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ABSTRACT

This article analyzes the information sources of a corpus made of 135,000 tweets with
the hashtags #Bolsonarotemrazio and #OBrasilprecisapararBolsonaro. By analyzing
and categorizing the hyperlinks in these messages, the study investigates the
information sources used in the construction of opposing discourses about the
coronavirus, identifying the types of sources mobilized in both positions. The results
indicate that while pro-Bolsonaro discourses prevail in alternative media, those
containing hashtags opposing him come from diverse sources, especially traditional
media. Drawing on the notion of mediation, the article argues for understanding
information sources as an essential part of how the Twitter discussion about the
coronavirus pandemic mediated this event for the two different hashtag publics.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The coronavirus pandemic introduced yet another layer to the problem of anti-
scientific discourse in Brazil. Although discourses such as flat-Earth theory and
climate change denialism were already circulating in Brazilian society and could be
pointed to as evidence of an epistemic crisis (Benkler, Faris, Robert, 2018; Gomes,
Dourado, 2019), the coronavirus inaugurated a new episode of denialism, one with
more serious and immediate consequences than previous cases. In this context,
Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro became a central actor by opting to further
radicalize his disbelief in science and his attack on institutions. Bolsonaro defended
actions that went against all medical and scientific organizations, as well as the vast
majority of international experience’.

Bolsonaro’s statement to the nation on radio and television on the night of
March 24, 2020, was a milestone in the positioning adopted by the politician
towards the disease. In a speech that attacked the press and mentioned no source
external to the government itself, the president advocated the end of social isolation
by urging people to return “to normality,” calling coronavirus “a little flu or little
cold.” Bolsonaro’s denialist stance towards the pandemic was reinforced in many
moments, but that speech remains a reference point for understanding his position.
This paper focuses on the moment following the announcement, when social
media, particularly Twitter, became the scene of tens of thousands of messages
about the speech. That focus allows me to analyze how people reacted to the
President’s speech and how it was incorporated into societal debate, online.

The day after the announcement, the hashtag #Bolsonarotemrazio
(Bolsonaro is right) appeared among the country’s trending topics, which soon led
to the creation of the hashtag #OBrasilprecisapararBolsonaro (Brazil needs to stop
Bolsonaro), both of which were widely used to share messages with clearly opposite
goals. Against this backdrop, this paper is interested in the differences between the
information sources mobilized by the publics that formed around each of these two
opposing hashtags. To this end, 135,000 tweets containing the hashtags were
analyzed considering the information sources they promoted. The paper argues that
amidst a strong attack on scientific institutions, certain information sources
functioned as mediators in the construction of different discourses about the
coronavirus. Before presenting the results, I shall briefly discuss the notion of
mediation and its relationship with the analysis of the information sources.

! The first case of coronavirus in Brazil was confirmed on February 26, nearly 2 months after the
first reported case in China and weeks after the first cases in European countries such as Germany,
Italy, and France. One might think that the different preventive measures adopted by these countries
would allow Brazil to know the various routes of the disease transmission; on the contrary, the
president positioning despised or discredited these prior experiences as valid information.

> The full transcript of the speech is available on the official government website:
https://www.gov.br/planalto/pt-br/acompanhe-o-planalto/pronunciamentos/pronunciamentos-
do-presidente-da-republica/pronunciamento-em-cadeia-de-radio-e-televisao-do-senhor-
presidente-da-republica-jair-bolsonaro.
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2. MEDIATION AND INFORMATION SOURCES

Analyzing the information sources of different positions in a political debate allows
us to understand an important part of the communication dynamics in that debate.
Yet, I believe that such analysis is not merely a matter of indicating which
information sources are used the most by which groups. Rather, I adhere to the idea
that the digital environment entails a complex and diverse “mediation process”
(Santos, 2020). This means that due to the multiplicity of actors within the digital
environment, social groups can attribute legitimacy to information sources in
different ways, thereby generating distinct degrees of visibility for different media
messages.

In the context of an epistemic crisis, beyond understanding each media’s role,
one must thoroughly understand which media are recognized and legitimized as
information sources according to different social groups. Because journalistic
parameters are no longer the only ones in effect, it is important to explore how the
authorization of information takes place in the context of networked
communications. As Sonia Livingstone (2009) argues, analyzing “mediation
processes” essentially reveals changes related to the interactions between social
structures and agents, more than processes that relate to media, themselves. I
understand mediation as a process that takes place between information and
citizens, thus allowing us to analyze important phenomena that make up the current
communication and political scenario in a non-fragmented way. Such a perspective
has also been adopted by recent Brazilian studies that highlight the role of
communication mediation processes and information sources in structuring a
democratic debate (Lemos, 2020; Lycarido, 2014; Moraes; Adghirni, 2012; Silva;
Mundim, 2015)

Thus, identifying information sources goes beyond knowing media
relationships or where a URL directs a reader. Information sources act as mediators
to whom one may resort as authorities in information dissemination. As I see it,
these relations of legitimacy, visibility, and authority — pillars that also underpin
democratic representation — are key to understanding communicative flows and
their current political impacts. Although further highlighted by the pandemic
context and the politicization of this theme in Brazil, these issues are not restricted
to this historical moment and can provide essential clues to understanding
contemporary political processes.

Mediation * originally emerged simultaneously with mass media, when
visibility processes were no longer limited to the here and now and started being
mediated (Thompson, 2005). Thus, mediation outlines the possibility of obtaining
knowledge from information emerging not from one's experience, but rather from
a communication system. For a long time, the discussion about mediation was tied

3 Here, we attribute no intrinsically negative meaning to the mediation process (Santos, 2010),
which is understood as part of the construction of reality and not as a process that involves a loss of
in relation to the real (Rubim, 2002).
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almost exclusively to the role of journalists and traditional media as the legitimate
social actors selecting what should be disseminated to the general public, thus giving
them the role of information gatekeepers (Meraz; Papacharissi, 2013; Segerberg;
Bennett, 2011; Shoemaker, 2001).

With the emergence of Web 2.0 and the new actors who make up the
polyphony of voices in digital networks (Lemos, 2008), this debate becomes more
complex and gives rise to new interpretations of the phenomenon of mediation,
which can be grouped around three central lines. The first focus of analysis centers
on the fact that certain audiences can be addressed without the need for journalistic
institutions, which would culminate in a so-called “disintermediation.” This debate
gained momentum in the first decade of the 2000s, with blogs (Aldé; Escobar;
Chagas, 2006; Penteado, Santos, Araujo, 2009; Santos, 2010), and continues to
develop with social media (Eldridge II; Garcia-Carretero; Broersma, 2019;
Gerbaudo, 2012) and instant messaging applications, always focusing on the
possibility of a supposed direct communication between a given sender and its
audience, without the action of traditional media. This formulation introduces
widely used concepts such as “mass self-communication” (Castells, 2009) and
“personal publics” (Schmidt, 2014).

Stemming from this discussion, a line of analysis emerged to analyze new
media forms. Since traditional media no longer have near-exclusive control of the
sphere of public visibility, the question that arises is: who are the new actors capable
of generating social visibility and how do they emerge? (Bastos; Mercea, 2015;
Garcia; Trere, 2014; Rodriguez; Ferron; Shamas, 2014). Finally, a third
interpretative line focuses on understanding the role of mediators as going beyond
that which emits or disseminates information. These studies address the role of a
series of technological elements that become part of mediation processes, such as
platforms and their algorithms (Lemos, 2020; Hepp, 2020), but also the new roles
that people themselves start to play in the processes of information dissemination
(Gomes, 2016; Santos, 2019).

Separating these three lines helps in understanding the different analytical
approaches to the phenomenon of mediation in the context of digital media’s rise.
Empirically, though, their intertwining has been more frequent. Several studies
show that traditional media continue to play an important role in the media
ecosystem, including disseminating messages from leaders and organizations that
communicate essentially via social media (Mitozo; Costa; Rodrigues, 2020;
Newman et al., 2019; Stier; Schiinemann; Steiger, 2018), so that the role of
alternative mediators may be restricted to certain social circles. Thus, rather than
considering the digital environment as a horizontal source, we should understand
the specificities of the new types of verticalities that emerge from inequalities within
digital dynamics (Gerbaudo, 2020; Joathan, Alves, 2020).

In this scenario, Chadwick (2013) proposes an especially interesting
approach, which conceives this new media ecosystem as a space of coexistence and
interaction between various means and communication logics. For the author, the
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novelty introduced by this environment emerges not from the technology itself, but
from the different possible combinations between new and old communication
logics that interact within this new environment. This means to say that discussing
the current mediation processes implies considering them as a complex intertwining
of actors with various logics, functioning as an intermediate instance between
people and how they perceive the world.

As aforementioned, thinking about communication mediation at a time of
epistemic crisis becomes even more challenging. In a context where reaching
consensus about who is able to produce knowledge and establish the truth is a
complex task, information sources become central elements, for they allow us to
investigate both the role of traditional media and the valorization of possible new
mediators that start to serve as a basis for certain discourses. Thus, analyzing what
are the information sources mobilized by people in a public debate is a promising
starting point for understanding the current processes of mediation in a networked

environment.

3. METHODOLOGY

Operationalizing mediation processes presents a series of challenges related to
either the construction of analytical instruments or the possibility of obtaining data
that enables a more comprehensive analysis of the informative path. This study
intends to deepen the debate around these challenges by examining links used in
messages posted on Twitter.

Although still quite restricted, examining the hyperlinks shared in a given
social network indicates a series of processes. Meraz and Papacharissi (2013)
assume a networked gatekeeping within social media, which would incorporate a
multilevel process with new actors of diverse levels of power. Yet another difference
from the traditional gatekeeping concept — where journalists act as the main social
mediators - is that such reinterpretation of the concept considers sociability as a
new variable in the information flow. Meraz and Papacharissi categorize the
different actors interacting in this information selection process as elite and non-
elite, introducing the novel insight that non-elite actors have more possibilities of
decision in relation to the information flow.

Segerberg and Bennet (2011, p. 202) offer an alternative for approaching the
combination of mediation processes at work, stating that Twitter flows, at the same
time, “incorporate and are incorporated into gatekeeping processes.” That is, while
Twitter has its own mediating processes — defined by the platform itself, its
organization and filtering algorithms, and the social networks established there, —
the communicative flow of tweets depends on external mediators who will provide
the content shared on the platform.

Considering these two approaches, understanding how links are shared on
Twitter allows us to understand multiple processes underlying the choices users
make about which information to share. Specifically, this study aims to understand
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mediation in two different levels: a) at the point where information is produced,
understanding who are the actors that are being referred to in the discussion; and
b) at the platform level, approaching Twitter's role as a mediator and how it works
specially through tools such as retweeting and hashtagging.

This communicative environment was chosen not with the intent of analyzing
it in isolation or deeming it as representative of the entire media system; on the
contrary, we recognize the urgent need not to consider media in isolation, as well
as to understand the logics driving current media functioning (Chadwick, 2013).
Being a communication environment especially used for political debate and real-
time exchange of political messages®, Twitter served as the starting point of our
investigation.

The data I analyzed was collected by gathering messages that contained
either one of two hashtags. The first hashtag search produced a corpus consisting
of 98,141 messages with the hashtag #Bolsonarotemrazio, posted between 10:00
pm on March 25, 2020, and 11:00 am on March 27 of the same year (37h-period).
The second corpus is comprised of 37,573 tweets with the hashtag
#OBrasiltemquepararBolsonaro. That hashtag emerged later than and in response
to the first one. These messages were collected between 8:00 pm on March 27,
2020, and 9:00 am on March 29 of the same year (37h-period). These two hashtags
were chosen for being widely used, featuring among Twitter’s trending topics, and
representing opposing positions in relation to President Jair Bolsonaro’s statement
to the nation, on March 24.

Hashtags are used to broaden the audience of a particular tweet far beyond
the initial circle of followers of a particular user, besides identifying messages
addressing a given issue and helping organize the conversation around important
topics. Moreover, it “signals a wish to take part in a wider communicative process”
(Bruns, Moe, 2014, p. 18), thus bringing together different audiences around the
same topic. Regarding hashtags associated with certain political or social events, the
timeline can act as a certain narrative of the event, constructed by different and
multiple information and opinions (Bruns, Moe, 2014). However, members who
use a hashtag do not necessarily follow that keyword conversation timeline,
meaning that doing so may function as a bookmark more than as engagement with
a cause.

Data were collected using the Get Tags’ tool, which extracts tweets from the
platform API, thus implying limitations as to the number of messages. Extractions
were performed at every hour, considering the limit allowed by the API. The corpus
does not claim to represent the totality of messages on the subject, but rather a

* Due to space limitations, we will not be able to resume track record of Twitter as a preferred
platform for political debates and real-time coverage. An in-depth debate on the subject can be
found in the book Twitter and Society, edited by Katrin Weller, Axel Bruns, Jean Burgess, Merja
Mabhrt, and Cornelius Puschmann, and published in 2014.

> https://tags.hawksey.info/get-tags/ (Accessed on: July 21, 2020).
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sample of them. Data processing, analysis, and visualization were performed using
the Tableau and R software, with the aid of Microsoft Excel.

The research question regarding information sources used as mediators of
discourses on measures to combat the spread of coronavirus was answered by means
of a two-step analysis. The first step consists of investigating the types of hyperlinks
in the messages, considering that links play an important role not only in
information flow, but also in the organization forms of certain discourses
(Segerberg, Bennett, 2011). Links also connect different actors in the
communicative ecosystem, allowing an analysis that goes beyond the media itself.

To verify the information sources, links used in the two corpora were analyzed
and separated into six categories. Each media was coded by the author and then
presented to peers in order to discuss the pertinence of the categorization.

- Traditional media: all websites linked to large media companies with at least
one television, newspaper, magazine, or radio vehicle. For example: all media from
Globo company and the newspapers Folha de S. Paulo and Estado de Sao Paulo.

- Alternative media: those produced outside traditional media institutions
and networks® (Atton, Couldry, 2003). If, on the one hand, some of these media
can be deemed as strengthening the relations between media and civil society
(Waisbord, 2009), on the other, they have been considered as important actors in
disinformation processes, especially when characterized by hyperpartisanization
(Recuero, Soares, 2020). For example: Jornal da Cidade Online, Folha Politica,
Diirio do Centro do Mundo, Brasil247.

- Regional media: as highlighted by Peruzzo (2005), the history of local and
regional media approaches that of community media, given their importance for
building a sense of community. Thus, considering the specificity of their relations
with local network, which differ from vehicles of national amplitude, these media
were deemed as a separate category (non-classifiable as traditional or alternative).
For example: O Tempo, O Povo, Rondénia ao Vivo.

- Social media: categorized from the classic definition formulated by boyd
and Elisson (2007), which states that social media sites “allow individuals to (1)
construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a
list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse
their list of connections and those made by others within the system” (p. 211).1 n
face of the exponential growth in these media use from mobile devices (Canavilhas,
Rodrigues, 2017), the investigation also included access to these platforms by means
of applications. For example: Facebook, Instagram and YouTube.

¢ The choice for a broad concept of alternative media does not aim to disregard the long tradition
of studies in this field or the efforts to characterize the relations of these media with traditional
media, social movements, and the overall society in a more precise way. For further reading on this
debate, see Ferron, 2010; Waisbord, 2009; Suzina, 2019. This work approaches the presence of
these media in the analyzed corpus — which will certainly have to be refined later, both due to the
diversity of websites and the challenges that their models represent for the traditional categories of
this research field.
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- Organizations: websites of state institutions or civil society organizations,
including those of political parties or politicians. For example: the Senate,
ministries, CUT and Lula's Institute.

- Others: those that did not fit into any of the aforementioned categories.

As explained in this article introduction, President Jair Bolsonaro’s statement
on March 24 went against all recommendations widely accepted by international
health agencies and disseminated by traditional media to prevent the spread of
COVID-19. As shown by Nielsen and colleagues (2020), despite the increasing
search for information from traditional media in the pandemic context, confidence
in this type of information source tends to be lower among North American right-
wing voters of President Donald Trump, whose attitude towards the coronavirus
pandemic was similar to that of Jair Bolsonaro. A recent study conducted by
Recuero and Soares (2020) also verified an important connection between discourse
networks about coronavirus and those of political information, showing how the
speeches of President Jair Bolsonaro impacted the circulation of fake news and how
reaction networks were articulated. According to the authors,

messages that belied [false] information were mainly produced by opinion leaders

such as journalists and researchers, who produce more technical content, and

influencers, such as digital journalism; whereas misinformation was mainly
produced by opinion leaders associated with political agendas, such as politicians

and political commentators, as well as hyperpartisan vehicles (p. 22, our
translation).

Based on this, we assume that messages of support for Bolsonaro will rely less on
general information sources and specific traditional media sources, thus resulting in
our first two hypotheses:

H1: the corpus of messages with the hashtag #OBrasilprecisapararBolsonaro
will provide proportionally more links than that of the hashtag
#Bolsonarotemrazio.

H2: those using the hashtag #Bolsonarotemrazio will rely less on links that
lead to sources linked to traditional media than those using the hashtag
#0OBrasiltemquepararBolsonaro.

Moreover, given the key role of “opinion leaders associated with political
agendas, such as politicians and political commentators, as well as hyperpartisan
vehicles” (Recuero, Soares, 2020) in reinforcing pro-Bolsonaro discourses, and
considering that social media provides a space for the emergence and dissemination
of voices dissenting from traditional media (Chadwick, 2013; Meraz, Papacharissi,
2013), we believe that social media will be information sources frequently cited
among messages with the hashtag #Bolsonarotemrazio. Hence our third
hypothesis:

H3: the social media category will be more relevant in the corpus
#Bolsonarotemrazio than in the #OBrasiltemquepararBolsonaro.
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4. ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
The first hypothesis was tested by analyzing the frequency of hyperlink use in the

two corpora, verifying the domains of the most shared links within each sample’.
By doing that, we were not interested in analyzing the sharing of specific content,
but rather in identifying the recurrence of certain information sources in tweets®.

As shown in Table 1, the rate of external links is both low, but significantly
higher among tweets defending Bolsonaro’s proposals, thus refuting our first
hypothesis. Whereas 8.6% of messages with the hashtag #Bolsonarotemrazio
include links external to Twitter, only 4.9% of those with the hashtag
#0OBrasilprecisapararBolsonaro does.

Firstly, we believe this low rate of links can account for the conversational
nature of the Twitter platform. Although links may be used to share information
and make statements, the dialog between users remain the center of the platform's
dynamics. Secondly, such a two-fold higher rate of tweets with external links among
messages in support of the President suggests that this audience recursively searches
for an external validation of their arguments — a phenomenon that seems less
common among those publishing messages against the President. It also shows that
not only they search for validation, but also, they encounter a considerable amount
of content online that is used to validate these discourses.

Table 1. Use of external links in both corpora

#Bolsonarotemrazio #OBrasiltemquepararBolsonaro
Tweets 98,141 Tweets 37,573
Tweets with links 8,566 Tweets with links 1,847
Percentage 8.6% Percentage 4.9%

Then, links were classified according to the categories presented in the
methodology section and analyzed. For the first analysis, all sites appearing in the

7 This analysis was performed according to the following stages: a) links were extracted from tweets;
b) the corresponding addresses were de-shortened, since Twitter presents all links shortened, thus
allowing for domains identification; and c) links were broken to compile a list of main domains,
without considering subdomains and protocol markings.

8 The “twitter.com” domain was the most common in both corpora. Links to Twitter comprise 81%
of all hyperlinks among tweets with the hashtag #Bolsonarotemrazio, and 92% of those with
#OBrasiltemquepararBolsonaro. These high rates are justified by the large number of messages
citing other tweets, that is, when people refer to a message on the network itself. Such finding
portrays a strongly endogenous dynamic of the platform, which is more significant among messages
against the president. As discussed by Alexandra Segerberg and W. Lance Bennet (2011),
gatekeeping processes in Twitter conversations can be analyzed both internally and externally.
However, for now, we will focus on links to content external to the platform. To test our first
hypothesis, we considered only external links.
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sample were listed, grouped into categories, and analyzed as to recurrence. We
identified 122 different websites in messages with the hashtag #Bolsonarotemrazao’
and 129 in those with #OBrasilprecisapararBolsonaro.

The second analysis considered the number of times each website appeared
in the sampled tweets, that is, each link replication rate. In this stage, we identified
8,566 tweets with external links in the #Bolsonarotemrazio corpus and 1,847 in the
#OBrasilprecisapararBolsonaro corpus.

Regarding tweets in support of Bolsonaro, the two most frequent types of
sites are those with content from alternative and traditional media vehicles
(28.69%), followed by regional media vehicles (18.85%). However, when we
consider the dissemination of these links (that is, the number of times they are
replicated), the difference between categories becomes much more evident:
alternative media accounts for 78.78% of links, traditional media for 10.26%, and
regional media for 2.2%. Besides alternative media, the only other representative
category when considering its dissemination are links to social media, which go

from 4.29% to 8.31%.

Table 2. Categories of domains and tweets with links —

#Bolsonarotemrazio
Categories % of websites % of tweets with links
(n=122) (n=8566)

Alternative Media 28,69% 78,78%

Traditional Media 28,69% 10,26%

Regional Media 18,85% 2,20%

Others 12,30% 0,32%

Organizations 6,56% 0,13%

Social Media 4,92% 8,31%

When performing the same analysis in the #OBrasiltemquepararBolsonaro corpus,
we found very similar results as to each category percentage in relation to the total

’ For data treatment, different domains referring to the same website were put together, thus
unifying variations such as mobile sites or URLs internal sections.
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sites, with only traditional and regional media presenting significant differences:
while the first is higher (36.43%), the second is lower (14.95%).

However, such a similarity dissipates when we consider these links replication
rates, in which case traditional media category goes from 36.43% to 48.02% and
links that lead to organization pages go from 5.43% to 16.46%. Different from
messages in support of Bolsonaro, this last category showed links to websites of
political organizations or politicians. The alternative media category, which
represents 25.58% of the total sites in the sample, represents only 22.58% of tweets
with links.

Table 3. Categories of domains and tweets with links -
#OBrasilprecisapararBolsonaro

Categories % of websites (n=129) % of tweets with links
(n=1847)

Alternative 36,43% 48,02%

Media

Traditional 25,58% 22,58%

Media

Regional Media 13,95% 1,79%

Others 13,18% 3,09%

Social Media 5,42% 8,07%

Organizations 5,43 16,46%

The results suggest that, despite presenting similar categories of information
sources, the dissemination patterns of the two corpora are quite different, thus
confirming our second hypothesis. Among messages against the President,
traditional media accounted for a higher percentage in relation to both the number
of sites (36.43% vs. 29.69%) and the number of tweets with links (48.02% vs.
10.26%).

In turn, our third hypothesis was not confirmed. In both dimensions
analyzed, the use of social media as information sources external to Twitter is quite
similar between the two corpora. While the percentage of social media sites is
slightly higher among messages with the hashtag #OBrasilprecisapararBolsonaro
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(5.43% vs. 4.92% in #Bolsonarotemrazdo), we verified the opposite when
considering these links dissemination (8.07% vs. 8.31%, respectively).

Moreover, messages in support of Bolsonaro tend to replicate tweets with
links to alternative media, whereas those criticizing the President show a greater
replication diversity, focusing mainly on traditional media. Such a difference is also
evident when considering shared domains. Among messages in support of
Bolsonaro, the Jornal da Cidade Online is responsible for 73.45% of links to sources
outside Twitter, being the most shared. This media became known as a non-reliable
website that commonly published fake news items that were later debunked by
many fact-checkers. In turn, for messages against the President, the most shared
link is to the UOL portal, accounting for 20.7% of the total. It is important to
highlight that this prevalence of one information source has been found by other
studies (Alves, 2019; Santos, Chagas, Marinho, 2022), which shows the importance

of virality of information in anti-science ecosystems.

Domains (group)

www.jornaldacidadeonline.com.br |GG 73,459
noticias.r7.com [ 6,82%
www.youtube.com [l 5,10%

m.facebook.com & www.facebook.com [} 1,87%
www.instagram.com [| 1,219
noticiabrasilonline.com || 0,97%
brasilsemmedo.com | 0,84%
wwuw.correiobraziliense.com.br | 0,80%
gl.globo.com | 0,57%

oglobo.globo.com | 0,529
cultura.estadao.com.br & politica.estadao.co.. | 0,519%
www.gazetadopovo.com.br | 0,50%
rota2014.blogspot.com | 0,49%
conexaopolitica.com.br | 0,419%
www.agoranoticiasbrasil.com.br | 0,37%
renovamidia.com.br | 0,349
noticias.band.uol.com.br | 0,30%
gazetabrasil.com.br | 0,27%
www.oantagonista.com 0,259%

Figure 1 - Most shared sites with the hashtag #Bolsonarotemrazio

Such higher prevalence of alternative media in messages with the hashtag
#Bolsonarotemrazio suggest the importance of “opinion leaders associated with
political agendas, such as politicians and political commentators, as well as
hyperpartisan vehicles,” as key actors for this speech (Recuero and Soares, 2020).
Furthermore, they are commonly referenced with links to their websites, what
highlights the fundamental importance of this new media ecosystem that is not
based on traditional or social media, but which has a strongly supported discourse

on social platforms.

5. CONCLUSION

This study allows us to perceive important indicators of the current Brazilian media
system (Chadwick, 2013). Tweets supporting or criticizing the March 24 statement
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of President Jair Bolsonaro refer to partially similar website domains. However,
such similarity disappears when we analyze the number of times each source appears
in the corpus. In this case, alternative media are prominent among messages with
the hashtag #Bolsonarotemrazio (79%), while those with
#OBrasilprecisapararBolsonaro show a greater distribution, mainly including
traditional (48%) and alternative media (23%). Moreover, only one third of the
information sources referenced are equivalent in both corpora. That not only shows
that supporters of non-scientifical positions search for external validation for their
positions (Oliveira et al., 2021), but also that there is a variety of content that
supports those views.

These results provide four important findings. The first concerns the different
treatment of traditional media as mediators by audiences with different political
positions. We found a smaller scale of information dissemination from these media
in messages that support Bolsonaro, which seems aligned with the president’s
frequent and aggressive attacks on the press and journalism in general. This
phenomenon is not limited to Brazil. A recent survey conducted by the Reuters
Institute during the COVID-19 pandemic shows people’s consumption of, and
trust in, various information sources and institutions (Nielsen et al., 2020). By
relating data on political positioning in the United States with data about trust in
information sources, the researchers found that 70% of self-declared left-leaning
individuals trusted media organizations, while this rate fell by half among those
self-declared right-leaning individuals. In turn, 43% of left-leaning individuals
reported trusting in their acquaintances, increasing to 48% among right-leaning.

Even though the bi-partisan system in the US cannot be directly compared
to the multi-partisan Brazilian reality, such a trend of less trust in, and
dissemination of, traditional media sources among self-declared right-leaning
individuals — who, in our sample, would represent those using the hashtag
#Bolsonarotemrazdo — raises a number of questions. In the Brazilian reality
historically, criticism of the media has been built as part of the Brazilian left-wing
agenda, emerging with the struggle for press freedom during the military
dictatorship (1964-1985) until the movements against media concentration after
democratization (strongly active after the re-democratization process, from the
nineties on). By 2013, this phenomenon had already spread throughout society,
causing the media, especially Rede Globo, to be accused of trying to overthrow
President Dilma Rousseff and, at the same time, working for her re-election
(Santos, Almada, 2019). Such processes seem to have accentuated even further over
recent years, increasing criticism of the traditional media on the part of the right-
wing'?, which may be due to the fact that a right-wing political party has reached
presidency. Although criticism of traditional media comes from both sides of the

10 VWe have no intention, here, to present the criticisms of the left- and right-wing parties to the
Brazilian media as equivalent. On the contrary, in other texts, we made an effort to understand how
these discursive lines differ and are guided by different types of society.
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political spectrum, and considering the historical proximity of Brazilian national
media and more conservative political perspectives to one another, our data shows
that, today, left-leaning citizens tend to rely more on traditional media than right-
leaning ones.

This criticism of the traditional media, combined with the potential of Web
2.0, leads us to our second finding: a new ecosystem of alternative media that comes
to occupy a central place in the mediation process. Media built outside or in
opposition to mainstream media have always existed, from fanzines to union
newspapers and blogs. Thus, the issue is not in the novelty of the phenomenon, but
in the magnitude and characteristics it currently acquires. These information
sources appear eight times more than traditional media among messages in support
of Bolsonaro, besides being the second most referenced source among messages
against him — a fact that shows alternative media’s central importance in the current
media ecosystem. Although novel communication dynamics are often ascribed to
social media, the importance of sources that feed them is unmistakable. These
findings highlight the need for a more detailed analysis of alternative media sources,
allowing the construction of a consistent typology.

Our third finding is that virality seems to be a central element for anti-
scientific networks. That becomes clear when we compare how information sources
are distributed among both groups of actors analyzed here. While there are
similarities between the information sources mobilized by the groups, when we
consider how these different information sources spread among the groups, the
differences are huge. The virality of certain types of information sources, notably
Alternative Media, is striking. More than that, there is also a high level of
concentration among those alternative sources, which makes only one website
responsible for more than 70% of the mentions. That is another indication of how
virality is at the center of the spread of this content.

Finally, the fourth point that seems central is the broader articulation of other
types of mediation than that produced by traditional journalism (Alves, 2019). In
both corpora, mentions of social media represent 8% of the links, with a
predominance of YouTube in both cases. Despite its relevance in determining the
information sources, the social media category is too general to give an indication
of the kinds of actors being referred to. Difterent typologies of different social media
actors have already been developed (Santos, 2019; Alves, 2019), suggesting the need
for an improved understanding of how this content is circulated. While the political
debate is fed by a rich ecosystem of websites, communication spaces imply specific
sociability, visibility, and authority dynamics that not only circulate information,
but add meanings to it. Thus, it is not simply a matter of receiving information
from certain sources, but of receiving it through certain social bonds (that often feed
into digital media). Previous research has shown how instant messaging
applications are pivotal spaces for the circulation of such messages (Santos et al.,
2019), suggesting the need for further research across different platforms and
communication spaces. The paper has shown the need for understanding mediation
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in terms of both its complexification by various digital communicative spaces and
its diverse appropriations by different social groups in their attempts to formulate
their discourses.

The limitations inherent to this study include, first, the reliance on data that
is limited to the Twitter platform, as well as the focus on two hashtags used at a
specific moment of time. Broader analysis could potentially reveal the wider
relevance of this paper’s findings, and further research may help refine the analytical
categories used to analyse the links in order to more accurately describe the media
environment. In any case, I believe that the data and reflections presented in this
study may indicate important research paths for understanding contemporary
mediation processes and the social roles of mediators, be they  traditional media
actors or those emerging from this new media context. Such understanding seems
crucial to grasp the current communication dynamics and, above all, its political

impacts on democratic functioning.

FUNDING STATEMENT AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I am very grateful for the critical reading performed by the INCT.DD colleagues
and by the 2021 Peritia Conference participants. This work was developed thanks
to a postdoctoral fellowship from CAPES AND CNPq.

REFERENCES

Aldé, Alessandra, Escobar, Juliana e Chagas, Viktor. (2006) A febre dos blogs de
politica. In: Encontro Anual da COMPOS, 15, Bauru.

Alves, M. (2019) Desarranjo da visibilidade, desordem informacional e
polarizagdo no Brasil entre 2013 e 2018. Tese de doutorado. Universidade
Federal Fluminense.

Amaral, Adriana; Recuero, Raquel; Montardo, Sandra (org.). (2009) Blogs.com.
Um estudo sobre blogs e comunicagio. Sio Paulo: Momento Editorial.

Atton, C.; Couldry, N. (2003) Introduction. Media, Culture & Society, v. 25, p.
579-586.

Bastos, M. T.; Mercea, D. (2015) Serial activists: Political Twitter beyond
influentials and the twittertariat. New Media & Society, p.1-20. DOL:
10.1177/1461444815584764

Benkler, Y.; Faris, R.; Roberts, H. (2018) Network Propaganda. Manipulation,
disinformation, and radicalization in American politics. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

boyd, d. M.; Ellison, N. B. (2007) Social network sites: definition, history, and
scholarship. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, v. 13, n. 1.

Bruns, A.; Moe, H. (2014) Structural layers of Communication on Twitter. In: K.
Weller, A. Bruns, J. Burgess, M. Mahrt and C. Puschmann. Twitter and
Society. New York: Peter Lang. p.15-28

55



SANTOS — NETWORK INFORMATION PRO & CONTRA BOLSONARO'S DISCOURSE

Canavilhas, J.; Rodrigues, C. (2017) Jornalismo mével. Linguagens, géneros e
modelos de negécio. Covilha: LabCom.IFP.

Castells, Manuel. (2009) Communication power. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Chadwick, A. (2013) The Hybrid Media System: Politics and Power. Oxford
University Press.

Eldridge Ii, S. A.; Garcia-Carretero, L.; Broersma, M. (2019) Disintermediation
in Social Networks: Conceptualizing Political Actors’ Construction of
Publics on Twitter. Media and Communication, v. 7, n. 1, p. 271.

Ferron, B. (2010) Des médias de mouvements aux mouvements de médias.
Mouvements, v. 61, n. 1, p. 107.

Garcia, R. G.; Trere, E. (2014) The #Y0Soy132 movement and the struggle for
media democratization in Mexico. Convergence, p. 1-15. DOI:
10.1177/1354856514541744

Gerbaudo, P. Political parties in the digital era. (2020) In: Dutton, W. H. (Ed.).
A Research Agenda for Digital Politics. Glos: Edward Elgar Publishing
Limited, p. 37-47.

Gerbaudo, P. (2012) Tweets and the Streets. London: Pluto Press.

Gomes, W.; Dourado, T. (2019) Fake news, um fendmeno de comunicagio
politica entre jornalismo, politica e democracia. Estudos de Jornalismo e
Midia.

Gomes, W. (2019) Fake news, crise epistémica e epistemologia tribal. Revista
Cult, 8 de abril.

Gomes, W. (2016) “Nés somos a rede social!’: o protesto politico entre as ruas e as
redes”. In: Mendonga, Ricardo F.; Pereira, Marcos A.; Filgueiras, Fernando
(eds.). Democracia digital: publicidade, institui¢ées e confronto politico.
Belo Horizonte: Editora da UFMG, p.71-394.

Hepp, A. (2020) Deep mediatization. Nova lorque: Routledge.

Joathan, I.; Alves, M. (2020) O Twitter como ferramenta de campanha negativa
nio oficial: uma andlise da campanha eleitoral para a Prefeitura do Rio de
Janeiro em 2016. Galixia (Sdo Paulo). ISSN 1982-2553, n. 43, p. 81-98.

Lemos, A. (2020) Epistemologia da comunicagio, neomaterialismo e cultura
digital. Galixia (Sao Paulo), v. 404, n. 43, p. 54-66.

Lemos, A. (2008) As estruturas antropolégicas do ciberespago. In: Cibercultura:
tecnologia e vida social na cultura contemporinea. Porto Alegre: Sulina.
p-127-153

Livingstone, S. (2009) On the Mediation of Everything: ICA Presidential
Address 2008. Journal of Communication, v. 59, n. 1, p. 1-18.

Lycarido, D. (2014) Mudangas climdticas sob o prisma da esfera publica: a
mediagio jornalistica como fator de legitimag¢do democritica no caso da
COP-15. PhD Dissertation. Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais.

Martin-Barbero, J. (1987) De los medios a las mediaciones. Comunicacion,
cultura y hegemonia. Barcelona: Editorial Gustavo Gili.

56



JOURNAL OF DIGITAL SOCIAL RESEARCH — VOL. 5, NO. 3, 2023

Meraz, S.; Papacharissi, Z. (2013) Networked gatekeeping and networked
framing on #egypt. The International Journal of Press/Politics, v. 18, n. 2,
p. 138-166.

Mitozo, I. B.; Costa, G. D. A.; Rodrigues, C. (2020) How do traditional media
incorporate statements from political actors in social media?. Brazilian
Journalism Research, v. 16, n. 1, p. 152-177.

Moraes, F. M.; Adghirni, Z. (2012) Jornalismo e Democracia: o papel do
mediador. E-Compés, v. 14, n. 2.

Newman, N. et al. (2019) Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2019. Oxford:
Reuters Institute.

Nielsen, R. K. et al. (2020) Navigating the ‘Infodemic’> How People in Six
Countries Access and Rate News and Information about Coronavirus.
Oxford: Reuters Institute.

Oliveira, T., Evangelista, S., Alves, M., & Quinan, R. (2021). “Those on the
Right Take Chloroquine”: The Illiberal Instrumentalisation of Scientific
Debates during the COVID-19 Pandemic in Brasil. Javnost-The Public,
28(2), 165-184.

Penteado, C., Santos, M., Aragjo, R. (2009) Novas priticas politicas na internet:
estudo do Blog Fatos e Dados. In: COMPOLITICA, 3., Sio Paulo.

Peruzzo, C. M. K. (2005) Midia regional e local: aspectos conceituais e
tendéncias. Comunicag¢io & Sociedade, v. 26, n. 43, p. 67-84.

Recuero, R.; Soares, F. B. (2020) O Discurso Desinformativo sobre a Cura do
COVID-19 no Twitter : Estudo de caso. E-Compés.

Rodriguez, C.; Ferron, B.; Shamas, K. (2014) Four challenges in the field of
alternative, radical and citizens’ media research. Media, Culture & Society,
v. 36, n. 2, p. 150-166.

Santos, J. G. et al. (2019) WhatsApp, politica mobile e desinformagio : a hidra
nas elei¢des presidenciais de 2018. Comunicagdo e Sociedade, v. 41, n. 2, p.
307-334.

Santos, N.; Chagas, V.; Marinho, J. (2022) De onde vem a informagio que circula
em grupos bolsonaristas no WhatsApp. InTexto, p. 123603.
https://doi.org/10.19132/1807-8583202253.123603

Santos, N. (2020). Fontes de informagio nas redes pré e contra o discurso de
Bolsonaro sobre o Coronavirus. E-compés.
https://doi.org/10.30962/ec.2210

Santos, N. (2019) The reconfiguration of the communication environment:
Twitter in the 2013 Brazilian protests. PhD Dissertation. Université
Panthéon-Assas.

Santos, N.; Almada, M. P. (2019) Midiativismo em rede: Twitter e as criticas aos
meios de comunicagio tradicionais em um sistema hibrido de comunicagio.
Esferas, p. 18.

Santos, N. (2010) Visibilidade e Comunicag¢io Desintermediada: uma andlise do

blog Fatos e Dados. Trabalho de Conclusio de Curso (UFBA).
57



SANTOS — NETWORK INFORMATION PRO & CONTRA BOLSONARO'S DISCOURSE

Schmidt, J. H. (2014) Twitter and the rise of personal publics. In: Twitter and
society, p.3—14.

Segerberg, A.; Bennett, W. L. (2011) Social Media and the Organization of
Collective Action: Using Twitter to Explore the Ecologies of Two Climate
Change Protests. The Communication Review, v. 14, n. 3, p. 197-215.

Shoemaker, P., Eichholz, M., Kim, E., & Wrigley, B. (2001) Individual and
routine forces in gatekeeping. Journalism and Mass Communication
Quarterly, 78(2), 233-246.

Silva, S. P. da, Mundim, P. S. (2015) Media¢des no YouTube e o caso ‘Ocupagio
do Complexo do Alemdo’: caracteristicas e dindmica de uso. Intercom:
Revista Brasileira de Ciéncias da Comunicagio, v. 38, n. 1, p. 231-253,
2015.

Stier, S., Schiinemann, W. J., Steiger, S. (2018) Of activists and gatekeepers:
Temporal and structural properties of policy networks on Twitter. New
Media and Society, v. 20, n. 5, p. 1910-1930.

Suzina, A. (2019) Is mediactivism a kind of poor journalism?. In: 12th
OURMedia Conference, Bruxels.

Thompson, J. B. (2005) The New Visibility. Theory, Culture & Society, 22(6),
31-51. https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276405059413

Wiaisbord, S. (2009) Bridging the Divide between the Press and Civic Society.
Nordicom Review, n. Jubilee Issue, p. 105-116.

58



