 

Capitol while investigating who knew how much information beforehand. This 

investigation is long-running and includes details not available to the public both from a 

matter of state secrecy until formal charges can be directed against those accused of 
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fomenting this attack, and with how culpable other people are in rallying and inciting the 

attempted insurrection to prevent former-Vice President Pence from certifying the 2020 

National Election in favor of President-Elect Biden (Blitzer, 2021). While details of the 

January 6 attack and those physically present are more common knowledge, just how 

responsible Facebook and other emerging media platforms will be held for perpetuating 

the election misinformation leading to, as well as the coordination of the attack, 

including allegedly members of government at multiple levels, at this time cannot be 

stated with certainty.  

The facts of this investigation will become important to future research, and the 

consequences for those involved will depend on the perseverance of the committee 

members matched with our criminal justice system’s infrequent application of sedition 

charges. How Facebook makes it through could even establish precedence regarding 

information responsibilities going forward. However, this research is focused on how 

social and emerging media’s relationship to both the press and the state led us to 

situations where misinformation can be encouraged to spread, perpetuating the cycle of 

enragement for engagement. Due to the diversity in information streams, the press 

should be used as a shield to protect the people from state forces as described in the 

Social Responsibility Theory of the Press, not as a one-voice battering ram forcing 

capital “t” Truth as the state dictates seen in the Authoritarian Theory of the Press. 

 

Four Theories of the Press 

Four Theories of the Press (1956) posited that throughout history, four major 

guiding philosophies of what service and purpose systems of the press acted toward, 
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each of them a result and response to then-current power systems and shifts in 

ideology from previous guiding institutions. Through essays written discussing 

contemporary effects of these normative philosophies, the Authoritarian, Libertarian, 

Social Responsibility, and Soviet Communist Theories of how the press acts and should 

behave, developed and shaped the press’s role in, for, and of a society (Siebert, 

Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). “Driven by the cold war political agenda, Four Theories 

provided an intellectual justification to support the notion of a free and socially 

responsible press” (Brennen et al., 1996). The authors argue that government control 

over the press in any capacity undermines the purposes of a free press and as such 

only valued Classical Liberalism. Also by conflating Marxism with Stalinism, they lose 

their credibility when arguing those points (Brennen et al., 1996). Taking into account 

the era in which the document was written, such hostile views of the political other are 

understandable positions. While creating the term, the original authors argue that 

normative press theory “must address the rights of both groups and individuals, 

question the relationship between political movements and economic structures, and 

consider both the public and private realms” (Brennen, et al., 1996). 

Brennen et al. (1996) argue that from a historical perspective, the issues from the 

original text’s loose foundation on terms it wants to normalize could provide historical 

context to the diverse breakouts of the authors’ fields at the time it was written. The 

press is used as a public check to government powers while at times a tool of the 

government to control the flow of information. The press is centered on a paradox of 

freedom versus safety both for the state and its individuals as the health of one 

balances against the health of the other. Regulations limit the freedoms for the 
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individuals by reducing personal information expression for the safety and success of 

the state while deregulation leads to the state having less control when those sources of 

information — or disinformation — become so powerful as to challenge the state’s 

safety (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). With the developing role social media has 

gained as significant information distributor, I believe the same standards and 

responsibilities should be applied using the Four Theories of the Press’s (1956) 

normative theories as the basis for this argument. 

 

Authoritarian Theory of the Press 

Determining and maintaining how the press is to operate, including its limitations 

and goals, the Authoritarian Theory of the Press’s value in and to a society stems from 

its contingency on maintaining the approval of the state. Information comes from a 

select powerful few and what information they deem needs to be shared gets 

transmitted to the general masses (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). Historically, 

these were the establishments from times when high-volume production of any written 

materials was extremely limited due to the massive buy-in required for creation plus the 

required permission of the leading body — typically a single ruling family. The materials 

required for information dissemination were expensive and therefore limited to those 

able to afford enacting change at great scale. First with hand-notched carvings such as 

the cuneiforms of Mesopotamia to the time and labor-intensive processes to create 

papyrus, materials outside the spoken word have limited reach. Machinery 

developments such as the printing press exponentially increased the amount of media 

the ruling group could generate compared to its contemporary-a group of people hand-
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copying onto paper (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). This allowed a singular 

message to travel farther and affect more audiences. 

In the modern day, the tools of the Authoritarian Theory survive in the processes 

supporting the mass media distribution networks of broadcast television and radio. With 

reducing the number of social media companies due to mergers, the smaller pool of 

tools available to create and disseminate messaging could return if left unchallenged by 

regulating agencies. 

In a society tightly controlled, such as those of Western Europe in the 17th and 

18th centuries, the popular press would pivot around the general person and their 

relationship to the betterment of the state. A single person’s influence was limited, but 

together as part of a society, they had the potential to enact great works for the group 

(Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). The group adopts the highest level of care over 

the individual since to better the group is to better the individual and succeed at their 

intents; with the state as the ultimate zenith of what a group could endeavor to become, 

the goals of the state need to become the goals of the person since the individual is so 

impotent (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). Dependence on the continued 

betterment of the state to create a greater civilization means to assume that the state is 

the “summation of all desirable attributes” while showing that an individual risks going 

their own path to realize they will fail without the group and fall victim to primitivism 

(Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

To cover the concepts of truth and knowledge when not divinely acquired, mental 

effort — in this belief something earned but accessible more easily to those “wise men” 

skilled in investigating and scrutinizing data — determined those core philosophical 
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values, leading through those mental efforts or advising the leadership (Siebert, 

Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). As a standard to uphold, change from the absolute and 

disharmony from the state’s hegemony leads to instability since collective agreement 

ensures continued operation of the state-and therefore the betterment of the group at-

large (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). Siebert (1956) posits that the state-level 

agreement stems from the contributions of the individuals as a collective while 

maintained through perpetual supervision and continuous oversight. 

Following Niccolò Machiavelli’s belief that the state comports first to secure its 

continuation rather than the benefit of any specific intelligent peoples, the Authoritarian 

Theory continues that whether a single monarch or republic as rulers, discourse by the 

populace can and always eventually will be limited by that power when it risks the 

continuation of the state as it stands (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). Cynically 

summarizing Machiavelli’s argument, “the role of the political leader is to utilize 

whatever means are necessary to forward the interests of his political unit” furthering 

that to be patriotic is to enact harsh limits on how the masses receive information and 

that they will perpetuate themselves as the powerful over freedoms of the individual to 

disseminate ideas (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956 p. 13). 

 German philosopher Georg Hegel pushes the Authoritarian Theory forward 

nearing the modern age concepts of Fascism and Communism with writings like “The 

State is embodied Morality” (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). He argues that the 

state is created from the self-consciousness of the individual pushed outward, that 

freedom is knowledge of the past and society creating the individual’s thoughts and 

attitudes with the end goal being the realization that to support the state is the zenith of 
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responsibilities (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). As information grew more 

available and from more sources, the plurality in quality of information expanded 

alongside it. While initial Authoritarian views of the press focused on the negative-

limitation of information sources, a positive effort to push the state views saw assiduous 

contributions in mass media to attain the goals of those in power (Siebert, Peterson, & 

Schramm, 1956). 

From machinery to inks and paper products, skilled tradespersons shifted from 

hand-copying manuscripts, through Johannes Gutenberg’s letter-tiled printing press 

producing at most 250 sheets per hour to modern offset printing machines able to 

produce around 70,000 sheets per hour (Britannica, 2018). These systems relied on 

government — issued permits — then called “patents” by some early governments of 

colonial America to individuals who could ride the ship, so long as they avoided 

attempts to steer and their press did not rock the boat. While those with high resources 

required for buy-in took advantage of the near-monopoly, their press would fight to keep 

the exclusivity and keep those in control where they were (Siebert, Peterson, & 

Schramm, 1956).  

Initially, the content for mass production would be reviewed by those 

representatives of the state, much easier in the past due to the limited number of works 

published per year (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). As technological 

developments for printing led to more literate societies seeking to produce more media, 

the ability to control the veracity of content could no longer be sustainably verified 

before publication (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). State censorship could no 

longer control the flood of materials released by both the small printers with an 
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independent view and the giant publishers fighting for their share of market profits. This 

effect for control was even more greatly diminished with the transition to newspapers 

becoming the main source of mass communication and information transmitted to the 

general public (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). Weekly then daily deadlines 

meant that the turnaround for state control before release became impossible and a 

position unliked by those in the publishing industries as they developed since it 

winnowed the information flow and therefore, the flow of funding (Siebert, Peterson, & 

Schramm, 1956). With the rise of political parties over any single exclusively run state 

control, the democratization of the press in England ended near the conclusion of the 

17th century. No one party could trust the other with absolute control over the greatest 

tool for gaining and preserving power (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). The shift 

from having prescribed writs for publication turned into states creating general laws for 

what constituted expected behaviors from the press and those works published based 

somewhat on laws for individuals. This is part of the foundational shifts for press and 

private company protections while acting as a distributor for information (Siebert, 

Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

With the state’s wellbeing paramount under the Authoritarian Theory, 

jurisprudence maintains the current systems of power. Sedition and treason were the 

greatest focus on publication issues: to spark enough movement within the populace to 

lead to an insurrection against the seated government was treason and 

advocating/disseminating works supporting policies promoting said overthrow of the 

established state was treason with those persons able to share information through the 

channels of mass communication held responsible (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 
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1956). An archaic punishment, treason sentences were rare for publishers, and only 

three printers were executed by the English across the 16-18th centuries; modern 

application of treason punishments typically seek to chastise actively assisting attacks 

from international governments and transmitting discouraging messages intranationally 

to put off the readiness of civilians (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). Whereas 

treason struck at the core of a nation, sedition charges were handed more outside the 

purview of criminal trials with seditious libel mostly removed as populist and libertarian 

principles emerged (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

The upside to this centralization of media dispersal is that information can spread 

quickly enough to those who would “need to know” news to improve conditions for the 

state and, in an ideal world, the most ethical messaging is the materials most shared. 

The downside is that due to the inherent systems of power required to maintain a 

hegemony or ruling class, this means all materials created from them would be to 

ensure their position remains static (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). Within this 

mindset, general news of the state and its people would only be useful if it perpetuated 

the goals of the state for its people. This is also a system much easier to maintain when 

innovation is low and the need for getting information out to the masses needs to only 

meet the minimum criteria for entertainment while reinforcing moral ideals. As state 

powers shifted from a single ruling family to a less connected party or elite caste, the 

authority to decide dispersed, but not so much as to be called a free press. This arm of 

the leaders continued the prior works while allowing for slight deviations when 

disagreements took place (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). These cracks typically 
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focused on increasing political and financial clout to allow greater control of access to 

the media resources but show how hard a one-party state can be to sustain. 

Mass-producing paper led to over-the-air electronic communication, itself a 

scarce resource due to limited bandwidth. Radio signals across nearby frequencies can 

and often would clash due to rival media groups competing for the same audiences or 

from being too close geographically. Government regulation by way of radio licenses 

determined who could and could not operate at specific frequencies or risk substantial 

fines terminating most smaller stations but survivable by larger companies with multiple 

service regions (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

This relationship continued the traditional power roles of lords to monarch or of 

lieutenants to general by keeping the opinions of the wealthy in control of the 

gatekeeping for access to media. Governments would give approval or censor content 

they disagreed with, and a seat at the table was always available to purchase as 

consultants shifted from private to public service and vice versa. With business 

consolidating, they eventually grew strong enough to push back against regulation they 

deemed restrictive while still having the nation’s ears and eyes focused on the materials 

they released. While government-sponsored content and news stories were frequently 

seen and heard, the views of the media companies came across in the shows aired, 

often with internal codes for what got the green light as extensive as what would be 

censored by local government offices (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

With technology advancements and the means of creating and distributing media 

growing ever more accessible, more than the establishment became able to get their 

own messaging out to their communities about the topics they deemed important. As 
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with the shift from block and inkpress printing to the more modern times of newspapers, 

radios and more, a single person could reach thousands more but needed funding and 

access to do so. Corporate consolidation led to companies growing ever-larger in power 

and able to argue for a free market, would lobby government officials to continue and 

clear policies they favored where whatever sells is the most important information 

distributed (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

Why allow the revolutionary to spread radical, oppositional thinking to the 

establishment when something safer sells? Worse yet, what if something the radical 

says gains traction and the norms become challenged by audiences who historically 

were isolated from meeting and sharing ideas. Enlightened thinking and bucking 

traditional ideas that only the government knows what is best, liberal ideology began 

developing, encouraging the onus to be on personal critical analysis rather than 

assuming everything published was the complete and objective truth (Siebert, Peterson, 

& Schramm, 1956). The press would shift to become not a mouthpiece for those in 

power, but the opportunity for every person to share their worldview, free of the 

restraints a government could impose on what kind of information they could share 

(Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

The Authoritarian Theory of the Press survived through the mass communication 

channels of newspapers, radio, film, and television only to face considerable challenges 

attempting to use the same tools applying to internet discourse. Newspapers and other 

print media require shipping resources to reach their audiences. Radio and television 

waves are a scarce resource and carefully conserved, but online connections are 

virtually limitless where a dearth of technical resources can still potentially reach 
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millions. The systems which developed the Authoritarian Theory of the Press came from 

an environment built to maintain those systems of the state over the needs of the 

individual. Those systems would chafe against the general populace as libertarian 

ideals like the worth of individualism and a person’s will and ability to choose their 

destiny developed across many of these states. Remnants of both systems drive 

modern opinions of how the press should operate between the public and the state, 

along with what type of service it needs to provide to remain operational.  

 

Libertarian Theory of the Press and Citizens United v FEC 

The Libertarian Theory of the Press developed out of the Authoritarian Theory by 

directly opposing the ideas of who was responsible for knowing and sharing “the truth” 

(Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). In an enlightened society, each member of it 

should actively work toward its discovery and the minimal government oversight 

ensuring a “free marketplace” for ideas to be exchanged needed to be maintained 

(Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). Built as the first amendment into the United 

States of America’s Constitution, 

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 

prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, 

or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to 

petition the Government for a redress of grievances (Madison, 1789). 

While this law would prevent governments from specifically censoring the press from 

spreading its messages, this would not apply to private companies’ decisions and their 

terms of use. That distinction and the increased freedom given to companies from the 

Supreme Court of the United State’s Citizens United vs FEC decision would embody 

this Libertarian Theory by muddying the distinction between who the Press actually is. 
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That ruling, focused on a specific clause of the First Amendment, defended that 

corporations had personal freedoms enough to allow vocalizing and donating support 

for political candidates as opposed to just the humans who run the groups (McConnell, 

2013). “The Government may not suppress political speech on the basis of the 

speaker’s corporate identity” (McConnell, 2013). Detractors of this decision note that 

while the case was decided over free speech, it would have been more accurate for 

Citizens United to have been conducted as a reflection of their position under freedom 

of the press (McConnell, 2013). In the four-Justice dissent, Justice Stevens refutes the 

majority’s “conceit that corporations must be treated identically to natural persons in the 

political sphere” (McConnell, 2013). This decision, considered “shorthand for corporate 

domination of politics” by many critics with some noting that the Court’s opinion seemed 

to “stretch for unnecessarily broad interpretations of free speech law beyond what the 

parties argued or what the facts demanded” with theories given with wider scope than 

what the plaintiffs argued in the case (McConnell, 2013). 

A common misconception about the core of the case forgets that Citizens United 

focused on the creation and distribution of information: a documentary disparaging a 

running candidate (then-Senator Hillary Clinton); political action committee (PAC) or 

organization, party or candidate contributions were not the focus of the case, though 

those groups were affected most from the case’s resolution (McConnell, 2013). In an 

age with the citizen journalist able to reach via emerging media a potential platform of 

billions, segregation of the First Amendment’s clauses regarding protected freedom of 

speech and freedom of the press remains an important distinction the Supreme Court of 
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the United States has not upheld, pushing instead to conflate the two into a general 

“freedom of expression” (McConnell, 2013). 

Focusing on freedom of the press under Citizens United splits actually funding a 

political campaign or candidate’s party from disseminating opinions about a candidate’s 

platform or official position. The first point covers campaign-financing regulations 

covered in different laws; the second targets political freedoms of an agent of the press 

(McConnell, 2013). Compared to the citizen journalist, a for-profit business or well-

funded not-for-profit organization has significantly greater opportunities for reaching the 

public. This argument does not inhibit the business’ rights — no matter how 

controversial — to assemble, exercise their religious beliefs or object to others’ 

institutions, or speak; it does clarify that an agent of the press and an agent with free 

speech do not commingle (McConnell, 2013). Focusing the Citizens United decision on 

the Press Clause negates the conversation about the constitutional rights of 

corporations and their relationship to contributing under established campaign finance 

laws (McConnell, 2013). 

Using the Press Clause as the foundation for the Citizens United argument keeps 

the conversation on whether the First Amendment’s protections cover institutions whose 

goals and actions are not journalism; this would make the decision more narrowly 

written with much fewer broad-range consequences to campaign contributions and who 

gets to report information to the masses (McConnell, 2013). Media corporations focused 

on journalism — these concepts themselves having a somewhat shaky definition — 

have full rights under the Press Clause to editorialize candidates and bills; this allows 

the general electorate to keep informed of their political performers and processes as 
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upheld by the Supreme Court in Mills v. Alabama (McConnell, 2013). That case held 

that the Birmingham Post-Herald acted against the law by publishing an editorial of the 

incumbent mayor the day of the election as it would not allow the mayor’s campaign 

opportunity for rebuttal before the voters could properly receive that information 

(McConnell, 2013). 

Under the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (BCRA), McConnell (2013) argues 

multiple distinctions between the actions of Citizens United and the Birmingham Post-

Herald: Citizens United 1) acted as a not-for-profit entity who 2) created a film 

documentary 3) under the BCRA regulations prohibiting published editorials about 

candidates sixty days before the election 4) financed through separate funds while 5) 

not existing as a “media corporation”. The Birmingham Post-Herald 1) ran for-profit 2) 

operated a newspaper under the 3) Alabama Corrupt Practices Act stopping 

editorializing candidates the day of an election with 4) no Alabama Corrupt Practices 

Act restrictions on funding 5) acted as media member of the classical idea of the press 

and was therefore subject to the regulations of the news industry. Citizens United would 

not need to be held by the same standard, while still receiving the press protections of a 

“media corporation” (McConnell, 2013). 

When gauging the freedom of the press historically, whether the group 

disseminating the information ever made money off the endeavor matters little to none 

such as when a labor union’s weekly publication supported a specific candidate was not 

covered by the Federal Corrupt Practices Act; it was considered a “media defendant” 

(McConnell, 2013). Even regulations on funding the press would maintain for arguing 

from the Press Clause prevents any attempt at exerting authority on who gets to act as 
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a member of the press based on financing, especially as so many major news 

organizations such as Slate or Salon operate at a loss, supported by corporate backing 

or supporter contributions (McConnell, 2013). Limiting those groups to only editorialize 

at least two months before the election because they operate at a financial loss would 

not bode well and within the Supreme Court’s jurisprudence, groups operating not-for-

profit organizations more often have significantly expanded rights on election-affecting 

publicity (McConnell, 2013). 

Distribution channels also emit no effect on whether each would be protected; if 

argued, the potential audiences for a movie released are potentially much greater than 

the physical volumes needed released to impact audiences at a large scope. 

Regardless, none in Citizens United argued that the channel of distribution’s character 

affected its constitutionality, and the Supreme Court has upheld each new medium the 

same freedoms as those previously given (McConnell, 2013). The major difference then 

becomes whether the protections of the Press Clause register for organizations like 

Citizens United who do not operate as a member of professional journalism. If so, it 

could be argued that no person outside the press would be allowed to disseminate their 

views about a candidate and that decision would still be held constitutional (McConnell, 

2013). 

This argument remains conspicuously missing from both the majority and 

dissent’s arguments and neither group deals with substantive illumination on the 

characteristic properties of the “news media,” skirting a major core issue to the case as 

argued (McConnell, 2013). Very little precedence was given to support the concept that 

a corporation operates with the same tools as an individual or that a “special First 
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Amendment status” be given to the press as an example of a corporation with special 

protected freedoms different from others (McConnell, 2013). The nearest this topic was 

approached came in the dissenters’ footnote 57: “The drafters of the First Amendment 

did draw distinctions — explicit distinctions — between types of ‘speakers’ or speech 

outlets or forms” (McConnell, 2013). Looking to Lovell v. City of Griffin, Chief Justice 

Hughes’s written decision included: 

The liberty of the press is not confined to newspapers and periodicals. It 
necessarily embraces pamphlets and leaflets. These indeed have been 
historic weapons in the defense of liberty, as the pamphlets of Thomas 
Paine and others in our own history abundantly attest. The press in its 
historic connotation comprehends every sort of publication which affords a 
vehicle of information and opinion (McConnell, 2013). 

Using that argument as a basis, emerging media companies have as much 

protection under freedom of the press as any traditional “media corporation,” 

according to McConnell (2013), with the privileges and responsibilities of that 

position. 

Does a school-sponsored social media blog editorializing on the voting history 

and merits of an incumbent Superintendent — itself targeted at mainly minors unable to 

participate in the election — have more or less freedom of the press than the local 

television news station quoting from the same sources? Is the actor of the press or the 

actions of the press protected by the First Amendment’s Press Clause? One receives 

payment for their efforts from the station funded partially by commercials. The student 

releases that information out to the public for free but is subject to the school 

administration’s policy for its publication which could prevent the student from writing 

disparaging remarks about the administration, shutting down the story without defense, 

even under the First Amendment’s protections. This would fall under the provisions of 
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the school’s purview as a private entity funded with public dollars and likely not receive 

the same protections as the television station’s release. 

“Governmental restrictions on the use of resources for the purpose of 

communicating a message are properly understood as restrictions on speech” 

(McConnell, 2013). While the school could shut down the story, they could not remove 

the student’s computer or personal social media account from which they wrote the 

story as an argument for restricting speech without large negative repercussions. These 

deliberations do not get adequately discussed in Citizens United but addressing who 

receives the protections came from the decision (McConnell, 2013). 

The main questions raised in Citizens United neither state whether government 

agencies prevent “distortion” in the general conversation through regulating speech nor 

if individuals or corporations acting in their own best interest supporting candidates 

electioneering can become corruptive (McConnell, 2013). The main issue addressed 

covered whether the constitutional protections offered to a news agency to propagate 

information en-masse to the public also protect organizations independent of the news 

industry in regards to broad-releasing editorializing commentary within a specific 

timeframe about a candidate running for a public authority (McConnell, 2013). 

Widely regarded within United States’ legal discussions as one of the 

largest decisions on the characteristics of the free press, New York Times Co. v. 

Sullivan decided that the “freedom of speech and of the press” extended to both 

sets of defendants when the group of ministers and local official in the case 

petitioned for certiorari on the Supreme Court’s opinion that just because the 

advertisement in question was paid for and featured outside the editorial 
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component of the newspaper, that difference was “immaterial” to the argument at 

hand (McConnell, 2013). Arguing that those individuals and issue groups who do 

not have access to the greater dissemination tools a newspaper utilizes would 

“shut off an important outlet for the promulgation of information and ideas...even 

though they are not members of the press” denial for paid advertising to inform 

on office holders and candidates completes a denial for constitutionally protected 

discourse (McConnell, 2013). 

 The United States’ current campaign finance regulations fosters a corrupting 

relationship between the established state members and those corporations with large 

economic resources able to contribute heavily toward friendlier legislation and reduced 

litigation by symbiotically empowering both parties (McConnell, 2013). This can 

overwhelm the ability of the individuals, labor groups, and smaller businesses to enact 

viable, meaningful change towards their own betterment, describing both a principle and 

a victim of the Libertarian Theory of the Press’ core values (McConnell, 2013, and 

Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

When looking to the past in the First Amendment’s environment as written, 

people with the means to purchase the service could procure the service of a publisher 

and order prints on virtually any subject they felt earned the funding or initiative. To 

have a state-sponsored license to print went against many of the libertarian ideals of the 

new nation’s breaking away from the Authoritarian English rule. As such, clear 

delineation over who “the Press” was did not exist at the time of the amendment’s 

creation with the Sedition Act’s more infamous initial prosecutions went toward cases 

where the defendants could not claim to be “professional journalists,” instead using 
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freedom of the press as protection against libel charges (McConnell, 2013). Including 

paid advertisements, many won and many lost their individual cases, but the freedom of 

the press as a concept never received argument from any court of the time (McConnell, 

2013). 

Continuing that the narrow scope of reviewing Citizens United as a case for 

applying the Press Clause, McConnell (2013) argues that Bill of Rights jurisprudence 

rarely aims to limit modern application of the terms beyond what would be possible at 

the time of writing: paid advertisements could be protected as part of the freedoms 

given to the press to share information important to the public’s concern even and 

especially near an election and about the candidates running regardless of whether 

from individuals and corporations as there exists no clear, systematic, actionable 

definition of who counts as a member of the “institutional press.” 

 That same verbiage about the “historic connotation” of the press appeared in 

Branzburg v. Hayes, breaking down an argument stating that a member of the press 

would be different than the other citizen since “any author may quite accurately assert 

that he is contributing to the flow of information to the public” (McConnell, 2013). This 

argument relies on the distinction inconsistently held across the Court that because a 

news organization operates as a business, generating funding through sharing 

information and editorials, while an individual or issue group pays for access to these 

means of dissemination, the former apparently wields absolute dominion over the 

expression of facts and opinions which we know is not the case. So-called “press 

shields” submitted through Congress on multiple occasions aggressively narrows the 

scope to “a person who, for financial gain or livelihood, is engaged in journalism” and 
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imprecisely regulates the frequency of who would be allowed to claim the title of press 

member through the inadequate limitation coming from the term “regularly engage” 

regarding the frequency of work published (McConnell, 2013). 

In the First Amendment’s inception, members acting as the press often held 

additional trades, and with the modern concept of the internet-based citizen journalist, 

the same concept applies even more with the prevalence of smartphone cameras and 

near-instant access to social media and potential millions of readers (McConnell, 2013). 

Every person being responsible for determining the truth to news media published is a 

great thought exercise but immediately vulnerable to bad actors. Through no agency 

regulation, dangerous misinformation can spread to the quickly shrinking map of the 

world, becoming ever more connected through more technological advancements. 

With so few tangible restrictions from governments into labeling who gets to 

claim membership of the press to how the press would operate, the Libertarian Theory 

of the Press developed the same problematic issues those efforts to break away from 

the Authoritarian Theory necessitated. While a person could start a newspaper or radio 

station, they would quickly discover that vastly immense sums of funding would be 

required to carve out a niche from the other highly cash-rich businesses owning multiple 

stations and publishing houses (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). In the time of the 

initial publication of Four Theories of the Press (1956), “Three television, four radio 

networks, three wire serves, shape a large part of the information that goes into the 

American home” (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). The market for 

information/entertainment expanded to fill most radio frequencies and national 

newspapers took advantage of their resources to gain insight and access to 
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“newsworthy” situations no local or regional press could obtain. The development of 

cable television consolidated disparate studios and networks into massive business 

confederations. 

As each grew larger, expansion costs required investment. Investment requires 

the business to be profitable, so the news turns into what gets seen the most. 

Eventually, the technology to interact exploded exponentially with the application of 

internet connections, and while news organizations could create websites in addition to 

their main productions, relevancy required the same splashier stories and content on 

social media needed to separate local stations from the din of repeating the same 

source’s information (Andersen & Strömbäck, 2021). Through this emerging media 

created the costs to enter the information/entertainment market reduced enough to 

allow more people without the baggage of a news background to potentially reach and 

parse the same audiences the big groups fought for. The social media sites holding the 

keys to the audiences advertisers want access to eventually overtook enough attention 

from the traditional information networks to gain a seat at the table to influence 

legislation allowing and encouraging their business models to continue flourishing to 

levels unapproachable in traditional media avenues (Andersen & Strömbäck, 2021). 

This consolidation centralized power enough to make change at a scale not seen 

since initial regulations were needed for television and film releases. Governments were 

no longer the greatest controller of the information flowing to the public, but rather 

through loosened state regulations, companies took on the same roles as before. The 

Commission on Freedom of the Press remarked, “The owners and managers of the 

press determine which persons, which facts, which versions of these facts shall reach 
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the public” (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). With further business consolidation 

and the same tactics shifted to an online marketplace, development of a Social 

Responsibility Theory began based on self-reflection on the implications and effects of 

the “communication revolution” (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

 

Social Responsibility Theory 

Building from the Authoritarian and Libertarian Theories of the Press comes the 

Social Responsibility Theory as a reaction to not just catalog the methods of news 

dissemination but push that the continued growth of an individual and the state relies on 

the betterment of both. “Since the press as well as other forms of mass communication 

was introduced into an already highly organized society, its relation to that society was 

naturally determined by the basic assumptions or postulates which were then furnishing 

the foundation for social controls” (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). The press is a 

force regulating the government and knows in what capacity it serves based on the 

specific culture the press works for, changing across time and location. With private 

ownership of the media, power shifted from the state directing what news disseminated 

to the public to being what the owners decide (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). To 

check this imbalance, they push Social Responsibility Theory: all sides must be “socially 

responsible...fairly presented...and if the media do not take on themselves such 

responsibility it may be necessary for some other agency for the public to enforce it” 

(Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

The Social Responsibility Theory centers around the concept that those with power 

ought to use it to benefit society inasmuch as presenting all sides to disputes for the 
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public to determine which side to fall on an issue. Self-regulated, the Social 

Responsibility Theory has the same institutions of the Authoritarian Theory of a smaller, 

powerful few but holds the caveat that another public agency may be prescribed to 

enforce the responsibilities of keeping things fair (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

As a brief aside on the concept building arguments from a theory, the Social 

Responsibility Theory works to maintain its separation from Libertarian Theory of the 

Press and not exist as merely a supplement to those works by pressing that these 

concepts come from reflection on the environments of those working in the press as 

examples of the state of the field and where the press can grow in future to better serve 

its creators and the public (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

As discussed in the Libertarian Theory, the press operates with special 

entitlements, but to maintain that privilege of continue protection from libel and sedition 

accusations, members ought to fulfill necessary tasks as part of the continuing benefits 

to keeping a society under Social Responsibility Theory (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 

1956). The press under this theory as it evolved out of Libertarian beliefs maintains six 

essential duties: 

 Keep profitable enough to continue operating without resorting to 

subversion through issue groups’ financial pressures 

 Protect the public and their agency from the state 

 Act as a commercial collaborator connecting customers to products and 

services 

 Amuse the general populace 
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 Generate and maintain a bridge between the public offices’ activities and 

their constituencies 

 Keep the population informed on important topics so as to allow perpetual 

self-regulation (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

Displeased with the methods used to meet those goals, Social Responsibility Theory 

advocates’ concern with the economics of media in general but particularly the news 

information spread inasmuch as to become the driving force of the media company’s 

efforts, especially when compared to the other goals of building an informed population 

with an educated political electorate (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

This theory conflicts with the United States’ traditional stated economic beliefs that 

the best company will be the most profitable and that the most profitable company must 

be doing the most good to the many by suggesting that as needed, specific media 

creators should be exempt from needing to work towards being and maintaining 

financial self-reliance (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). The goal at its base level 

comes from media groups feeling a collective ownership over its audience and wants to 

support them (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

Local media builds relationships with its customers as both a way to keep in 

business, generate continual sources for stories, and simple proximity. Newspaper 

publishers in many regions operated in what they felt the public needed to know to keep 

informed without oversight. Television and radio’s focus on the general population’s 

best interest was a result of strict government oversight which did not need extending to 

the film industry which in its earliest times remained mostly under its own management 

and internal regulations (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). Still, criticism of self-
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regulation within an industry exists as the “betterment” goals of the industry do not 

equate to the goals of the public. Regardless, this focus on betterment and interest in 

the public’s welfare represents a strong shift from the Libertarian Theory of how the 

press should operate (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

This modern theory recalls a drastically different approach to the concept of the 

free press the original writers of the First Amendment intended, which at that time 

mostly consisted of sharp political pieces of not all-sound factuality. “Just or unjust, 

partisan or nonpartisan, true or false, in news columns and editorial columns'' Charles 

Beard argued for what freedom of the press secured to those writers (Siebert, Peterson, 

& Schramm, 1956). Coming from the Framers of the Constitution, its nature a document 

against Authoritarianism experienced by the British monarchy, they sought to keep 

government’s limitations on freedoms and minimal as possible to enact the Liberatarian 

lifestyles onto which they based their new government (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 

1956). People would be free to speak, and lie, but the freedom to exchange information 

would be preserved and the “self-righting process” John Milton describes keeps the lies 

and deceptions under constant threat from those other publishers working towards the 

good truths (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). 

A flaw with this ideology comes from the belief that in a heavily trafficked news 

space, the average person would naturally seek out the truth over falsehoods published. 

What more often happens is that the busier the channel-such as a continually refreshing 

news feed meant to keep people actively scrolling from headline to headline, the more 

likely the average reader is to conflate two unequal sources of information because they 

were presented through the same channel or platform (Andersen, & Strömbäck, 2021). 
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This issue expands in the modern era across emerging media from both misinformation 

getting shared across a large platform like Facebook and especially when issues of 

intentional disinformation can potentially reach millions and those readers may never 

see a correction. Should the distributor of the false information be held responsible for 

negative effects of allowing it on their platform? Social Responsibility Theory says yes, 

Section 230 of the United States’ 1996 Communications Decency Act says no. 

 

Section 230 Protections for Websites 

The United States Communications Decency Act Section 230 upholds that 

companies running a website such as a social media giant like Facebook cannot be 

held liable for the actions users on their site take or the information Facebook 

disseminates that it did not generate. The legal distinction in this argument focuses on 

liability versus accountability. The first is a legal term meant for holding a person or 

group responsible for actions. The second is an ethical issue worth addressing, 

especially as it pertains to the Social Responsibility Theory of the Press and how 

emerging media operates as a member of said press (Cramer, 2020). 

A safety net for websites, the origin of the 1996 Act came from a legal case in 1994 

wherein a disgruntled user of finance message board Prodigy sued them after the 

complainant could not ascertain the identity of a user they wished to inflict charges of 

fraud against. Suing Prodigy for libel, the company argued that, just as a public library 

cannot be held responsible for the text and images in the books on its shelves, Prodigy 

could not be held responsible for the statements and opinions presented by the users of 

the site. Prodigy was just the service provider and not the content generator. New 
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York’s Supreme Court disagreed and ruled in Stratton Oakmont, Inc. v. Prodigy 

Services Co. that because Prodigy actively had moderation teams working across the 

boards and pulling down messages including off-color and abusive language, they 

operated less as a library and more as a newspaper culling editorials and thereby 

promoting others more agreeable (Cramer, 2020). The platform was not a bastion of 

free speech as Prodigy knew and enacted plans to keep their site held to the standard 

they expected. While Prodigy was argued at the state level, at the federal court’s 1991’s 

Cubby, Inc. v. CompuServe Inc. ruling controverted the “library versus publisher” 

argument in that the Court decided that CompuServe would be unable to vet all content 

uploaded by their users before publishing and that any attempt to spigot the flow would 

be unsensible and unsustainable (Cramer, 2020). 

Due to conflicting legal opinions about the role the website operator takes 

regarding the content its users post, two major arguments erupted. One was that the 

internet would be unviable as a service if every piece of content were moderated by 

someone before going online. The other was that there needed to be something to 

prevent dangerous or illegal misinformation from spreading when the ability to regulate 

it was possible by the site (Cramer, 2020). Meeting together, the final version published 

in 1996 read as “No provider or user of an interactive computer service shall be treated 

as the publisher or speaker of any information provided by another information content 

provider” (Cramer, 2020). 

Take note of the specific phrase used “interactive computer service.” It would not 

be defined any more specifically in the 1996 Act, and to this day, the closest a change 

has come to breaking down what was legislated came from a 2014 legal statute calling 
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it “internet-based social networking platform.” This newer definition created 18 years 

after the initial wording, would also not give an unambiguous, clear-cut definition of the 

term “platform,” leading to some of the issues we currently face with social media 

companies and their uneven application of moderating their users’ posted content 

(Cramer, 2020). This freedom would enable the internet to become such a central focus 

for information dissemination as the liability protections ensured continued growth by a 

diverse user base, especially after the U. S. Supreme Court stripped away the majority 

of the Act as a violation of free speech (Cramer, 2020). Further federal rulings include 

liability shields regarding the site’s response to not pull down “defamatory messages” 

when someone felt attacked, ability to traffic defamatory email and messaging, and 

protections from intentionally distressing content stopped through prescreening 

(Cramer, 2020). 

In a later case, 1999’s Comcast Cablevision of Broward County, Inc. v. Broward 

County, Comcast argued against opening the internet service provider to other market 

peers and sharing the same digital pathways from a free speech position. Comcast 

stated that it wanted to remain free of undesirable content which may get passed 

through the other internet service providers when this passed (Cramer, 2020). In the 

written discussion, the judge supported the idea that when a company does not want to 

deal with specific types of content, that internet service provider should not be 

mandated to carry it (Cramer, 2020). 

Critics argue whether this case came from genuine concern regarding protecting 

Comcast’s free speech at risk, or whether Comcast made disingenuous arguments to 

keep from losing its dominance in the Broward County region, especially since Comcast 
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would already have liability protection under Section 230 for multiple years by the time 

of the case and the company has made minimal use of the “editorial discretion” it 

earned from this case (Cramer, 2020). First Amendment arguments would get used 

multiple times to fight government regulation by telecommunications organizations and 

in 2016, the Circuit Court of the District of Columbia “dismissed as moot” a company’s 

claims attempting to undermine network neutrality regulations as internet service 

providers already has no responsibility for their networks content because of Section 

230 (Cramer, 2020). Dodging economic regulations while arguing under the umbrella of 

free speech exposes the core paradox as these arguments are made expressly to 

purge content from their sites they disagree with, but many of these social media 

companies remain steadfast defending what gets posted when the content offends or 

endangers other people (Cramer, 2020). 

Section 230 states that an internet-based social networking platform has the right 

to moderate the content uploaded by its users and has nothing to do with requiring 

“neutrality” in purportedly “biased” content (Cramer, 2020). Senator Ted Cruz (R-TX) 

condemned this misunderstanding of what rights and responsibilities social media 

companies had when controversial Alt-Right “pundit” Alex Jones and his InfoWars show 

was purged from Facebook and Twitter through permanent suspensions (Cramer, 

2020). Cruz claims concervative censorship from the large social media companies with 

them having “a special immunity from liability...that nobody else enjoys other than Big 

Tech” (Cramer, 2020). 

Liberal bias is a common response within these groups, but the data more often 

shows that sites like Facebook tend to cater to conservative groups while throttling the 



FACEBOOK AND MISINFORMATION RESPONSIBILITIES    52 

progressive-sponsored pages (Liptak, 2018; Silverman, Lytvynenko, & Thuy Vo, 2017; 

Silverman & Mac, 2020; & Statt, 2020). Facebook’s “Common Ground” project, intended 

to create politically neutral spaces where those on opposite sides of the political 

spectrum could meet, built upon other projects “meant to minimize toxic content and 

encourage more civil discussion” (Liptak, 2018).  

This program was disbanded at Facebook by growing force Joel Kaplan, former 

chief of staff under President George W. Bush, who operates as Facebook’s vice 

president of global public policy as those adjustments to the News Feeds of so many 

users “might disproportionately affect conservatives and might hurt engagement” 

(Liptak, 2018). With engagement as the driving factor for getting Facebook content in 

front of users and advertising along with it, a hit to engagement risks the advertising 

revenue. The Wall Street Journal uncovered this line in a presentation to Facebook 

executives: “Our algorithms exploit the human brain’s attraction to divisiveness” (Statt, 

2020). It benefits Facebook to feature controversial content to drive frustration so that 

people will comment and share with their friends and family to comment on. In that 

presentation, the algorithm unchanged would show people using Facebook “more and 

more divisive content in an effort to gain user attention & increase time on the platform 

(Statt, 2020). 

A 2016 Facebook report found that “64 percent of people who joined an extremist 

group on Facebook only did so because the company’s algorithm recommended it to 

them” (Statt, 2020). “Super-sharers” — truculent, partisan, social media figures — 

sometimes paid to be on Facebook to get people informed or swayed and sometimes a 

bot-drive significant engagement figures which Kaplan at Facebook’s reticence to rein in 
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comes from a fear it would “disproportionally affect right-wing pages, politicians, and 

other parts of the user base that drove up engagement” (Statt, 2020). Carlos Gomez 

Uribe, Facebook’s News Feed Integrity Lead, helmed many of those proposed changes 

shot down, their “Common Ground” team arguing that Facebook would need to pivot a 

“moral stance” against controversial and polarizing content, even at the expense of 

losing engagement (Statt, 2020). These beliefs stated by the now-disbanded team fall 

directly in line with the Social Responsibility Theory of the press if Facebook is 

operating as a member of the press through so much information dissemination and 

control over who sees what content Facebook wants. Facebook operates both with the 

protections of the free press while benefiting from the additional liability security offered 

by Section 230, even in cases of extreme danger to the public. 

Force v. Facebook applied Section 230 protections to Facebook, relieving them of 

responsibility for terrorists’ posts to the site. Since Facebook was the platform, not the 

creator, however, actions of moderation could have happened if Facebook wanted to 

(Cramer, 2020). From an ethics standpoint, Facebook knowingly had users promoting 

terrorist acts and chose not to intervene until confronted by an angry public. In doing so, 

Facebook and other social media platforms show that while they have the ability and 

entitlement through Section 230 to pull violent and hateful content from their sites, they 

choose to avoid public blowback for specific calls of censorship and do not use this 

expressly written charge to their protection (Cramer, 2020).  

How do these social media groups deal with unwanted behavior on their platforms 

if they hold back from using Section 230? They target the Terms of Service, the 

agreement approved before a platform grants users access to what the platform does. 
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This is how Facebook and Twitter justified permanently suspending the sitting President 

of the United States from their platforms after allowing years of service breakages left 

publicly available for the sake of public interest (Zuckerberg, 2021). 

The decades of advancement with the entangling of the internet into the lives of 

most people means Section 230 can and must adapt from the era it originated. The 

rules of Section 230 keep social media companies safe from engaging the harassment, 

propaganda, terrorism, and other unsavory content, according to policy researchers 

Jennifer Grygiel and Nina Brown because the internet Section 230 was written to 

regulate takes no account for the rise of massive social media platforms able to inject 

themselves into political elections and public information campaigns in such a dramatic 

way (Cramer, 2020). The shields in place keeping content on these platforms explicitly 

protects these companies from repercussions and liability if they choose not to 

moderate and engage the issues; so little incentivisation from the profitable means 

changes come mostly from strong public outcry (Cramer, 2020). The threat of losing 

customers or advertising revenue chafes more than the insinuation that these 

companies do not care about their users’ safety on their site. 

Unfortunately, even with striking examples of dangerous content such as the 2019 

Christchurch mass shooting in New Zealand which was live-streamed to Facebook by 

the terrorist, reactionary legislation often tends to be aggressively specific to the 

instigation with loose definitions and erratic application on a broader scale (Cramer, 

2020). Changes to Section 230 require holistic ethical consideration about the larger 

conversation regarding the advancements social media underwent since its last major 

definition modification and where emerging media companies need to stand regarding 
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their position as members of the press including rights and social responsibilities those 

positions entail (Cramer, 2020). 

If we argue against the idea that Facebook and others should be held responsible 

for what goes onto its app because of the moderation policies it sometimes enacts, then 

the manipulation of data these sites use as their primary operation of presenting content 

should be made publicly accessible. The black box method of how materials end up on 

a user’s feed should not be defended under Section 230 if transparency is the goal. 

Publicly stated objectivity should be held accountable when infrequent application 

based on internal Facebook executive bias mandates corrupt a supposedly impartial 

algorithm. If the tools for eliminating intentionally manipulative misinformation are 

available but unused, protections should be reevaluated based on performance 

removing these threats and/or showing efforts to find those afflicted by the 

misinformation/intentional disinformation and repair the breach of trust those companies 

created by allowing the content to spread. 

Flagging content as potentially misleading allows a “both sides” argument 

generated in bad faith when one side is intentionally sowing the seeds of disharmony 

and distrusting peer-reviewed science. This also doesn’t curb the spread of the 

misinformation by allowing it to still be shared by users. The only time misinformation 

needs to be safeguarded and displayed for the public record should be in the case of 

politicians acting as a member of their office. Unfortunately, this again allows the 

perpetuation of politics to supersede public health information as when President Trump 

used his social media to downplay the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and vaccine 

safety (Keith, 2020). 
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Soviet Communist Theory 

 To analyze the Soviet Communist Theory of the Press requires historical 

background to its evolution and the major modifications developed by those in control of 

the message at various points in time as well as keeping cognizant that this theory was 

developed during the Cold War about the “enemy” of those writing on the subject. 

Originally developed from Karl Marx’s world ever-changing during his maturation from 

the Industrial Revolution’s effect on further separating class power systems to the 

development of evolution as a scientific theory and its effects on a society so overtly 

supportive of theological basis for life, change would be the driving force to “Marxist 

theories” though Karl Marx would be one of the last people to ever call himself that after 

the inevitable change in philosophy its beholders underwent (Siebert, Peterson, & 

Schramm, 1956). 

Building upon Hegel’s dialectic-two concepts (thesis and antithesis) clash until 

forming a new synthesis between the ideas; itself becoming a new thesis to clash with 

another antithesis to form yet another synthesis and continued across all areas of 

humanity (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). The example given covers the class of 

capitalists as antithesis to the feudal system’s thesis, which started in the transitional 

Renaissance and resolved itself throughout the eighteenth century’s United States and 

French Revolutions developing the rise of the bourgeoisie as the synthesis (Siebert, 

Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). As political, rather than social revolutions, Marx 

disagreed with the changes made as they did not go far enough to affect the underlying 

issues which he perceived as the end game with a classless society synthesized from 
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the struggles of the working class as antithesis to the bourgeoisie’s newly developed 

thesis (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). Marx argued against Hegel’s version of 

dialectics by focusing on the economics driving the philosophy: how a person fulfills the 

needs of themself and their family influences a person enough to dictate their guiding 

principles (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). Quoting George Kennan, economics 

“determines the nature of public life and the physiognomy of society” (Siebert, Peterson, 

& Schramm, 1956).  

According to Marx, systems of capitalism, by their foundational goals and 

intentions, would always lead through a path of greater productive forces than 

productive relations, to the rich able to survive and grow richer during times of both 

economic plenty and famine, while the poor’s economic situation would erode with their 

resources consolidated by the fewer rich until the situation for the many becomes 

untenable and they attempt to turn over the system. The final form capitalism would 

take before Marx’s revolution builds on forever wars and imperialism as the guiding 

tenets of the powerful and the state (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). While the 

goal entailed people ruling themselves collectively with the idea of a government 

diminishing away as the people have developed themselves to beyond the need for its 

regulation, followers of these systems would twist the ideals into claiming to work for the 

betterment of the community, but the state itself grew exponentially with no movement 

to support the general public.  

As Karl Marx spoke little on the issues inherent to mass dissemination of 

information, the Soviet response to the concept of the Fourth Estate holds too many 

tropes of Authoritarianism to allow the press to serve as a challenger to the state. 
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Focused on unity and moral correctness, no criticisms of the state could exist because 

by its nature, it would be disharmonious to the goals of the state and therefore the goals 

of the people. Socio-politically, the evolution of Marx’s ideas into how the eventual 

Soviet Union would operate came through the Bolsheviks failure to control the means of 

production after seizing them, leading to trade oligarchs, the rise of Vladimir Lenin and 

his stated goals of reducing the size and influence of the state never coming to pass, 

and finally Joseph Stalin “correcting” the doctrine such that the Soviet state required 

expansive state power, and a fully-furnished military and police so long as capitalist 

enemies existed in the world to combat them (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956).  

The Communist press would be used as a tool to keep the working class and 

militant party knowledgeable of what would be required to maintain each group’s 

optimization. Authored and controlled by the state, this directly contradicted Marx’s 

belief that in the classless society. The people would have free control of the press 

because the ownership of the press and its channels of production and dissemination 

would be collectively controlled and the responsibility of the press could be shared 

rather than in the hands of a powerful few (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956). For 

the Soviet theory, no delineation of the press and state existed; each was built into 

serving the whole. Vladimir Lenin himself said the newspaper’s goals were as a 

“collective propagandist, collective agitator, collective organizer” (Siebert, Peterson, & 

Schramm, 1956). The state would operate the media in the people’s interests by owning 

and controlling the materials and facilities required to produce it. As a means of social 

control and intentional change, early steps in Soviet history were dissolving private 
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ownership of the media and showcasing the Soviet ideal (Siebert, Peterson, & 

Schramm, 1956). 

 Following the original goals of Marx’s philosophies arguing for the people as the 

power for change, internet discourse seems like it would be the ideal of that communal 

resource. Experts could bring their discoveries and research to the masses and the 

ignorant could learn on any subject enough to quell all misinformation simply because 

the truth would be so readily available. What instead happened to online information 

dissemination is that because everyone had equal access to online platforms, 

determining who the experts were becomes harder for the layperson to recognize and 

rampant misinformation can spread through echo chambers developed through how 

many websites group their users. Whoever gets the most attention can become the 

“truth” many users see regardless of their qualifications on a subject. 

As quoted by Chokshi, 2017: “A lie can travel halfway around the world while the 

truth is putting on its shoes.” This line — commonly attributed to Mark Twain — 

encapsulates the issue of online discourse as Mark Twain did not say that phrase. 

However, after enough people online attribute the line to him, search algorithms and 

other indexing link the two forever. Now both groups have “trusted” sources conveying 

contradictory information as equally reputable. This “both sides” argument creates a 

major problem in online discourse as many sources are not trustworthy or reputable 

while still gaining significant traction, be it from the content’s controversial nature, 

confirming user’s biases, or intentionally misrepresenting events to serve their pet 

causes. 
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While focusing efforts to increase media and source bias literacy would be 

useful, far too many people have come to rely on the expertise of others as authoritative 

sources to believe, simply because the energy directed and working and confirming 

validation requires much more from people than simply clicking to “share” on social 

media. So long as the aggregate continues to discuss and spread the misleading 

content, the algorithm will continue to push it before users to sell advertising space 

attached to the media. The Soviet Communist Theory of the press struggles to survive 

in the modern world because it shares too many similarities to the Authoritarian Theory 

while simultaneously battling the same forces strengthened by the shift from traditional 

to emerging media. 

 

Repeal of the Fairness Doctrine 

The FCC repealed the decades-standing “Fairness Doctrine” in 1986, opening 

the way for niche journalism and more focus on commentating about situations rather 

than strict reporting on events (Ruane, 2010). Ostensibly removed in efforts to defend 

the free speech of news companies, the doctrine worked toward providing issues of 

public concern a more objective perspective. Differing from the “equal time” policies 

focused on giving opposing qualified political candidates uniform time so as not to favor 

one by sheer exposure, the Fairness Doctrine was implemented across broader topics 

than strictly politics so long as they were of a controversial nature (Ruane, 2010).  

The constitutionality of this Doctrine has been challenged multiple times as 

efforts to reinstate stall out, but in 1969, its constitutionality was upheld by the United 

States Supreme Court (Ruane, 2010). Giving broadcasters a “lower standard of 
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scrutiny” when compared to differing forms of media’s relationship to the First 

Amendment, this separation of broadcasters versus a general person’s right to free 

speech continues to create issues as fact-based journalism fights against audience 

performance values and information dissemination (Ruane, 2010). 

Quality journalism is hard, takes time, and requires potentially substantial 

amounts of money to get seen before a large audience. From hiring good writers, 

paying photographers/videographers to create supporting visuals, to just paying to host 

the information online. With so many news options — another reason the Fairness 

Doctrine could be pulled according to the FCC — fighting for a voice in the glut of 

choices and coming out above the din of competing information is challenging before 

needing to make money to continue working (Ruane, 2010). Unfortunately, paywalls 

and subscription fees price out quality journalism and can increase traffic to clickbaity 

fearmongering meant to incense and not inform audiences (Robinson, 2020). An in-

depth, fact-checked interview with a leading epidemiologist can sit behind a monthly 

subscription wall while an article written about how wearing masks leads to one million 

children trafficked annually in the United States can be shared freely because the latter 

does not need to provide verifiable points, but rather “whataboutisms” to encourage 

dissemination. 

The problem of accessing verified sources and fact-based research spread 

appears again when using academic studies to debunk misinformation or 

misinterpretation of science. Due to exorbitant costs for individual PDF or database 

access, this pushes the research even further away from the average person unless 

they are willing to use illegal means like SciHub or compromise their standard of quality 
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research by reaching outside academic peer-review. Even still, the free editions of 

articles available online tend to be preliminary documents which have not yet passed 

peer review (Robinson, 2020). Worse yet, due to the nature of predatory publishing 

practices, esteemed names on journals can cover what can essentially become a 

dumping ground for pay-to-play academics requiring publishing to maintain or improve 

their positions. This type of journal could share the appearance of the another requiring 

strict peer-review before publishing findings, but to the layperson hoping to find an 

answer swiftly, the more accommodating access of a “free” journal built on limited 

review but maximum financial endorsement trumps purchasing or registering accounts 

to view the documents (Robinson, 2020). Even using Public Access to Court Electronic 

Records (PACER) for reviewing federal court documents carries a ten cents per page 

access fee which easily adds up as research can easily entail combing through 

thousands of pages. This fee can be mitigated through claiming a research or poverty 

forbearance entailed by filling out a multi-page document detailing why each document 

is needed and why you cannot afford to access it regularly (Robinson, 2020). Each 

additional barrier for entry keeps peer-reviewed, evidence-based research further from 

the average person’s reach and potentially creates a straight path to misinformation or 

intentional disinformation masquerading as the answers they hoped to discover. 

Funding limits stop the spread of verified information while the unregulated 

content can spread wide during the peer review process. For the average person on 

social media, the research-driven arguments presented in Dan Olson’s In Search of a 

Flat Earth (2020) discussing the rabbit hole and dangerous nature of online 

radicalization and the threat Qanon believers pose to local and national elections are 
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presented as having the same educational merit as a 2015 PragerU video stating that 

the Confederacy fought the United States over “state’s rights” rather than to maintain 

their systems of slavery, muddying a straightforward issue by falsely presenting 

themselves as sharing expertise and equally as research-based. Unfortunately, the 

Fairness Doctrine would put these two unequal researchers on the same show for the 

sake of presenting both sides. This lends unintended credibility by creating a space 

whereby the presentation of both engenders ethos to both. Both could be given a space 

and selected to air their point of view, regardless of whether anything they say is 

verifiable or data-backed. Since proven credentials would not be required to go before 

an audience in-person or online, media wanting to save money could bring on anyone 

they wished on to discuss topics the presenting company wants, even if only to increase 

agitation within the audience based on extremely personal psychographic details 

obtained outside the laws for collecting such information.  

 

Cambridge Analytica’s Use of Facebook Data for Political Targeting Ads 

Two senior members from defunct British data company Cambridge Analytica 

went on to work on Donald Trump’s 2020 digital campaign “Project Alamo” (Channel 4 

News Investigations Team, 2020). Cambridge Analytica’s contributions to the 2016 

United States National Election through 2013 Facebook app “thisisyourdigitallife” (This 

Is Your Digital Life) built psychological profiles from questionnaires and gave the 

personal data of the user and their Facebook friends through the Open Graph platform 

on Facebook (Meredith, 2018). Three main sources of information would be collected 

through this application: responses to the survey questions would be collected and 
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organized onto a table, the Facebook data on the user would get pulled onto a second 

table, and the Facebook data from the user’s Facebook friends would go onto a third 

(Wylie, 2019). Each individual participating in the app’s survey would generally field 300 

other users’ data (Wylie, 2019). Data for up to 87 million Facebook profiles were 

unknowingly transmitted including “user’s name, gender, location, birthday, education, 

political preferences, relationship status, religious views, online chat status” along with 

public profiles information, page likes, timeline, News Feed, and private messages 

helping to focus micro-targeting advertisements tailored to “psychographic profiles” 

preference (Meredith, 2018).  

Two-hundred-seventy-thousand users consented to data harvesting through the 

app, but Cambridge Anaylitca data researcher Christopher Wylie and their team gained 

from this deal over 50 million profiles with a litany of data points they were able to match 

with other records for 30 million of that set to build the psychographic profiles 

(Rosenberg, Confessore, & Cadwalladr, 2018). As a data firm hired for political 

analytics, Wylie and his team built the profile models they sold to the campaign, 

speaking on the data from Facebook as “the saving grace.” “We wanted as much as we 

could get...Where it came from, who said we could have it -- we weren’t really asking” 

(Rosenberg, Confessore, & Cadwalladr, 2018). While Cambridge Analytica was 

incorporated in Delaware, spun off from SCL (Strategic Communication Laboratories) 

through billionaire Robert Mercer’s investment, work would be mainly done by Canadian 

or European contractors at London-based SCL until 2014 where American election 

lawyer Laurence Levy advised limiting the Board to recuse themselves “from 

substantive management” of the clients in United States elections as their efforts could 
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construe foreign nationals involvement and violate Federal Election Commission rules 

for limiting their influence (Rosenberg, Confessore, & Cadwalladr, 2018).  

Right-wind news Breitbart owner Steven Bannon — who became White House 

Chief Strategist advising Donald Trump — and Brad Parscale, Donald Trump’s Digital 

Director in 2016 and 2020 re-election campaign manager both served on the 

Cambridge Analytica Board. Bannon offered the Cambridge Analytica name and 

according to former campaign officials, Parscale guided Cambridge Analytica through 

fund-raising appeal messaging to target audiences with digital ads, worked on voter 

turnout modeling, determining to purchase $5 million of television advertising, and 

figuring out where Donald Trump’s travel schedule would best gather support 

(Rosenberg, Confessore, & Cadwalladr, 2018). Even while actively strategizing and 

implementing work to shift votes toward specific parties, due to Cambridge Analytica’s 

designation as a private company, not a Political Action Committee, Robert Mercer’s 

investment and support would not need to be reported as a political donation and 

subject to campaign financing restrictions (Wylie, 2019). “Legacy psychographics” 

generated during the Ted Cruz campaign walked over to the Trump election work when 

Cambridge Analytica ran into timing shortfalls comprehensively developing Trump 

voters models (Rosenberg, Confessore, & Cadwalladr, 2018). 

While illegal for government security agencies like the National Security Agency 

(NSA) and government-contracted security agencies like Palantir to collect personal 

data on United States citizens en-masse, private companies, including social networks 

and polling organizations, could. Even disallowing the capture of mass-harvested data, 

use of the information was permitted by intelligence agencies if it was “freely 



FACEBOOK AND MISINFORMATION RESPONSIBILITIES    66 

volunteered” by companies or people (Wylie, 2019). With the “loosely supervised 

permissioning procedures” of Facebook, it would be possible and legally permissible for 

a private group to mass-harvest personal information donated by users supplying 

detailed demographics and psychographics and then advance that information on to the 

NSA or other parties interested in comprehensive personal data (Wylie, 2019). Using 

the Facebook platform’s framework connecting people through similar interests, 

Cambridge Analytica built fraudulent groups and news sources driven to target specific 

members of the population more susceptible to “conspiratorial thinking” or “impulsive 

anger” because anger creates engagement (Wylie, 2019). Using hazy monikers like “I 

Love My County” and “Smith County Patriots,” users were exposed to articles and 

videos meant to incite and provoke furious conversation responding to continually 

honed messages from Cambridge Analytica to find the peak engagement (Wylie, 2019). 

Facebook suspended Strategic Communication Laboratories (SCL) including 

Cambridge Analytica acting as their data firm covering political information analysis on 

March 16, 2018 (Grewal, 2018). In their public statement, Facebook claims the data 

came from Dr. Aleksandr Kogan, requesting and gaining access to “thisisyourdigitallife” 

users’ information as a “research app used by psychologists” in 2014 (Grewal, 2018). 

The terms were that the users consented upon download, the data would stay solely 

within that application and would be deleted when no longer needed for the “personality 

prediction” (Grewal, 2018). Facebook did not validate his claim for use of the data 

(Rosenberg, Confessore, & Cadwalladr, 2018). Initially following Facebook’s procedures 

for developers’ use of data acquired, Kogan broke Facebook’s platform rules by 

transmitting the information on to Christopher Wylie of Eunoia Technologies and 
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SCL/Cambridge Analytica. The data was meant to be used specifically for the 

“academic” psychological work described by Kogan in their proposal and was instead 

sent on to a “firm that does political, government, and military work around the globe,” 

firmly against the terms of the deal at that time for Facebook Apps (Grewal, 2018). 

Facebook sent orders to Wylie and Kogan in 2015 to delete all information and to 

transmit certifications of completion. Both Kogan and Wylie, including Cambridge 

Analytica, falsely certified to Facebook that they destroyed all copies of the data 

prompting major revisions to Facebook’s app review process (Grewal, 2018). 

Developers needed to “justify the data” they intend to use and have that approved 

before asking users to submit it or allow the information to get pulled from pages. On 

the user end, apps now need to state what information the developer requests and 

users review to give permission as part of use of the app, including the ability to revoke 

permissions after initial agreement (Grewal, 2018). Vice President and Deputy General 

Counsel at Facebook Paul Grewal stated: “Protecting people’s information is at the 

heart of everything we do. No systems were infiltrated, and no passwords or sensitive 

pieces of information were stolen or hacked...it’s a serious abuse of our rules.” 

(Rosenberg, Confessore, & Cadwalladr, 2018). While upset at the misuse of the 

Facebook data collected by Kogan, Facebook as a platform is built to encourage the 

sharing and collection of trillions of points of user data and is funded through selling 

advertisements and messaging from groups hoping to reach specific markets identified 

by Facebook through its data. 

Vice President of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP) Jamal Watkins, speaking on the Channel 4 News information about 
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microtargeting negative content at black voters, described the efforts as “a modern-day 

suppression campaign, using data and digital technology to keep Black voters at home” 

(Channel 4, 2020). During the 2016 Presidential campaign, Facebook did not keep a 

record of advertising purchased and to whom their advertising was sent. As such, 

Channel 4’s investigations discovered that while directly stated otherwise by campaign 

officials, the Trump 2016 campaign did target Black voters with negative ads to 

discourage Democrat Hillary Clinton’s supporters and diminish voter turnout for Election 

Day. Of specific note was an older video of Hillary Clinton referring to Black youths as 

“super predators” whose reposting received millions of Facebook views along with the 

“Defeat Crooked Hillary” video campaign (Channel 4, 2020). With over $60,000,000 

spent on Facebook ads by the Trump campaign during 2016, Watkins continues “It’s not 

‘may the best candidate win’ at that point it’s ‘may the best well-funded machine 

suppress voters and keep them at home thereby rigging the election so that someone 

can win'' (Channel 4, 2020). 

 

COVID-19 Pandemic and Health Messaging Spread 

On December 31, 2019, the World Health Organization was notified of a 

“pneumonia of unknown cause” stemming from Hubei’s capital Wuhan in China (Keith, 

2020). On January 21, 2020, the United States received its first case with a 35-year-old 

person returning to Seattle, Washington from Wuhan (Keith, 2020). At the time of this 

writing, the COVID-19, or Novel Coronavirus, pandemic’s death toll in the United States 

of America is over one million with almost 84 million people infected with the virus. This 

makes this the deadliest in our history and more lethal than all United States war 
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fatalities combined (Center for Disease Control, 2022). Seemingly every nation on the 

planet was affected by a situation at a scale unseen since World War II, but as an 

apolitical concept, no countries were able to remain outside the conflict. Local 

lockdowns and travel restrictions were implemented across most municipalities in an 

effort to “flatten the curve” after voluntary physical distancing was not used by enough of 

the population. The goal was curbing the spread of the virus especially while scientists 

were still determining how it spread, reducing the number of new infections, which 

would overwhelm the hospital system’s ability to ventilate critical-care cases and treat 

milder symptoms.  

 

COVID-19 and Political Messaging 

 Political messaging between the two major United States parties aggressively 

split over coverage of COVID-19 and only grew more distant as the national election 

continued. Incumbent President Donald Trump initially diminished the threat the virus 

would pose to the health of the nation (Keith, 2020). When asked by CNBC, he 

responded: “We have it totally under control. It’s one person coming from China, and we 

have it under control. It’s going to be just fine.” Public-facing comments remain positive 

as President Trump continues January 24 via his Twitter.com page: “China has been 

working very hard to contain the Coronavirus. The United States greatly appreciates 

their efforts and transparency. It will all work out well. In particular, on behalf of the 

American People, I want to thank President Xi!” (Keith, 2020). Privately, the messages 

were less optimistic, but continued staying upbeat in efforts to keep up morale. On 

March 19, 2020, in taped interviews with journalist Bob Woodward, President Trump 
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would be recorded saying: “I wanted to always play it down. I still like playing it down, 

because I don’t want to create a panic” (Keith, 2020). On February 1, 2020, Vice 

President and then-perceived Democratic Primary Frontrunner Joe Biden used his 

social media presence to echo statements made at a rally the night before: 

We are in the midst of a crisis with the coronavirus. We need to lead the 
way with science — not Donald Trump's record of hysteria, xenophobia, 
and fear-mongering. He is the worst possible person to lead our country 
through a global health emergency (Procon.org, 2020). 

Across political party lines, those values and concerns were echoed within members of 

the party: national surveys matched with Global Positioning Satellite location data from 

cell phones saw that Republicans were less concerned about COVID-19 and took less 

social distancing measures than Democrats in the survey who cited more fears of the 

virus at that time (Allcott et al., 2020). That split in beliefs could stem from regional stay-

at-home orders and higher virus case rate initially seen in more densely populated 

urban areas that tend to show more Democrat support than more sparsely populated 

rural Republican territories (Allcott et al., 2020). Allcott et al.’s (2020) data supported 

and cited that “partisan cheerleading” had less of an effect than pure belief differences 

between the two groups. Similarly, which party a person ascribed to overall affected the 

results for both pandemic perspective and activities listed in the self-reported survey 

responses along with positive or negative appraisal government reactions to the viral 

pandemic (Allcott et al., 2020). Exposure to differing types and levels of media 

engagement with ratings on how dangerous mingling without social distancing affected 

people’s perceptions of COVID-19’s threat. Also discovered were that “risk perception, 

behavior changes, and trust in government information sources change as the 

pandemic progresses” (Allcott et al., 2020). Surprisingly, actions taken against 
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traditional party philosophy showed the most effective change from leadership with 

Republican Governors stating the gravity of the situation early enough to enact 

shutdowns and distancing measures (Grossman et al., 2020).  

 

Election Results Disputed 

The process for determining the final Electoral College vote count with the first 

“past the post” candidate to receive 270 and secure the Presidency was one of the 

longest in recent years, ultimately resulting in the Associated Press calling the election 

for Joe Biden as the 46th President of the United States on November 7, 2020 

(Slodysko, 2020). The reason for the long confirmation process came down to mail-in 

voting for many states not being allowed to get counted until Election Day Tuesday. 

With the COVID-19 pandemic continuing to work its way across the U.S. and in 

response to statements President Trump claimed for months about the chance for voter 

fraud to happen, the majority of Trump support attended the polls in person, while a 

large portion of Biden supporters used absentee ballots to avoid clustering at polling 

stations. Around 75% of the mail-in ballots went to Biden (Slodysko, 2020). Prematurely 

declaring victory on Wednesday November 4, President Trump would never concede 

that he lost the 2020 election. Bruce Castor, acting as one of his lawyers, was the 

closest to the Trump Administration conceding the victory to President Joe Biden on 

February 10, 2021 during President Trump’s second impeachment trial with statements 

like “President Trump no longer is in office. The object of the Constitution has been 

achieved. He was removed by the voters” (Gresko, 2021). States forming the “Blue 

Wall” that President Trump narrowly won in 2016 flipped back to former-Vice President 
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Biden along with others. The loss of those states would continue to drive the political 

messaging from President Trump that the election was fraudulent where he and his 

team would fight on two battlegrounds — through the media channels available and 

willing to host their messages, and through the court system. 

President Trump’s accusations of election fraud continue to the present, though 

originally go back to the 2012 United States national election where incumbent 

President Barack Obama beat Governor Mitt Romney. Taking to Twitter, Donald Trump 

called for people to “fight like hell and stop this great and disgusting injustice,” 

remarking that the rest of the world was “laughing at us.” As Election Day drew to a 

close, Donald Trump claimed the state’s results were a “travesty,” “total sham,” and that 

the United States was “not a democracy.” He sent out a call to action: “We can't let this 

happen. We should march on Washington and stop this travesty. Our nation is totally 

divided!” (Smith, 2020). The 2012 election was certified with the same institutions and 

resources securing every United States election with no widespread evidence of voter 

fraud. 

In the 2016 national election, Donald Trump argued against Republican Senator 

Ted Cruz, alleging that Cruz “stole” the Iowa Caucuses from him. Trump wrote on 

Twitter: “Ted Cruz didn't win Iowa, he stole it. That is why all of the polls were so wrong 

and why he got far more votes than anticipated. Bad!” He later continued with: “Based 

on the fraud committed by Senator Ted Cruz during the Iowa Caucus, either a new 

election should take place or Cruz results ‘nullified’” after Cruz won with  three points 

(Smith, 2020). After gaining confirmation as the Republican Party’s Candidate, Donald 

Trump would call into question the national election process, declaring on Twitter — 
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without providing sources: “The election is absolutely being rigged by the dishonest and 

distorted media pushing Crooked Hillary - but also at many polling places - SAD” 

(Smith, 2020). Continuing to cast aspersions on the election process, after winning the 

necessary Electoral College votes but being short three million in the popular vote to 

Democrat Candidate Hillary Clinton, President Trump spoke in a press conference: “In 

addition to winning the Electoral College in a landslide, I won the popular vote if you 

deduct the millions of people who voted illegally” (Smith, 2020). No widespread 

evidence of voter fraud existed in the 2016 election and was secured through the 

regular institutions. 

On August 17, 2020, President Trump spoke before a crowd against public 

health officials recommendations saying: “The only way we're going to lose this election 

is if the election is rigged” (Smith, 2020). Speaking 48 hours after Election Day, 

President Trump continued his baseless claims against mail-in voting issues:  

I've been talking about mail-in voting for a long time. It's -- it's really 
destroyed our system. It's a corrupt system. And it makes people corrupt 
even if they aren't by nature, but they become corrupt; it's too easy. They 
want to find out how many votes they need, and then they seem to be able 
to find them. They wait and wait and then they find them (Smith, 2020). 

After multiple instances of factually inaccurate statements regarding the election 

process and results, Twitter began flagging President Trump’s messages including 

“WATCH FOR MASSIVE BALLOT COUNTING ABUSE...REMEMBER I TOLD YOU 

SO!” (Smith, 2020). In person, President Trump held a rally to support two Republican 

candidates for the Senate and spoke almost exclusively about perceived election fraud: 

“We will find that hundreds of thousands of ballots were illegally cast in your state and 

all over the country, by the way, more than enough to give us a total historic victory” 

(Gardener, Dawsey, & Bade, 2020). The 2020 election was maintained with the same 
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tools and resources continually applied during every election to ensure voter fraud had 

no effect on the results, even during a pandemic. 

One month after the 2020 election was called for Joe Biden, President Trump 

personally reached out to three separate states to seek aid in overturning the election 

results. Speaking to Republican Pennsylvania House Speaker Bryan Cutler, Michigan 

Republicans, and Georgia Republican Governor Brian Kemp, President Trump sought 

to exert pressure on those governing bodies, specifically asking one to “find the votes” 

to overturn the election results and determine a win in his favor (Gardener, Dawsey, & 

Bade, 2020). Pennsylvanian Republicans in the state legislature wrote in a December 4 

letter that the Democratic Secretary of State’s COVID-19-influenced restriction 

adjustments “undermined the lawful certification” process with a request to the 

Pennsylvanian lawmakers to override their state’s electoral votes in favor of the change 

to President Trump (Gardener, Dawsey, & Bade, 2020). James Clyburn, the Democratic 

House Majority Whip from South Carolina, responded to these actions saying that the 

efforts could “incite people to do and say things they may not ordinarily do...They’re 

really trying to invite insurrection” (Gardener, Dawsey, & Bade, 2020).  

On a call, President Trump also asked Governor Kemp to replace Georgia’s 

electors with those who would help his case (Gardener, Dawsey, & Bade, 2020). Kemp 

did not act on the request and stated publicly a few days later at a press conference on 

why he did not call a special session to overturn the results after multiple recounts: “Any 

attempt by the legislature to retroactively change that process for the Nov. 3rd election 

would be unconstitutional and immediately enjoined by the courts, resulting in a long 

legal dispute and no short-term resolution” (Gardener, Dawsey, & Bade, 2020). These 
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statements would continue until his removal from Facebook and Twitter. Sympathetic 

voters would pick up the call to continually spread this election misinformation while bad 

actors took advantage of skirting the terms of service, spreading intentional 

disinformation on the election and resulting in confidence and trust in the electoral 

system to dive within those groups (Gardener, Dawsey, & Bade, 2020). 

 

Conclusion 

As a private company, Facebook’s massive scale of reach mimics the power and 

influence of some small nations. I recommend pursuing the same arguments used to 

break up historic monopolies into reviewing the extent Facebook’s reach and control 

manages aspects of millions of users across the globe. The analysis above could serve 

as evidence of significant influence based on personal data never seen before at this 

level and operate as a warning to free elections that the private information trusted on 

emerging media sites like Facebook has been and will continue to be used and 

manipulated by bad actors through data breaches. This plus gaming the newsfeed 

algorithm through advertising and divisive content meant to aggravate and incite 

continued engagement encourages “super-sharers” to build large aggregates on 

Facebook to push potentially misleading information before the eyes of millions of 

unassociated users. Facebook has identified steps to moderate this divisive content 

from influencing too many of its users but has chosen again and again that engagement 

factors are greater than its participation in moderating the materials it highlights. Under 

the protection of keeping objective, by Facebook and other emerging media’s news 

feeds displaying certain content at the cost of other, its algorithm cannot by definition 
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remain objective as to rank and sort content is an editorialization at Facebook’s 

discretion presented to users sometimes through personalization data collected and 

other times to shine a spotlight on content aggressively performing well across 

engagement metrics it determines. 

 

Potential Future Research 

Further research is still needed to delve deeper into the psychological issues 

which can develop from Facebook and emerging media’s means of editorializing 

information: specifically in regards to radicalization and the dangers online interactions 

pose to offline encounters. With so few checks on the monopoly Facebook has built, 

should leaders within the company decide to exercise their constitutional right to free 

speech, ownership of two major global messaging applications (WhatsApp and 

Facebook Messenger) could provide a propaganda portal using individual’s private 

usage data and information on a level unseen and impossible to generate before. Within 

just the messaging services, the global monopoly in some areas also means that when 

their service goes down, major sectors of business, education, and personal 

communication stall out on blank pages. Similar to the breakup of major monopolies at 

the beginning of the 19th century, Facebook’s data reserves and reach should be 

reevaluated, especially in the wake of significant outages and the many private data 

breaches Facebook has exposed its users to. 

 As more information comes out to the public regarding the investigation into the 

January 6 attempted coup on the Capitol Building, more data can be added to this 

research. Months on after the attack, so much of who coordinated and fomented the 
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seditious messaging and spread remains either unknown or their liability and 

responsibility for incitement to riot is being determined by Department of Justice officials 

who may or may not bring charges against them. While the election was determined in 

November 2020, President Trump has still campaigned that election fraud on a national 

scale occurred, stealing his reelection. While not able to himself or through 

representatives provide evidence supporting his claims, many avid followers existing in 

a political echo chamber trust in his word that whenever everything else shows these 

statements to be inaccurate, this is the most real version of truth to them. 

Web3 and the creation of business-driven “metaverses” will only increase the 

isolated echo chambers intended to keep things on brand. Creative tools such as 

deepfakes and image manipulation will continue to advance until the average person 

will begin having trouble discerning reality from fabrication and the tools used to keep 

these tricks in check will start to stall out in efficacy. There are tangible effects to 

unchecked dangerous, violent rhetoric allowed to spread on any medium. Conspiracies 

like Pizzagate and the Great Replacement are convincing and radicalizing enough for 

someone to ingest enough white supremacist ideology to attack a restaurant or grocery 

store because the information they repeatedly engaged and trusted proved that the 

situation warranted violence as the proper response. This “fake news” was real enough 

to them to justify ending the lives of many innocent people in an effort to generate terror 

within communities of color. This radicalization is happening and will continue to happen 

even though we have the tools to prevent it. The problem only grows when large sums 

of money are fueling this deceit to continually build enragement within their audiences. 
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When a major political party decides its strongest messaging should focus on 

how a fair election was actually a vast conspiracy and that everyone involved is a traitor 

to the country, people get hurt. That belief was shared across every channel and 

enough people believed it to stage the January 6, 2021 insurrection attempt at the U.S. 

capitol. Investigations continue as to the extent of who was involved in the planning and 

whether they should be held accountable for the actions taken in their cause. The 

Department of Justice will, through action or inaction, decide legal responsibility for 

online messaging with whom they choose to bring charges against. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



FACEBOOK AND MISINFORMATION RESPONSIBILITIES    79 

References 

Allcott, H., Boxell, L., Conway, J., Gentzkow, M., Thaler., & Yang, D. (2020). 

Polarization and public health: Partisan differences in social distancing during the 

coronavirus pandemic. Journal of Public Economics. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2020.104254 

Alpert, L. (2020, April 20). Coronavirus misinformation spreads on Facebook, watchdog 

says. Wall Street Journal. https://www.wsj.com/articles/coronavirus-

misinformation-spreads-on-facebook-watchdog-says-11587436159 

Andersen, K. & Strömbäck, J. (2021). Media platforms and political learning: The 

democratic challenge of news consumption on computers and mobile devices. 

International Journal of Communication. 

https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/15511 

Baccini, L., Brodeur, A., Weymouth, S. (2021). The COVID-19 pandemic and the 2020 

US presidential election. Journal of Population Economics. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00148-020-00820-3 

Barnett, S. (1997). New media, old problems: New technology and the political process. 

European Journal of Communication, 12(2), 193–218. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323197012002003 

Blitzer, W. (Host). (2021, January 10). The Trump Insurrection: 24 Hours That Shook 

America. [Film]. CNN. 

Brennen, B., Nerone, J. (1996). Last rights: Revisiting four theories of the press. 

American Journalism, 13(2) 244-245. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08821127.1996.10731827 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2020.104254
https://www.wsj.com/articles/coronavirus-misinformation-spreads-on-facebook-watchdog-says-11587436159
https://www.wsj.com/articles/coronavirus-misinformation-spreads-on-facebook-watchdog-says-11587436159
https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/15511
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00148-020-00820-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323197012002003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323197012002003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323197012002003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08821127.1996.10731827
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08821127.1996.10731827
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08821127.1996.10731827


FACEBOOK AND MISINFORMATION RESPONSIBILITIES    80 

Britannica. (2018, September 19). Evolution of the printing press to offset printing. 

Britannica. https://www.britannica.com/video/171689/history-printing-press-work-

discussion-Johannes-Gutenberg 

Center for Disease Control. (2021). COVID Data Tracker. CDC.gov. 

https://COVID.cdc.gov/COVID-data-tracker/#cases_totalcases 

Center for Disease Control. (2022). COVID Data Tracker. CDC.gov. 

https://COVID.cdc.gov/COVID-data-tracker/#cases_totalcases 

Channel 4 News Investigations Team. (2020, September 28). Revealed: Trump 

campaign strategy to deter millions of Black Americans from voting in 2016. 

Channel 4 News. https://www.channel4.com/news/revealed-trump-campaign-

strategy-to-deter-millions-of-black-americans-from-voting-in-2016 

Chokshi, N. (2017, April 26). That wasn’t Mark Twain: How a misquotation is born. The 

New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/26/books/famous-

misquotations.html 

Cramer, B. (2020). From liability to accountability: The ethics of citing Section 230 to 

avoid the obligations of running a social media platform. Journal of Information 

Policy. https://doi.org/10.5325/jinfopoli.10.2020.0123 

Facebook. (2020, April 29). Facebook reports first quarter 2020 results. Facebook. 

https://investor.fb.com/investor-news/press-release-details/2020/Facebook-

Reports-First-Quarter-2020-Results/default.aspx 

Facebook. (2021, February 25). Let’s talk about why personalized ads matter. 

Facebook.  https://about.fb.com/news/2021/02/lets-talk-about-why-personalized-

ads-matter/ 

https://www.britannica.com/video/171689/history-printing-press-work-discussion-Johannes-Gutenberg
https://www.britannica.com/video/171689/history-printing-press-work-discussion-Johannes-Gutenberg
https://covid.cdc.gov/COVID-data-tracker/#cases_totalcases
https://covid.cdc.gov/COVID-data-tracker/#cases_totalcases
https://www.channel4.com/news/revealed-trump-campaign-strategy-to-deter-millions-of-black-americans-from-voting-in-2016
https://www.channel4.com/news/revealed-trump-campaign-strategy-to-deter-millions-of-black-americans-from-voting-in-2016
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/26/books/famous-misquotations.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/26/books/famous-misquotations.html
https://doi.org/10.5325/jinfopoli.10.2020.0123
https://investor.fb.com/investor-news/press-release-details/2020/Facebook-Reports-First-Quarter-2020-Results/default.aspx
https://investor.fb.com/investor-news/press-release-details/2020/Facebook-Reports-First-Quarter-2020-Results/default.aspx
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/02/lets-talk-about-why-personalized-ads-matter/
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/02/lets-talk-about-why-personalized-ads-matter/


FACEBOOK AND MISINFORMATION RESPONSIBILITIES    81 

Gardner, A., Dawsey, J., & Bade, R. (2020, December 7). Trump asks Pennsylvania 

house speaker for help overturning election results, personally intervening in a 

third state. The Washington Post. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20201208020244if_/https://www.washingtonpost.co

m/politics/trump-pennsylvania-speaker-call/2020/12/07/d65fe8c4-38bf-11eb-

98c4-25dc9f4987e8_story.html 

GPA. (2020, October 29). US: An update on some technical issues impacting political 

and issue ads. Facebook for Government, Politics, and Advocacy. 

https://www.facebook.com/gpa/blog/ad-restriction-update 

Gresko, J. (2021, February 10). Trump never conceded he lost, but his impeachment 

lawyer did. Associated Press. https://apnews.com/article/trump-impeachment-

lawyer-concede-13f27eab74b260d2a41b331e2adf3461 

Grewal, P. (2018, March 16). Suspending Cambridge Analytica and SCL group from 

Facebook. Facebook. https://about.fb.com/news/2018/03/suspending-cambridge-

analytica/ 

Grossman, G., Kim, S., Rexer, J., & Thirumurthy, H. (2020). Political partisanship 

influences behavioral responses to governors’ recommendations for COVID-19 

prevention in the United States. Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences of the United States of America. 

www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.2007835117 

Guardian Staff. (2021, October 11). John Oliver on digital misinformation: ‘There needs 

to be more public pressure on platforms’. The Guardian. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20201208020244if_/https:/www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-pennsylvania-speaker-call/2020/12/07/d65fe8c4-38bf-11eb-98c4-25dc9f4987e8_story.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20201208020244if_/https:/www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-pennsylvania-speaker-call/2020/12/07/d65fe8c4-38bf-11eb-98c4-25dc9f4987e8_story.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20201208020244if_/https:/www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-pennsylvania-speaker-call/2020/12/07/d65fe8c4-38bf-11eb-98c4-25dc9f4987e8_story.html
https://www.facebook.com/gpa/blog/ad-restriction-update
https://apnews.com/article/trump-impeachment-lawyer-concede-13f27eab74b260d2a41b331e2adf3461
https://apnews.com/article/trump-impeachment-lawyer-concede-13f27eab74b260d2a41b331e2adf3461
https://about.fb.com/news/2018/03/suspending-cambridge-analytica/
https://about.fb.com/news/2018/03/suspending-cambridge-analytica/
http://www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.2007835117


FACEBOOK AND MISINFORMATION RESPONSIBILITIES    82 

https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2021/oct/11/john-oliver-last-week-

tonight-digital-misinformation 

Horwitz, J. & Seetharaman, D. (2020, May 26). Facebook executives shut down efforts 

to make the site less divisive. Wall Street Journal.  

https://www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-knows-it-encourages-division-top-executives-

nixed-solutions-11590507499 

Karlsen, R. (2010). Does new media technology drive election campaign change? 

Information Polity, 15(3), 215-225. https://doi.org/10.3233/IP-2010-0208 

Keith, T., (2020, April 21). Timeline: What Trump has said and done about the 

coronavirus. NPR.com. https://www.npr.org/2020/04/21/837348551/timeline-

what-trump-has-said-and-done-about-the-coronavirus 

Kollewe, J. (2017, May 1). Google and Facebook bring in one-fifth of global ad revenue. 

The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/media/2017/may/02/google-and-

facebook-bring-in-one-fifth-of-global-ad-revenue 

Leuschner, K. (2012). The use of the internet and social media in U.S. presidential 

campaigns: 1992-2012. Academia.edu. 

https://www.academia.edu/1510408/The_Use_of_the_Internet_and_Social_Medi

a_in_U_S_Presidential_Campaigns_1992_2012 

Levy, R. (2021). Social media, news consumption, and polarization: Evidence from a 

field experiment. American Economic Review. 

https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.20191777 

Liptak, A. (2018, December 23). Facebook shelved a feature intended to promote civil 

political discourse. The Verge. 

https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2021/oct/11/john-oliver-last-week-tonight-digital-misinformation
https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2021/oct/11/john-oliver-last-week-tonight-digital-misinformation
https://www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-knows-it-encourages-division-top-executives-nixed-solutions-11590507499
https://www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-knows-it-encourages-division-top-executives-nixed-solutions-11590507499
https://doi.org/10.3233/IP-2010-0208
https://doi.org/10.3233/IP-2010-0208
https://www.npr.org/2020/04/21/837348551/timeline-what-trump-has-said-and-done-about-the-coronavirus
https://www.npr.org/2020/04/21/837348551/timeline-what-trump-has-said-and-done-about-the-coronavirus
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2017/may/02/google-and-facebook-bring-in-one-fifth-of-global-ad-revenue
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2017/may/02/google-and-facebook-bring-in-one-fifth-of-global-ad-revenue
https://www.academia.edu/1510408/The_Use_of_the_Internet_and_Social_Media_in_U_S_Presidential_Campaigns_1992_2012
https://www.academia.edu/1510408/The_Use_of_the_Internet_and_Social_Media_in_U_S_Presidential_Campaigns_1992_2012
https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.20191777


FACEBOOK AND MISINFORMATION RESPONSIBILITIES    83 

https://www.theverge.com/2018/12/23/18154111/facebook-common-grounds-

feature-conservative-bias-concerns-shelved-joel-kaplan 

Madison, J. (1789, September 25). 1789 joint resolution of congress proposing 12 

amendments to the U.S. Constitution. https://www.archives.gov/founding-

docs/bill-of-rights-transcript 

McConnell, M., (2013, November). Reconsidering Citizens United as a press clause 

case. The Yale Law Journal. https://www.yalelawjournal.org/essay/reconsidering-

citizens-united-as-a-press-clause-case 

Mejova, Y. & Kalimeri, K. (2020, June). COVID-19 on Facebook ads: Competing 

agenda around a public health crisis. ISI Foundation. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/3378393-3402241 

Meredith, S. (2018, April 10). Facebook-Cambridge Analytica: A timeline of the data 

hijacking scandal. CNBC.com. https://www.cnbc.com/2018/04/10/facebook-

cambridge-analytica-a-timeline-of-the-data-hijacking-scandal.html 

Noyes, D. (2020, October). The top 20 valuable Facebook statistics - updated October 

2020. Zephoria Digital Marketing. https://zephoria.com/top-15-valuable-facebook-

statistics/ 

Olson, D. (2020, September 11). In search of a flat Earth. Youtube.com. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JTfhYyTuT44 

PragerU. (2015, August 10). Was the Civil War about slavery? Youtube.com. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pcy7qV-BGF4 

ProCon.org. (2020). Coronavirus: Timeline of comments by Trump and Biden with 

background and context. Procon.org. https://www.procon.org/background-

https://www.theverge.com/2018/12/23/18154111/facebook-common-grounds-feature-conservative-bias-concerns-shelved-joel-kaplan
https://www.theverge.com/2018/12/23/18154111/facebook-common-grounds-feature-conservative-bias-concerns-shelved-joel-kaplan
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/bill-of-rights-transcript
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/bill-of-rights-transcript
https://www.yalelawjournal.org/essay/reconsidering-citizens-united-as-a-press-clause-case
https://www.yalelawjournal.org/essay/reconsidering-citizens-united-as-a-press-clause-case
https://doi.org/10.1145/3378393-3402241
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/04/10/facebook-cambridge-analytica-a-timeline-of-the-data-hijacking-scandal.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/04/10/facebook-cambridge-analytica-a-timeline-of-the-data-hijacking-scandal.html
https://zephoria.com/top-15-valuable-facebook-statistics/
https://zephoria.com/top-15-valuable-facebook-statistics/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JTfhYyTuT44
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pcy7qV-BGF4
https://www.procon.org/background-resources/coronavirus-timeline-of-comments-by-trump-and-biden-with-background-and-context/


FACEBOOK AND MISINFORMATION RESPONSIBILITIES    84 

resources/coronavirus-timeline-of-comments-by-trump-and-biden-with-

background-and-context/ 

Riotta, C. (2020, October 30). Biden campaign says its ‘unable to trust’ Facebook after 

‘technical issues’ block fundraising efforts. The Independent. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-election-2020/biden-

campaign-facebook-2020-election-trump-donations-blocked-zuckerberg-political-

ads-b1449624.html?utm_source=reddit.com 

Robinson, N. (2020, August 2). The truth is paywalled but the lies are free. Current 

Affairs. https://www.currentaffairs.org/2020/08/the-truth-is-paywalled-but-the-lies-

are-free 

Rosenberg, M., Confessore, N., & Cadwalladr, C. (2018, March 17). How Trump 

consultants exploited the facebook data of millions. The New York Times.  

https://web.archive.org/web/20180317131953/https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/17/us/

politics/cambridge-analytica-trump-campaign.html 

Ruane, K. A. (2009). Fairness doctrine: History and constitutional issues. J. Curr. Issues 

Crime Law Law Enforc, 2(1), 75-89. 

https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/51529612/JCICLE_2_1-with-cover-page-

v2.pdf?Expires=1631904206&Signature=GfurQ97kU0NMl6qsZqPr5xIYcXx1MKp

0xSLZjyOs5H0uM-

kXBYQQeEBumVly4NIKglxzKEm6hnSvfGmEhFLtHSZUh701bTmso4O1JUdu2g

vX4FadASdN37pb5NP63VnW4xIMMe-w-

GUtFNVMAegN9HBgKtEK6CCa9alW2PtFE0oCBSgvaV9rvildCSXsg9hdVfC-

ZSFj3uX5KL5tqr7OApcswBjTsKsDycPrEWCY91mzgxlA8jNFlNdHI9-

https://www.procon.org/background-resources/coronavirus-timeline-of-comments-by-trump-and-biden-with-background-and-context/
https://www.procon.org/background-resources/coronavirus-timeline-of-comments-by-trump-and-biden-with-background-and-context/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-election-2020/biden-campaign-facebook-2020-election-trump-donations-blocked-zuckerberg-political-ads-b1449624.html?utm_source=reddit.com
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-election-2020/biden-campaign-facebook-2020-election-trump-donations-blocked-zuckerberg-political-ads-b1449624.html?utm_source=reddit.com
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-election-2020/biden-campaign-facebook-2020-election-trump-donations-blocked-zuckerberg-political-ads-b1449624.html?utm_source=reddit.com
https://www.currentaffairs.org/2020/08/the-truth-is-paywalled-but-the-lies-are-free
https://www.currentaffairs.org/2020/08/the-truth-is-paywalled-but-the-lies-are-free
https://web.archive.org/web/20180317131953/https:/www.nytimes.com/2018/03/17/us/politics/cambridge-analytica-trump-campaign.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20180317131953/https:/www.nytimes.com/2018/03/17/us/politics/cambridge-analytica-trump-campaign.html
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/51529612/JCICLE_2_1-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1631904206&Signature=GfurQ97kU0NMl6qsZqPr5xIYcXx1MKp0xSLZjyOs5H0uM-kXBYQQeEBumVly4NIKglxzKEm6hnSvfGmEhFLtHSZUh701bTmso4O1JUdu2gvX4FadASdN37pb5NP63VnW4xIMMe-w-GUtFNVMAegN9HBgKtEK6CCa9alW2PtFE0oCBSgvaV9rvildCSXsg9hdVfC-ZSFj3uX5KL5tqr7OApcswBjTsKsDycPrEWCY91mzgxlA8jNFlNdHI9-JEfyERPERXuQrYM7Hm~9GSesJOMkHbnQwUzuPczeycTwDYRbOjC61oMQHonlOqgFsG~ZP7hHG3Xb~ECRYugLFZL5h~w__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA#page=79
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/51529612/JCICLE_2_1-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1631904206&Signature=GfurQ97kU0NMl6qsZqPr5xIYcXx1MKp0xSLZjyOs5H0uM-kXBYQQeEBumVly4NIKglxzKEm6hnSvfGmEhFLtHSZUh701bTmso4O1JUdu2gvX4FadASdN37pb5NP63VnW4xIMMe-w-GUtFNVMAegN9HBgKtEK6CCa9alW2PtFE0oCBSgvaV9rvildCSXsg9hdVfC-ZSFj3uX5KL5tqr7OApcswBjTsKsDycPrEWCY91mzgxlA8jNFlNdHI9-JEfyERPERXuQrYM7Hm~9GSesJOMkHbnQwUzuPczeycTwDYRbOjC61oMQHonlOqgFsG~ZP7hHG3Xb~ECRYugLFZL5h~w__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA#page=79
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/51529612/JCICLE_2_1-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1631904206&Signature=GfurQ97kU0NMl6qsZqPr5xIYcXx1MKp0xSLZjyOs5H0uM-kXBYQQeEBumVly4NIKglxzKEm6hnSvfGmEhFLtHSZUh701bTmso4O1JUdu2gvX4FadASdN37pb5NP63VnW4xIMMe-w-GUtFNVMAegN9HBgKtEK6CCa9alW2PtFE0oCBSgvaV9rvildCSXsg9hdVfC-ZSFj3uX5KL5tqr7OApcswBjTsKsDycPrEWCY91mzgxlA8jNFlNdHI9-JEfyERPERXuQrYM7Hm~9GSesJOMkHbnQwUzuPczeycTwDYRbOjC61oMQHonlOqgFsG~ZP7hHG3Xb~ECRYugLFZL5h~w__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA#page=79
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/51529612/JCICLE_2_1-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1631904206&Signature=GfurQ97kU0NMl6qsZqPr5xIYcXx1MKp0xSLZjyOs5H0uM-kXBYQQeEBumVly4NIKglxzKEm6hnSvfGmEhFLtHSZUh701bTmso4O1JUdu2gvX4FadASdN37pb5NP63VnW4xIMMe-w-GUtFNVMAegN9HBgKtEK6CCa9alW2PtFE0oCBSgvaV9rvildCSXsg9hdVfC-ZSFj3uX5KL5tqr7OApcswBjTsKsDycPrEWCY91mzgxlA8jNFlNdHI9-JEfyERPERXuQrYM7Hm~9GSesJOMkHbnQwUzuPczeycTwDYRbOjC61oMQHonlOqgFsG~ZP7hHG3Xb~ECRYugLFZL5h~w__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA#page=79
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/51529612/JCICLE_2_1-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1631904206&Signature=GfurQ97kU0NMl6qsZqPr5xIYcXx1MKp0xSLZjyOs5H0uM-kXBYQQeEBumVly4NIKglxzKEm6hnSvfGmEhFLtHSZUh701bTmso4O1JUdu2gvX4FadASdN37pb5NP63VnW4xIMMe-w-GUtFNVMAegN9HBgKtEK6CCa9alW2PtFE0oCBSgvaV9rvildCSXsg9hdVfC-ZSFj3uX5KL5tqr7OApcswBjTsKsDycPrEWCY91mzgxlA8jNFlNdHI9-JEfyERPERXuQrYM7Hm~9GSesJOMkHbnQwUzuPczeycTwDYRbOjC61oMQHonlOqgFsG~ZP7hHG3Xb~ECRYugLFZL5h~w__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA#page=79
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/51529612/JCICLE_2_1-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1631904206&Signature=GfurQ97kU0NMl6qsZqPr5xIYcXx1MKp0xSLZjyOs5H0uM-kXBYQQeEBumVly4NIKglxzKEm6hnSvfGmEhFLtHSZUh701bTmso4O1JUdu2gvX4FadASdN37pb5NP63VnW4xIMMe-w-GUtFNVMAegN9HBgKtEK6CCa9alW2PtFE0oCBSgvaV9rvildCSXsg9hdVfC-ZSFj3uX5KL5tqr7OApcswBjTsKsDycPrEWCY91mzgxlA8jNFlNdHI9-JEfyERPERXuQrYM7Hm~9GSesJOMkHbnQwUzuPczeycTwDYRbOjC61oMQHonlOqgFsG~ZP7hHG3Xb~ECRYugLFZL5h~w__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA#page=79
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/51529612/JCICLE_2_1-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1631904206&Signature=GfurQ97kU0NMl6qsZqPr5xIYcXx1MKp0xSLZjyOs5H0uM-kXBYQQeEBumVly4NIKglxzKEm6hnSvfGmEhFLtHSZUh701bTmso4O1JUdu2gvX4FadASdN37pb5NP63VnW4xIMMe-w-GUtFNVMAegN9HBgKtEK6CCa9alW2PtFE0oCBSgvaV9rvildCSXsg9hdVfC-ZSFj3uX5KL5tqr7OApcswBjTsKsDycPrEWCY91mzgxlA8jNFlNdHI9-JEfyERPERXuQrYM7Hm~9GSesJOMkHbnQwUzuPczeycTwDYRbOjC61oMQHonlOqgFsG~ZP7hHG3Xb~ECRYugLFZL5h~w__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA#page=79


FACEBOOK AND MISINFORMATION RESPONSIBILITIES    85 

JEfyERPERXuQrYM7Hm~9GSesJOMkHbnQwUzuPczeycTwDYRbOjC61oMQH

onlOqgFsG~ZP7hHG3Xb~ECRYugLFZL5h~w__&Key-Pair-

Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA#page=79 

Siebert, F., Peterson, T., & Schramm, W. (1956). Four Theories of the Press. University 

of Illinois Press. 

Silverman, C., Lytvynenko, J., & Thuy Vo, L. (2017, August 8). Inside the partisan fight 

for your news feed. Buzzfeed News. 

https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/inside-the-partisan-fight-

for-your-news-feed 

Silverman, C. & Mac, R. (2020, August 6). Facebook fired an employee who collected 

evidence of right-wing pages getting preferential treatment. Buzzfeed News.  

https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/facebook-zuckerberg-

what-if-trump-disputes-election-results 

Silverman, C. & Mac, R. (2020, November 3). Facebook cut traffic to leading liberal 

pages just before the election. Buzzfeed News. 

https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/facebook-cut-traffic-liberal-

pages-before-election 

Slodysko, B. (2020, November 7) Explainer: Why AP called the 2020 election for Joe 

Biden. Associated Press. 

https://apnews.com/article/why-did-AP-call-election-for-Biden-

fe79276cd9175fffc7cf4fb58045fcf9 

Smith, T. (2020, November 11). Trump has longstanding history of calling elections 

'rigged' if he doesn’t like the results. ABC News. 

https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/51529612/JCICLE_2_1-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1631904206&Signature=GfurQ97kU0NMl6qsZqPr5xIYcXx1MKp0xSLZjyOs5H0uM-kXBYQQeEBumVly4NIKglxzKEm6hnSvfGmEhFLtHSZUh701bTmso4O1JUdu2gvX4FadASdN37pb5NP63VnW4xIMMe-w-GUtFNVMAegN9HBgKtEK6CCa9alW2PtFE0oCBSgvaV9rvildCSXsg9hdVfC-ZSFj3uX5KL5tqr7OApcswBjTsKsDycPrEWCY91mzgxlA8jNFlNdHI9-JEfyERPERXuQrYM7Hm~9GSesJOMkHbnQwUzuPczeycTwDYRbOjC61oMQHonlOqgFsG~ZP7hHG3Xb~ECRYugLFZL5h~w__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA#page=79
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/51529612/JCICLE_2_1-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1631904206&Signature=GfurQ97kU0NMl6qsZqPr5xIYcXx1MKp0xSLZjyOs5H0uM-kXBYQQeEBumVly4NIKglxzKEm6hnSvfGmEhFLtHSZUh701bTmso4O1JUdu2gvX4FadASdN37pb5NP63VnW4xIMMe-w-GUtFNVMAegN9HBgKtEK6CCa9alW2PtFE0oCBSgvaV9rvildCSXsg9hdVfC-ZSFj3uX5KL5tqr7OApcswBjTsKsDycPrEWCY91mzgxlA8jNFlNdHI9-JEfyERPERXuQrYM7Hm~9GSesJOMkHbnQwUzuPczeycTwDYRbOjC61oMQHonlOqgFsG~ZP7hHG3Xb~ECRYugLFZL5h~w__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA#page=79
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/51529612/JCICLE_2_1-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1631904206&Signature=GfurQ97kU0NMl6qsZqPr5xIYcXx1MKp0xSLZjyOs5H0uM-kXBYQQeEBumVly4NIKglxzKEm6hnSvfGmEhFLtHSZUh701bTmso4O1JUdu2gvX4FadASdN37pb5NP63VnW4xIMMe-w-GUtFNVMAegN9HBgKtEK6CCa9alW2PtFE0oCBSgvaV9rvildCSXsg9hdVfC-ZSFj3uX5KL5tqr7OApcswBjTsKsDycPrEWCY91mzgxlA8jNFlNdHI9-JEfyERPERXuQrYM7Hm~9GSesJOMkHbnQwUzuPczeycTwDYRbOjC61oMQHonlOqgFsG~ZP7hHG3Xb~ECRYugLFZL5h~w__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA#page=79
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/inside-the-partisan-fight-for-your-news-feed
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/inside-the-partisan-fight-for-your-news-feed
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/facebook-zuckerberg-what-if-trump-disputes-election-results
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/facebook-zuckerberg-what-if-trump-disputes-election-results
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/facebook-cut-traffic-liberal-pages-before-election
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/facebook-cut-traffic-liberal-pages-before-election
https://apnews.com/article/why-did-AP-call-election-for-Biden-fe79276cd9175fffc7cf4fb58045fcf9
https://apnews.com/article/why-did-AP-call-election-for-Biden-fe79276cd9175fffc7cf4fb58045fcf9


FACEBOOK AND MISINFORMATION RESPONSIBILITIES    86 

https://web.archive.org/web/20201130015905/https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/tru

mp-longstanding-history-calling-elections-rigged-doesnt-

results/story?id=74126926 

Statt, N. (2020, May 26). Facebook reportedly ignored its own research showing 

algorithms divided users. The Verge. 

https://www.theverge.com/2020/5/26/21270659/facebook-division-news-feed-

algorithms 

Wall, A. (2015, May 18). Introducing @POTUS: President Obama's Twitter account. 

Obama White House Blog. 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2015/05/17/introducing-potus-

presidents-official-twitter-account 

Wylie, C. (2019, October 4). Book excerpt: How I helped hack democracy. New York 

Magazine. https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2019/10/book-excerpt-mindf-ck-by-

christopher-wylie.html 

Zuckerberg, M. (2021, January 7). Facebook post. Facebook.com. 

https://www.facebook.com/zuck/posts/10112681480907401 

 

https://web.archive.org/web/20201130015905/https:/abcnews.go.com/Politics/trump-longstanding-history-calling-elections-rigged-doesnt-results/story?id=74126926
https://web.archive.org/web/20201130015905/https:/abcnews.go.com/Politics/trump-longstanding-history-calling-elections-rigged-doesnt-results/story?id=74126926
https://web.archive.org/web/20201130015905/https:/abcnews.go.com/Politics/trump-longstanding-history-calling-elections-rigged-doesnt-results/story?id=74126926
https://www.theverge.com/2020/5/26/21270659/facebook-division-news-feed-algorithms
https://www.theverge.com/2020/5/26/21270659/facebook-division-news-feed-algorithms
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2015/05/17/introducing-potus-presidents-official-twitter-account
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2015/05/17/introducing-potus-presidents-official-twitter-account
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2019/10/book-excerpt-mindf-ck-by-christopher-wylie.html
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2019/10/book-excerpt-mindf-ck-by-christopher-wylie.html
https://www.facebook.com/zuck/posts/10112681480907401

