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what do you think?
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Section 230 Reforms
S h e l d o n  W h i t e h o u s e

Introduction

For better or worse, a few social media companies dominate today’s internet. 
In recent years, with the spread of disinformation and other dangers online, the 
worse now overshadows the better.

Social media platforms— companies that facilitate information sharing 
through virtual networks— have shielded themselves more than any other 
media from responsibility for destructive content that they house and propa-
gate.1 They claim that their algorithms simply promote whatever is selected by 
the collective wisdom of the public,2 and that they lack the resources or expertise 
to identify and remove unlawful or untruthful content. But the truth is they are 
not neutral or incapable observers. Social media companies spread disinforma-
tion,3 exacerbate preexisting biases,4 and disseminate unlawful content5 because 
of deliberate, profit- seeking choices. These platforms choose how to structure 
their services; what content to allow or disallow; what content to promote; what 
ads to sell, and to whom; and how they connect advertising to the content users 
consume or create.

These deliberate choices create real- world harm. Although Facebook Chief 
Operating Officer Sheryl Sandberg initially tried to deflect blame to other 
platforms that she claimed “don’t have our abilities to stop hate, don’t have our 
standards and don’t have our transparency,” a leaked internal Facebook report 
acknowledged that the company chose not to act against January 6, 2021, in-
surrection plotting on its platform.6 A New York Times study of the 2020 Senate 
run- off election in Georgia found that the “top 20 Facebook and Instagram ac-
counts spreading false claims aimed at swaying voters in Georgia accounted for 
more interactions than mainstream media outlets.”7 A 2021 study by University 
of Southern California researchers found Facebook job advertisements were 
infected with gender bias, disproportionately targeting men for male- dominated 
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3. Whitehouse claims that reforming section 230 with ‘transparency
requirements’ will help fight the spread of disinformation. What
requirements does he have in mind? Do you agree with him that the
government is justified in imposing such requirements? Why or why
not?
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a. we ought to require platforms to disclose what is paid content and
who is behind it, and to separate paid content from other content.
Users should also be required by platforms’ terms of service to
disclose when they are paid to disseminate particular messages.

Whitehouse, Sheldon. From “Section 230 Reforms.” Chapter 7 in Social Media, Freedom of Speech, and the Future of our Democracy. Edited by Lee C. Bollinger and Geoffrey 
R. Stone. Oxford University Press, 2022. © Oxford University Press. All rights reserved. This content is excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more information, 
see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/.

b. social media companies should open their algorithms up to
scrutiny. In cybersecurity, firms deploy ‘white hat’ researchers to probe
their systems for glitches and weaknesses. Mandating some form of
access to social media platforms’ algorithms would allow researchers
to determine whether and how those algorithms contribute to illegal 
activity, and also provide a way to counteract any illegal actions
found.
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Today:  

Liberalism, and the case for 
paternalism
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Background: what is liberalism?

“Liberalism” a slippery word; many varieties. 

Classical (18th c) liberalism:  

presumption of freedom, from government and social 
interference in one’s life: free markets, freedom of religion, 
and speech; generally, freedom to live as one chooses.  

John Locke, J. S. Mill. 
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“Social justice” liberalism:  

“Classical” freedoms are worth little without material 
resources. Eg, not enough to lift government restrictions on 
(e.g.) women’s education, if few can afford tuition. 

This justifies a more active government that classical liberals 
permit. Tax & transfer; public education; etc.
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What then is liberalism not? 

Central planning of large sectors of the economy by the 
government (communism) 

Restrictions not justified by the harm principle, or something like 
it, e.g., outlawing all religions other than Zoroastrianism. This is 
one form of conservatism. 

Another form of conservatism says: some restrictions on 
behavior are justified, because the widespread exercise of some 
freedoms will make us all worse off, e.g. by eroding social order.
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Background: varieties of paternalism

The basic idea of paternalism: the government may outlaw 
certain behaviors “for your own good.”  

1. What is the difference between coercive paternalism and
libertarian paternalism? Give some examples.
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Glod:

Coercive paternalism (henceforth simply “paternalism”) holds that it 
may sometimes be OK to forcibly intervene when a person is likely 
to do some action that will harm her overall, on balance, when any 
benefits that action brings her are outweighed by the costs that she 
faces from it.We might intervene simply by warning her about what 
she is doing, but the more interesting views of paternalism are ones 
that say it’s permissible to interfere with her even if she is making a 
free and sufficiently informed choice to do something harmful to 
herself.

Glod, William. From “What the *Bleep* Do We Know?” Chapter 1 in Why It’s OK to Make Bad Choices. Routledge, 2020. © Routledge. All rights reserved. This content is 
excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/.
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Glod:
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“libertarian paternalism” or “nudging” is probably the most 
common use of the term “paternalism” today. Nudging is the 
view that we can actually use people’s biases to influence 
them to act in better ways. For example, we can manipulate 
people into eating healthier by putting the healthy food at eye 
level and making the less healthy food harder to notice or to 
reach.
Glod, William. From “What the *Bleep* Do We Know?” Chapter 1 in Why It’s OK to Make Bad Choices. Routledge, 2020. © Routledge. All rights reserved. This 
content is excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/.
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do paternalists treat us as children?
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Glod:

Evans-Pritchard, Blake. From "Aiming To Reduce Cleaning Costs." Works That Work, no. 1, 2013. © Typotheque. All rights reserved. This content is excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more 
information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/.

[Perhaps not, for two reasons] First, the best 
defenders of paternalism stress that we are only 
talking about certain harmful behavior being up for 
intervention. 
Glod, William. From “What the *Bleep* Do We Know?” Chapter 1 in Why It’s OK to Make Bad Choices. Routledge, 2020. © Routledge. All 
rights reserved. This content is excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/.
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are the two reasons convincing?

A second [reason] why we should not think paternalists aim to treat us 
as children is that people don’t actually want to suffer these bigger 
harms, given everything else they value, their overall best interest. 
Many paternalists insist that any proper manipulation or interference 
they defend is not meant to reflect values held only by the paternalist 
and not by the intended target. Rather, paternalism is meant to help 
us all do what we ourselves would want to do if we were not saddled 
with biases, clouded judgment, hot emotions, and weak wills. If they 
sat you down and got you to really think through things, you could 
get a better and more informed perspective on whether and when 
you should engage in certain habits.
Glod, William. From “What the *Bleep* Do We Know?” Chapter 1 in Why It’s OK to Make Bad Choices. Routledge, 2020. © Routledge. All rights reserved. This content is 
excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/.
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Usually for a harm to warrant paternalism, it will have 
at least two of three features: severity, immediacy, 
and irreversibility.
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Glod:

severe and irreversible
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severe and immediate
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immediate and irreversible
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five problems for paternalism
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Glod:

it won’t work, it is insulting or disrespectful, it imposes values, it 
violates rights, and it is likely to be misapplied or abused. 
Glod, William. From “What the *Bleep* Do We Know?” Chapter 1 in Why It’s OK to Make Bad Choices. Routledge, 2020. © Routledge. All rights reserved. This 
content is excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/.
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