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WhatsApp can stop fake news poisoning Brazilian politics 
Ahead of a critical election, the messaging app has become a sea of toxic misinformation, but it’s not too late to halt the tide

CRISTINA TARDAGUILAI

WhatsApp, the Face-
book-owned messag-
ing app, is one of the 

main tools that Brazilians use to 
keep in touch with friends and 
family, and do business. Increas-
ingly, it is also a part of politics. A 
recent poll found that 44 per cent 
of voters in Brazil use WhatsApp 
to read political and electoral in-
formation. Unfortunately, in the 
lead-up to the first round of the 
presidential election on Oct 7, the 
app was used to spread alarming 
amounts of misinformation, ru-
mours and false news.

With just a few weeks before 
the runoff vote on Oct 28 be-
tween the far-right candidate 
Jair Bolsonaro and his left-wing 
opponent Fernando Haddad, 
there is still time for WhatsApp 
to make temporary changes to 
the platform to reduce the poi-
soning of Brazilian political life. 
The company must be decisive 
before it is too late.

There have been positive de-
velopments in the fight against 
false news in Brazil. Ours is one 
of 17 countries where Facebook 
has third-party fact-checkers 
trying to weed out misinforma-

tion from the platform’s news 
feed. Facebook and Google have 
also collaborated on an initiative 
called Comprova, gathering 24 
Brazilian newsrooms to debunk 
misleading links, videos and im-
ages.

But these efforts seem to 
have pushed dirty campaigns 
elsewhere, in particular to 
WhatsApp, where activity con-
sists of encrypted personal con-
versations and chat groups in-
volving up to 256 people. Such 
chat groups are much harder to 
monitor than the Facebook news 
feed or Google’s search results.

From Aug 16 to Oct 7, we col-
lected and analysed posts in 347 
chat groups that are open to the 
public and focused on Brazilian 
politics. This is just a small sam-
ple of the estimated hundreds of 
thousands of chat groups that 
millions of Brazilians use every 
day to gather information. Our 
study, which was conducted as 
a joint project by the Federal 
University of Minas Gerais, the 
University of São Paulo and the 
fact-checking platform Agência 
Lupa, revealed how misinforma-
tion spreads.

It is difficult to establish to 
what extent these misinforma-
tion campaigns are affiliated 
with political parties or can-
didates, but their tactics are 
clear: They rely on a combined 
pyramid and network strategy 
in which producers create ma-

licious content and broadcast 
it to regional and local activists, 
who then spread the messag-
es widely to public and private 
groups. From there, the messag-
es travel even further as they are 
forwarded on by believing indi-
viduals to their own contacts.

From a sample of more than 
100,000 political images that 
circulated in those 347 groups, 
we selected the 50 most widely 
shared. They were reviewed by 
Agência Lupa, which is Brazil’s 

leading fact-checking platform. 
Eight of those 50 photos and im-
ages were considered complete-
ly false; 16 were real pictures but 
used out of their original context 
or related to distorted data; four 
were unsubstantiated claims, 
not based on a trustworthy pub-
lic source. This means that 56pc 
of the most-shared images were 
misleading. Only 8pc of the 50 
most widely shared images were 
considered fully truthful.

The problem of false news in 

Brazil transcends ideological 
divides.

Bolsonaro’s supporters shared 
several images describing poli-
ticians — including those from 
the center right — as “commu-
nists.” The most widely shared 
image from our sample was a 
black-and-white photo of Fidel 
Castro and a young woman. The 
description accompanying the 
picture claims the woman is for-
mer President Dilma Rousseff, 
and the text accompanying it 

suggests Rousseff was Castro’s 
pupil, a “socialist student.” The 
young woman in the photo, 
however, is not Rousseff. The 
picture was taken in the Unit-
ed States in April 1959, when 
Rousseff was only 11. Yet such 
images are effective in smearing 
Rousseff and the Workers’ Party 
— of which Haddad is a member 
— in a country where there is 
much antipathy to communism 
among the middle class.

The false news spread by 

Haddad’s supporters is gen-
erally somewhat different. 
These messages tend to distort 
Bolsonaro’s positions on taxes 
and the minimum wage, often 
using exaggerated data. But 
some anti-Bolsonaro messag-
es on WhatsApp are outright 
conspiracy theories: After Bol-
sonaro was stabbed at a cam-
paign event on Sept 6, Haddad’s 
supporters shared pictures of 
the candidate entering a hos-
pital smiling, suggesting he had 
staged the attack. The image, 
however, was taken before the 
stabbing.

The alarming flow of distort-
ed information can be mitigat-
ed. If WhatsApp changes some 
of its settings in Brazil from 
now until Election Day, Oct. 28, 
it can reduce the spread of lies. 
Moreover, these simple changes 
can be made without impinging 
on freedom of expression or 
invading users’ privacy.

WhatsApp should under-
take three measures imme-
diately:
Restrict forwards. This year, 
after the dissemination of ru-
mours on WhatsApp provoked 
lynchings in India, the company 
put restrictions on the number 
of times that a message could be 
forwarded. Globally, the num-
ber of forwards was reduced to 
20, while in India it was reduced 
to five. WhatsApp should adopt 

MEGAN NOLAN

Last month, some video 
footage went viral in Ire-
land of a group of Eng-

lish men verbally abusing young 
women at a Dublin housing cri-
sis protest. The men, it turned 
out, were part of a bachelor 
party who had come from Bris-
tol and seemed to be dressed 
intentionally to look like a car-
toon of landed gentry, in tweeds 
and the loudly colored trousers 
widely beloved by braying men 
of a certain kind.

It would have been a strange 
incident in any case, these Eng-
lish men who look like relics of 
the landlord class shouting at 
young Irish people rendered 
desperate because of skyrocket-
ing rents, but it was to become 
more absurd still. After calling 
the women “scroungers” and 
demanding to know whether 
they had jobs, one of the men 
took the decapitated head of 
a pigeon out of his pocket and 
threw it at them.

That particular fact won’t 

make any more sense the longer 
you look at it, and yet it goes on 
being true. I watched the video 
footage over and over, looked 
at earnest news headlines that 
simply read, “The footage shows 
a man verbally abusing protest-
ers, before the head of a decap-
itated pigeon is thrown,” but no 
explanation was forthcoming. 
Why did the man throw a pigeon 
head at the protesters? More 
important, why was he carrying 
one in his pocket, ready, seem-
ingly, to be launched as soon as 
a worthy adversary appeared?

But stranger still — or perhaps, 
upon reflection, not strange at 
all — was the gap between the 
English and the Irish when it 
came to interpreting the Pigeon 
Incident. While Irish people 
complained on Twitter about 
these brash bird-head-wielding 
English tourists coming to our 
country and performing their 
odd little colonial pantomime, 
sensitive Britons were eager to 
ask why it mattered that the men 
were English. They’re just louts, 
they said. Why does it matter 
where they’re from? After all, 
all that occupation business was 
so long ago.

There was a time once, or so 
the fantasy went, when “The 
Irish Question” — as the real 

landed gentry of two centuries 
ago liked to refer to the prob-
lem of, well, us — seemed more 
or less resolved. Sure, there 
were occasional moments of 
idiocy, like when I made a mis-
take at work and a colleague 
responded by putting on a comic 
Irish accent and doing a bum-
bling-peasant impression. Sure, 
the English still loved to make 
the occasional potato joke. (You 
know the one: Ha-ha, you guys 
love potatoes — remember, the 
things that all rotted before 
a million of you died of star-
vation?) And yes, it was con-
sistently surprising how many 
English people were shocked 
and offended to discover that 
an Irish person might feel some 
animosity toward their country.

But there was an idea not 
so long ago, even among many 
Irish, that it was time to move 
on. We were all going to be Eu-
ropean together forever, after 
all, and we ought to at least try 
to smooth over our differences.

Post-Brexit, however, this rel-
atively recent sense of equanim-
ity is being put to the test.

The extent to which many 
English people are ignorant 
about Ireland has become pain-
fully clear. Crucial questions 
about how to avoid a hard bor-

der between Northern Ireland 
and the Republic — a border 
abolished in the Good Friday 
Agreement, the reintroduction 
of which would be inextricably 
associated with the preceding 
decades of violence and unrest 
— remain unresolved, months 
before Brexit is slated to be-
come official. (Perhaps that’s 
in part because they were be-
ing dismissed as “this Irish 
stuff ” by the likes of the for-
mer Conservative Party leader 
Iain Duncan Smith as late as 
last winter, even as people on 
both sides of the border pleaded 
for a solution.) The secretary of 
state for Northern Ireland, Ka-

ren Bradley, recently admitted 
with startling candor that she 
didn’t know basic facts about 
the politics of the region where 
she is in charge: that nationalists 
— those who seek a united Ire-
land — won’t vote for unionist 
parties, and vice versa. Jacob 
Rees-Mogg, the arcane mem-
ber of Parliament who looks as 
though he has been extracted 
from the nightmare of a Victori-
an child, has suggested bringing 
back border checks “as we had 
during the Troubles.”

In the midst of all this, I’ve 
noticed a tonal shift in the way 
I and other Irish people speak 
about the English. Our anger is 

more sincere. We are more ready 
to call them out on all those cen-
turies of excess, more likely to 
object to those pink-trousered, 
pink-faced dinosaurs who still 
perceive us as their inferiors. I 
found myself genuinely breath-
less with anger when I read the 
Conservative MP Andrew Brid-
gen’s recent comments assum-
ing he would be entitled to an 
Irish passport post-Brexit. How 
can it be possible that a member 
of Parliament in 2018 still be-
lieves that Ireland is nothing but 
a resource to be drawn from and 
discarded at will? I once laughed 
at their cluelessness. But I don’t 
find it funny anymore, how they 
think of us — or often, how they 
don’t bother to think of us at all.

I’ve lived in London for three 
years. I hadn’t spent much time 
in Britain before my arrival and 
had no particular feelings to-
ward the English. I expected 
them to react to me with similar 
neutrality. What I didn’t expect 
was the toxic mix of dismiss-
al and casual disdain. It would 
have been easier, perhaps, if it 
was all as overt as potato jokes. 
But what kills you is the igno-
rance; what grinds you down 
is how much they don’t know 
about the past and, if they do 
know, how little they care. It’s 

In which an 
Irish woman 

discovers 
how little the 
people who 
shaped her 

country’s fate 
know or care

I didn’t hate the English — until now

1989
The Hungarian Republic is official-
ly declared by president Mátyás 
Szűrös, replacing the communist 
Hungarian People’s Republic.

1989
Bankruptcy of Wärtsilä Marine; 
the biggest bankruptcy in the 
Nordic countries until then.

1991
Signing of the Paris Peace Accords 
which ended the Cambodian–Viet-
namese War. Commemorated as a 
public holiday in Cambodia.

1993
1993 – The Troubles: A Provisional 
IRAbomb prematurely detonates in 
the Shankill area of Belfast, killing 
the bomber and nine civilians.

TODAY 
DAY IN 

HISTORY

Hon. Chairman Najeb Yacob Alhamer | Editor-in-Chief Mahmood AI Mahmood | Deputy Editor-in-Chief Ahdeya Ahmed | Chairman & Managing Editor P Unnikrishnan | Advertisement: Update Media W.L.L | Tel: 38444692, Email: sales@newsofbahrain.com | Newsroom: Tel: 38444680, Email: mail@newsofbahrain.com
Subscription & circulation: Tel: 38444698/17579877 | Email:subscription@newsofbahrain.com | Website: www.newsofbahrain.com | Printed and published by Al Ayam Publishing 

TOP 

4
TWEETS

04

02

03

01

General Directorate of 
Traffic wishes safety 

to all road users and calls 
upon drivers to be cau-
tious of the rain by driv-
ing on the correct lane, 
following the speed limits 
and leaving the safety dis-
tance between vehicles.

@moi_bahrain

Because motivation 
pervades all action, 

it is important that we 
have a positive motiva-
tion. Whatever we are 
involved in, whether it’s 
politics, education, med-
icine, law, engineering, 
science, business or in-
dustry, the nature of our 
motivation determines 
the character of our work.

@DalaiLama

I’m supporting @Ben-
Jealous because of his 

plan to drive down costs 
for prescriptions. On Fri-
day I stood in my pharma-
cy, near tears, because my 
son needed medication 
but the insurance compa-
ny would not approve it. I 
was going to pa $648 for 
two weeks of medicine.

@marcelineawhite

Every time you see a 
Caravan, or people 

illegally coming, or at-
tempting to come, into 
our Country illegally, 
think of and blame the 
Democrats for not giving 
us the votes to change 
our pathetic Immigra-
tion Laws! Remember the 
Midterms! So unfair to 
those who come in legally.

@realDonaldTrump

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

Views - current dated 
Like it or not

Whenever I 
see my CFO 
searching for the 
details of any 
old cheques, the 
four questions 
and fear begin to 
haunt me.

Is this your cheque?
Yes
Are you the one who signed this cheque?

Yes
Did you deposit enough funds to clear this cheque?
No
Did you bring cash with you to replace these cheques?
No
Then wait …
We stood for a while without understanding the hidden mean-

ing of that ‘wait’.
To trace back, I was at a police station to settle a dud cheque 

case for a good friend of mine.  
Sir…
Before my friend could speak, the policeman said, “I very well 

know the long story you are planning to tell, the story of a busi-
nessman who dreamt about building an empire, the number of 
jobs you managed to generate in this country, the contributions 
you have made to the development of this country…up to how you 
got cheated by a loan shark.  

“But dear, ignorance of law is no excuse. For us a dud cheque 
is a dud cheque.”

Most of the businessmen who get caught in dud cheque cases 
have similar stories to tell, maybe with minute twists in the script!

The nightmare continues! More cheques were presented, some 
signed by my friend, others by his company. There were also 
cheques settled ages ago but not collected from clients. 

Believe me, four more clients hurried to present dud cheques 
on the same day at the same police station against my friend. 
Fire travels a bit slow when compared to the speed of bad news! 

“Do you have a lawyer?” I whispered into my friend’s ears 
though it appeared loud as the room was filled with a scary silence.  

Unfortunately, the lawyer had not done 
much. He only attempted to convince my 
friend by saying, “Don’t worry, see you in 
court.”  

And as promised the lawyer met him in 
court. Was he there to tell my friend, “See you 
in jail or ask your buddy to arrange funds!” 
Lawyers most often seem to be helpless in dud 
cheque cases.

Most of the expat businessmen use cheques 
in the form of guarantees and my friend was 
no different. It is a normal practice in Bah-
rain to accept and demand assurance through 
cheques.

Loan sharks pump oxygen to most of the 
expat businessmen simply for the reason that there is no way to 
get a loan without providing collateral. 

Unfortunately, loan sharks are like double-edged swords. 
They make sure to collect enough documents before charging 
exorbitant interest.

My friend had enough assets, but converting them to cash 
wasn’t an easy task. 

No doubt, entrepreneurs are the backbone of any economy; to 
create more jobs you need more entrepreneurs. To create more 
entrepreneurs, we need to remove the fear factor from people 
over taking risks.  

When a country goes through economic crisis, businessmen 
are the one who suffers the most. Many expats run away over 
fears of getting arrested. The number of abandoned cars at the 
Dubai International Airport during the time of recession serves 
testimony to this fear.  

It was then Dubai government tried something new. They began 
imposing fines on dud cheques (minor offences) rather than jail 
sentences. And reports say it reduced the number of absconders 
while encouraging banks to restructure debts. Prison budget also 
fell subsequently. 

Unlike the UAE, Bahrain laws don’t offer the waiver of criminal 
complaint in dud cheque cases. A claimant must choose to waive 
their right to the criminal complaint. If they don’t decide in favour, 
the legal course will follow.

I think there needs a debate over ‘decriminalising the bouncing 
of cheques’. Do we need an amendment to the provisions in the 
penal code, which presumes bad faith in such cases? I feel the 
authorities should be considerate enough to give businessmen 
punished for such crimes access to Internet and other facilities 
so that he can still run the show behind bars.  

Let me summarise, cheques are boomerangs that will hurt if not 
handled with care. Whenever I see my CFO searching for the details 
of any old cheques, the four questions and fear begin to haunt me.

Is this your cheque?...
(P Unnikrishnan is the Chairman of the Management Board as well as  

Managing Editor of The Daily Tribune)   

P UNNIKRISHNAN

WhatsApp can stop fake news poisoning Brazilian politics 
Ahead of a critical election, the messaging app has become a sea of toxic misinformation, but it’s not too late to halt the tide

With such high stakes and 
such a polarised debate, 
Brazilians should not be 

casting their votes on the 
basis of false or distorted 

information.  

Haddad’s supporters is gen-
erally somewhat different. 
These messages tend to distort 
Bolsonaro’s positions on taxes 
and the minimum wage, often 
using exaggerated data. But 
some anti-Bolsonaro messag-
es on WhatsApp are outright 
conspiracy theories: After Bol-
sonaro was stabbed at a cam-
paign event on Sept 6, Haddad’s 
supporters shared pictures of 
the candidate entering a hos-
pital smiling, suggesting he had 
staged the attack. The image, 
however, was taken before the 
stabbing.

The alarming flow of distort-
ed information can be mitigat-
ed. If WhatsApp changes some 
of its settings in Brazil from 
now until Election Day, Oct. 28, 
it can reduce the spread of lies. 
Moreover, these simple changes 
can be made without impinging 
on freedom of expression or 
invading users’ privacy.

WhatsApp should under-
take three measures imme-
diately:
Restrict forwards. This year, 
after the dissemination of ru-
mours on WhatsApp provoked 
lynchings in India, the company 
put restrictions on the number 
of times that a message could be 
forwarded. Globally, the num-
ber of forwards was reduced to 
20, while in India it was reduced 
to five. WhatsApp should adopt 

the same measure in Brazil to 
limit the reach of disinforma-
tion.
Restrict broadcasts. WhatsApp 
allows every user to send a single 
message to up to 256 contacts at 
once. This means that a small, 
coordinated group can easily 
conduct a large-scale disinfor-
mation campaign. This could be 
prevented by limiting the num-
ber of contacts to whom a user 
could broadcast a message.
Limit the size of new groups. 
New chat groups created in Bra-
zil during the next two weeks 
should have a limit on the num-
ber of users. This wouldn’t affect 
existing groups.

We contacted WhatsApp this 
week and presented these sug-
gestions. The company respond-

ed by saying that there was not 
enough time to implement the 
changes. We disagree: In In-
dia, it took only a few days for 
WhatsApp to start making ad-
justments. The same is possible 
in Brazil.

Our country is in a decisive 
political moment. Bolsonaro’s 
extreme right-wing positions 
— including his contemptuous 
positions on human rights and 
his nostalgia for the military 
dictatorship — have led many 
voters to fear for the future 
of our country’s democracy. 
Many other voters worry that 
Haddad seems to be following 
orders from Luis Inácio Lula 
da Silva, the former president 
who is now in prison on cor-
ruption charges.

With such high stakes and 
such a polarised debate, Bra-
zilians should not be casting 
their votes on the basis of false 
or distorted information. None 
of our proposals would require 
WhatsApp to limit its opera-
tions or impede Brazilians’ abil-
ity to communicate with friends 
and family. We are suggesting 
only that the company tempo-
rarily impose some restrictions 
to stop the spread of fake news 
and dangerous rumours ahead 
of a critical election.

(Cristina Tardáguila is the director 
of Agência Lupa, a fact-checking 

platform.)  

more sincere. We are more ready 
to call them out on all those cen-
turies of excess, more likely to 
object to those pink-trousered, 
pink-faced dinosaurs who still 
perceive us as their inferiors. I 
found myself genuinely breath-
less with anger when I read the 
Conservative MP Andrew Brid-
gen’s recent comments assum-
ing he would be entitled to an 
Irish passport post-Brexit. How 
can it be possible that a member 
of Parliament in 2018 still be-
lieves that Ireland is nothing but 
a resource to be drawn from and 
discarded at will? I once laughed 
at their cluelessness. But I don’t 
find it funny anymore, how they 
think of us — or often, how they 
don’t bother to think of us at all.

I’ve lived in London for three 
years. I hadn’t spent much time 
in Britain before my arrival and 
had no particular feelings to-
ward the English. I expected 
them to react to me with similar 
neutrality. What I didn’t expect 
was the toxic mix of dismiss-
al and casual disdain. It would 
have been easier, perhaps, if it 
was all as overt as potato jokes. 
But what kills you is the igno-
rance; what grinds you down 
is how much they don’t know 
about the past and, if they do 
know, how little they care. It’s 

a strange and maddening thing 
to discover about the people 
who shaped your country’s fate 
and who are poised to do so 
again. Why does it matter that 
an English man is English when 
he shouts at Irish protesters? 
Why did it matter where the 
men who threw the pigeon head 
were from? Because England 
keeps on making itself matter to 
Ireland, against our will.

Two weeks ago I visited Bir-
mingham while the Conserva-
tive Party Conference was be-
ing held. All around me were 
examples of the worst elements 
of the English ruling class: their 
solipsism, their hatred of the 

poor, their amazing rudeness. A 
man in a boater hat and cravat, 
drinking Champagne and smok-
ing a cigar, ignored a homeless 
woman asking for change and 
then chided me when I gave 
her some.

Fed up and demoralised, I 
wandered off to the cinema and 
saw “Black 47,” a thriller set dur-
ing the Irish famine. In it, an 
Irish deserter from the English 
Army returns home to find his 
family dead and his homeland 
ravaged as a result of British 
rule. He hunts down those re-
sponsible — the landlords, the 
judges, the army, the lord in his 
manor — and metes out fitting 
punishments.

An older couple next to me in 
line, both wearing lanyards from 
the conference, were deciding 
what to see and asked me what 
“Black 47” was about. “It’s a sort 
of revenge fantasy, I think,” I 
replied, “Set during the famine, 
the Irish against the English.”

“Oh, really?” the woman 
asked.

And then, ponderously, more 
to herself than to me:

“Revenge for what?”

(Megan Nolan is an Irish writer of 
essays, fiction and criticism based in 

London.) 

But there was an idea not 
so long ago, even among 

many Irish, that it was 
time to move on. We were 
all going to be European 

together forever, after all, 
and we ought to at least 
try to smooth over our 

differences.

I didn’t hate the English — until now


