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Facebook Inc. said it is beginning to reduce how much political content users 
see in their news feeds, potentially diminishing the role that the world’s largest 
social network plays in elections and civil discourse more broadly. 
  
The announcement, made in a Wednesday blog post, follows Facebook Chief 
Executive Mark Zuckerberg’s declaration on the company’s earnings call last 
month that most users wanted to see less political content. He said at the time 
that cutting back on politics would allow Facebook to “do a better job of helping 
to bring people together and helping to promote healthier 
communities.” Facebook says that political content currently constitutes only 
6% of what people see on the platform. It will begin running experiments to 
reduce that amount for a small percentage of people in Canada, Brazil and 
Indonesia immediately, with tests in the U.S. in weeks to come. 
  
The company said it isn’t removing political content but rather exploring ways 
to reduce the exposure for users who would prefer not to see it. In practice, 
that means Facebook will still allow users to post about politics and argue 
among friends, but its algorithms will de-prioritize those conversations and 
spread them less widely across the network, especially for people who have 
not expressed interest in those topics. The company didn’t specify how it will 
define political content. 
  
Facebook said on Wednesday that its new efforts will be gradual and 
accompany existing tools—such as the ability to opt out of political ads or 
guarantee that content from chosen entities appears high in the news feed—
that the platform already offers users. The effort marks a pivot for Facebook, 
which has historically relished its role as a central, populist actor in elections 
and social movements around the world. In an October 2019 speech, Mr. 
Zuckerberg declared social media to be “the fifth estate,” a center of civic 
power on par with the press as well as the executive, legislative, and judicial 
branches of government.  
  
Mr. Zuckerberg said on the company’s earnings call that he is rethinking the 
place of politics on the platform as part of a continuing effort to “turn down the 
temperature and discourage divisive conversations and communities.” The 
shift comes after a bruising U.S. presidential election that twice led Facebook 
to invoke what it called emergency “break glass” measures to calm civic 
discourse. The first was just after the election in November and the second 
was in the wake of Trump supporters storming the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6. 
  
Those emergency measures were designed to be temporary but some, such 
as restrictions on how quickly certain Facebook Groups can grow, are now 
permanent. The Wall Street Journal previously reported that internal Facebook 
research concluded ahead of the election that the most active political 
Facebook Groups were incubating a toxic brew of hate speech, conspiracy 
theories and calls to violence.  
  
Depending on how far Facebook’s overhaul goes, the reduction in the visibility 
of political content could jumble the ecosystem of online activism, publishing 
and advertising that has grown up around the social network and its reported 
2.8 billion monthly users. It also could reanimate complaints, largely from 
conservatives, that the company is stifling political speech. The ultimate 
prominence of political content will depend on testing and user feedback, the 
company says. “Our goal is to preserve the ability for people to find and 
interact with political content on Facebook, while respecting each person’s 
appetite for it at the top of their News Feed,” said the blog post by Facebook 
product manager Aastha Gupta. 
  
Facebook said it would exempt from the tests health information from 
organizations that it classifies as authoritative, as well as content from official 
government agencies. The move isn’t the first time that Facebook has tinkered 
with the prominence of particular categories of content on its platforms. After 
gearing its content-recommendation algorithms to increase how much time 
users spent on the platform or responded to content, Facebook gradually 
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shifted in the second half of the last decade toward maximizing a new metric: 
“meaningful social interaction.” 
  
The upshot was reduced attention to passively consumed content— posts from 
businesses, brands and media, according to Mr. Zuckerberg—and greater 
prominence for material shared by a user’s family, friends and interest-based 
groups. Outside researchers and the company’s researchers found the 
changes corresponded to less traffic for many newspaper publishers but more 
attention for stories that elicited a strong reaction from users.  
  
The Journal reported last year that internal research indicated Facebook’s 
algorithms were rewarding the purveyors of polarizing content that struck an 
emotional response with users. Ms. Gupta also said the company would 
publicly discuss changes as it made them. “As we embark on this work, we’ll 
share what we learn and the approaches that show the most promise,” she 
wrote. Facebook is facing other hot-button political issues in the near term. Its 
new independent content-oversight board is set to determine later this year 
whether Facebook erred in suspending former President Donald Trump from 
its platform. – Wall Street Journal  
______________________________________________________________ 
  
Groundhog Day was last Tuesday, but Gov. Tom Wolf celebrated on 
Wednesday when he outlined another go-nowhere proposition that is as 
certain as tomorrow’s sunrise to be dismissed by the state’s legislative 
branch. What was the point, beyond posturing? 
  
The would-be progressive agenda depicted in a hopeless budget plan reads 
like a Christmas wish list of Pennsylvania’s chief executive. He wants to 
legalize recreational marijuana. He wants a big personal income tax increase 
on top wage earners. He wants to dramatically boost the minimum wage. It 
took minutes for Republicans to decry the Democratic governor’s proposal. 
The reaction was predictable. And it was deja vu all over again. 
  
Gov. Wolf is correct that there are big problems in Pennsylvania, especially in 
the way public education is funded. But a progressive agenda is not progress 
when he must work within the confines of a GOP-controlled Legislature that is 
uncooperative and, in truth, oppositional. The governor may rightly see the 
state’s extensive problems — which include a looming and jaw-dropping 
budget deficit come summer — but fixing those problems and seeing them are 
two very different animals. 
  
What is needed is not a bold budget proposal that has no chance of being 
passed. That’s just poking the bear — or the elephant, as the case may 
be. This is the time for bipartisan cooperation. The governor should be meeting 
with GOP legislative leaders with an aim toward crafting a budget with a 
chance of passage. That, indeed, would be a bold initiative. 
  
As it is, his proposed $40 billion spending plan already is lining the 
Legislature’s bird cage. Even if it is time to raise the minimum wage to a figure 
with some hope of supporting a family, even if the wealthy should pay a higher 
income tax because they can afford to do so, even if there’s wisdom in 
legalizing recreational marijuana and creating a needed new funding stream 
for government that reduces costs by removing criminality, they’re all tail-chase 
ideas in Harrisburg’s current political climate. 
  
So, why not get down to the business of actually conducting business. What 
corporate executive would design a budget with ideas that will be dead on 
arrival with the corporate board? Only a corporate executive who is ready for 
permanent retirement.  The public is sick of it. The public wants forward 
motion, not a high-speed run on a circular track. 
  
It is understandable that Gov. Wolf would want the public to know what he 
believes is the best path forward economically —- his $40 billion progressive 
budget plan. But, attached to that vision should be a compromise proposal that 
shows his willingness to accept less than what he really wants. And the burden 
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of compromise does not rest solely on the governor’s shoulders. The 
Republicans must, in turn, accept less than what they want. This is called 
conflict resolution. 
  
Pennsylvania is in crisis. A $2.5 billion deficit is anticipated when the state 
fiscal year closes this summer. Gov. Wolf must sit with legislative leaders and 
have a genuine heart-to-heart about the best plan for Pennsylvania. This would 
be truly progressive. – Pittsburgh Post-Gazette editorial  
______________________________________________________________ 
  
Five years ago, leading up to the 2016 Democratic primary, I wrote about then-
Braddock Mayor John Fetterman. I wondered if a wholly unusual U.S. Senate 
candidate – big, bald, tatted-up, looking like a biker bar bouncer --  might signal 
the future of American politics.  
  
I wondered that because he was new and different, and politics seemed old, 
sullied and getting worse. Then, as now, the Republican Party was burdened, 
if not breaking, under the weight of Donald Trump. Then, as always, the 
Democratic Party was over-pandering to every element of its base. And 
Fetterman, liberal, little known, with little money and no shot of winning, was 
running a straight-talk campaign, based on experience, not anecdotes. He said 
things need to change. Used specifics to argue that too many people aren’t 
treated equally. That too many communities are abandoned. 
  
There was no happy talk. No glitz. There was this large, scary-looking guy in 
work clothes, with an MBA from UConn and Master of Public Policy from 
Harvard, pointing at troubling truths. I wondered if voters listened. He finished 
third, behind Joe Sestak and primary winner Katie McGinty, who went on to 
lose that November to Republican incumbent Pat Toomey. 
  
Since then, and not only because of the coronavirus, lots of communities 
remain abandoned, and E Pluribus Unum is still more of a motto than a 
movement. But now that Fetterman’s running again, I again wonder if anyone 
listens. There’s a difference and a sameness to his candidacy then and his 
candidacy now.  
  
The sameness is his story of service. From Big Brothers Big Sisters, to 
AmeriCorps, to 14 years working to resuscitate a dying steel/ghost town 
outside Pittsburgh. The difference is he’s now better known. As Gov. Tom 
Wolf’s lieutenant governor, he gained name ID, greatly enhanced by frequent 
national TV appearances, especially during the state’s starring role in the 2020 
election. 
  
He got local notice along the way, using an effort to measure attitudes toward 
legalizing marijuana, with a statewide tour hitting every county in 2019. This, 
naturally, was viewed as a thinly-veiled prequel to a future campaign. He’s 
used social media to cement an image of a genuine family guy, often self-
deprecating, usually featuring wife Gisele, their three kids and rescue dog Levi 
-- who has his own Twitter account, @levifetterman. And he used social media 
to raise $1 million-plus, mostly in small donations,  before formally announcing 
for Senate on Feb. 8.  
  
All these things make Fetterman the early frontrunner for the 2022 Democratic 
nomination for a seat Toomey’s not seeking again. They also make him a 
target. A day after his announcement, state and national news outlets reported 
Democratic concerns and Republican attention related to an incident eight 
years ago involving Fetterman, a shotgun and an unarmed Black jogger. The 
story, which emerged during the 2016 campaign, is Fetterman, when mayor, 
said he heard gunshots near his home and saw a masked man running.  
  
The man, Christopher Miyares, claimed Fetterman chased him down then 
pointed a shotgun at his chest. Fetterman says he didn’t point the gun at 
Miyares but held it so Miyares could see it until police arrived. No charges or 
complaints were filed. Fetterman, after the 2013 incident, was twice reelected 
mayor of Braddock, which is 80 percent Black. The New York Times this week 
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reports Miyares, in 2018, was charged with kidnapping for ransom, terroristic 
threats, reckless endangerment, and currently is in prison. Still, expect to hear 
more of this. And don’t be surprised to see TV ads with some exaggerated 
version of the story if Fetterman wins his party’s nomination. Which is no 
cakewalk.  
  
Depends who else runs (many are expected) and what the national party sees 
as its best interest in a 2022 mid-term election likely critical to Senate 
control. Not all Democrats, for example, love the idea of two white men 
(assuming Josh Shapiro is the nominee for governor) at the top of the ticket in 
a key state that’s never elected a Black or a woman Senator or governor. And 
how does Fetterman’s push for legal marijuana, his most prominent public 
policy offering, play in an older, socially conservative state? I see GOP ads: 
“He’s not the grassroots candidate. He’s just the grass candidate.” 
  
Still, Fetterman can be compelling. Sometimes oddly so: in attire, stoner flag 
on his Capitol balcony, and shameless Sheetz promoter. But always engaging 
and a good debater, with a huge online following, and an ability to connect 
across social classes. No one can say how he fares in a key statewide race 
with national attention. But how his assets, traits and personal story get 
balanced against the politics of the day will determine whether Pennsylvania’s 
ready for a Sen. John Fetterman. – John Baer’s column in Harrisburg 
Patriot-News  

 

 

   

 

  


