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Not everyone was enthusiastic about the upcoming 2016 election. Some social media 

accounts argued that Democrats who had supported Senator Sanders should abstain in 

November. Other accounts worried about election fraud. At first glance, these messages 

demonstrate young Americans’ lukewarm attitude toward voting. But in reality, Russian 

agents controlled dozens of these accounts, hoping to weaken Americans’ trust in their 

political system. Foreign influence, not a vigorous political debate, threatens young voters’ 

participation. 

Of course, youth participation in elections has always lagged behind other groups. No 

one reason explains this. Out-of-state college students may forget to cast absentee ballots in 

their home state. Young adults may not feel represented in government: In January the 

president, Speaker of the House, and Senate Majority Leader will all be over 70. Young 

people might prefer other forms of political participation, such as protesting.  

But free speech does not smother the youth vote. In fact, the spirited debates fostered 

by the First Amendment cause young people to vote more, even in this contentious midterm. 

An ABC poll revealed that 13% of all 2018 voters are younger than 30, 2% higher than in 

2014. Political polarization weakens the norms of our democracy, but it encourages political 

involvement. In the hard-fought Texas campaign between Senator Cruz and Congressman 

O’Rourke, young voters cast five times as many early ballots as in 2014.  

Although young people have become more engaged in politics, the factors that 

historically have dampened their turnout make them vulnerable to voter suppression attempts 

on social media. Who can fix this problem? 

The First Amendment only applies to the government, not individuals or businesses, 

so Facebook and other companies could take action. However, social media companies have 



been slow to act, partly because their business model relies on selling users’ information to 

advertisers. As a result, it seems natural that the government should require that social media 

companies vet everyone on their platforms. But this plan runs into constitutional issues. In 

McIntyre v. Ohio Elections Commission, the Supreme Court ruled that the First Amendment 

protects Americans’ right to publish political messages anonymously. Thus the government 

cannot tell Facebook to delete users who refuse to provide their real names. Since the 

Fourteenth Amendment’s due process clause extends First Amendment protections to the 

state level (see Edwards v. South Carolina), the states cannot implement this plan either.  

Of course, free speech isn’t infinite. According to Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes’s 

“clear and present danger” doctrine, the First Amendment does not protect the right of 

“falsely shouting fire in a theatre” and thus causing a stampede. But taken one by one, the 

Russian social media posts do not look like a clear threat. Only in aggregate do they achieve 

their purpose and damage American democracy. 

What other choices do we have? Weakening First Amendment protections would be a 

mistake; we cannot win an information war against an authoritarian regime by becoming 

more like them. Fortunately, the United States does not face this threat alone. France has also 

been affected by fake news campaigns. To inoculate future voters, French schools emphasize 

teaching students to always check online sources. Schools use an innovative method: 

Journalists show students videos that promote various conspiracy theories. Once the students 

accept the conspiracies, the journalists reveal that they manufactured all the video’s 

“evidence.” Then they teach the students how to avoid being fooled again.  

American schools must also teach the tools necessary to spot online falsehoods. 

Young adults become engaged voters when they have access to free speech and are wary of 

misinformation. 


