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Truth and lies echo around the city, leaving deep divisions
What has really been happening in the past three weeks in Hong Kong? Crowds of mainly young protesters occupied streets. The police were fully stretched and at one point used tear gas as some in the crowds started charging. The world’s media announced an “umbrella revolution” and made stars and heroes of the world’s politest protesters. We agree that this is the worst unrest Hong Kong has seen since the 1960s. But there is a lot of finger-pointing about who or what is to blame.

I left town on September 28 and spent the next six days overseas. I had two sources of information. One, mainstream television and print news services, provided factual reports. The other, my friends and contacts, forwarded comments and YouTube and other links over messaging services such as WhatsApp.

These social media included all sorts of things. There were eyewitness accounts of protests, describing scary-sounding violence. There was a famous personality criticising a school for brainwashing students into supporting the protests, and claims the police were colluding with triads, and that all men with dyed hair were police agents.

You can see the problem. How could I know what was true and which were hoaxes? Which stories or sources could I trust?

Looking back, I can see how social media has made people more emotional, either in favour of the protesters’ cause or against them.

People are getting their information from sources that reflect, then strengthen, their own position. Many are cutting themselves off from other sides of the story, except when opponents are criticised or ridiculed. This “echo chamber” effect has been well documented in the United States, where conservatives and liberals can inhabit different and heavily biased TV and online worlds.

Hong Kong has gone the same way. Judging from the strong opinions I am hearing, there are now two Hong Kongs. In one, protesters occupying Mong Kok, Causeway Bay and Admiralty are causing terrible economic damage. In the other, the occupation of major streets is harmless. Both are obviously exaggerations. It will be months before we have data, but while bigger conglomerates may be fine, we can be pretty sure some smaller businesses have seen their takings drop significantly.

The split in perceptions runs deep. For example, one Hong Kong accuses the police of being heavy handed and using unnecessary force. In the other Hong Kong, citizens are even calling for the military to clear the protesters.

It seems the two Hong Kongs are watching two totally different events. One sees undisciplined and naive youngsters openly breaking the law in an attempt to force the local and central governments to make major – probably impossible – concessions on constitutional reform. The other Hong Kong sees educated and mainly peaceful underdogs gaining a voice the only way they feel they can, hoping for a better and fairer future for their city.

One Hong Kong tries to explain the protests by saying the students are gullible and have been misled by troublemakers – or even anti-China forces overseas. The other sees the protesters as brave and honourable and fighting for justice.

Hong Kong’s serious social and economic divisions obviously play a role here. But it seems the protests have driven the community into echo chambers, which are leaving us far more split than we need to be.

Healing will be harder. Meanwhile, officials should ideally be more proactive in monitoring and countering rumours and alarmist talk. And perhaps students and their supporters could open their eyes to the harm they are doing to smaller businesses, and – perhaps most of all – some realities about Beijing’s approach to political reform.
