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Abstract

In this article, we analyze the spread of political disinformation in events of discursive struggles on Twitter, during the 2018
presidential election in Brazil. These were disputes for the hegemonic narrative between two stories based on opposed
hashtags: one based on news from mainstream media and the other, based on disinformation, mostly from hyperpartisan
outlets. Our goal was to understand how hyperpartisan outlets created and shaped these discursive struggles and the
strategies used to spread disinformation to create an “alternative narrative” to the facts. Our case study is focused on two
discursive struggles, for which we will use critical discourse analysis and social network analysis. Our findings suggest that (I)
the structure of the hashtag wars was very polarized and right-wing groups had higher exposure to hyperpartisan content
and disinformation, while traditional media discourse circulates more among other different ideological clusters; (2) right-
wing hyperpartisan media mostly used biased framing and polarized ideological discourse structure as manipulative strategies
to reframe the events and create a counter-narrative (and thus, to create the dispute); and (3) opinion leaders were major
spreaders of disinformation among far-right users, as they reinforced hyperpartisan content and became key actors in the
discursive struggles (and thus, reinforced the dispute).
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Introduction campaign was also accused of using illegal aid from a group
of entrepreneurs to disseminate massive disinformation
against Haddad.? Furthermore, Bolsonaro himself and some
of'his political supporters were notified by Brazilian Supreme
Electoral Court due to their public declarations based on
false information.® The polemics also increased the polariza-
tion of political conversations both online and offline, creat-
ing more extreme positions (Machado et al., 2018; Soares
et al., 2019). At the same time, the role (and responsibility)
of opinion leaders and politicians in the spread of disinfor-
mation on social media is now a key theme discussed by
authorities and legislators in the country.*

The 2018 Brazilian presidential election happened amid sev-
eral polemics and a difficult context regarding democracy. It
was the 8th time since the end of the military dictatorship
period (1964-1985) that Brazilians voted for president.
Besides, during these 24years, two presidents were
impeached—Fernando Collor (1992) and Dilma Rousseff
(2016). Furthermore, the former president and one of the
most popular leaders of the left in the country, Lula da Silva,
from the Workers’ Party (who was a presidential candidate in
2018) was convicted of corruption and imprisoned during
the campaign. He was, thus, put out of the run and further
substituted by Fernando Haddad.

For this election, 13 candidates were running for the pres-
idency. In the first round, Jair Bolsonaro (a polemic far-right
candidate from the Social Liberal Party—PSL) received .
46% of the votes and Fernando Haddad, 29%. Both disputed Corresponding Author: )
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In this article, we focus on the “hashtag wars,” discursive
struggles (Barros, 2014) about the hegemonic narrative over
the same fact on Twitter, where different narratives about the
same fact dispute visibility on conversations. We aim to dis-
cuss (1) the role hyperpartisan outlets played in shaping the
political discussion through creating these discursive strug-
gles and (2) the role they have in the spread of disinformation
during the Brazilian 2018 presidential campaign. For this
study, we will focus on two “hashtag wars.” During these
struggles, media outlets covering the election proposed one
narrative and “hyperpartisan outlets” that supported
Bolsonaro and his agenda proposed another one.

Disinformation, Hyperpartisan Media,
and Influencers

In this article, we understand disinformation as the deliberate
creation and sharing of information that is false or manipu-
lated to deceive people to achieve political gain (Benkler
et al., 2018; Chadwick & Vaccari, 2019; Digital, Culture,
Media and Sport Committee [DCMS], 2019; Fallis, 2015;
Jack, 2017). Disinformation is also motivated by profit, which
reflects on platforms’ actions to disrupt the economics of dis-
information operations (losifidis & Nicoli, 2020).
Disinformation is dangerous because it negatively influences
conversations in the public sphere by misleading people and
consequently undermines the quality of democracy (Benkler
etal., 2018; Derakhshan & Wardle, 2017; Tucker et al., 2018).

Several studies have been focusing on disinformation in
political elections. The 2016 US election was a turning point
due to the centrality of disinformation during the campaigns
(Benkler et al., 2018), along with the Brexit campaign (Bastos
& Mercea, 2017). Since then, academics identified the influ-
ence of disinformation in elections in countries such as India
(Das & Schroeder, 2020), Italy (Giglietto et al., 2019), Norway
(Larsson, 2019), and Brazil (Recuero et al., 2020; Soares et al.,
2019), which is the context we focus in this study.

Disinformation is not composed of fabricated content
only. On the contrary, it can be based on misleading infor-
mation, that is, the use of false context or false connection
between facts (Derakhshan & Wardle, 2017). In fact,
many studies have seen disinformation as more often
based on framing and manipulation of real facts than com-
pletely fabricated content (Mourdo & Robertson, 2019;
Potthast et al., 2017; Recuero et al., 2020). Because of
these characteristics, disinformation is also associated
with hyperpartisan content.

Hyperpartisan outlets are connected to disinformation
because they produce biased information, often shared as
“another view on the facts” that shows the truth traditional
media does not show (Larsson, 2019). Thus, they frequently
state that mainstream media outlets are not trustworthy
(Benkler et al., 2018), which is especially important for the
conversations we will analyze in this article. Hyperpartisan
outlets also frequently spread false or misleading content to

counteract news that is bad for their candidate or party, in what
we call “discursive struggles” on Twitter (Barros, 2014; Hardy
& Phillips, 1999). These disputes as we focus on this article
are different versions of the same fact that are reverberated by
political groups to support their narratives, one from tradi-
tional media and the other, by hyperpartisan outlets. Because
these “alternative” narratives are connected to disinformation,
they also encompass manipulation and the intention to influ-
ence the public discussion about a candidate or a party.

For this work, we will consider hyperpartisan outlets the
ones that publish mostly biased and sensationalist content,
clearly supportive of a political party or a political view.
These outlets are often anonymous, focusing on stories that
privilege partisanship, inaccuracy, sensationalism, and other
elements that are not typical of traditional journalism (Mourao
& Robertson, 2019). Finally, hyperpartisan outlets lack
accountability, differently from traditional media (Gorrel
et al.,, 2019), and often impersonate “traditional” news or
journalists (Bastos, 2016). Hyperpartisan online media is also
often connected to user-generated information that fuels the
polarized contexts (Bastos & Mercea, 2017) and strategies to
give misleading or fake content more visibility.

Other actors associated are also to disinformation, such as
bots, activists, and political leaders/elites (Tucker et al.,
2018). In this study, we also focus on political leaders.
Opinion leaders, such as politicians, journalists, and bloggers,
are especially dangerous in the context of disinformation
because they have more followers, and when they engage in
disinformation spread, they might end up reaching broader
publics (Soares et al., 2018). Although opinion leaders are
more likely to trust news media and to fact-check online
(Dubois et al., 2020), studies have also found that opinion
leaders are major sources of disinformation (Recuero et al.,
2020; Weeks & Gil de Zuiiiga, 2021). Therefore, the political/
opinion leaders are also part of the ecosystem of disinforma-
tion that relies not only on the hyperpartisan outlets but also
on the people that have credibility and share this information
(Benkler et al., 2018; Soares et al., 2019). The status and
authority of political actors (both opinion leaders and hyper-
partisan media) might be key for this ecosystem, as the level
of trust in the message originator influences the organic
spread of disinformation (Buchanan & Benson, 2019).

On Twitter, hyperpartisan messages and disinformation
campaigns might have a high impact because political dis-
cussions on the platform often assume public characteristics
of a macro or social level discussion (Bruns & Moe, 2014).
Furthermore, political conversations on Twitter often cluster
people around shared political views, potentially increasing
homophily (Bastos & Mercea, 2017; Gruzd & Roy, 2014).
These conversations tend to be structured as “polarized
crowds”: networks characterized by the presence of two
opposing groups weakly connected to each other (Himelboim
etal., 2017; Smith et al., 2014).

Polarized contexts with like-minded groups are perfect
environments for disinformation to spread. Even more,
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polarization and disinformation may fuel each other (Benkler
et al., 2018; Recuero et al., 2020; Tucker et al., 2018).
Disinformation campaigns are frequently associated with the
right and, mostly, the far-right ideology (Benkler et al., 2018;
Chadwick & Vaccari, 2019; Soares et al., 2019). Because of
this tendency, Benkler et al. (2018) designed the idea of
“asymmetric polarization.” In the polarized context of the
United States, they identified the right-wing group adopted
more extreme political ideology and media diet and engaged
more frequently in disinformation campaigns—the polariza-
tion was, thus, asymmetric. These are key ideas that we will
further discuss in this article.

Discursive Struggles, Manipulation, and
Political Conversation

For this study, we will use the critical discourse analysis
(CDA) framework to define discourse. CDA approaches lan-
guage as a social practice; therefore, discourse is both the text
unities and their function (Fairclough, 2001). Discourse is
then a form of social action that involves power relations and
at the same time is influenced by social structures and might
influence and even modify the social structures (Van Dijk,
2009). Discourses are used to naturalize, maintain, or trans-
form social meanings based on ideologies (different political
positions) (Fairclough, 2001). In this article, we will focus on
the discourse practices that are comprised in the text of the
tweets. We aim to understand how this discourse is used to
manipulate public opinion through the disputes of narrative
and the social practices that emerge from these disputes.

Discourse is a key concept for the events we analyze in
this article, as they are characterized as “discursive strug-
gles” and they emerge from controversies and conflict in
political conversations. A discursive struggle is a dispute of
meaning, where different discourses use social and power
relations to be validated as hegemonic (Hardy & Phillips,
1999). In the case of Twitter, discursive disputes happen
often through trending topics and hashtags that offer differ-
ent views on a fact (Barros, 2014 has shown some of these
cases). In our case, one of the discourses was based on tradi-
tional media outlets’ narratives and the other, on hyperparti-
san content, mostly based on disinformation. This is the
context in which we will use the concept of “discursive
struggle” to examine the competition between two different
narratives about the same political fact, during the 2018 pres-
idential campaign, on Twitter.

In light of the CDA background, disinformation is based
on manipulation through discourse. Van Dijk (2006) defines
manipulation as making others believe or do things that are
in the interest of the manipulator. Manipulative discourse
violates social norms by emphasizing partial, irrelevant, or
even false aspects or facts to support a biased understand-
ing. Frequently, manipulative discourse uses the strategy of
positive self-presentation and negative other presentation—
called “polarized ideological discourse structures” by Van

Dijk (2006, 2009). This strategy is used to favor the manipu-
lator’s interests and to offend or discredit the opponents—as
seen in some cases of disinformation campaigns when
hyperpartisan media seeks to depict mainstream media as
untrustworthy (Benkler et al., 2018; Larsson, 2019).

Manipulation is also related to access to some form of
public discourse, which depends on the power of a group or
person (Van Dijk, 2006). Political leaders are then more
likely to succeed in manipulation as they have already con-
solidated power relations with some group and have a stable
audience who is likely to listen to them and even be per-
suaded (Soares et al., 2018).

Manipulative discourse is used in some common disinfor-
mation strategies, for example, when fabricated content is
used to spread an entirely false story or when false context or
connections are used to create a biased framing (Derakhshan
& Wardle, 2017; Mourao & Robertson, 2019; Potthast et al.,
2017). Based on this background, we define four strategies
of manipulation used to spread disinformation that we will
use to analyze the political conversations in this article:

1. Fabricated information—The use of fabricated infor-
mation is when an entirely false story is used to mis-
lead others, possibly discrediting the mainstream
narrative. Fabricated information might include con-
spiracy, false accusations, and any other type of
made-up stories.

2. Biased framing—Biased framing is used to mislead
others mostly by making false connections or men-
tioning false contexts (Derakhshan & Wardle, 2017;
Mourdo & Robertson, 2019; Potthast et al., 2017;
Van Dijk, 2006).

3. Change of focus—The change of focus is used to
manipulate others when peripheral aspects are high-
lighted rather than reverberate the main story (Van
Dijk, 2000).

4. Polarized ideological discourse structure—Van Dijk
(2006, 2009) calls it the use of positive self-presenta-
tion and negative other presentation to favor manipu-
lator’s interests and to offend or discredit the
opponents. The strategy is used to differentiate “us”
and “them.”

We decided to approach hyperpartisan media tweets
through the categories described above both based on our
theoretical background and in the first observation of our
data, which helped us to identify the applicable categories.
These strategies are important for this article since the
hashtag wars that depict discursive struggles show two oppo-
site ideologies that dispute hegemony (Barros, 2014; Hardy
& Phillips, 1999). Also, by analyzing the discursive manipu-
lation strategies, we aim to understand how social actors
spread and/or legitimate some kind of disinformation in
political conversations. In this context, the research ques-
tions that guide this work are as follows:
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Table I. Summary of the Datasets.

Pro-Bolsonaro hashtags Anti-Bolsonaro hashtags

Date Number of Twitter users Number of Tweets
28 September 159,991 511,668
I8 October 278,188 1,022,320

#Veja600Million
#WomenForBolsonaro

#BolsonaroCorrupt
#BolsonarolnPrision

#NotHim?
#JairsMaketeers #SlushFundBolsonaro
#WorkersPartyNevermore #Bolsolao®

*Anti-Bolsonaro campaign led by women due to his sexist positions. *Reference to an important corruption scandal in Brazil called “mensalao.”

RQI. How did hyperpartisan outlets help shape these
“hashtag wars” or discursive struggles on Twitter?

RQ2. What were the strategies used to legitimate
disinformation?

RQ3. How did disinformation from hyperpartisan outlets
circulate during these “wars” on Twitter?

Methods

To answer the proposed research questions, we will work
with two cases. We selected tweets from two moments where
discursive struggles based on opposed hashtags happened on
Twitter. These events were as follows:

1. 28 September 2018 (a few days before the election
first round), when Veja, a traditional Brazilian maga-
zine, historically associated with a right-wing politi-
cal position, published a story based on a legal process
against Bolsonaro. In this process, his ex-wife accused
him of concealment of property, corruption, and other
crimes. When the scandal emerged on Twitter, another
story quickly followed, boosted by hyperpartisan out-
lets. The story said that the Veja had received 600 mil-
lion Brazilian reais from the Workers’ Party to destroy
Bolsonaro’s reputation and that the story published by
traditional media was false.

2. 18 October 2018 (a few days before the election final
round) when Folha de S.Paulo, another traditional
Brazilian news outlet, published a story that accused
Bolsonaro of getting illegal help from a group of
Brazilian entrepreneurs who were bankrolling disin-
formation campaigns on social media that benefited
him.® This story also had a counter-narrative created
by hyperpartisan outlets explaining that the denounces
were all lies created by the Workers” Party in a des-
perate attempt to stop Bolsonaro’s win.

These two hashtag wars were marked by hashtags pro-
moted by Bolsonaro’s supporters or opposers, such as
“#veja600million,” “#JairsMaketeers,” “#Bolsonarocorrupt,”
and “#SlushFundBolsonaro.” They disputed Twitter’s trend-
ing topics during the bigger part of the days analyzed.

Data Collection

During the Brazilian election (August-October 2018), we
used Social Feed Manager® to collect tweets related to
“Bolsonaro.” Data collection was done on a daily basis, once
per hour. From this original dataset of more than 10 million
tweets, we filtered two datasets (Table 1) that we used to
analyze the conversations related to the discursive struggles
selected. Both datasets were filtered by date (28 September
and 18 October). We decided to use this dataset based on the
collection of Bolsonaro’s name because he was the main sub-
ject of the discursive struggles and so we could find different
hashtags that were used to promote the different stories.
Table 1 provides a breakdown of the data collected.

Data Analysis

We used a mixed-methods approach to analyze our data. To
understand how the discursive struggles occurred and how
hyperpartisan outlets shaped the conversations, we used
social network analysis (SNA) (Wasserman & Faust, 1994).
In the networks we analyzed, each node represents an indi-
vidual Twitter account and each connection, a retweet, a
reply, a mention, or a quote.

Through SNA, we aimed to identify clusters and analyze
the position of the traditional media and hyperpartisan out-
lets within those groups. Thus, we used a modularity algo-
rithm to identify the clusters in the conversation (Blondel
et al., 2008) and indegree to identify users with high visibil-
ity, which are the ones that received the most attention, and
thus, have more influence (Cha et al., 2010). We also calcu-
lated the external-internal (E-I) index to measure group clo-
sure. The E-I index is based on the number of ties within
groups and between groups, and it is helpful to measure how
isolated or integrated groups are (Krackhardt & Stern, 1988).
The possible scores for this index range vary from —1.0 (all
the edges are internal) to +1.0 (all the edges are external). By
calculating the E-I index, we can measure how closed or
open the groups are—that is, how much the groups interact
within them versus how much they interact with other clus-
ters. This is an important factor since it may show how much
a discursive struggle may result in groups that only interact
with like-minded content.
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Figure 2. Indegree distribution on 18 October.

To achieve this goal, we first identified all media outlets
among the top 1% indegree users in each dataset. We limited
to the top 1% because we aimed to identify users who had
high visibility to their tweets, and both conversations had
long tails patterns. Figures 1 and 2 show the indegree distri-
bution. On 28 September, the indegree interval of the top 1%
users was from 16 to 10,915, and on 18 October, the interval
was from 14 to 24,958.

With this dataset, we looked for nodes that represented
media outlets. We investigated their Twitter profile and clas-
sified the nodes as mainstream or hyperpartisan media based
on the criteria we explained on the theoretical background,
that is, (1) clear support of a political party or political view
(either on tweets or on Twitter profile) and (2) biased and
sensationalist content.

We then analyzed the hyperpartisan outlets’ tweets look-
ing for disinformation. We used the CDA framework to ana-
lyze these tweets (Fairclough, 2001; Van Dijk, 2009),
classifying their manipulative strategies into four categories

based on the theoretical background: (1) use of fabricated
information, (2) use of biased framing, (3) change the focus
of the discussion, and (4) use of polarized ideological dis-
course structure. Based on the CDA framework, we could
analyze how these discursive strategies mobilized power
relations and created social practices.

Finally, we analyzed the discourse of a sample of the 30
most retweet messages’ from the clusters that reproduced
disinformation to find the strategies they used to gain visibil-
ity. We filtered the messages based on the topic, that is, we
only selected messages related to the discursive struggles we
analyzed. On the other hand, we did not filter the messages
based on whether they contain disinformation or not. We
used the same four categories used to analyze hyperpartisan
outlets to analyze these tweets. Furthermore, we identified
whether the user (who tweeted the message) was a politician,
a journalist, a political party, political movement, or some
other type of political influencers (such as internet personali-
ties and “public” people involved in the campaigns), to
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Figure 3. 28 September.

understand if and how opinion leaders helped to shape the
discursive struggles.

Results

Hashtag Wars: Discursive Struggle Networks

When we analyzed the structure of these discursive struggles,
we found out there were two main modules that represented
most users engaged in the conversation, as we can see in Figures
3 and 4. On both networks, the green module (left) was bigger
than the purple module: slightly more than 50% of the users on
28 September were within the green module and around 29%
were within the purple module, while on 18 October, there were
more than 51% of the users within the green module and
approximately 23% within the purple module.

We also calculated the E-I index using only the two main
modules (green and purple). On 28 September, the E-I index
is —0.93 and on 18 October, the E-I index is —0.92. In both
conversations, the E-I index is very close to —1.0 (when all
the edges are internal), which indicates edges are mostly
internal. The low E-I index indicates that the informational
flow is done mostly within the groups and there are sparse
exchanges between them—those within the green group
mostly interact with other users within the green module and
the same happens within the purple group. This is an impor-
tant indication that the structure of these networks is strongly
connected to polarized groups that circulate mostly their own
content. Both struggles, thus, assumed the polarized crowds
structure (Himelboim et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2014) with
two groups weakly connected to each other.

The clusters had clear ideological alignment. The purple
group (Figures 1 and 2) reproduced a pro-Bolsonaro dis-
course, offering an alternative narrative regarding the event
that was in the news for the traditional news outlets. For
this group, in the first case, Veja magazine received 600
million Brazilian reais to publish a fraudulent story about
Bolsonaro, and in the second case, they questioned the
usage of bots denounced by the traditional media, claiming
it was false.

The green module (Figures 1 and 2) was not centered on
one politician, but rather a diverse range of parties and ide-
ologies, including center-right, center-left, and left-wing par-
ties. In common with each other, these nodes within the
green module had an anti-Bolsonaro sentiment, so we
decided to call it “anti-Bolsonaro.” This group discussed the
traditional media outlet news. The most used hashtags in
each group also reflect these discursive alignments (see
Table 1). This polarization depicts the structure of the dis-
pute, the “war” between the two narratives about the facts.

Hyperpartisan Outlets and Disinformation

We examined every media account and classified the outlets
as “mainstream/traditional media” or “hyperpartisan media.”
To identify hyperpartisan outlets, we looked for a combina-
tion of characteristics: (1) clearly stated identification with a
political party, candidate, or ideology, (2) the usage of emo-
tional language or sensationalism in their tweets,® and (3) the
publication of biased or manipulated information (Gorrel
et al., 2019; Mourdo & Robertson, 2019). To identify main-
stream outlets, we looked for the Twitter “checked” logo
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Figure 4. 18 October.

Table 2. Outlets Distribution.

Group Date Mainstream Hyperpartisan Mainstream outlets Hyperpartisan outlets
outlets outlets indegree indegree
Pro-Bolsonaro September 28 23 10 2,171 (17%) 10,468 (83%)
October 18 23 I 9,758 (42.5%) 13,171 (57.5%)
Anti-Bolsonaro September 28 51 10 27,477 (86.5%) 4,294 (13.5%)
October 18 68 17 36,450 (71.5%) 14,590 (28.5%)

(provided for official accounts) and the identification of a
traditional news source.

Among the top 1% indegree nodes, we identified 94
media outlets (both mainstream and hyperpartisan) on 28
September and 119 media outlets on 18 October. In both
datasets, there were more mainstream outlets than hyperpar-
tisan outlets in numbers. However, when we measure how
influential they were, we identified that the pro-Bolsonaro
group gave more visibility to hyperpartisan outlets than
mainstream media. The anti-Bolsonaro group, on the other
hand, preferred mainstream outlets to hyperpartisan media.
Table 2 provides a summary of these data:

We then looked at the hyperpartisan outlets to identify dis-
information. We identified that the anti-Bolsonaro cluster
mostly reverberated mainstream media discourse and did not
engage in disinformation campaigns. It might have happened
because the mainstream media discourse was favorable to the
left-wing hyperpartisan outlets’ perspective, since in both
cases, there were accusations against Bolsonaro. The example

below illustrates it: Veja, the mainstream magazine that pub-
lishes the accusations against Bolsonaro on 28 September,
and Diario do Centro do Mundo, a left-wing hyperpartisan
outlet, tweeted very similar content.

@VEJA: EXCLUSIVE: In a legal process of more than 500
pages to which Veja had access, Bolsonaro’s ex-wife accuses
him of stealing a vault, hiding his assets, receiving non-declared
payments, and acting with “unlimited aggressiveness™

@DCM_online: Bolsonaro stole a vault, hid his assets, and
acted with “unlimited aggressiveness,” accused his ex-wife!?

Similarly, on October 18, mainstream media and hyper-
partisan outlets reverberated Folha’s accusations. In the
examples below, Exame, a mainstream magazine, and Brasil
247, a left-wing hyperpartisan outlet, tweeted about lawsuits
to revoke Bolsonaro’s candidature due to the accusations.

(@exame: PDT prepares a lawsuit to cancel the elections after

complaint against Bolsonaro!!
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Table 3. Manipulative Strategies on 28 September.

Table 4. Manipulative Strategies on October 18.

Category Messages Retweets Category Messages Retweets
Fabricated information 3 (27%) 1,205 (25.9%) Fabricated information 3 (11%) 806 (9.3%)
Biased framing 5 (54.5%) 2,501 (53.7%) Biased framing 12 (44.5%) 6,083 (69.1%)
Change of focus 3 (27%) 952 (20.4%) Change of focus 13 (48%) 2,405 (27.6%)
Polarized ideological discourse 3 (27%) 1,205 (25.9%) Polarized ideological discourse 16 (59%) 7,315 (84%)
structure structure
Total I 4,658 Total 27 8,700
@brasil247: Deputy Jorge Solla calls for revoking Jair Bolsonaro and his ex-wife. Bolsonaro WASN’T THE

Bolsonaro’ registration'?

On the other hand, in both conversations, hyperpartisan
outlets within the pro-Bolsonaro module did not reverberate
the accusations against him, but engaged in disinformation
campaigns to create counter-narrative stories to deny the
accusations. In this case, hyperpartisan outlets gained visibil-
ity within this group.

We further examined the manipulative strategies used on
the hyperpartisan outlets’ messages. The categories are not
exclusive, and some tweets used more than one strategy. We
identified 11 hyperpartisan outlets’ original tweets contain-
ing disinformation related to the discursive struggle on 28
September and 27 original tweets on 18 October. Tables 3
and 4 provide a breakdown of our analysis.

On 28 September, pro-Bolsonaro users (in general, not
only hyperpartisan media) used the hashtag #Veja600milhoes
to spread the false story Veja received money to vilify
Bolsonaro. All the hyperpartisan media tweets that used fab-
ricated information on 28 September reproduced the false
story. All of them also used polarized ideological discourse
structure as a strategy because the Workers’ Party was
accused of paying Veja. See the example below:

@RenovaMidia: After using information from a troubled divorce
in 2007 to attack Jair Bolsonaro, the hashtag #Veja600Millions is
one of the most commented topics on Brazilian Twitter this
Friday morning."? (1049 retweets [RT])

Even though #Veja600milhoes was a trending topic that
day, fabricated information was not the most frequent strat-
egy of manipulation on 28 September. It was the use of
biased framing. This category was present in five messages
that reached more than half of the retweet numbers of the
messages that contained disinformation. Hyperpartisan out-
lets used it to diminish the accusations by saying the legal
process was not about the allegations reverberated by the
mainstream media—which they accused of sensationalism.
The strategy of biased framing was not only the most fre-
quent but was also used in the two most retweeted
messages:

@PolitzOficial: Good morning Brazilians! Today, at dawn, we

published the information exclusively: The Abril Publishing

was responsible for reopening a family lawsuit involving

DEFENDANT. He was the AUTHOR of the lawsuit against her.
Share!' (1217 RT)

(@conexaopolitica: BREAKING NEWS: VEJA X Bolsonaro:
the sensationalism behind a lawsuit about alimony and child
custody'® (1094 RT)

On October 18, pro-Bolsonaro hyperpartisan outlets
focused on denying Folha de S.Paulo accusations that the
Bolsonaro campaign was using illegal money to spread dis-
information against Workers’ Party. Many activists also
called themselves Bolsonaro’s robots—to refute the idea of
the automated spread of messages. Table 4 provides a
breakdown of the messages used in the hyperpartisan out-
lets’ tweets.

On 18 October, biased framing was once again a frequent
strategy and present in the most retweeted messages,
although this time the polarized ideological discourse struc-
ture was more frequent and reached more RT. The biased
framing was mostly used to accuse Haddad and the Workers’
Party of creating a false narrative (the accusations against
Bolsonaro) in a desperate attempt to win the election (see the
(@conexaopolitica tweet below, the most retweeted in our
dataset). Biased framing was also used to create false con-
nections, as when Renova Midia (@renovamidia) compares
the amount of money spent on each campaign—which is not
related to illegal (thus, not declared) money.

(@conexaopolitica: LATEST: Haddad spreads fake news: “Folha
proves Bolsonaro created criminal organization”; the information
is false.'® (1401 RT)

@RenovaMidia: PT asked the TSE to declare the ineligibility of
its opponent Jair Bolsonaro (PSL) for abuse of economic power.
To date, Haddad has spent more than 30 million on the campaign,
while Bolsonaro under 400,000.'7 (740 RT)

Polarized ideological discourse structure was the most
frequent strategy on 18 October, especially because the case
was related to the disinformation campaign against the
Workers’ Party (led by entrepreneurs supporting Bolsonaro).
Therefore, many messages used the antagonistic relationship
with the Workers’ Party to frame the accusations as lies cre-
ated by the central-left party. Polarized ideological discourse
structure was present in most of the messages using biased
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Table 5. Manipulative Strategies in the Top 30 RT Messages Within Pro-Bolsonaro Groups.

28 September

18 October

Tweets
Disinformation
Fabricated information
Biased framing
Change of focus
Polarized ideological discourse structure
Actors
Politicians
Journalists
Political party/movement
Political influencer
Other

30 (100%)—46,572 RT (100%)
8 (26.5%)—11,765 RT (25.3%)
15 (50%)—18,680 RT (40.1%)
8 (26.5%)17,251 RT (37%)
19 (63.5%)-32,809 RT (70.5%)

6 (20%)
0
| (3.3%)
15 (50%)
8 (26.7%)

29 (96.5%)-54,242 RT (98.4%)
2 (6.5%)-2,961 RT (5.4%)

26 (86.5%)-50,393 RT (91.4%)
| (3.5%)-888 RT (1.6%)

20 (66.5%)—42,031 RT (76.2%)

6 (20%)
5 (16.6%)
3 (10%)

8 (26.7%)
8 (26.7%)

RT: retweets.

framing to mislead others, but it was also used in almost half

of the messages that changed the focus of the discussion.
This strategy (change of focus) was mostly used by giving
voice to political actors, including Bolsonaro, who denied
the accusations and attacked the Workers’ Party and Folha de
S.Paulo, the newspaper accusing Bolsonaro. See the exam-
ple below that uses both change of focus and polarized ideo-
logical discourse structure as manipulative strategies to
reinforce the idea that the illegal helping hand was false
because it was unnecessary:

(@o_antagonista: Bolsonaro: “Voluntary support is something
the PT is unaware of.”!® (516 RT)

To summarize, although the results were slightly different
in the two conversations, biased framing seems to be the
most effective strategy used to spread disinformation in our
dataset, as it was used in the messages most highly retweeted
on both dates (see Tables 3 and 4). Completely fabricated
information had some prevalence on 28 September because
of the false story related to #Veja600milhoes, but it was
rarely used on 18 October. Polarized ideological discourse
structure was used in both conversations to diminish the
accusations by linking them with the Workers’ Party.
Although polarized ideological discourse structure was a
prominent strategy, it has always been used to complement
other strategies. Finally, change of focus was more prevalent
on 18 October, when hyperpartisan outlets gave voice to
Bolsonaro and some of his supports to criticize Folha de
S.Paulo and accuse the Workers’ Party of being involved in
such manipulation of public opinion.

Disinformative Tweets and Opinion Leaders

We identified hyperpartisan content and disinformation
within the pro-Bolsonaro group in both conversations, so we
looked at the tweets of this particular group in both datasets.
We selected the 30 most retweeted messages in each conver-
sation to analyze how they helped disinformation to circulate.

We did not include messages from news outlets because they
were analyzed in the last section.

We found out most of these messages came from opinion
leaders (politicians, journalists, political party/movement,
and political influencers) and their discourse reinforced the
pro-Bolsonaro narrative—as it is common in like-minded
groups (Soares et al., 2018). Furthermore, almost all the mes-
sages reproduced disinformative discourse: only one of the
60 messages (30 for each day) did not reproduce hyperparti-
san content. The other 59 most retweeted messages contained
disinformation.

The presence of opinion leaders is also an important result
because they are capable of influencing others on social
media due to their reputation (Cha et al., 2010). Furthermore,
in these two discursive struggles, the number of RT of their
messages is higher than hyperpartisan outlets’ messages,
which means opinion leaders have a high impact on the dis-
information spread and play a central role in these discursive
struggles. This result reinforces the observation that opinion
leaders are major spreaders of disinformation (Weeks & Gil
de Zuniga, 2021). Table 5 details the classification and the
circulation of the messages.

In both datasets, the pro-Bolsonaro group mostly gave
centrality to actors involved with politics, reproducing the
same tendency found in other studies (Cha et al., 2010;
Soares et al., 2018) of giving visibility to actors who invest
in their reputation. The number of messages by journalists is
low, although, in both datasets, there were political influenc-
ers who are columnists in hyperpartisan outlets (four on 28
September and two on 18 October)—they were classified as
political influencers because they are not journalists. The
only message without hyperpartisan content and manipula-
tive discourse in our sample (on 18 October) was from a
journalist, who only mentioned Workers’ Party actions due to
the accusations against Bolsonaro.

The discourse within the most retweeted messages was
very similar to the hyperpartisan outlets’ discourse. On 28
September, there were a higher number of tweets with
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fabricated information because they also mentioned the false

story about Veja being paid to vilify Bolsonaro, but it was
still the strategy with the lowest RT. On 18 October, most of
the messages were based on false connections, using biased
framing to mislead others. They tried to prove that Bolsonaro
was innocent because it was not necessary to use any money
to fuel his campaign since his supporters were doing it vol-
untarily and engaging more people than those supporting
Haddad. See the examples of fabricated information (first)
and biased framing (second) below:

Veja accessed, using bribes and in 100% unlawfully way, a
confidential process in which Bolsonaro is the AUTHOR, to
accuse him of EXTREMELLY SERIOUS things in which there
is no other case about. Veja practiced a crime of lese Patria! No
doubt who received: #VEJA600MILLIONS' (2697 RT)

Why on earth would anyone spend money to spread messages
against the Workers’ Party or in favor of Bolsonaro? Any
conservative kid has more social media engagement than
Haddad, who doesn’t put a thousand people on a live. Who
needs money to fight it??° (3788 RT)

The polarized ideological discourse structure (Van Dijk,
2009) was also a prominent strategy. In our dataset, this strat-
egy was mostly used to associate the accusers (Veja and
Folha de S.Paulo) with the Workers’ Party (the negative
other) to suggest the accusations against Bolsonaro were
biased or false—part of a communist/leftist plot to win the
election.

In general, we identified that biased framing and polar-
ized ideological discourse structure were both the most fre-
quent and most effective strategies used in the most retweeted
messages. Both strategies were frequently used together, as
the “us versus them” strategy helped to justify the biased
interpretation of the facts. In addition, it is important to
notice that opinion leaders had an important role in spreading
and legitimating the disinformation content, giving visibility
to hyperpartisan outlets discourse.

Discussion: Political Hashtag Wars

We now return to our research questions to discuss our
results. Our first research question was connected to how
hyperpartisan outlets helped shape discursive struggles on
Twitter. When examining the data, we found a polarized net-
work structure with two modules connected to pro-Bolson-
aro and anti-Bolsonaro’s narratives, which showed the
structure of the “hashtag wars,” where two narratives sup-
ported by opposed groups are repeatedly tweeted through
different hashtags.

When we looked specifically at media outlets’ centrality
(using indegree metric), we also found that media diet in
the conversations we analyzed was highly asymmetric
(Benkler et al., 2018), with more centrality to hyperparti-
san outlets within the pro-Bolsonaro group in both datasets.

The anti-Bolsonaro module, on the other hand, gave more
visibility to mainstream media. Furthermore, we identified
that only the hyperpartisan outlets within pro-Bolsonaro
engaged in disinformation, while hyperpartisan outlets
within the anti-Bolsonaro module reverberated mainstream
media discourse. This is probably because mainstream
media was reproducing accusations against Bolsonaro and
their narrative was favorable for left-wing hyperpartisan
outlets. In the discursive struggles (Hardy & Phillips,
1999), the two groups circulated either information or dis-
information, which aligned with their political positions.
The political hashtag wars, thus, were based on different
and opposite narratives, with the strong support of hyper-
partisan outlets for the “alternative version” of the main-
stream media story.

This evidence may have a negative effect on the public
sphere and the political debate because disinformation shares
visibility with information and struggles for the hegemonic
narrative within public opinion. This also means that instead
of a discursive struggle simply based on different ideologies
and beliefs, there was a discursive struggle in which one group
uses disinformation to support their ideology. The visibility
hyperpartisan nodes have on this polarized structure suggests
that their tweets are important to legitimate the disinformation
that circulate on a cluster. This also shows that hyperpartisan
outlets are used to support these disputes (or “wars”).

Our second research question was about hyperpartisan
outlet’s strategies to legitimate disinformation on these dis-
putes. The strategies used by hyperpartisan outlets varied in
the datasets we analyzed, but we identified that biased fram-
ing was especially effective. Biased framing was mostly used
by creating false connections or false contexts to mislead oth-
ers. As Derakhshan and Wardle (2017) highlight, disinforma-
tion does not need to be based on entirely false information,
but it is frequently based on creating false connections and
mentions facts out of context. We also identified this tendency
of using biased framing. This strategy was related to the dis-
cursive struggle context (Hardy & Phillips, 1999) because
hyperpartisan outlets presented the biased information as an
alternative version of the facts, trying to make it reliable
(Larsson, 2019). This evidence suggests that disinformation
may be more easily legitimated if based partially on truthful
content rather than completely fabricated content.

The hyperpartisan outlets that engaged in disinformation
also used their discourse to say mainstream media was
untrustworthy, reinforcing their own (hyperpartisan) narra-
tive—as it is also very common in disinformation campaigns
(Benkler et al., 2018). To do so, they mostly used the polar-
ized ideological discourse structure, in which they evoke a
negative Workers’ Party presentation to discredit the opposite
discourse and acquit Bolsonaro of the accusations. This strat-
egy was used because of the strong anti-left sentiment in
Brazil, which increased the public’s susceptibility to far-right
propaganda—consider these sort of sentiments and shared
beliefs is a manipulative discourse strategy to succeed (Van
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Dijk, 2006). These situations affect the political debate
because hyperpartisan media outlets try to reinterpret the
facts disclosed by mainstream media, readjusting it according
to their ideology, similarly to what Larsson (2019) argues.

Both biased framing and polarized ideological discourse
structure strategies were used to reframe the events to create
an “alternative” narrative. Therefore, these strategies were
used to create a disinformation discourse that did not com-
pletely deny the facts but rather suggested another interpreta-
tion of the news. The counter-narrative was created and spread
by political actors (hyperpartisan outlets, opinion leaders, and
others) to dispute the hegemony of the public discourse, thus
creating the discursive struggle. The polarized discourse act
by creating a large discursive background connected to politi-
cal issues that helped frame this “other interpretation.” We
understand these two strategies were particularly effective
because they mobilized social beliefs and shared knowledge
of a particular ideology. That is, the political events were
reframed to reinforce a pro-Bolsonaro narrative.

Hyperpartisan outlets also used fabricated information
and change of focus, but they were less prevalent and usually
related to one specific aspect of the discursive struggle (as
the false story that said Veja received money to vilify
Bolsonaro).

Finally, our third question was about how disinformation
from hyperpartisan outlets circulates on Twitter. We identi-
fied that opinion leaders (Cha et al., 2010; Soares et al.,
2018) were central to the disinformation campaigns and con-
tributed to its validation. We also found that politicians and
journalists were among the most retweeted users and repro-
duced disinformation by using manipulative discourse. Their
access to public discourse and their authority and reputation
are especially persuasive in discursive struggles (Van Dijk,
2006), which makes their presence notable. The engagement
of opinion leaders in disinformation campaigns is dangerous
because they legitimate false information due to their reputa-
tion. Furthermore, as described in Tables 3 to 5, opinion
leaders’ messages circulated much more than hyperpartisan
outlets” messages, which is another evidence of the central
role of opinion leaders in spreading disinformation.

Although the traditional political elites had centrality
among pro-Bolsonaro users, other political influencers, mostly
users that invested in their reputation on social media, were
even more prominent. Some of these opinion leaders were
related to pro-Bolsonaro hyperpartisan outlets and they also
tried to depict mainstream media as untrustworthy. Within a
highly closed group, as indicated by the E-I index we calcu-
lated (Krackhardt & Stern, 1988), the environment created by
highly active activists (Soares et al., 2018), hyperpartisan
media, and opinion leaders that reinforce the like-minded nar-
rative of the group is extremely suitable for the emerging of
the “propaganda feedback loop” (Benkler et al., 2018). This
context occurs when media, politicians, activists, and other
participants create a self-reinforcing feedback loop only repro-
ducing like-minded hyperpartisan content, reinforcing their

position and frequently producing an alternative narrative only
shared by those within the group. In this context, negative
information about Bolsonaro is filtered and “translated” by
hyperpartisan media and opinion leaders according to the pro-
Bolsonaro narrative. Our study, thus, shows some evidence on
the role particular users have in spreading disinformation and
how their endorsement may further legitimate disinformation.
This is important, since these players endorse the hashtags and
further, the dispute around the facts.

Based on our analysis, the CDA framework (Fairclough,
2001; Van Dijk, 2009) helps us understand how disinforma-
tion influences discursive struggles (Hardy & Phillips, 1999).
We observed that several actors (including hyperpartisan
media and opinion leaders) used multiple discursive framing
(such as the four manipulation strategies we analyzed).
However, the different actors and framing were all used to
create a counter-narrative to mobilize specific social prac-
tices to deny the accusations against Bolsonaro. The pres-
ence of disinformation in these discursive struggles shows
how discourse is mobilized to create a social meaning based
on a specific ideology (Fairclough, 2001). In particular, we
identified that hyperpartisan media discourse tried to dispute
visibility with the mainstream media through disinformation.
In this context, disinformation is “naturalized” in the social
discussion (Fairclough, 2001) as “another interpretation” of
the same facts, within a political discursive alignment.
Furthermore, opinion leaders mobilize their social power and
authority to influence public discourse and legitimate a nar-
rative based on disinformation (Van Dijk, 2009).

This study has some limitations. We only analyzed two
discursive struggles in which hyperpartisan outlets used
manipulative discourse to spread disinformation and opposed
the mainstream media discourse. In both cases, mainstream
media shared negative news toward Bolsonaro and it could
have affected our results. It is necessary to further investigate
how left-wing hyperpartisan outlets engage in discursive
struggles when mainstream media discourse does not favor
their narrative. It is also necessary to analyze other contexts
to state the existence of asymmetric polarization in Brazilian
political conversation on Twitter, as we identified in our
analysis. Finally, other cases in different contexts would be
very useful to test our categories and evaluate their preva-
lence in disinformation campaigns. Finally, we cannot tell
for sure whether a retweet signalizes the support for the orig-
inal message or not, although it usually does.
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Notes

1.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/sep/06/jair-bolson-
aro-brazil-tropical-trump-who-hankers-for-days-of-dictator-
ship.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/oct/18/
brazil-jair-bolsonaro-whatsapp-fake-news-campaign.

. https://congressoemfoco.uol.com.br/eleicoes/tse-diz-que-kit-

gay-nao-existiu-e-proibe-bolsonaro-de-disseminar-noticia-
falsa/ [in Portuguese].
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/27/
brazil-fake-news-network-raids-bolsonaro.

https://www 1 .folha.uol.com.br/internacional/en/bra-
zil/2018/10/businessmen-fund-whatsapp-campaign-against-
pt.shtml.
https://library.gwu.edu/scholarly-technology-group/
social-feed-manager.

As we aimed to identify the users that influenced the most,
we decided to look at the most retweeted messages and we
arbitrarily limited it to 30 because we believe it was enough to
identify patterns and explore our research problem.
Sensationalism is sometimes used by mainstream outlets (tab-
loids, for example). However, we looked for sensationalism
and emotional language in combination with at least one of
the other two criteria. We decided to include sensationalism
because studies identified it is a strategy often used by hyper-
partisan outlets (Larsson, 2019; Mourao & Robertson, 2019).
Translated from Portuguese: “EXCLUSIVO: Em um pro-
cesso de mais de 500 paginas, as quais VEJA teve acesso, ex-
mulher acusa Bolsonaro de furtar cofre, ocultar patriménio,
receber pagamentos ndo declarados e agir com ‘desmedida
agressividade.””

Translated from Portuguese: “Bolsonaro furtou cofre, ocul-
tou patriménio e tinha ‘desmedida agressividade,” acusou
ex-mulher”

Translated from Portuguese: “PDT prepara agdo para anular
eleigdes apos denuncia contra Bolsonaro.”

Translated from Portuguese: “Deputado Jorge Solla pede cas-
sacao de registro de Jair Bolsonaro”

Translated from Portuguese: “Ap6s utilizar informagdes de um
divorcio conturbado, em 2007, para atacar Jair Bolsonaro, a
hashtag #Veja600Milhdes ¢ um dos assuntos mais comentados
do Twitter brasileiro na manha desta sexta-feira.”

Translated from Portuguese:

Bom dia brasileiros! Hoje na madrugada publicamos a infor-
magdo com exclusividade: A Editora Abril foi a responsavel
pelo desarquivamento do processo familiar de Bolsonaro e sua
ex-esposa. Bolsonaro NAO ERA REU no processo. Ele foi o
AUTOR da agdo contra ela. Divulguem!.

Translated from Portuguese: ULTIMAS: VEJA X Bolsonaro:
o sensacionalismo por tras de um processo de pensio alimenti-
cia e guarda.”

Translated from Portuguese: “ULTIMAS: Haddad espalha
fake news: ‘Folha comprova que Bolsonaro criou organizagao
criminosa’; a informagao ¢ falsa.”

Translated from Portuguese: “PT pediu ao TSE que declare
a inelegibilidade do seu adversario Jair Bolsonaro (PSL) por
abuso de poder econdmico. Até o momento, Haddad ja gastou

mais de 30 milhdes na campanha, enquanto Bolsonaro menos
de 400 mil.”

18. Translated from Portuguese: “Bolsonaro: ‘Apoio voluntario ¢
algo que o PT desconhece’”

19. Translated from Portuguese:

A Veja pegou, usando propina ¢ de forma 100% ilegal,
um processo sigiloso em que Bolsonaro ¢ o AUTOR,
para acusi-lo de coisas GRAVISSIMAS em que ndo ha
nenhum outro processo sobre. A Veja praticou um CRIME
DE LESA-PATRIA! Nio resta diivida de quem recebeu:
#VEJA600MILHOES.

20. Translated from Portuguese:

Por que diabos alguém gastaria dinheiro para impulsionar
mensagens contra o PT ou a favor de Bolsonaro? Qualquer
moleque conservador tem mais engajamento nas redes soci-
ais do que o Marmita, que nio coloca mil pessoas numa live.
Quem precisa de dinheiro pra combater isso?
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