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Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act:  

Its Impact and Necessity 

The Internet is an intricate web of worldwide communities, woven together by content 

created and shared by people of all backgrounds. Online communities can be unpredictable and 

difficult to control, but those are the qualities that allows them to flourish. People interact in 

different ways — this can often be chaotic and irritating, but it is also illuminating and informative, 

and that is simply how free speech exists. The Internet can function this way due to Section 230 

of the Communications Decency Act. This legislation has had a tremendous impact on modern 

Internet services and platforms, but politicians on both sides of the aisle have recently called for 

its removal. This action would only have harmful effects on both online platforms and users, as 

can be seen when considering the influence of the Communications Decency Act's Section 230, 

and what would inevitably occur if it were removed. 

The Communications Decency Act, established in 1996, was the first significant effort by 

the United States Congress to regulate indecent material and obscenity on the Internet. The CDA 

has had meaningful effects on the Internet as well as online communication, and by far, the most 

defining impact has been that of Section 230, which operates as the First Amendment of the 

Internet. Only 26 words long, this Act is one of the most important laws protecting free speech 

online, stating that "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." 

Section 230 upholds that people should be held responsible for their speech online, not the platform 

that hosted it or another party. The law further provides "Good Samaritan" protection for 

companies to moderate their content by removing posts that violate the services' own standards, 

so long as they are acting in "good faith." 
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Section 230 was not a law created gratuitously — in an era of expanding internet usage 

and user-generated content, Congressmen Ron Wyden and Christopher Cox were spurred to action 

by a New York Supreme Court decision regarding Stratton Oakmont, a securities investment 

banking firm, and Prodigy, an early internet company that hosted a popular messageboard. Stratton 

Oakmont had sued Prodigy for defamatory comments written by an anonymous user on its forum. 

The court held Prodigy liable for the statements, treating the company as a publisher. Many 

lawmakers feared that this decision would enable the public to sue the commercial Internet out of 

existence. However, once Congressmen Wyden and Cox became aware of the court's ruling in the 

case, they wrote Section 230 into the Communications Decency Act, explicitly designing the law 

to override the decision from Stratton Oakmont and, consequently, allowing the Internet to 

flourish. 

Decades later, Section 230 still has a massive impact on freedom of expression online. 

Hailed as the "26 words that created the internet," the legislation set a path for the rapid expansion 

of Internet companies that hosted third parties. When it was first signed into law, the Internet was 

still getting on its feet, but it was ablaze within three years, sparking an explosion of new business 

ventures. That led to the influx of initial public offerings in technology stocks and what became 

known as the dot-com era. 

Section 230 was so effectual because, through its protections, the act laid the foundation 

for modern Internet services like advanced search engines, social media, and video streaming. As 

the law established that companies were not liable for third-party content posted on their platform, 

these businesses could exist without fear of legal ramifications. Moreover, the dot-com era also 

led to the establishment of new jobs. In 2017, NERA Economic Consulting estimated that Section 
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230 and the DMCA combined contributed about 425,000 jobs to the U.S. and represented a total 

revenue of $44 billion annually. 

The CDA's Section 230 resulted in a period of stock-market growth, the dot-com era, and 

increased employment, but without question, the most valuable outcome of this law is that people 

from all different backgrounds can come together. One of the most essential functions of the 

Internet is allowing people to connect and share ideas — this can be on blogs, social media 

platforms, or educational platforms. Without Section 230, the Internet would not be such a place 

where everyone can speak out and share their opinions. Because speakers are held liable for their 

speech, rather than the platforms that they use, it is possible for services that host user-generated 

content to exist. This possibility allows users to share their ideas without having to create 

individual sites that would likely have a much smaller reach. As a result, many people have 

unprecedented access to content that others create. That is why we have flourishing online 

communities where people can interact with one another and push the boundaries of innovation 

and influence. 

Despite the benefits of Section 230 as a law, both Democrats and Republicans, including 

President-elect Joe Biden and former President Donald Trump, have openly called for its repeal, 

though for different reasons. Republicans argue that platforms should lose Section 230 protections 

if they fail to practice political neutrality; this is because they believe d igital companies 

discriminate against conservatives, citing examples such as Twitter flagging President Trump's 

tweets and banning his account as confirmation. Democrats, on the other hand, cite many reasons 

for the removal of Section 230, including the spread of hate speech, sex trafficking, gun violence, 

and extremism — the recent Capitol riot being an example of the consequences. However, both 

political parties fail to realize that the modification of Section 230 would not serve to amend these 
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issues. Instead, they would only be detrimental towards both Internet-based companies and their 

billions of users. 

Section 230 allows for the incredibly diverse sets of voices on online platforms, large and 

small, to exist. The law has given underrepresented communities the power to organize and 

leverage the Internet for social good. The social movements we have seen over the past few years, 

whether it be the #MeToo movement or the nationwide Black Lives Matter protests, would never 

have been as effective without social media. Realistically, without Section 230 protections, entire 

online communities, such as Black Twitter, would never have come to exist. 

If the legislation were repealed, platforms would be incentivized to do one of two things: 

either sharply moderate user content to avoid legal repercussions, or stop moderating content 

entirely, which would lead to a steep increase in racism, hate speech, extremism, and more. In both 

scenarios, we would be vastly worse off. As Ron Wyden himself, the Senator who co-wrote 

Section 203, emphasized: "Just look at Black Lives Matter and the protests against police violence 

— the cellphone video that captured the officer kneeling on George Floyd's neck spread across 

social media platforms, and it's the reason Americans learned  about his unjust killing in the first 

place." In a world without Section 230, posts like that one would most likely be censored, and 

existing imbalances in society would only be amplified. The voices that the world must hear the 

most, those of marginalized communities, will be the ones that are shut out instead.  

These consequences are among the countless reasons repealing or modifying Section 203 

is not a viable resolution to the issues with Internet platforms that many politicians emphasize. 

Instead, the best solution would be for Internet-based companies to follow certain principles to 

improve content moderation for users. These guidelines would vary from platform to platform, but 

put simply, companies should institute reasonable, transparent moderation policies. More 
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importantly, legitimate speech and communities should not be censored in the process, 

intentionally or unintentionally. By using these regulations as a basis for their content moderation 

policies, companies can prevent harmful content from being spread on their platforms while 

simultaneously allowing online communities to thrive. 

In short, it is clear that Section 230 is the reason the Internet became the cultural and 

economic force that it is today; the very basis of the law is making the internet safe for both 

innovation and individual free speech. Many politicians believe that reforming Section 230 is an 

easy fix to obstacles the country has been facing lately, but this action would instead result in 

unwanted consequences for current and future online communities. Instead, a web-wide change in 

content moderation principles is necessary. Therefore, these online communities can continue to 

grow — and everyone who relies on Section 230, from readers, writers, and academics to 

entrepreneurs, activists, and political pundits, as well as everyone in between, can continue to 

exercise their lawful rights as users of the Internet.  
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