Law Essay Example

Topic Chosen: Should Social Media Platforms Be Held Legally Accountable for Harmful
Content?

1. The Introduction: Setting the Stage
Start with a Hook

"Every day, over 4.9 billion people use social media, but who is responsible when harmful
content—such as hate speech or misinformation—Ileads to real-world consequences? In 2019, for
example, Facebook faced international backlash after it was linked to the incitement of violence
during the Myanmar crisis, raising questions about its legal accountability."

Define the Legal Issue

This essay explores whether social media platforms should be held legally accountable for the
harmful content shared by users. While some argue that platforms should bear responsibility due
to the significant societal impact of their content, others claim that enforcing accountability
infringes on free speech and the principles of Section 230 of the U.S. Communications Decency
Act. The legal debate focuses on whether these platforms should act as neutral intermediaries or
active publishers with liability for the content they host.

State your thesis

Social media platforms should be held legally accountable for harmful content due to their
role in amplifying such material, the societal harm it causes, and the need for stricter
moderation policies. However, this accountability must strike a careful balance to ensure
the protection of free speech.

2. The Body: Building Your Argument
1. Legal Precedents and Existing Protections

The legal framework surrounding social media platforms has primarily been shaped by Section
230 of the U.S. Communications Decency Act. This provision protects platforms from being
held liable for user-generated content, categorizing them as intermediaries rather than publishers.
However, critics argue that Section 230 was enacted in a pre-social media era and fails to
account for the vast influence these platforms now wield.

For example, platforms like Facebook and Twitter play an active role in amplifying certain
content through algorithms, raising questions about whether their immunity should still stand.



Cases like Gonzalez v. Google LLC (2023) challenge the scope of Section 230, seeking clarity on
whether platforms should be responsible for promoting harmful or extremist content.

2. Ethical Concerns and Societal Impact

Beyond legal protections, the ethical debate focuses on the harm caused by unregulated content.
Hate speech, misinformation, and cyberbullying often lead to real-world consequences, from
mental health crises to incitement of violence. Holding platforms accountable could incentivize
stricter moderation policies and create a safer digital space.

However, opponents argue that increased accountability may lead to censorship and stifle
freedom of expression. The challenge lies in balancing public safety with the right to free
speech—a cornerstone of democratic societies.

3. Counterarguments: A Complex Balance

Critics of legal accountability for platforms argue that expecting companies to police content at
scale is unrealistic. With billions of daily posts, moderating every piece of content is an
insurmountable task. Instead, they suggest empowering users to report harmful content and
implementing Al-driven moderation systems.

At the same time, proponents of accountability emphasize that platforms already profit from user
engagement, often driven by controversial or harmful content. Therefore, they have a moral and
legal obligation to minimize harm.

3. The Conclusion: Tying It All Together

Social media platforms have become integral to modern communication, but their influence
comes with immense responsibility. The debate over whether they should be held legally
accountable for harmful content highlights the tension between protecting free speech and
ensuring public safety.

While Section 230 provides a legal shield, evolving societal expectations and ethical
considerations demand that platforms do more to moderate harmful content. Balancing these
interests is no easy task, but it’s crucial for fostering a safer digital environment.

In conclusion, holding social media platforms accountable could push them toward greater
transparency and responsibility. However, any legal reform must carefully navigate the
complexities of content moderation to avoid unintended consequences like over-censorship. As
the digital landscape continues to evolve, this debate will remain a defining issue for regulators,
companies, and society as a whole.



