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MIT Ethical Technology Initiative presents:

The Role of Big Tech in the 

Deadly US Capitol Insurrection



There is no question that the unrest, anger, and violence that 

empowered rioters to storm the U.S. Capitol were made possible 

by the platforms created by Big Tech companies.



Parler

“Parler has a significant user base of Donald Trump supporters, conservatives, conspiracy theorists, and 

right-wing extremists. Posts on the service often contain far-right content, antisemitism, and conspiracy 

theories such as QAnon”  -Wikipedia



❏ Allows for completely uncensored speech, enabling hate 

speech, anti-semitism, racism, etc.

❏ Hub for ‘Stop the Steal’ followers to coordinate a violent 

insurrection of the U.S. Capitol

❏ Coordination included:

❏ Instructing rioters to come armed

❏ Organizing flights, rides, and hotel rooms for rioters

❏ Planning where to assemble

❏ Planning course of action/agenda for riot
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Twitter



❏ Donald Trump’s largest platform; enabled him to reach 

millions of people at once in a matter of seconds

❏ Twitter enabled him to make fraudulent claims that the 

election was rigged, unfair, ‘stolen’, ‘statistically 

impossible’

❏ Allowed him to publicize the insurrection, encouraging 

his millions of supporters to attend. “Be there, will be 

wild!”

❏ Enabled widespread advertising and publicity of the 

event
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Facebook



❏ Facebook enabled far-right, pro-Trump groups/events such as 

‘Stop the Steal’ to form and coordinate a violent insurrection

❏ Platform enabled thousands of people to communicate over 

messenger to plan an attack on the Capitol

❏ Targeted ads for body armor, firearms, etc. were specifically 

displayed to people involved in these groups (whether or not 

it was intentional, a clear flaw in the algorithms responsible 

for advertising)
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What actions have been taken by Big Tech to combat the enabling of 

the far right to use their platforms to stage a violent insurrection of 

the U.S. Capitol?

Image Source: CNN



The Response

Facebook: permanently banned Trump, banned any content containing “Stop the 

Steal” (only after the insurrection), banned content related to QAnon (October)

Twitter: permanently banned Trump, banned accounts linking to QAnon, banned 

Trump campaign account, limited use of the @POTUS account until after the 

inauguration

Other: Google and Apple removed Parler from their app stores*, Amazon 

terminated hosting Parler on Amazon Web Services (essentially taking the platform 

offline)*, YouTube (owned by Google) banned Trump from uploading new content

*has since been reversed; Parler is back online



Is this an infringement of the First Amendment?

❏ As long as the conditions are stated (typically in a Terms 

and Conditions agreement), not a violation of free speech

❏ Private companies can control the speech used on their 

platforms

❏ Only a violation of the First Amendment if a government 

agency is responsible



Rephrase the Question: Are we comfortable with the 

amount of control of free speech by Big Tech corporations?

❏ This is a level of control of free speech from the private sector we have 

rarely ever seen as a nation. Is this a level of control we are okay with?

❏ Is granting censorship of free speech to private corporations a slippery 

slope that can be abused in the future?

❏ Is not granting censorship of free speech to private corporations a 

slippery slope that can lead to future violent attacks?

❏ Even when it regards someone we may dislike personally, was the 

response of Big Tech the right one? Was there a better solution?



Feasibility

❏ Considering that Alt-Right groups often disguise their identities to circumvent 

these platforms’ bans (e.g. sock puppet accounts, ‘Own the Vote’ instead of ‘Stop 

the Steal’, etc.), is it possible to expect these platforms to be able to identify and 

remove all (or at least a majority of) violent and hateful speech?

❏ Considering the scale and the speed at which content reaches users, is it feasible 

to expect Big Tech companies and social media platforms to prevent and remove 

dangerous speech before it reaches large numbers of people?

❏ How should content that ‘disappears’ and thus cannot easily be tracked and 

reported (e.g. Instagram Stories, ‘vanishing’ photos on messaging platforms, etc.) 

be monitored by these platforms?



Open Discussion
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❏ Is it the responsibility of Big Tech companies and social media platforms to ban 

dangerous speech, as well as prevent future dangerous speech?  

❏ Were the steps taken by Facebook, Twitter, Amazon, etc. the best course of action? 

If not, what would be a better way to address the events that occurred?  

❏ From a technical perspective, is it feasible to expect platforms of such grand scale 

to comprehensively remove and prevent violent speech?  



Thank you for joining!

Learn more and get involved at eti.mit.edu


