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Twitter and Facebook could regret their interventions more than they know
Whoever wins the next election, these companies will have a tougher ride over the next four years than the last
JAMES TITCOMB18 October 2020 • 9:31pm

Twitter's Jack Dorsey and Facebook's Mark Zuckerberg, who provoked fury from the Trump campaign when they censored an apparent New York Post exposé of Joe Biden and his son
There are few bipartisan issues left in Washington DC, but opposition to Big Tech is often seen as one of them. 
Facebook, Google and Twitter, in particular, appear equally distrusted in Democrat and Republican circles. Earlier this month, a committee of Senators unanimously voted to order the bosses of the three companies to testify about how their platforms are governed. A separate group’s lengthy investigation into the power of Apple, Amazon, Facebook and Google saw both major parties work together. 
It is likely that whoever wins the next election, these companies will have a tougher ride over the next four years than the last. But on closer inspection, the idea that right and left are united when it comes to Silicon Valley does not withstand much scrutiny. 
The two sides’ grumbles are diametrically opposed. Republicans gripe that a small cadre of liberal-minded elites on America’s West Coast are censoring free speech – largely conservative speech – and manipulating the national conversation against them. Josh Hawley, a consistent antagonist of Big Tech, says the companies are “determining elections [and] banning inconvenient political views”. The right also points out that Silicon Valley workers’ donations to Joe Biden outstrip those to Donald Trump significantly.
ADVERTISING
Democrats have an altogether different set of complaints. As more natural sceptics of business, they focus on the economic power of Google, Facebook and Amazon, the riches of their founders, privacy issues and the ways they maintain their empires at the expense of smaller rivals. 
In large part, each side also disagrees with the others’ assessment. The left would prefer online platforms to censor more enthusiastically, not less. They say companies have been too slow to crack down on conspiracy theories from Trump supporters and that Facebook should remove misleading political adverts posted by the president.
The right, meanwhile, is wary of intervening to limit the companies’ market status, fearing that damaging successful American businesses will hasten the rise of China.
This is why despite four years of criticism, there has been no substantial legislation passed to limit tech’s biggest companies. 
Division has been everywhere. The only major punishment meted out against Big Tech in the US, a $5bn (£3.9bn) Federal Trade Commission fine against Facebook for violating users’ privacy last year, was opposed by the two Democrat appointees on the five-person body for being too weak. 
Although Republicans took part in Congress’s antitrust investigation, they refused to endorse the Democrat-authored report, which suggested new laws such as requiring big tech companies to compete on a level playing field with smaller rivals. 
The Senators that have successfully forced Twitter’s Jack Dorsey, Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg and Google’s Sundar Pichai to face a grilling next week only agreed to subpoena the three executives when Republicans allowed Democrats to ask an entirely different set of questions to those proposed by the other side.
From Silicon Valley’s point of view, this stalemate has been a perfectly acceptable state of affairs. Political gridlock has left them relatively free to keep growing, becoming more powerful than ever even as concerns about that power continue to rise.
The problem is that eventually, those concerns can boil over. Last week, both Facebook and Twitter provoked a tremendous level of fury from the Trump campaign when they censored an apparent New York Post exposé of Joe Biden and his son, on the grounds the story may be false or based on hacked materials.
Even if widely disputed, limiting the reach of a major US newspaper (Facebook downgraded its ranking in news feeds, while Twitter blocked people from posting the link altogether, before backtracking and applying a “warning label”), was a step into unprecedented territory.
Republicans promptly demanded that Dorsey and Zuckerberg testify over the decision and pushed forward on plans to reform Section 230, the longstanding internet law that allows online platforms to moderate material without being classed as a publisher.
Internet companies should fear what comes next. Although it is as true as ever the two parties disagree on what is wrong in Silicon Valley, last week’s actions brought a new energy to Republican anger against Big Tech. It will persist long after the election if, as polls suggest, Trump loses next month.
The idea that “something must be done”, even if the two sides cannot agree on what, increases the chances that politicians will take the most blunt and drastic action. If it is unanimously agreed that tech companies are too big, the doomsday scenario of breaking them up might be the only thing Republicans and Democrats can agree on.
An alternative might be repealing Section 230 altogether, which would force major changes to their business models.
The prospect of either of these remedies will worry tech bosses far more than other measures on the table, such as giving users more control of their data or restrictions on future acquisitions.
And yet, last week seemed to bring us closer to such a prospect. Disagreements on how to deal with tech companies have so far kept regulators at bay. The political rage that last week’s actions from Facebook and Twitter incited may change that.
Zuckerberg and Dorsey could regret their interventions more than they know. 

