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Abstract
On August 31, 2016, Dilma Rousseff, then President of Brazil, was definitively ousted after
an impeachment proceeding that began in December 2015, removing her from the mandate
for which she was re-elected in October 2014. The crisis that precipitated her ousting,
however, began at least three years before, in the June 2013 protests. This thesis aims to
evaluate how and to what extent public opinion discourses contributed to the historical event
of Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment as an outcome for the presidential crisis – based on the
theoretical support of agenda-setting and using Natural Language Processing (NLP) tools for
analysing the linguistic corpus extracted both from the media and Twitter from January 2013
to December 2016.
Keywords: public opinion, agenda setting, presidential crisis, discourse analysis, Natural
Language Processing (NLP)

Acknowledgements
To the institutions that welcomed me for this doctorate: Instituto de Ciencia Politica |
Universidad Católica de Chile, Santiago, Chile; SWPS University of Social Sciences and
Humanities, Warszawa, Poland; Cologne Center for Comparative Politics (CCCP) |
University of Cologne, Köln, Germany. To the Chilean government, represented by the
Núcleo Milenio para el estudio de la Estatalidad y la Democracia en América Latina. To the
European Union, represented by the Erasmus Mundus program – which made my stay in
Poland possible and unforgettable. To professor Dr. Igor Lyubashenko, from SWPS’ Center
for the Study of Democracy. To professor Dr. Ingo Rohlfing, who mentored and encouraged
me during my stay as a guest researcher at CCCP. To the IFS | Mentoring (Mentoring
Program for International Female Scholars) at University of Cologne. To my friends Janek,
Kalina Dabrowska, Veronica Cruciani, Stella Richetti and Érica Kokay, who gave my stay
abroad and my life a special meaning.
Agradecimentos
Às instituições brasileiras que enriqueceram minha jornada: ao IESP-UERJ | Instituto
de Estudos Sociais e Políticos, nas pessoas dos professores Nelson do Valle, Fernando
Guarnieri e Ricardo Ceneviva, e do colega Tiago Ventura; ao Departamento de Ciência da
Computação | Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais (UFMG), na pessoa do professor Renato
Souza; à Fiocruz, nas pessoas dos professores Francisco Braga, Simone Ferreira, Silvio Valle
e da colega Lara D’Almeida, representando o Observatório de Política e Gestão Hospitalar
(OPGH) e a Escola Politécnica de Saúde Joaquim Venâncio (EPSJV). E meu maior
agradecimento à FGV e ao CPDOC, pela minha formação profissional, cidadã e acadêmica.
Aos professores Celso Castro, Marcelo Neri, Américo Freire, Sérgio Praça, Renato Souza,
Flávio Codeço e Angela Moreira. Aos amigos Lucas Almada, Cecília Soares, Juliana
Marques, Fernanda Cimini, Matias López, Viktor Chagas, Marcela Casarin. Aos meus pais.

TABLE OF FIGURES
Figure 1 - Protesters occupy the Planalto Palace. Brasília, June 2013. Photo: Maria Luiza Ribeiro Pereira ........ 75
Figure 2 - Michel Temer and Dilma Rousseff at a presidential ceremony. Photo: Pedro Ladeira/Folhapress .... 101
Figure 3 - Histogram - distribution of Tweets for the parameters governo_Dilma (government_Dilma) from
January 2013 to December 2016................................................................................................................. 104
Figure 4 - 5 most influential Twitter players for the June 2013 protests range .................................................... 107
Figure 5 - 5 most influential Twitter players for the launch of Car Wash Operation range................................. 109
Figure 6 - 5 most influential Twitter players for 2014 general elections range ................................................... 110
Figure 7 - 5 most influential Twitter players for March 2015 protests range ...................................................... 111
Figure 8 - 5 most influential Twitter players for August 2015 protests range ..................................................... 112
Figure 9 - 5 most influential Twitter players for the impeachment approval range ............................................. 113
Figure 10 - Twitter 40 most common words for the June 2013 protests range .................................................... 115
Figure 11 - Twitter centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the June 2013 protests range .......................... 117
Figure 12 - Twitter 40 most common words for the Launch of Car Wash Operation range ............................... 118
Figure 13 - Twitter centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the Launch of Car Wash Operation range ..... 119
Figure 14 - Twitter 40 most common words for the October 2014 general elections range ................................ 120
Figure 15 - Twitter centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the October 2014 general elections range ...... 121
Figure 16 - Twitter 40 most common words for the March 2015 protests range ................................................. 122
Figure 17 - Twitter centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the March 2015 protests range ....................... 123
Figure 18 - Twitter 40 most common words for the August 2015 protests range ................................................ 124
Figure 19 - Twitter centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the August 2015 protests range ...................... 126
Figure 20 - Twitter 40 most common words for the impeachment approval range ............................................. 127
Figure 21 - Twitter centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the impeachment approval range .................... 129
Figure 22 - Media 40 most common words for the June 2013 protests range ..................................................... 130
Figure 23 - Media centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the June 2013 protests range ............................ 131
Figure 24 - Media 40 most common words for Launch of Car Wash Operation range ....................................... 132
Figure 25 - Media centrality and term co-occurrence graph for Launch of Car Wash Operation range ............. 133
Figure 26 - Twitter 40 most common words for the October 2014 general elections range ................................ 134
Figure 27 - Media centrality and term co-occurrence graph for October 2014 general elections range .............. 135
Figure 28 - Media 40 most common words for March 2015 protests range ........................................................ 136
Figure 29 - Media centrality and term co-occurrence graph for March 2015 protests range ............................... 137
Figure 30 - Media 40 most common words for August 2015 protests range ....................................................... 138
Figure 31 - Media centrality and term co-occurrence graph for August 2015 protests range .............................. 139
Figure 32 - Media 40 most common words for Impeachment range ................................................................... 140
Figure 33 - Media centrality and term co-occurrence graph for Impeachment range .......................................... 141
Figure 34 - Twitter longitudinal analysis for polarity. The red line is for negative Tweets, the blue one, for
positive Tweets ........................................................................................................................................... 142
Figure 35 - Twitter distributional analysis ........................................................................................................... 144
Figure 36 - Twitter terms distributional analysis.................................................................................................. 144
Figure 37 - Media longitudinal analysis for polarity. The red line is for negative news, the blue one, for positive
news. The green indicates news’ distribution. ............................................................................................ 145
Figure 38 - Media distributional analysis ............................................................................................................. 146
Figure 39 - Media terms distributional analysis ................................................................................................... 147
Figure 40 – Longitudinal textual similarity: May 2013 index.............................................................................. 148
Figure 41 – Longitudinal textual similarity: October 2014 index ........................................................................ 149
Figure 42 - Longitudinal textual similarity: October 2015 index ......................................................................... 149
Figure 43 - Longitudinal textual similarity: April 2016 index ............................................................................. 149
Figure 44 - Longitudinal textual similarity: October 2016 index......................................................................... 150

SUMMARY

Foreword ................................................................................................................................................................. 1
1. Understanding public opinion: a bibliographic review of the main concepts ............................................... 4
1.1. Öffentlich Meinung: the German theory and the normative public opinion ..................................................... 4
1.1.2. Social systems and political communication in Niklas Luhmann .................................................................. 9
1.2. Public opinion: the earlier empirical approach in the United States ............................................................... 13
1.2.1. Lippmann and the disenchantment ............................................................................................................... 13
1.2.1.1. The Almond-Lippmann Consensus ........................................................................................................... 17
1.2.2. Gallup and the polls ...................................................................................................................................... 19
1.3. L’opinion publique: back to the normative and historical public space in France .......................................... 23
1.3.1. Bourdieu’s deconstruction of the public opinion ......................................................................................... 23
1.3.2. The historical democratic public space by Raymonde Monnier .................................................................. 28
1.4 Notes on deliberation and collective action in contemporary democracies ..................................................... 33
1.4.1 Meaning construction and collective action .................................................................................................. 33
1.4.2 Contemporary democracy and deliberation ................................................................................................... 34
1.4.3 From civic communication to turbulence ...................................................................................................... 36
2. A media effects studies guide proposal ............................................................................................................ 39
2.1. The first media effects studies ......................................................................................................................... 39
2.2. The foundations of agenda setting studies ...................................................................................................... 42
2.3 The second level of agenda setting or framing? ............................................................................................... 46
2.3.1 Notes on the framing concept ........................................................................................................................ 48
2.4. Agenda setting, framing, priming and political dispute .................................................................................. 50
2.5. Historical perspective on agenda setting ......................................................................................................... 52
2.6. Agenda setting and social media ..................................................................................................................... 56
2.5.1. Public agenda manipulation through bots on Twitter................................................................................... 58
2.6.2. Other perspectives on digital political communication ................................................................................ 60
2.6.2.1. Intermedia agenda-setting.......................................................................................................................... 60
2.6.2.2. Gatekeeping theory and filter-bubbles in social media political conversations ........................................ 61
2.6.2.3. Considerations on literature ...................................................................................................................... 66
3 Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment: a historical event......................................................................................... 69
3.1 The main events of Dilma Rousseff’s government crisis ................................................................................. 70
3.2 “It's not just for 20 cents”: the rise of popular demonstrations ........................................................................ 72
3.3 The Car Wash Operation .................................................................................................................................. 76
3.4 La débâcle ......................................................................................................................................................... 81
3.4.1 Macroeconomics............................................................................................................................................ 81
3.4.2 The 2014 Presidential elections ..................................................................................................................... 86
3.4.3 The right-wing protests.................................................................................................................................. 92
3.4.4 The impeachment .......................................................................................................................................... 95

4. Agenda-setting analysis for Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment historical event ........................................... 103
4.1. Most influential players for retweets methodology ....................................................................................... 106
4.1.1 June 2013 Protests – The June Journeys ..................................................................................................... 106
4.1.2 Launch of Car Wash Operation ................................................................................................................... 108
4.1.3 October 2014 general elections ................................................................................................................... 110
4.1.4 March 2015 right-wing protests .................................................................................................................. 111
4.1.5 August 2015 protests ................................................................................................................................... 112
4.1.6 The impeachment process approval (2016) ................................................................................................. 113
4.2. Twitter content analysis ................................................................................................................................. 114
4.2.1 June 2013 Protests – The June Journeys ..................................................................................................... 115
4.2.2 Launch of Car Wash Operation ................................................................................................................... 118
4.2.3 October 2014 general elections ................................................................................................................... 120
4.2.4 March 2015 right-wing protests .................................................................................................................. 122
4.2.5 August 2015 protests ................................................................................................................................... 124
4.2.6 The impeachment process approval (2016) ................................................................................................. 127
4.3 Media analysis ................................................................................................................................................ 129
4.3.1 June 2013 protests ....................................................................................................................................... 130
4.3.2 Launch of Car Wash Operation ................................................................................................................... 132
4.3.3 October 2014 general elections ................................................................................................................... 134
4.3.4 March 2015 right-wing protests .................................................................................................................. 136
4.3.5 August 2015 protests ................................................................................................................................... 138
4.3.6 Impeachment ............................................................................................................................................... 140
4.4 Longitudinal analysis...................................................................................................................................... 142
4.4.1 Twitter ......................................................................................................................................................... 142
4.4.2 Media ........................................................................................................................................................... 145
4.4.3 Textual similarity between media and Twitter debate................................................................................. 148
Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................................... 151
References............................................................................................................................................................ 156

Foreword
I am not a woman to accept this kind of blackmail1.
Dilma Rousseff, May 12, 2016, at her last speech at the Planalto Palace

May 12, 2016. Dilma Rousseff is notified of the Senate’s decision to remove her from
office and makes her last speech, already outside the Planalto Palace. Surrounded by some of
her ministers and main leaders of the Workers’ Party – among them the ex-president Lula –
Dilma Rousseff denounces the farce and thanks the affection of those present. The moment,
however, was one of sobriety. Only her and the supporters’ cries could be heard, while the
others at her side remained silent and dismayed. She says being victim of a great injustice and
that the moment was a tragic time for the country, because “the young Brazilian democracy
was being the object of a coup”. She also denounces that this was the way in which the nonelected were made rulers2. With a bouquet of red flowers in her hands, she goes down the
ramp that she went up in January 2015, re-elected president of Brazil.
This moment was by far the saddest for me. I was born in 1985, the year of Brazilian
re-democratization. Despite the hyperinflation, I grew up in an environment of democratic
optimism that followed the promulgation of the 1988 Constitution and the presidential
elections of 1989 – the first direct elections for president in the country since 1960. At the
time of Dilma Rousseff's solemn farewell, I saw that Brazilian democracy was not a party. It
looked like a burial. I was 31, the same age as the young democracy that was in danger.
***
Although the doctoral research project was conceived before Dilma Rousseff’s
impeachment, it was already a palpable threat under the diffuse rubrics of government
approval and crisis. These multivariate entities seemed to permeate all the discourses about
the political-institutional unfolding that sought the fateful impeachment. In the first year of
my doctorate (2016), the ousting was finally consumed, and I was able to deal with a welldefined scope of analysis. If, in my perception, approval and crisis were tied, how (and to
what extent) public opinion contributed to Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment? This is what this
1

“Eu não sou mulher para aceitar esse tipo de chantagem”.
Available at http://g1.globo.com/globo-news/jornal-globo-news/videos/v/presidente-afastada-dilma-rousseffdiscursa-ao-deixar-o-palacio-do-planalto/5018784/. Last seen August 25, 2020.

2

1

thesis tries to understand. It is worth mentioning to understand, since the purpose of this
thesis is not to offer explanations, but insights to the holistic comprehension of Dilma
Rousseff's impeachment as a historical event, in its discursive dimension.
In this sense, this doctoral research can be considered a developing and deepening of
my master’s dissertation (Soares, 2015), which worked with the framing concept as a critical
method for analysing media discourse (Fairclough, 2008) using Natural Language Processing
tools. This method I called Textual Oriented Frame Analysis. This thesis takes a few steps
forward. It uses the concept that encompasses framing – agenda-setting – and complexes the
analysis of Natural Language Processing in data volume processing and corpus diversity,
since it incorporates, in addition to media news, Twitter’s 3 discourses, besides making a
comparison between them.
It is almost an agenda-setting revival, motivated by genuine curiosity. Did the
traditional media actually lose its throne to social media in the influence of public opinion?
How would this happen in the case of the crisis of Dilma Rousseff’s government? The
hypothesis, then, was that media did influence public opinion about Rousseff’s government,
contributing to create a favourable climate opinion to her impeachment. To test it, they were
made data scrapings using the keyword governo_Dilma (government_Dilma) for the media
online news and Twitter.
The idea was to capture the agendas (themes), the ways in which they were
approached (frames) and find out to what extent the media and Twitter’s discourses were
similar (textual similarity). The extraction period runs from January 2013 to December 2016
– covering the period from June 2013, or the June Journeys, to August 2016, when Dilma
Rousseff was definitively ousted. However, in order to understand the dissemination of news
and the public debate about Dilma Rousseff’s government, longitudinal analyses comprehend
the range in its entirety.
In terms of structure, the thesis is divided into four blocks, three of which are
theoretical. The three theoretical chapters support the empirical analyses, trying to mobilize
the multidisciplinary contributions necessary to understand the object of research, the chosen
approach and its conclusions. Therefore, it begins by addressing the classic theories of public
opinion, and then brings its application to contexts in which the normative idea of public

3

Twitter was chosen as a proxy for the public sphere on the Internet – as if it were a major online arena for
political debate. It is clear that, in the course of the doctorate and, consequently, of the text, Twitter appears in a
less "normative" and, say, romanticized state.

2

opinion is at the intersection not only with an ideal of democracy, but also with political
turmoil.
Then, in the field of social communication (more especially, political communication),
it’s the media effects turn, placing the agenda setting studies and exploring its interfaces with
social media. The third block of the theoretical part makes a genealogy of Dilma Rousseff’s
government crisis, inscribed in the concepts of historical event (Sewell, 2005) and
presidential crisis (Pérez-Líñán, 2007). Finally, the fourth and last block contains the
methodology and empirical analyses that test the initial research hypothesis, concatenating all
the theoretical foundation.
To conclude, it is worth highlighting some solutions for an English text about 1) a
Brazilian object of study that 2) concerns the analysis of a linguistic corpus in Portuguese.
The first one is the reference to Dilma Rousseff. While in English it is not usual to refer to
people by their first name – as in French or German, for example – in Brazilian Portuguese
this is common. It shouldn't be in the case of a president, but this is how Dilma Rousseff was
treated: Dilma, both in the media’s discourses and in personal conversations (including social
media)4. In contrast, with respect to the cultured norm and the person of Dilma Rousseff, this
thesis refers to her as Rousseff5. Another choice was to refer to the Worker’s Party (Partido
dos Trabalhadores, PT) literally, using its full name. This would not be recommended in
terms of style, but the intention is to reinforce the political field to which the party and Dilma
Rousseff belong, situating the non-native reader in the Brazilian context and in the narrative –
and therefore, the political dispute – that involved Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment.

4
5

Hence, the keyword governo_Dilma.
Except from the empirical analyses, due to the keyword governo_Dilma.
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1. Understanding public opinion: a bibliographic review of the main concepts
In this chapter, we draw the main theoretical lines that support the understanding of
the concept of public opinion, represented by the following authors, in parentheses: the
German sociological current (Habermas, Luhmann), the North American empirical current
(Lippmann, Almond and Gallup), and the French sociological current (Bourdieu). Monnier
also represents the French studies, resuming Habermas to address the historical development
of public opinion in revolutionary France. All contributions bring insights that will be found
throughout the thesis, whether considering the normativity of the concept of public opinion,
its operationalization, or even its implications in the context of political communication in
times of social media. It is, therefore, a bibliographic review of the classical theoretical
framework on public opinion, fundamental for understanding its dynamics and its role in the
current socio-political context – which also concerns the challenges faced by democracies
today, whether they are consolidated or recent, like Brazil.
1.1. Öffentlich Meinung: the German theory and the normative public opinion
1.1.1. Jürgen Habermas and the public sphere
In Jürgen Habermas (2011), the concept of public opinion is intrinsically tied to the
development of what he calls the bourgeoise public sphere. By going back in history, the
author relates economic, social and political events to the etymological origins of the
expression public opinion – which first use he establishes in the XVIII th century in France,
England and Germany: opinion publique, public opinion and Öffentlich Meinung. However,
Habermas also highlights that, long before, the expression general opinion was already used
in English.
According to him, the bourgeoise public sphere evolves when the public interest on
the private sphere of civil society ceases to be perceived only by the governmental authority
and begins to be taken into account by the subjects as a sphere of their own interest. Thus, the
relationship between authority and subjects acquires the typical ambivalence of the public and
private initiative regulation, and the zone based on continuous administrative acts in which
the public power maintains its links with private people is problematized. As the society is
opposed to the State, the former fixes the boundaries of the private domain against the public
power, and in the other hand the reproduction of life exceeds the limits of the private
4

domestic power, converting into a public interest matter. This continuous administrative
contact zone becomes a “critical” one, also in the sense that it provokes the critic of a public
discussing through reasoning. Instead of daily habits, the critical sphere debates fees, taxes
and particularly the public interference on the private house government.
The genealogy of the expression public opinion brings very useful paths to the
contemporary understanding of the issue. Remembering Edward Burke and the Declaration of
Rights made by the North-American colonies in the occasion of the secession from the
Metropolis, Habermas underlines that the ancient general opinion was a private reflection
about public affairs and the public discussion about them, being the vehicle and organ of the
legislative omnipotence as no legislative right could be exercised without regarding it. Before
that, the expression public spirit was also present in the English language, meaning a kind of
immediate common sense for what was correct and fair, besides the articulation of opinion
and judgment through the public exposition of rational arguments. In 1781, the Oxford
Dictionaries would finally register public opinion as a result of the parallel semantic
development of both current expressions.
In France, during the Age of Enlightenment, the opinion publique was the outcome of
a common and public reflection on the social ordering, summarizing its natural laws. At that
time, the critical function of the opinion publique still remained completely apart from its
legislative function. Before 1789, the physiocrats interpreted “public” as a political discussion
by means of reasoning inside the limits of the regime, although the perception of a politically
active public sphere was present in this concept. It was only with the French Revolution and
the Constitution of 1791 that the two functions of public opinion – the critical and legislative
ones – were combined by intertwining the principle of popular sovereignty with the
parliamentarian rule of law, which guarantees the politically active public sphere as a
fundamental right.
Jeremy Bentham, writing in favour of a British Constituent, would be the first to
associate the idea of a public opinion to the principle of the public sphere. As stated by him,
the exercise of public power was exposed to a certain number of temptations and should
remain under the permanent control of the public opinion, and the public sphere of
parliamentary debates would ensure a public critical supervision. Furthermore, he understood
the Parliament’s debates as just a fraction of debates in general, believing that only the public
sphere as a whole could safeguard the political discussion through reasoning. For Bentham,
parliamentarians of both Houses should be informed about public opinion to make their
5

decisions, and, on the other hand, the public depended on the publicness of parliamentary
debates to inform themselves.
Habermas also makes a distinction between publicness and publicity: while the former
relates to the critical publicity of social and political power exercise, the last is shown as
manipulative, serving to people, institutions and consumer goods with the purpose of
producing a sentimental inclination that he calls the nonpublic opinion.
Once, publicness had to be imposed against the arcane politics of
monarchs: it sought to subject people or cause to public discussion for
reasons and made political decisions to be reviewed under the
authority of public opinion. Today, on the contrary, the publicity is
imposed on the basis of the arcane politics of interests: it gives public
prestige to a person or cause and makes it apt to acclamation in an
atmosphere of nonpublic opinion. (Habermas, 2011:429) 6
At this point, Habermas considers that the bourgeoise public sphere’s main function in
the political core of society has changed; that this change causes a misuse of the sphere, and
therefore, he assumes, its decay. He argues that the refunctionalization of the public sphere is
based on the change of its most prominent institution: the press. The liberal model of the
public sphere considered that the public’s institutions were protected from the intervention of
the State because they belonged to the private initiative; the capitalist logic made social power
complexes of this sphere in the same proportion of their commercialization and their
economic, technological and organizational concentration. Thus, the private ownership of
journalistic vehicles became the major menace to the publicness, which was supposed to
criticize news and facts.
It is true that, comparing to the press in the liberal era, the efficacy and the reach of
communication means expanded the public sphere. On the other hand, these same vehicles
were then moved from the public sphere to the sphere of circulation of goods – and hence
creating a paradox. As their publicness effectiveness grew, the vehicles became more
susceptible to the private interests’ pressure.
6

“Outrora, a publicidade teve de se impor contra a política arcana dos monarcas: procurava submeter pessoas ou
causa à discussão pública mediante razões e fazia que as decisões políticas pudessem ser revistas sob a instância
da opinião pública. Hoje, ao contrário, a publicidade é imposta com base na política arcana dos interesses: ela
propicia prestígio público a uma pessoa ou causa e a torna apta à aclamação em uma atmosfera de opinião não
pública”. The Brazilian Portuguese version oh Haberma’s book uses the same word, “publicidade”, for both
concepts.
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Soon, the very cultivation of opinion became business: not only material goods could
be sold, but also could ideas and – why not? – political leaderships, government institutions,
non-governmental organizations and corporations. The modern public relations activity arose
at the beginning of the XX th century in the United States by the hands of two men: former
journalist Ivy Lee and Edward Bernays7 – his main competitor in the métier. With the aim of
building consensus within the public, the public relations would differ from advertising by
using the public sphere with expressed political intentions and addressing itself to the public
opinion made of individuals, not consumers. That way, the traditional functions of the public
sphere are integrated to the competition of organized interests of private entities.
Thus, the opinion formed from it could not be considered public. Habermas highlights
that the consensus, which is product of the public relation’s work, is a staged public opinion
with little in common to the ideal one – reached at the end of a long process of mutual
clarification, or a rational agreement between publicly opposite opinions. It belongs to the
domain of reputation: the public sphere becomes a court that judges the government’s,
politician’s or organization’s image, instead of being a critical instance. The new political
propaganda is also a function of this public sphere dominated by the mass communications: in
order to influence the electoral decisions of the individuals, parties hire “neutral” specialists to
sell politics in an a-political way, replacing the old school party agitators and propagandists.
This trend is accompanied by the scientific development of market and opinion researches,
engendering the modern political marketing industry. Nonetheless, even for manipulating the
electorate, the speech sold must keep a minimum of verisimilitude with the demands of the
voters – what Habermas calls a “natural limit” of manipulation:
Certainly, a publicity "exploration" of the given motifs must also have
some relation with them. Thus, depending on the circumstances, it
may be necessary to produce advertising opportunities in the form of
commitments that satisfy voters’ real needs. The narrower the
"natural" limits of manipulation, the stronger will be coercion not only
to use the motives scientifically analysed but also to satisfy them.
(Habermas, 2011:459) 8
7

Habermas does not put Edward Bernays as one of the founders of public relations, although he quotes Bernays
in his Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere volume (Habermas, 2011:414).
8
“Certamente, uma ‘exploração’ publicitária dos motivos dados deve também ter alguma relação com eles.
Assim, conforme as circunstâncias, pode ser necessário produzir ensejos publicitários na forma de compromissos
que satisfaçam necessidades reais dos eleitores. Quanto mais estreitos forem os limites ‘naturais’ da

7

If the author admits that this method of political formation of will exercise some kind
of pressure towards the government to accomplish compromises (as the government considers
too risky to lose popularity), it also prevents the configuration of a strictu sensu public
opinion. By transforming in publicity the political decision-making with the aim of guiding
people’s judgments, it creates a demonstratively produced public sphere that sets these
decisions apart from the public discussion through reasoning, also depriving them of the
public scrutiny between defined and precise alternatives. As a result, this runs away from the
democratic principle of the public sphere, which stands for equal opportunity of personal
thoughts and feelings expression – the opinions – and its consequent conversion into public
opinion in the discussion through reasoning carried out by a public.
Thus, the public opinion assumes different meanings depending on being a critical
instance regarding the publicness of the social and political powers (according with its
normative idea), or used on behalf of people, institutions, consumer goods and political
programs as the recipient of the demonstrative/manipulative publicity – both competing in the
public sphere. It follows that its relevance is indubitable and the public opinion was then
considered a problematic greatness in the last quarter of the XIX th century, being measured
and analysed only almost 30 years later.
Still, Habermas draws attention to its the conceptual and historical emptying carried
out by the Social Psychology when defining public opinion as people’s attitudes on an issue
when they are members of the same social group: “This definition clearly reveals what the
development of decades of theoretical and, above all, empirical-methodological progress had
to eliminate in a positivist way from the historical concept of public opinion” (Habermas,
2011:495-496)9. The author also criticizes considering the group as a basic social unity – an
abstraction of the variety of social and historical assumptions, institutional means, and of
different social functions that were decisive for the association of private persons that
discusses politics for reasons in a public. Neither attitude would be appropriate as an
abstraction of the opinion itself by withdrawing the need for verbalization.
Under these circumstances, he points out that the polling results should not be taken
immediately as the public opinion just for being converted into political decision-making

manipulação, tanto mais forte será a coerção não apenas para utilizar os motivos analisados cientificamente, mas
também para satisfazê-los”.
9
“Essa definição revela claramente o que o desenvolvimento de décadas de progresso teórico e sobretudo
empírico-metodológico teve de eliminar de maneira positivista do conceito histórico de opinião pública”.
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material – and this is not necessarily a problem with the methods, but with the essence of the
concept embedded in that kind of metric. Instead, a valid result of public opinion research
would depend on the structural change of the public sphere itself and of the dimension of its
development, that is to say on the structural change of society. In brief, if the opinion is non
public, the methods per se cannot transform it into public opinion. Here, it is also possible to
understand that Habermas merges the concept of public opinion to its ideal type – or,
metaphysically speaking, that to an idea of public opinion there must be a correspondent in
the sensitive world10.
Despite his theoretical and philosophical density, Habermas denotes worries with the
empirical applicability of the concept and its importance to democracy and the Welfare State.
Since its constitutional reality must be understood as a process in which the exercise of social
and political powers is placed under the democratic imperative of the public sphere, the
opinions should be measured according to the criteria deployed following its public sphere
level, and this comparative empirical verification would conform the most reliable instrument
to make statements about the value of democratic integration of a State.
1.1.2. Social systems and political communication in Niklas Luhmann
Contemporary and fellow countryman of Habermas, Niklas Luhmann’s views on
public opinion are quite different from its sociologist colleague. Both of them place the
recognition and usage of the concept in the XVIII th century – specially in France, due to the
French Revolution – and, like Habermas, Luhmann underlines how the public opinion played
a major role as a “counter-concept” to the monarchy pretentions (along with the idea of
individual rights and self-determination of interests) in the contest of the Old Regime
ordering.11 It is also in the late XVIII th that the public opinion would evolve as a politicized
concept, becoming the invisible hand of the political system and ambitioning its sovereignty,
while effacing its old idea of common sense. From now on, the public opinion would be equal
to the truth being more than a relation between a theme and an opinion, but a reality
historically experimented by social communication and discussion. And, for the first time,
this reference to the individuals confirms the passage from an indirect political sovereignty to

Plato’s Theory of Forms, or Theory of Ideas.
The private individuals constitute the public, or the citizens (bourgeois) able to distinguish the private from the
public domain.

10
11

9

a direct one, delimiting the public opinion as a sphere with its own and differentiated
autonomy.
According to Luhmann, the intensification of the fights for press freedom in the XIX th
contributed to the reproduction of an emphatic and overloaded understanding of the public
opinion. Besides the potential rationality, public opinion and elections were complementary,
as the public opinion allows predicting its results in the meanwhile between ballots. The
results of the elections would also become one of the most relevant indicators for public
opinion dynamics; however, they could not be considered the aggregated expression of
individual opinions since they would lack cognitive coherence.
Moreover, the public opinion delivers only the percentages and the
percentage’s evolution, possibly left or right trends, but not the
cognitive based opinions regarding party politics. The public opinion
is nothing more than the condensed interpretation of the results of a
consultation, or of the work of intellectuals. Yet, what individuals
“think” (meinen) in reality (if they think) while they deposit the ballot
at the polls, we don’t know. This only incontestable result of a largescale empirical research should be a sufficient incitation to not
considering the public opinion as the collective expression of
individual opinions12. (Luhmann, 2001:32)
Regardless the importance of the individuals reasoning in the development of the
modern public opinion concept, for the contemporary one Luhmann prefers taking it as a
social and communicative process. From that point on, he moves away from Habermas and
the theory of social systems is more clearly applied to the issue: a) according to him, society
is a system which reproduces communication like the psychic systems reproduce
consciousness and the living systems, life; b) nothing more than the communication level
should be observed in the attempt to read the public opinion; c) this approach extends to its
concept of public space, which would be the inter-system communication process.
“En outre, l`opinion publique livre seulement des pourcentages et des evolutions de pourcentages,
éventuellement des tendances vers la gauche ou vers la droite, mais non des opinions fondées sur des bases
cognitives à propos de la politique des partis. L`opinion publique n`est, donc, en l`espèce, qu`un condensé de
l`interprétation des résultats d`une consultation, autrement dit du travail des intellectuels. Mais ce que les
individus “pensent” (meinen) vraiment (s`il pensent) lorqu`ils déposent leur bulletin dans l`urne, on l`ignore. Ce
seul résultat incontestable d`une recherce empirique à grande échelle devrait être une incitation suffisante à ne
pas considerer l`opinion publique comme l`expression collective des opinions individuelles.”

12
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One of the drives of Luhmann’s theory is the emptying of the normative load of the
public opinion and the public sphere, as well as their alleged irrationality by the social
psychology or its supposed homogeneity when measured by the polls. For Luhmann,
individuals and their actions are not the centre or part of society – built by a complex
communications system. In brief, society would be composed by the communications
between human beings, not by the human beings per se. So, since the author drops the idea
that individuals form the social system (placing them as its environment), the rationality (or
lack of it) is no longer a matter, and the public opinion meaning becomes radically distinct to
the previous ones. For him, public opinion is not the result of a rational discussion, a
compilation of the peoples’ thinking or an amorphous mass reunion – it is the structuring of
all political communication.
Luhmann describes the social system as a process of differentiation between
functional subsystems, each one with its own code. Other key features of the social system
would be an increase in complexity due to the development of technical means and the
autopoiesis of its subsystems13. The political subsystem (or just the political system) follows
these principles operating through the government/opposition code, which leads the dynamics
between its three elements: the bureaucracy of state, politics and the public. Under these
circumstances, the public opinion would be constituted by themes and points of view that
serve to guide the political system as a whole, taking the place of direct observation of the
environment (Ferrarese, 2004). For Luhmann, the public opinion is a medium for a second
order observation:
At the level of active politics, the politicians observe themselves and
observe the others in terms of what to think about an action that
expose them to be observed. In politics, as well as in markets, there is
mainly a climate of competition, but this competition is staged,
knowing that it is also observed by the observers, of whom one
supposes the cooperation as public. (Luhmann, 2001:38) 14

13

Autopoiesis, in Luhmann’s communication theory, is the self-reproduction capacity of a system by creating its
own components and defining bonds with the environment according to its rules.
14
“Au niveau de la politique active, les hommes politiques s`observent et observent les autres en fonction de ce
qu`on doit penser d`une action que les exposent à être observés. En politique, comme sur les marchés, règne
souvent un climat de concurrence, mais cette concurrence est mise en scène, en sachant qu’elle est, elle aussi,
observée par des observateurs, dont on suppose la cooperation en tant que public”.
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The link between thematization and public opinion for Luhmann is cyclical: since
politicians must get public approval for being elected, they need to meet the public interest,
propose improvements and evidence problems – thus the constant inclusion of population’s
new demands and interests in the field of possible themes, or topics15. Hence, the structure of
political communication’s themes engendered is adapted to the decision-making needs of
society and the political system, considering that the political system’s function is precisely
the mandatory collective decision-making.
The functionalist purpose of the reconceptualization of public opinion is to perform a
selection function at the level of the political system on which the decision-making process
depends. The reversal of the relationship between public opinion and public discussion (in
which the government and politicians define the themes of the latest) would be the result of a
greater social complexity with the aim of responding to the same complexity by reducing it16:
it is the efficacy of political decisions that, in the end, is in question – and the advantage that
this new public opinion brings to that level is to facilitate the adjustment of decisions to the
expectations of their addressees and, thus, their acceptance of those decisions. The political
bond to the public opinion ceases to be established with civil society and starts to privilege the
political system, in response to its strategic and performative needs (Esteves, 2015).
In the relations of politics and the public, a reference to the environment through the
public opinion is thus developed, as it is presented by the mass media. For Luhmann, it is
pertinent to qualify the medium of the public opinion as a structural coupling between the
mass media system and politics. This structural coupling would be double faced, as it
happens in all the functional systems. On the one hand, it would not be possible to explain the
long-term structural evolution of the political system without taking into account the media
(even if this evolution results from its self-organization). On the other hand, the media needs
the politics as it needs sports or the Stock Exchange, which provide them with materials that
can be transformed into thematic narratives such as news. So, the mass media would then
have this particular role without being, themselves, the public opinion, which is defined as a
structure of themes.

15

This is what Luhmann calls the “Provident State”.
According to Luhmann, public opinion is a form of management of social complexity, which extends
communicational complexity in order to reduce the complexity of the political system through thematization. In
systemic theory, complexity cannot be completely eliminated because it must be able to reproduce and maintain
the level of indeterminacy inherent to the system.

16
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However, it is not clear the exactly type of contribution from the mass media to the
public opinion that Luhmann tries to elaborate. In a kind of revision of the theory itself,
Luhmann acknowledges that in contemporary society the mass media would be in the genesis
of public opinion – somehow contradicting the earlier assertion that the political system
would have the agenda power over political communication structure, and that public opinion
would serve the system reproduction and self-referential closure. Later, however, the author
seems to relativize both positions by saying that public opinion is just one of the results of the
functioning of the media, and that the media produces what politics sees as public opinion,
(which would exert considerable influence over political decisions). He underlines, yet, that
the public opinion is not only a product of the mass media. The solution to the impasse
seemed to consider public opinion as a two-sided medium – the structural coupling – thus
depleting not only the normative charge of the concept but also its symbolic dimension and
causal links, which is consistent to the notion of a purely functional communication process.
That is also worthy of note that, while Habermas is concerned with the best empirical
application of the normative concept of public opinion (and consequently, the public sphere)
as possible, Luhmann tends to be concerned with the need for a realistic use of them, at the
same time he admits the complexity of the issue: “(…) it seems there are classic fracture lines
between public opinion and politics. Public opinion remains confined to its good intentions,
without worrying about the difficulty of its political realization”17 (Luhmann, 2001:58-59).
1.2. Public opinion: the earlier empirical approach in the United States
1.2.1. Lippmann and the disenchantment
When Walter Lippmann published his Public Opinion in 1922, he had already other
five volumes on which he discussed American politics, diplomacy, the formation of the public
will, the role of press and democracy. That time, the journalist had already been a Woodrow
Wilson’s major advisor in the formulation of the Fourteen Points 18 and a member of the
intelligence of American Expeditionary Forces in the end of the World War I. So, it is
understandable that the public opinion regarding foreign policy, public behaviour, the media
and government decision-making remained his great concerns during his career.
17

“(...) il semble qu`il existe des lignes de fracture classiques entre l`opinion publique et la politique. L`opinion
publique reste confinée dans ses bonnes intentions, sans se soucier de la difficulté de leur réalisation politique”.
18
The Fourteen Points were presented by president Wilson to the United States Congress in January 8, 1918, to
re-establish peace between the nations involved in the world conflict.
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The book begins with a radical example of the cognitive process of reality
apprehension, its collective dimension and its consequences for the living world:
There is an island in the ocean where in 1914 a few Englishmen,
Frenchmen, and Germans lived. No cables reach that island, and the
British mail steamer comes but once in sixty days. In September it had
not yet come, and the islanders were still talking about the last
newspaper which told about the approaching trial of Madame Caillaux
for the shooting of Gaston Calmette. It was, therefore, with more than
usual eagerness that the whole colony assembled at the quay on a day
in mid-September to hear from the captain what the verdict had been.
They learned that for six weeks now those of them who were English
and those of them who were French had being fighting in behalf of the
sanctity of treaties against those of them who were Germans.
For six strange weeks they acted as if they were friends, when in fact
they were enemies. (Lippmann, 2008:7)19
Lippmann’s story illustrates what he calls the pictures in our heads, or the individual
representation of reality that guides people’s thoughts and actions. Until receiving the world
war news (with the delay of two months), the islanders lived like they always did and were
especially worried about the latest European media scandal. From now on, they knew were
enemies and should act like so, even that the war theatre was far away from them.
Even though something like this is extremely difficult to happen nowadays, the
author’s reflections are incredibly actual. Considered the first to use the concept of stereotype,
Lippmann draws attention to the fact that, regardless the quality of news and the time taken to
reach the audience, “(…) whatever we believe to be a true picture, we treat as if it were the
environment itself” (idem). Besides the performative force of these pictures in our heads, he
highlights that this natural semiotic process was increased as a consequence of modern life:
people would pick familiar and recognizable signs of the environment, and these signs would
form a stock of pre-conceived ideas that simplify the cognition of the multiple and dynamic
19

Madame Caillaux was the second wife of the Prime Minister of France, Joseph Caillaux. She shot the editor of
the Le Figaro parisien newspaper Gaston Calmette on 16 March 2014, fearing that the journalist – a great critic
of her husband at the time – would also release private letters that could reveal that she and Joseph Caillaux had
an affair when he was still married to his first wife. Calmette dies and Caillaux resigns the 17 March. Later, he
would be charged and arrested for treason in favour to the Germans, in the year of 1918.

14

information provided by reality. That description fits very well to the Erving Goffman’s
framing conceptualization, described as principles that organize the experience (Goffman,
1974) and applied to recent media studies (Soares, 2015). And Lippmann, in the first quarter
of the XX th century, recognized the press contribution to create the impressions in people’s
minds.
However, he thought the press was charged with responsibilities that were not part of
its duties, as it was constantly regarded as an organ of direct democracy (with similar
functions to the initiative, referendum and recall) and with the function to report the totality
of world’s public life to the citizens, so that they could have an opinion on every topic. In
fact, Lippmann underlined several limits to this ideal. From the part of the press – taking into
account the market and what later would be called the newsmaking – the impossibility to
report every single event in all its details20. From the part of the public, the individual limited
attention capacity, plurality of backgrounds and diversity of interests. Neither would be the
reader omnicompetent (in Lippmann’s words), nor the press would be able to create the
public opinion alone.
The understanding of the personal opinion formation is only a part of the effort to
uncover the public opinion in the sense of a common will that does not include a public debate
in the mold of a rational discussion between the citizens. Instead, it would be the electoral
crystallization of heterogeneous opinions, contained in a choice by the transfer of interest
through symbols. The symbols (or stereotypes) would amalgamate conflicting opinions in
limited alternatives, thus allowing distinct feelings regarding an issue to form this common
will. Otherwise, if people were invited to discuss a specific program or question, the decisionmaking would be unfeasible21. Lippmann calls this a coalition around the symbol rather than
a critical scrutiny of measures or candidates.
According to the author, the limit for masses’ direct action is the ballot – for elections
and referendums – this because it would be very rare that a same issue, in the same way and at
the same time, emerge from all the members of the public. However, if the cognition through
symbols would be natural, the choice presented for the masses is a product of very few
20

Lippmann has not forgotten the influence of newspapers routines and decision-making (since the coverage
until the final news configuration, passing through the choice of which information to give to the readers, its
tone, disposal in the text and in the newspaper as a whole) to the overall meaning of the news report.
21
This reminds us of Condorcet’s Paradox (when there is a violation in transitivity in the social preference
ordering) and Arrow’s Impossibility Theorem (Arrow, 1951) (according to which there is no social ranking
function, in a certain group where all members have rational preferences, which is a rational transitive ranking
and satisfies the assumptions of Universal Domain, Pareto Optimality, Independence of Irrelevant Alternatives
and No Dictatorship).
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people, and even serving for pragmatic simplification purposes it is far from being neutral.
Lippmann draws attention to the fact that the leaders of any organization “(…) are believed to
have better sources of information. The books and papers are in their offices. They took part
in the important conferences. (…) It is, therefore, easier for them to secure attention and to
speak in a convincing tone” (Lippmann, 2008:81). Still, this is also a danger in that they also
have control over the access of facts and they set what (and how) they want people to know,
influencing and/or manipulating the public opinion in their favour. For this, Lippmann used
the word propaganda, besides introducing the basis for the comprehension of the agenda
setting in politics and in social communication.
At this point, it seems that Lippmann mixes both processes – which is absolutely
understandable due to the fact that, although the news market had known, at the time, a
considerable capitalist expansion in the United States, the communication techniques of
explicit persuasion were still being developed and were only undoubtedly tied to totalitarian
regimes with the consolidation of the Soviet Union and of the Nazism and Fascism in Europe.
Lippmann captured these tendencies while they were on-going processes, understanding in
advance its threat to democracy:
The creation of consensus is not a new art. It is a very old one which
was supposed to have died out with the appearance of democracy. But
it has not died out. It has, in fact, improved enormously in technic,
because it is now based on analysis rather than on rule of thumb. And
so, as a result of psychological research, coupled with the modern
means of communication, the practice of democracy has turned a
corner. A revolution is taking place, infinitely more significant than
any shifting on economic power. (idem)
In brief, there are two political outcomes one can discern upon Lippmann’s
assumption that the contemporary tools for creating consensus would make democracy face
unprecedented challenges. One of them is admitting the impossibility of consensus in
democracy, which can be found on Kenneth Arrow’s Impossibility Theorem. The other is that,
under democracy, the common will would be the opinion of the most of the public captured by
the elections under majority rule. This implies, in a democratic context, that propaganda
techniques would seek to convince at least the necessary number from the public to vote in a
16

specific option, in order to make it the winner one. In both cases, the idea of public opinion is
instrumental 22 , constituted as a top-down process in which the public is manipulated or
convinced to support an idea or candidate, in order to achieve an objective – reaching
Habermas’ non-public opinion.
1.2.1.1. The Almond-Lippmann Consensus
Lippmann’s pessimistic view on public opinion became more pronounced through the
Cold War (including the period prior to the Vietnam campaign) and was accompanied by the
political scientist Gabriel Almond, specially regarding foreign affairs. In a historical
perspective, this focus can be understood associating the leadership role of the United States
in the international scene to the scientific establishment of public opinion surveys and studies
– respectively, the Gallup poll in 1935 and the Public Opinion Quarterly journal, in 1937.
Furthermore, this interest also comes from the perception that people’s claims were one of the
foreign policy variables on behalf of mass communications, that Almond considered
normatively a foreign policy instrumentality.
These four means – military, diplomatic, economic and symbolic – are
the four major instruments of foreign policy. The art of foreign policy
consists in a selection of foreign policy goals consistent with interests
and values of the people of the nation and capable of achievement
with bearable costs in the international arena, and in the utilization of
these means in effective combination for the attainment of these goals.
(Almond, 1956:371)
Despite the need of public legitimacy to the foreign policy decision-making, the public
opinion fluctuation started to be felt as an obstacle in the World War II. The fear was that this
mood repeated the skepticism seen after the World War I, which seemed to lead the country
to the same isolationist policy that culminated in the outbreak of the Second World War.
Besides, as the global conjuncture went more bellicose, Lippmann’s belief on mass attitudes
became equally distrustful. If, in the interwar period, he already had described the mass public
22

In the 1940’s, Max Horkheimer describes this kind of radical utility of human action as the instrumental
reason. Later, in the realm of the linguistic shift, Habermas resumes the idea of a communicative
intersubjectivity as assumption of reason, proposing the consensus as a condition for obtaining the truth.
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“as neither sufficiently interested nor informed to play the pivotal role assigned to it by the
classical democratic theory” (Holsti, 1992:442), at the height of the Cold War Lippmann
depicted the mass public “(…) as a powerful force that was so out of synch with reality as to
constitute a massive and potentially fatal threat to effective government and policies” (idem).
Almond also doubted on the public’s capacity to address the right attitudes and
feelings concerning the United States in the international scenario. According to him, the
public opinion 23 was volatile and cyclical, having a very distant and distorted idea of the
world events despite of the dramatic experiences since the World War I. He underlined that
frequently the public had the opposite mood that it should have, being calm when it should be
alarmed and panicky when it should not. Therefore, it represented a danger for a stable and
rational policy-making.
For these reasons, three major prepositions were considered the Almond-Lippmann
Consensus: 1) public opinion is highly volatile and provides dubious foundations for foreign
policy; 2) public attitudes on foreign affairs lack in structure and coherence, being described
as non-attitudes and 3) public opinion has a very limited impact on the conduct of foreign
policy. The last one was a defence against the tyranny of the public, encouraging a stronger
legislative and executive in order to preserve the national interest and the global stability.
The change of circumstances brought by the long and disastrous American campaign
in Southeast Asia required a revision of the consensus. In April 17th 1968, more than 15,000
students marched in Washington against the Vietnam War – a protest massively covered by
the media (Gitlin, 2003). As the critic spread all over the society, also the opinion leaders and
researchers had to change their minds: “indeed, the widely read columnist Walter Lippmann
(…) became a leading critic of the Johnson administration’s Vietnam policy; eventually he
came to regard the public, which had become increasingly skeptical of the war effort, as more
enlightened than the administration” (Holsti, 1992:445).
However, the doubts were not just about the American war on Vietnam – they also fell
in opinion polls. The critics argued that restrictive and simple questions usually made in this
type of survey biased the public attitude towards the war, making it impossible for
23

Gabriel Almond made a very interesting public opinion intra-classification in order to distinguish the public
considering its information level and specific interest on an issue: the mass public, the attention groups and the
attentive public. The mass public would constitute the great majority of the public and can be described as
mood-driven and uninformed, more concerned to the tone of a discussion than to its content. Thus, when the
mood of the public enters into policy-making due to a special attachment of this very group to a specific topic, it
is called the attention public. In contrast, the regularly informed, critical and analytically oriented stratum of the
public is the attentive public – that would be the only able to counteract the “irrational tendencies” of the
majority and limit the impacts of special interest (Almond, 1956).

18

respondents to express themselves more completely on the question and preventing the
polling institutes from apprehending the issue’s nuances. Soon, secondary analyses on the
data polled by the major organizations and independent academic surveys started to be
made24, challenging their results and finding new evidences on the public opinion influence
on governmental decision-making.

1.2.2. Gallup and the polls
The attempt to predict the ballots outcomes is older than the establishment of scientific
polls. Since at least the 1824 elections25, straw polls were made in taverns, militia offices and
public meetings, besides consultations with observers, political insiders and in bellwether
states (Hillygus, 2011). Yet, it is from the middle of the 1930’s that polling gained the
features we recognize today, putting the study of public opinion in an inferential ground26 and
being used to understand the voting behaviour. Although many organizations, such as Roper,
also made surveys about important national issues in monthly basis, it was the name of
George Gallup that became synonym of public opinion polling.
The history of George Gallup confounds itself with the introduction of polls as a
technique, and as an important topic in the public debate27. In 1936, the renowned Literary
Digest survey forecasted the victory for the Republican presidential candidate, Alf Landon, by
a small margin. However, the incumbent, Franklin Roosevelt, won the actual election by a
large one, and “the Literary Digest poll gained an infamous place in the history of survey

24

According to Holsti, the first of these alternative studies were the Verba-Stanford surveys, focused on
American policy in Vietnam. Public Opinion and the War in Vietnam was conducted by Sydney Verba and
Richard Brody at Stanford University in 1966. The researchers interviewed 1497 adults drawn by probability
sampling of blocks within each of National Opinion Research Center (NORCs) 75 sampling points throughout
the United States. The questionnaire contains closed ended questions in the following categories: respondent’s
concern for specific current problems; respondant’s views on administration policies towards Vienam; support of
actions to maintain the Vietnam war; consequences and proposals to end the fighting on Vietnam; respondent’s
political awareness of facts and issues related to the war; political participation and personal data. To be
comparable, the responses were essentially aggregated on four types: 1. Approve (or favor) 2. Disapprove (or
oppose) 3. DK (Doesn’t Know) and 4. NA (Not Answered). Some of them were also scalar. The study is
available in https://web.stanford.edu/group/ssds/dewidocs/icpsr7295/cb7295.pdf. Last seen August 2018.
25
The 1824 U.S. President election was the first in which the winner lost in the popular vote and the House of
Representatives made a contingent election two months later. The House elected John Quincy Adams in
February 1825.
26
At the beginning, they tried to forecast the presidential elections.
27
George Gallup founded in 1935 the American Association of Public Opinion, with affiliates in Europe and
Australia by the late 1930s. In the year of 1958 it became Gallup Poll, and today the organization has offices in
15 countries, including Brazil.
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research” (Squire, 1988:125)28 as the reputation of these polling organizations depends on the
accuracy of the assessments made. At the time, the American Institute of Public Opinion
(AIPO) 29 , using the quota-controlled sampling method, made the right prediction. This
method became the standard between nongovernmental pollsters in the United States until the
1950’s30.
Gallup was really confident about the reliability of polls and its function in
democracy, having made several publications explaining how surveys were made and their
role in republican life. He also regularly contributed to scientific journals in philosophical,
sociological and methodological issues regarding public opinion – including improvements
and error’s analysis of his own company.
In his book A Guide to Public Opinion Polls (first published in 1944), Gallup is
especially interested in demystifying the surveys for the lay public, trying to cover all the
possible questions on the making of a poll, its range of applicability, relevance and
advantages. He starts by considering the year of 1935 the turning point in the accuracy of
public opinion data available for political leaders, as it was when he founded his polling
company. In fact, the main guide of his arguments is the link between public opinion and
policy making, leaving for a second plan the elections forecast: for him, the issues and the
public sentiment were more important than predicting if a candidate would win or not.
Therefore, polls could provide clues and/or legitimacy for politicians’ decisions, help to focus
on the major issues of the day, limit pressure groups’ power and give voice to minorities,
speeding up the processes of democracy. Polls were also useful to demonstrate that common
people could make wise decisions and that the public thought beyond their self-interest when
28

The author underlines the Literary Digest was not a beginner in the métier. The magazine already had run a
poll on every presidential election since 1920 and had correctly forecast the winner in each. For the fateful poll,
the magazine sent out more than a million straw vote ballots and the sample was drawn primarily from
automobile registration lists and telefone books: “the final count before the election gave Landon 1,293,669
votes (55%), Roosevelt 972,897 (41%), and Lemke 83,610 (4%). The actual results on election’s day gave the
president 61% of the vote and his Republican challenger only 37%. This huge and apparently inclusive survey
produced a most embarrassing prediction and is considered a major cause of the magazine’s demise in 1938”.
(Squire, 1988:126-127). The more widespread explanation for the failure is a sample bias, due to the assumption
that many of the president’s Roosevelt supporters – the poor – were excluded from the survey for not owning
autos or telephones. However, based on data from a 1937 Gallup Poll, which asked about participation in the
magazine’s survey, Squire assessed that also low response rate combined with a nonresponse bias contributed for
the wrong forecast.
29
The first name for Gallup`s organization.
30
“Under a quota-controlled sample, the survey researcher sought to interview predetermined proportions of
people from particular segments of the population. The researcher controlled this process by dividing or
"stratifying" – the population into a number of mutually exclusive subpopulations (or strata) thought to capture
politically relevant divisions (such as gender and region). Researchers then allocated the sample among these
strata in proportion to their desired size”. (Berinsky, 2006:502) Today, polls are mostly made using probability
methods, like Probability Proportional to Size (PPS) sampling.
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depositing a vote in a ballot (Gallup, 1948). Overall, Gallup wanted to convince by scientific
means that the public opinion was trustable and should be considered in decision-making,
providing the tools for it.
He was also optimistic when talking about the public opinion in times of war. For
Lippmann and Almond the public was irrational, mood-driven and disconnected from reality,
although extremely powerful. However, for Gallup, it provided important balances for
political decision-making, besides being many times ahead of the rulers: “in fact the evidence
is such as to raise the real question as to whether the leaders are leading the people or whether
the people are leading the leaders” (Gallup, 1942:440). His vision of public opinion as the
majority opinion gathered by surveys, and not the opinion leaders or sounding minorities in
the media, is also highlighted.
With the aim of sustaining his reasoning, in the paper How important is public opinion
in time of war? Gallup lists a series of examples in which the public seemed to be aware of
what the government and Congress should do on foreign policy before they did it. Once
again, the author uses his own polls to strength his arguments. He starts in the pre-war period,
in 1935, remembering that the public was favourable to increase the size of the Army, Navy
and Air Force while the Nazis spread throughout Europe and military experts disagreed on the
issue. Then, he brought the Neutrality Act, the conscription and the embargo against Japan: in
all of them, according to him, the public knew in advance what should be done. On domestic
policy, he stressed the question to which sacrifices people were up to improve the American
power in war and came to the conclusion that the nation was willing to forbid strikes in war
industry, broad the income tax base, to drastic wage-price control and to total mobilization up
to one year before these measures were taken, in the end of 1941.
Maybe because he did not want to be seen as naïf, Gallup points out that not always
the layman is able to deliberate on every issue, and that public opinion could only be clever if
based upon on information provided by a free press – which was not the case of Germany. He
alleges that “even if it was possible to poll people in Germany today one could hardly expect
an intelligent judgement. Why? Simply because people have only heard those facts which the
propaganda ministry has wanted them to hear” (Gallup, 1942:443). So, public opinion was not
only important for democracy; it was only possible in such a regime. In addition, the force of
a democratic state was also measured to the extent in which people were considered by the
government: in a possibly controversial statement, Gallup owed the failure of France face the
German invasion to the fact that “public opinion in France never had a full opportunity to be
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heard, or to be felt” (idem), in a context of a complex party system and corrupt leadership
before its fall.
His faith on public opinion remained despite the reduction of general confidence in
polls, which suffered a huge setback with the wrong prediction of the U.S. presidential
election of 1948. Gallup, as other pollsters, forecasted the defeat of the Democrat President
Harry S. Truman to the republican Thomas Dewey. The so-called American Institute of
Public Opinion reported that the total vote for Republican candidates would be 49%, and for
Democratic candidates 51%. However, the actual vote gave Republican candidates 49.7% and
Democratic candidates 50.3% – the results deviated from the prediction by 0.7 % (Gallup,
1951). The episode motivated a re-examination of methods and new survey techniques were
used altogether for the 1950’s House of Representatives elections, based on three major
problems found on the 1948 surveys.
Firstly, to deal with last minute voting intention shifts, the time gap was reduced and
polling continued within three days of the election. Secondly, to hand of the undecided, these
voters were questioned to determine their party leanings and probable voting behaviour,
cutting the proportion of undecided voters to a small group that could been allocated between
the parties. Finally, regarding the turnout problem, questions were included in the surveys to
gather the likelihood of voting. So, the relationships between voting preferences and
likelihood of voting (based upon the turnout probability scale) were calculated. The new
methods, however, were not sufficient to diminish the general scientific, political and
philosophical distrust.
Now they began to view polls with genuine alarm. Some claimed we
were not measuring public opinion; public opinion could not be
measured, at least not by the procedures we were using. Others said
we were not scientific. Still others thought that we were an evil force
which might lead the country straight to Hell – or to direct democracy,
which they regarded as equally terrifying. An Oregon congressman
introduced a bill to curb polls. The fight was on. (Gallup, 1957:24)
Other frequent concern was the bias regarding not only measurement errors, but also
the ideological and symbolical ones. According to the historian David Thelen (1976),
particularly the polls of the 1930s were severely limited by the pollsters’ conservative biases,
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specially regarding the reliefers and the unions. In 1942, the psychologist and member of the
Princeton Office of Public Opinion Research Daniel Katz had already found evidences on the
influence of the social status of the interviewers upon the findings reported by them – and his
experiment was made in the workers realm. The study tried to find out to what extent the
higher social status of the interviewer could affect his findings. For this, white-collars
interviewers (Gallup interviewers and/or interviewers eligible for the American Institute of
Public Opinion) formed the control-staff, while the experimental-staff was made up of wage
workers, mostly with no college instruction but trained by the chief of the interviewing staff
of the American Institute of Public Opinion 31. The experimental-staff and the control-staff
each completed about 600 interviews.
The ballot or questionnaire contained questions on labour issues, on government
ownership, on the war and the international situation, a question on the respondent’s voting
behaviour in the last presidential election, and background. In brief, middle-class or whitecollar interviewers (such as the public opinion polls employ) found a greater incidence of
conservative attitudes among lower income groups than do interviewers recruited from the
working class; the more liberal and radical findings of working-class interviewers were more
pronounced on labour issues and the difference in the answers reported by white-collar as
against working-class interviewers increased when union members (or their relatives) were
interviewed (Katz, 1942).
Notwithstanding the critics and limitations, polls are democracies’ main tool for
accessing public opinion regarding electoral races, issues, governments, rulers, institution’s
reputation and political questions in general, being used for descriptive and predictive aims, in
various scales, for commercial and public-interest purposes. It is also interesting to note that,
if taking public opinion into account is not a sufficient condition for democracy, it seems it is
a necessary one32. Or, as the saying goes, “bad with it, worse without it”.

1.3. L’opinion publique: back to the normative and historical public space in France
1.3.1. Bourdieu’s deconstruction of the public opinion

31

Both groups of interviewers were sent into the same low-rental areas of the industrial town of Pittsburgh, with
the same instructions and the same ballot or questionnaire during two weeks, beginning March 1th, 1941.
Pittsburgh was chosen for having a fair proportion of labour union people, so that the results could be replicated
to other industrialized and unionized areas of the United States.
32
Making an appropriation of the material implication, Public Opinion (PO) implies democracy (D). That is to
say PO -> D, D being true when (but not necessarily only when) PO is true – making no claim that PO causes D.
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It is precisely from the criticism of opinion polls that the French philosopher Pierre
Bourdieu develops his article L’opinion publique n’existe pas (The Public Opinion Does Not
Exist), published in 1973. If in the United States the polls were the source of an uninterrupted
controversy since its inception, it would not be in France that public opinion surveys would
not be questioned – at least not so much in its methods, but in its social meaning.
From the beginning, Bourdieu explains that it was not his intention to denounce
mechanically the polls, but to make a “(…) rigorous analysis of its functioning and its
functions” (Bourdieu, 1973:1)33. According to him, this supposed the questioning of three of
polls’ main implicit postulates: firstly, that producing an opinion is within the reach of all;
secondly, that every opinion has a value; finally, that asking the same question for everyone
implies that it would exist a consensus regarding the problems, or an agreement about the
questions to be made. These three postulates would imply, consequently, all the distortions
observed even when all the methodological requirements are fulfilled.
If the representativeness of the samples did not deserve any substantiated objection,
the same could not be applied to the formulation of questions, which frequently generated
induced responses.
Thus, for example, by transgressing the elementary precept of the
construction of a questionnaire that requires the opportunity to all
possible answers, one of the possible options is often omitted from the
questions or answers proposed, or still many times the same option is
proposed under different formulations. There are all these types of
biases and it would be interesting to ask about the social conditions
that lead to their appearance. (Bourdieu, 1973:1-2)34
“The social condition of the emergence of biases” is the clue to Bourdieu’s analysis of
the mechanism of reproduction of social hierarchies, applied to public opinion polls. Although
he recognizes that working conditions of surveys’ employees can influence the questions and
the answers given, he underlines that the crucial reason for polls’ bias would be from other

33

“(...) fazer uma análise rigorosa de seu funcionamento e suas funções”.
“Assim, por exemplo, transgredindo o preceito elementar da construção de um questionário que exige que se
“dê oportunidade” a todas as respostas possíveis, omite-se frequentemente nas questões ou nas respostas
propostas uma das opções possíveis, ou ainda, propõe-se muitas vezes a mesma opção sob formulações
diferentes. Existem todos estes tipos de vieses e seria interessante se perguntar sobre as condições sociais que
propiciam seu aparecimento”.

34
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kind: the subordination of the proposed problems to specific and private political interests –
what would also drive the meanings of the responses and results released. In other words, it is
not only a matter of execution, but mainly of a public opinion assumption. This public
opinion would serve only to the closure and self-reproduction of the political field35.
So that, the traditional public opinion surveys would be a tool of political action in the
sense of creating an effect of consensus, by imposing an illusion of the existing public opinion
as a purely additive sum of individual opinions, or the impression of an average opinion, with
the intent of dissimulating the tensions and forces in dispute that actually form the opinion in
a specific moment36. The fundamental effect of an opinion poll, then, would be the idea of a
unanimous public opinion, capable of legitimizing37 a policy and strengthening the relations
of force that underpin it and make this policy possible.
This consent effect would be produced by several operations; the first of them based
on the assumption that everyone must have an opinion, and therefore ignores non-responses in
the results analysis. For Bourdieu, this would be an imposition of the electoral poll’s implicit
philosophy to the public opinion survey: not analysing the non-responses would hide the
social hierarchies (or categories) embedded in the questions to which one did not know or did
not want to respond; in other words, not answering a question can mean as much as
answering. In that point, it is important to note that Bourdieu makes a distinction between
what he considers a public opinion survey (the issue and referendum polls) and the voting
intentions surveys – which is dramatically different from the usual polling concept and
practice.
The second harmful effect of public opinion polls would be asking people questions
that they never did to themselves before – issues that are seen as ethical problems as we go
down into the social hierarchy, but which can be considered as political problems by the
upper classes. This effect consists in transforming ethical responses in political responses
through the problematic imposition effect in the act of asking. The given examples are related
to parental severity, sexual liberty, and other questions that, in the quotidian level, are moral
rules.
35

According to Bourdieu’s Field Theory, the political field is a social space of position where a certain number
of people, who fulfill the conditions of access, play a private game of which others are excluded. The political
universe rests on exclusion, and the more the field is autonomous and professional, the more the professionals
tend to see the regular citizens (or “profanes”) with a kind of commiseration (Bourdieu, 2011). Like the other
social fields, the political field is organized following its own logic, which is determined by the issues and assets
of which is possible to take advantage.
36
The power of a social force would lie in its own capacity for dissimulation.
37
As discourse and as dissimulating instrument.
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Here lies one of the strongest theses from Bourdieu: the idea of an unequal distribution
of political competence. According to him, the political competence is not universally
apportioned and is measured by the refinement of political perception. It would be of no use,
for example, to answer a political question if one is not capable of understanding it as such.
The other level of political competence would be understanding the sentence as political, to
apply to its understanding the proper political categories. Such would be the specific
conditions of opinion production, which polls supposes to be uniformly and universally
fulfilled, according to the postulate that everyone would be able to produce an opinion. These
differences in ownership of political symbolic competence would also produce a disparity in
the access to the political field, and could be explained by specific social conditions.
This finding of unequal access to the political field is extremely
important in order to avoid the naturalization of political inequalities
(one of the great permanent tasks of sociology is to put history back
into the principle of differences which, spontaneously, are treated as
natural

differences).

There

are,

therefore,

social

conditions

possibilities access to this microcosm, such as free time: the first
accumulation of political capital is characteristic of people endowed
with an economic surplus that allows them to subtract themselves
from productive activities, which allows them to put themselves in the
position of spokesperson. Apart from free time, there is this other
factor that is education. (Bourdieu, 2011: 196)38
The second principle from which people could produce an opinion is what the author
calls the class ethos, which would be the implicit system of values interiorized by people
since the childhood and from which different responses are given to different problems.
Following this assumption, various types of answers that are considered political would be in
fact derived from this class ethos. At this point, Bourdieu seems to stand in the middle
38

“Essa constatação da capacidade desigual de acesso ao campo político é extremamente importante para evitar
naturalizar as desigualdades políticas (uma das grandes tarefas permanentes da sociologia é a de recolocar a
história no princípio de diferenças que, espontaneamente, são tratadas como diferenças naturais). Há, portanto,
condições sociais de possibilidade de acesso a esse microcosmo, como, por exemplo, o tempo livre: a primeira
acumulação de capital político é característica de pessoas dotadas de um excedente econômico que lhes
possibilita subtrair-se às atividades produtivas, o que lhes permite colocar-se na posição de porta-voz. Além do
tempo livre, há este outro fator que é a educação”.
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between the condescension and a certain demophobia. He points out that, for an American
sociological tradition, the lower classes tend to be more authoritarian and undemocratic than
the other classes, no matter what country they belong. Still, Bourdieu’s explanation for this
phenomenon is that lower classes would be more conservative regarding the maintenance of
domestic moral, while they would be more likely to accept changes in social structure. Under
theses circumstances, the proposition “lower classes are more repressive” would be neither
true nor false. In fact, it would be a result of the problem of questions formulation in a poll,
generating responses in which ethical and political principles are not properly discerned.
His argument becomes cyclical: the effect of imposing a problem by any opinion poll
and any political interrogation would result from the fact that the questions posed would not
be the actual questions, and the answers would not be interpreted as a function of the
problematic that effectively served the respondents. So, the idea of the poll objectivity in
questionaries’ neutral terms to make possible every kind of answer departs from respondents’
reality, culminating in an unlikely picture of the state of opinion at that moment.
According to Bourdieu, it should be given tools to unable people to situate themselves
in the same way they do in the real practice, and a rigorous analysis would reveal the relation
between the positions’ structure to be taken and the structure of the actual positions. Besides,
traditional opinion research would ignore, at the same time, pressure groups and virtual
arrangements that sometimes are not expressed in the form of explicit political discourse –
this being the reason why it would be not capable of producing any reasonable predictions
about what will happen in a crisis situation. The author finishes by saying the public opinion
is built by those interested in denying its existence, and that this was not his opinion on the
opinion, rather an explanation of what the public opinion would be for those conducting
opinion surveys or using their results.
Almost 30 years after L’Opinion Publique n’existe pas was first published, Bourdieu
is still critical towards the traditional ways in which the particular will is transformed into a
general will in the democratic system: whether in relation to opinion polls or in relation to the
expression of opinion by the vote – both considered by him a statistical aggregation of
opinions, produced and expressed by individuals without communicating or cooperating in
the manner of members of a group mobilized for political action (Bourdieu, 2005). This time,
however, the criticism gains a more political than a conceptual aspect, in which it is also
possible to identify an influence of the linguistic turn in the Social Sciences, and to find a
direct mention to the dialectical method:
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We can only truly get out of the mechanical addition of preferences
that voting operates if we treat opinions not as things to be
mechanically and passively summed up, but as signs that can be
modified by exchange, by discussion, by confrontation, the problem
no more being the one of the choice, as in the liberal tradition, but of
the choice of the collective way of choice’s construction. (…) We
must work to create the social conditions for the establishment of a
mode of fabrication of the “general will” (or of collective opinion)
really collective, that is, founded on the regulated changes of a
dialectical confrontation. (Bourdieu, 2005: vii)39
Bourdieu’s deconstruction of the dominant public opinion conceptualization can easily
fit to the stereotypical contraposition between the French and the American ethos: être ou
avoir? (to be or to have?) – frequently transposed to the Social Sciences tradition of France
and the United States, respectively. If the French would master the theory, the incontestable
domain of the Americans would be the empiricism. Nonetheless, the collaboration between
these two types of expertise is much more interesting and profitable. In the present case, one
of the most important contributions of Bourdieu is the denaturalization of an established and
widely spread idea of public opinion, that is associated (and became practically synonym) to
polls. From this objection it follows 1) that polls are not a representation of reality, but a
discursive construction linked to social and cultural processes that actually shape reality 2)
polls should be faced critically, both with the aim of recognizing its limitations and allowing
the development of alternative forms of understanding, measuring and analysing the public
opinion.

1.3.2. The historical democratic public space by Raymonde Monnier

39

“Só podemos sair verdadeiramente da adição mecânica de preferências que o voto opera se tratarmos as
opiniões não como coisas a serem mecânica e passivamente somadas, mas como signos que podem ser mudados
pela troca, pela discussão, pelo confronto, o problema não sendo mais o da escolha, como na tradição liberal,
mas o da escolha do modo de construção coletivo das escolhas (quando um grupo, qualquer que seja, tem que
produzir uma opinião, é importante que saiba que primeiro tem que produzir uma opinião sobre a maneira de
produzi-la). (…) É preciso trabalhar para criar as condições sociais para a instauração de um modo de fabricação
da “vontade geral” (ou da opinião coletiva) realmente coletivo, isto é, fundado sobre as mudanças reguladas de
um confronto dialético”.
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Inscribing the French Revolution within the history of mentalities, the so-called return
to the political of French historiography in the 80’s and in the Jürgen Habermas’ concept of
popular sovereignty, Raymonde Monnier addresses the history of Paris during the
revolutionary decade (1789-1799) from the perspective of the revolutionary democratic
experience in her book L’espace publique démocratique: essai sur l’opinion à Paris de la
Révolution au Directoire (The democratic public space: essay on opinion in Paris from the
revolution to the directory), released in 1994.
With the installation of the king and the National Assembly in 1789, Paris becomes
the centre and the symbol of the Revolution. However, according to Monnier, the social,
political and cultural agitation of the period brought more changes in mentalities than longterm and stable modifications in the domain of French structures. The second city of Europe
(after London, where a million people lived) had, at that time, 600 thousand habitants and
remained the most important worker’s centre – mainly due to the luxury industry. The
worker’s movement, still, went to the second plan with the Revolution, and the labour
sociability integrates with the new associative practices that aggregate the community around
the radical leaders. In this context, it is the meeting of the urban worker’s behaviour with the
revolutionary thinking that would give origin to the sans-culottes. This is how the modern
democratic public space began to get into shape.
The strength of political innovations under the Revolution attest to the
emergence of a space of critical discussion, which gives to the concept
of public opinion a power and legitimacy tied to the universal
development of Enlightenment in society. The democratic process
under the Revolution remains inseparable from the cultural and
economical emancipation of the people, underlining the institutions
role of mediation to create the necessary conditions to the arrival of
liberty. (Monnier, 1994:13)40
With the Revolution, the political practice was lived daily and the revolutionaries used
the press as an instrument of legitimacy and persuasion. The written communication, though,
40

“La force des innovations politiques sous la Révolution atteste l’émergence d`un espace de discussion critique
qui donne au concept d’opinion publique un pouvoir et une légitimité liés au développement universel des
Lumières dans la société. Le processus démocratique demeure sous la Révolution indissociable de
l’émancipation culturelle et économique du peuple, et met en évidence le rôle médiateur des institutions pour
créer les conditions nécessaires à l’avènement de la liberté”.
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that used to be the major form of opinion formation, gave way to new cultural practices like
public debates and lectures – on the streets or in meetings. That did not mean that the press
had lost its importance, but that other types of political socialization started to be experienced.
This way, a democratic space was built outside the representation sphere, around spokesmen
and radical journalists41, aiming to integrate the popular protest and resting on the sovereignty
theme.
Using Habermas’ paper La souveraineité populaire comme procédure. Un concept
normatif d’espace publique (The popular sovereignty as a procedure. A normative concept of
public space)42, Monnier intended to draw how the French revolutionaries tried to implement
a principle of popular sovereignty inside the representative system within the scope of a space
of reciprocal communication. In other words, through Habermas’ lens, the historian rescued
the conditions of communication that allowed combining the general will (stated by the
legislator) with the formation of the opinion in the context of the French Revolution. The
legitimacy and rationality of the law, so, would be in the dialogue between the will’s
expression in the state institutions and the discursive formation of opinion in the realm of the
public spaces culturally mobilized43.
The study of Paris’ democratic movement reveals the emergency of a non-unified
communicational power, critical to the National Assembly and the executive branch, which
bases its legitimacy on the rights defence and civil surveillance. This happened between 1790
and 1791, when the program of the radicals was articulated around the political project of a
republic – a representative democracy – and the promises of popular emancipation of the
Enlightenment and the 1789 Declaration44. Monnier argues that the public opinion idea fits to
the process of formation and legitimation of the opinion in an extended public space (and that
is independent of the representational sphere) specially these couple of years, regarding the
cordelier movement45 and the centres of discussion spread in Paris that time. According to

41

Like Marat, Fréron, Desmoulins, Bonneville and Robert.
The French version of the paper Volkssouveränität als Verfahren. Ein normativer Begriff von Öffentlichkeit
was published in France in 1989 – the same year of the original German release.
43
It is interesting to note that the concept of public space used by Monnier It has a fundamental difference from
Habermas's first formulation of a bourgeois public sphere. The public sphere of which Monnier speaks is
revolutionary, not bourgeois, as it is grounded in Habermas's later developments.
44
Déclaration des droits de l'homme et du citoyen (The Declaration of the Rights of the Man and of the Citizen),
set by National Assembly in the year of 1789. Inspired by the Independence Declaration of the United States of
1776 and the Enlightenment, it marks the end of the feudal rights. In brief, the text defines as the “natural and
imprescriptible” (Déclaration des droits de l'homme et du citoyen, 1789) rights the liberty, property, safety, and
resistance against the opression, besides affirming the principle of separation of powers.
45
The Cordeliers Club was a political society founded on April 27, 1790 and located in the former refectory of
the Convent of the Cordeliers, in Paris. Closer to the popular classes than the Jacobin Club, its members were
42
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her, the public discourse that unfolds in the press and in fraternal societies under the concept
of sovereignty of the people is perfectly adequate to a normative conception of public
opinion, acting as concrete mediation between the people and their representatives.
Nonetheless, it is important to remind that the principle of popular sovereignty
deployed by Habermas (and used by Monnier to interpret the French Revolution) is mainly
founded in the German democrat Julius Fröbel – who, in 1848, wrote a pamphlet in which he
develops a non-utilitarian idea of a general will that should be formed through discussion and
be founded in the free will of all citizens. This concept in fact is a reinterpretation of the
popular sovereignty idea of Rousseau that guided the Jacobins, and that provoked the entry of
liberal opponents in the running. The main argument of the French liberals was that societies
were not homogeneous, and it was presented as a critic of the tyranny of majority: the
plurality of interests should be balanced and the plurality of opinions, as a consequence,
should be transposed to a majoritarian consensus 46 . Fröbel’s concept of opinion had the
intention to prevent the majority tyranny, the extreme polarization of political process and
could be linked to the representative democracy ideal:
(…) the public of Fröbel is no longer a body, but only the medium of
a several voices process of opinion formation that eliminates the
violence by concertation (Verständigung), opinion that for its part
rationally motivates the majority decisions. (Habermas, 1989:38)47
Applying this concept to the performance of cordeliers and fraternal societies,
Monnier understands that the political daily practices in these revolutionary years of 1790 and
1791 – which includes appeals to opinion, petitions and federations – were the instruments to
unify different wills in the republican public space to avoid the double hazard of anarchy and
despotism. The public opinion was considered the fourth power, also acquiring a
representation and veto function (that meant the censorship of laws, or the national veto

very active in the insurrectionary movements that took place under the Constituent Assembly, the Legislative
Assembly and the National Convention. Considered a combat group, it maintained the democratic agitation
supervising the aristocrats, controlling the administrations, and acting through inquiries, subscriptions, petitions,
demonstrations and also riots.
46
It is the classic liberalism of Alexis de Tocqueville.
47
“(...) Le public de Fröbel n’est plus un corps, mais seulement le médium du processus à plusieurs voix d’une
formation d’opinion éliminant la violence par concertation, opinion de que de son côté motive rationellement les
décisions majoritaires”.
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opposed to the royal veto), and the spokesmen lost room for collective forms of
communication and opinion production.
These forms of reciprocal communication and the daily political sociability under the
Revolution are the symbol of a city where the communication was a fact of the quotidian life
in the work relations, leisure and neighbourhood. The geography of opinion was intimately
linked to the geography of the city and its public spaces, like the promenades, cabarets,
gardens and cafés – where political communications took place in parallel with the
established revolutionary societies: the republican virtue was not restricted to the circles of
political power, finding its expression in the totality of the Paris society. Even though the
description of a paradisiac scenario, everyday politics was not free from conflicts between the
different revolutionary sections.
The climate of expansion of the democratic public space, though, was limited by the
practices of denunciation, which were considered an extension of the right to express an
opinion. In the name of guaranteeing “public transparency” and in order to defend the
revolution from conspiracy threats, exceptional measures were introduced, such as the
creation of committees – quickly accused of feeding popular violence, rather than promoting
public tranquility. In the name of security, the space of freedom gives way to a space of
mutual vigilance, where anguish and mistrust prevail.
With the creation of the research committees, the revolutionaries put
in place the mechanisms that will lead to the establishment of the
monitoring committees, then the committee of general security, one of
the pillars of the Terror, which will transform and finally pervert the
ideal of transparency in means of police and domination. (Münch,
2011:9)48
The Directory was the second attempt to establish a stable regime based on a
constitution, after the Terror and the Convention. This time, the focus was fomenting a free
and enlightening press, opposing the politically motivated press and the popular,
revolutionary and violent opinion of the past years. This revival of the press in the first phase
of the Directory confirms the emergence of a critical reflection of the press and the opinion in
48

“Avec la création des comités de recherche, les révolutionnaires mettent en place les dispositifs qui aboutiront
a l`établissement des comités de surveillance, puis du comité de sûreté générale, l’un des piliers de la Terreur,
qui transformera et finalement pervertira l’idéal de transparence en moyen de police et de domination”.
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the name of the development of a public morality. With this in mind, the regime created its
own newspaper, Le Rédacteur, but the strength of the criticism achieved by it triggered new
conflicts that threatened the French’s union goal. Beyond the official initiative, the
independent press played the role of a more controlled public sphere, remaining the place for
the discussion of ideas between journalists.
The return to the normative and historical public opinion can be understood as more
than a rewriting of the French Revolution from the point of view of the democratic public
space. After the fixation of public opinion measuring methods, the theoretical insertion of the
concept, its criticism and deconstruction, it was a time in which the sentiment of the people
knew a new relevance: the 90’s saw the spread of new technologies of communication and the
re-democratization of several countries in Europe, Latin America, Africa and Asia. Although
Monnier has only cited the new challenges for established democracies regarding the
sentiment of the people, the recent democracies (as the Brazilian one) demonstrated that they
would not go through less considerable tests.
1.4 Notes on deliberation and collective action in contemporary democracies
This chapter brings some notions about collective action and deliberation in
contemporary democracies, indicating reflexions on the political-institutional consequences of
the recent expansion of the public sphere generated by social media. If the advent of social
media was initially welcomed by communication and politics studies with enthusiasm – since
they would allow greater access to the political field, amplifying the debate arena on topics of
public interest – it was not long before they were also viewed with caution.

1.4.1 Meaning construction and collective action
We can think about a normative notion of democracy according to which, in order to
be done, democracy needs a) an access, or more equal access, to the political field and b) an
dialogical or deliberative conception of politics – that is, a conception of democracy linked to
the idea of civic communication (Blumler, Coleman, 2015). In that case, social media would
constitute a contemporary version of the expanded public sphere, which Habermas
conceptualized in his Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere.
"The transformation of the communication environment directly affects the forms of
meaning construction, and therefore the production of power relationships". (Castells, 2015:
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6). This is one of the main arguments presented by Manuel Castells in the book Networks of
Outrage and Hope: Social Movements in the Internet Age – in which the author
contextualizes and analyses recent political manifestations that have spread around the world
in recent years. Castells emphasizes that the characteristics of geographical dispersion,
horizontality, large-scale interaction and high speed of communication technologies in the
digital age (or mass-self communications) allow not only more efficient information sharing
among individuals in the society, but also make it difficult for governments and corporations
to monitor and control it (Castells, 2015). Thus, the very way in which meaning is produced
and shared is part of the political changes claimed: the change in power relations already
begins there. Furthermore, Castells comments that the political use of social networks has
transformed the communicational environment because it has also contributed to the plurality
of frames available – the meanings produced by / and in these digital media started to
compete with traditional media frames or government actors.
Sidney Tarrow (2011), in his Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious
Politics, also reports the importance of symbolic processes for collective action. According to
him, political mobilization is culturally inscribed and results from social communication for
the construction and diffusion of meanings that he calls collective action frames: such frames
serve as interpretive schemes that simplify and condense the political experience, building the
beliefs that lead to collective mobilization and reducing the costs of obtaining the information
that forms such schemes (Tarrow, 2011). Similar to Castells, Tarrow points out that such
collective action frames challenge the political status quo and the communicational structure
of societies, injecting alternative or opposition symbolic elements. However, Tarrow
privileges the symbolic processes of formation and diffusion of collective action frames in his
analysis, and not so much the media – even recognizing the usefulness of digital media in
current mobilizations, he speaks of face-to-face interaction and of the traditional media, also
remembering the importance of the press in the early days of social and political movements
of the working class in England, in the 18th and 19th centuries.
1.4.2 Contemporary democracy and deliberation
One of Adam Przeworski’s (1994) ideas in Democracy and the Market is that
democracy would not be rational – a democratic conception of the 18th century, according to
which there would be a maximum welfare for an entire political community. Such
convergence, then, would occur through deliberation of individual’s preferences. However,
34

Arrow’s theorem states this that convergence is impossible. Therefore, if it is not through
deliberation that the democratic game is respected and political conflicts are resolved
(Przeworski, 1994), is deliberation unimportant for democracy? Habermas says that there is
precisely a deliberative conception of democracy. In a liberal ideal, the process of political
opinion and will formation would be determined by competition, in parliament, from
collective actors that act strategically, and the vote would be the way for voters to express
their opinions. In the republican ideal, the formation of citizens’ political opinion and will
would consist of the means by which society is constituted as a political and organized whole,
based on an ethical and communal self-understanding; democracy, therefore, would be
synonymous with the political self-organization of society, which would no longer be
separated from the State. Politics would be dialogic, based on communicative action:
A dialogical conception sees – or perhaps it was the case of saying
that it idealizes – politics as a normative activity. It views politics as
a matter of contesting values, not preferences. It understands politics
as a process of rational reasoning and not exclusively of will,
persuasion and not exclusively of power, oriented towards reaching
an agreement on a good or just, or at least acceptable, way of
ordering those aspects of life that refer to people's social
relationships and social nature. (Habermas, 1993: 43)49
The deliberative model, according to Habermas, would combine liberal and republican
democracy ideals by establishing an internal connection between pragmatic considerations,
commitments (liberal), self-understanding discourses and discourses related justice issues to
(republican). This democratic procedure, according to the author, would be anchored in the
organization and institution of communication procedures within society (as plural as it is
both in its constitution as its demands) through discourse theory.
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“Uma concepção dialógica vê – ou talvez fosse o caso de dizer que idealiza – a política como uma atividade
normativa. Ela concebe a política como uma questão de contestação de valores, e não de preferências. Ela
entende a política como um processo de argumentação racional e não exclusivamente de vontade, de persuasão e
não exclusivamente de poder, orientado para a consecução de um acordo acerca de uma forma boa ou justa, ou
pelo menos aceitável, de ordenar aqueles aspectos da vida que se referem às relações sociais e à natureza social
das pessoas”.
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The discourse theory (...) takes elements from both and articulates
them in a new and distinct way. Coinciding with the republican
procedure, it grants a central place to the political process of opinion
and the common will formation, but without understanding how to
structure it in terms of the rule of law as something secondary. (...)
Discourse theory understands the fundamental rights and principles of
the rule of law as a consequent answer to the question of how to
institutionalize the demanding communicative assumptions of the
democratic process. The discourse theory does not make the
realization of a deliberative policy dependent on a citizenship
collectively capable of action, but on the institutionalization of the
corresponding procedures and communicative assumptions. (idem:
47)50
In this way, the liberal strategic and republican dialogical policy would evolve into a
deliberative one by defining diverse and autonomous public spaces, as well as procedures for
the democratic formation of political opinion and will under the rule of law – thus making the
power generated communicatively became a power that could be used in administrative
terms, as in the case of electoral and legislative decisions. The institutionalization of the
communicative procedures in the deliberation, then, would not generate a rational result (a
convergence), but a more or less rational formation (as rational as possible) of the opinion and
the will about relevant themes to society as a whole, as well as about matters that need
regulation.
1.4.3 From civic communication to turbulence
When talking about the political field, Pierre Bourdieu explains that its endogeneity is
the result of its growing autonomy: the more it becomes independent, the more it advances
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“A teoria do discurso (...) toma elementos de ambos e os articula de uma forma nova e distinta. Coincidindo
com o procedimento republicano, ela concede um lugar central ao processo político de formação da opinião e da
vontade comum, mas sem entender como algo secundário a estruturação em termos de Estado de Direito. (...) A
teoria do discurso entende os direitos fundamentais e princípios do Estado de Direito como uma resposta
consequente à questão de como institucionalizar os exigentes pressupostos comunicativos do processo
democrático. A teoria do discurso não faz a realização uma política deliberativa depender de uma cidadania
coletivamente capaz de ação, mas sim da institucionalização dos correspondentes procedimentos e pressupostos
comunicativos.”
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according to its own logic, tending to function according to the specific interests of the field
and reinforcing the separation in relation to what it he calls “profane” – or the society as a
whole (Bourdieu, 2011). Thus, the political universe would rest on an inherent exclusion, and
only a small group of people who fulfil the conditions of access to it would be allowed to play
its specific games. However, Bourdieu points out that the fact that access to the political field
is unequal should serve as a warning to avoid naturalizing political inequalities (idem).
To this end, Bourdieu – like Habermas – believes that collective debate is necessary to
find more efficient and institutionalized ways of communicating different wills and social
demands, in order to expand this access. And also like Habermas, Bourdieu believes that this
happens beyond the vote or the opinion polls, but that protests would be nothing more than
the expression of a diffuse malaise, not properly channelled.
In order to escape the mechanical aggregation of atomized opinions
without falling into the antinomy of collective protest – and thus to
make a decisive contribution to the construction of a true democracy –
it is necessary to work for creating the social conditions for the
establishment of a new way of fabricating the “general will ”(or
collective opinion), really collective, that is, founded on the regulated
changes of a dialectical confrontation, which supposes the agreement
on the communication tools necessary to establish the agreement or
disagreement and capable of transforming the communicated contents
and the contents that communicate. (Bourdieu, 2001: 6-7)51.
Blumler and Coleman (2015) – agreeing with a vision of democracy in terms of an
ideal of self-determination, in which public discourse should be carried out by a community
or nation to solve its problems – list five purposes of what they call civic communication: 1)
meeting the demands for accountability in the political environment 2) sustain a conscious
choice about the issues and problems that affect daily life in society; 3) provide an
51

“Para escapar à agregação mecânica das opiniões atomizadas sem cair na antinomia do protesto coletivo – e
trazer assim uma contribuição decisiva à construção de uma verdadeira democracia –, é preciso trabalhar para
criar as condições sociais para a instauração de um novo modo de fabricação da “vontade geral” (ou da opinião
coletiva), realmente coletivo, isto é, fundado sobre as mudanças reguladas de um confronto dialético, que supõe
a concordância sobre os instrumentos de comunicação necessários para estabelecer o acordo ou desacordo e
capaz de transformar os conteúdos comunicados e que comunicam”.
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opportunity for all people impacted by a policy to be recognized and heard; 4) compel holders
of all significant forms of power to be accountable for how they are exercising it, and whether
such exercise serves the public interest and 5) provide understanding and dialogue between
citizens and decision-makers, offering real opportunities for the former to influence the latter.
The authors also emphasize that all these purposes of civic communication are conceivable as
ideals, which can be achieved to a greater or lesser extent but that the effort to implement
them would improve democracy. Margetts, John, Hale and Yasseri (2014), though, draw
attention to the less harmonious facet of politics in times of social media: turbulence. This
would be largely due to the hiper-connection, the extreme reduction of the cost of political
participation, and to the high sensibility/volatility of the system – in which very small
perturbations and individual contributions can lead to a large social phenomena.
Consequently, the advent of social media, despite all expectations about a revival of a public
sphere through civic communication, does not necessarily lead to the strengthening of
democracy, also acting as an important destabilizing element.
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2. A media effects studies guide proposal
One of greatest concerns of the political communications studies is the formation of
public opinion. Moreover, these studies usually focused on media effects – in other words,
they tried to measure if and how mass media influence people’s attention to certain issues,
what people think about these issues and how people make political decisions based on it. The
greatest assumption behind this framework is the belief that broadcasting and newspapers can
actually shape public opinion, especially regarding politicians, politics and policies.
Nowadays, social media complicates and defies the traditional idea of a prevalence of the
mainstream media in structuring people’s opinions, complexifying the understanding of the
agenda-setting process.
This chapter suggests a media effects studies’ timeline from its beginnings to the
present – addressing its main theoretical currents, going through the origin of the agendasetting theory, its most important deployments, the importance of its use in historical studies
and bringing some theoretical and empirical updates in digital times. The chapter also
indicates how media effects studies in general (and, more specifically, the agenda-setting
theories) can be mobilized for understanding political-institutional disputes, approaching how
they apply to this research and what are the possible contributions of this thesis to the broad
political communications’s studies field.
2.1. The first media effects studies
The media effects studies are empirical and emerged in the same context of the
revolution in the techniques of politics and political communication in the XXth century. This
century witnessed the development of public opinion polling and the prominence of
advertising, propaganda, entertainment and information move from radio to television. In
short, the twentieth century is the century of mass communications, the object of study by
several researchers and theoretical schools that developed in parallel with all the paradigm
shifts in communication, information and sociability.
According to McCombs, Shaw and Weaver (2009), technological paradigm shifts in
communication are intrinsically linked to the changes in democratic politics and one of the
most visible facets of the phenomenon is what they call a “deluge” of the prominence of
television both regarding news programming and advertising – which also changed the way
political campaigns were done. Still,
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(…) more fundamental than these obtrusive changes in the nature of
political campaigns is a shift in the very dynamics of democratic
politics, a shift with particular implications for journalism as a
profession and for political communication as a civic process.
(McCombs, Shaw, Weaver, 2009:8)
The concern with the relations between the information industry and the democratic
process generally defines three media effects models that are often associated, as they deal
with the influence of the media on public opinion in its different layers: 1. the themes that
assume relevance to the public, 2. the way these issues are handled by the media and 3. its
influence on the way public evaluates governments and political leaders. Respectively, these
media effects are called agenda setting, framing and priming and all of them consider the
centrality of news in producing public opinion – which is the core hypothesis of our
investigation.
Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007) point out that agenda setting, framing and priming
are part of the third and latest models of political communication – or media effects. However,
until these models emerged and predominated in political communications research, two
others already worked on the influence of the media on public opinion, at different times and
with equally different interpretations.
The hypodermic needle theory (or the magic bullet theory) is one of the earliest and
best known media effects theories, being formulated in the USA by Harold Lasswell in the
context of mass media use both for propaganda and entertainment52 and stemming from his
book Propaganda Technique in the World War, published in 1927. Lasswell’s pessimistic
view was deeply impregnated by the World War I experience and by the rise of the
totalitarian regimes that would lead the world to the second Great War, and advocated that
media messages were like bullets in the minds of a passive and atomized mass audience.
52

The incident created by Orson Welles’ broadcast of the War of the Worlds radio soap opera on CBS on
October 30, 1938 is always remembered as an emblematic case of the hypodermic needle theory. At the time,
CBS estimated that the program had been broadcast to 6 million people – at least 1.2 million would have
believed that the radio reported a real fact. Convinced of the imminent danger, 500,000 people would in fact
have acted as if an invasion of Martians were under way, leading to the overload of telephone lines across the
country, crowds and congestion in cities. Locations near New Jersey – from where CBS issued and where the
story was set – were hit hardest by the panic wave. At least two factors explain what happened: the proximity of
Halloween and the broadcast model, which simulated journalistic coverage. Those who didn’t start listening to
the program from the beginning lost the warning that it was a fiction. Available at https://www.dw.com/ptbr/1938-p%C3%A2nico-ap%C3%B3s-transmiss%C3%A3o-de-guerra-dos-mundos/a-956037.
Last
seen
October 30, 2019.
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Briefly, people would simply receive theses messages thoughtlessly, being manipulated or
inadvertently influenced by the sender.
Yet, Paul Lazarsfeld proposed a different approach, based on the course of studying
the US presidential election campaign of 1940. The People’s Choice study (Lazarsfeld,
Berelson, Gaudet, 1948) found that, in fact, the radio and the press had limited effects on vote
decisions – and also on changes on vote decisions. People informed by the media, the opinion
leaders influenced most of the population. This new model was the two-step flow of
communication, inscribed in the minimal effects perspective:
(…) particular attention was paid to those people who changed their
vote intention during the course of the campaign. When these people
were asked what had contributed to their decision, their answer was:
other people. The one source of influence that seemed to be far ahead
of all others in determining the way people made up their minds was
personal influence (…) The next question was obvious: Who or what
influences the influentials? Here is where the mass media re-entered
the picture. For the leaders reported much more than the non-opinion
leaders that for them, the mass media were influential. Pieced together
this way, a new idea emerged – the suggestion of a “two-step-flow of
communication”. The suggestion basically was this: that ideas, often,
seem to flow from radio and print to opinion leaders and from them to
the less active sections of population. (Lazarsfeld, Katz, 2006:32)
Considered the second shift on media effects paradigm53, the spiral of silence theory
by Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann (2017) came on the 1970’s, based on the Federal Republic of
Germany elections. The author takes back the notion of the major role played by the media
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Also considered a part of this paradigm shift and from a cultural perspective, George Gerbner focuses
specifically on the effects of TV on the audience, using the case of entertainment narratives of violence to drawn
the cultivation theory: “television is likely to remain for a long time the chief source of repetitive and ritualized
symbol systems cultivating the common consciousness of the most far-flung and heterogenous mass publics in
history” (Gerbner, Gross, 1976:3). The issue of representational realism is present in the research and reminds us
of Lasswell's theory of the hypodermic needle, especially regarding the reality effects of television: the
cultivation is the the adoption of a distorted particular point of view that is more in line with media presentation
than with reality. Because of this distortion, people who watch more television would be more likely to view the
world as mean and are more like to perceive themselves as potential victims of violence than those who watch
less television (Ghanem, 2009).
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outlets in conforming people’s political opinions. Though, she considered the existence of a
dual climate of opinion in which there would be a difference between the public opinion
perceived by the population and the opinion climate reported by the mass media. This gap
would contribute to a feeling of inadequacy by the people who felt differently from what the
media used to spread and led them not to express openly their opinions (the spiral of silence).
Despite this social phenomenon being one of Noelle-Neumann’s explanations for the
distortions founded comparing the elections results and the previous polls, she recognized the
media prominence in establishing the themes due to gather the attention of the public.
2.2. The foundations of agenda setting studies
The agenda setting theory is a shift on political communication paradigm models and
its first formulations came from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, by Maxwell
McCombs and Donald Shaw. Chapel Hill’s study – as it became known – began by applying
a questionnaire with undecided voters during the 1968 US presidential elections and was
followed by a content analysis of the news media these voters used to inform themselves. The
analysis focused on how such vehicles presented the main themes of the campaign, and was
based on the premise that the undecided voters would be more interested in the elections and
more sensitive to media influence than the public in general.
Although the study provided the empirical and theoretical underpinnings of the theory
and its subsequent developments, it did not cite yet the proper term agenda setting. It began to
be used in McCombs and Shaw’s research only in the following year. Despite these previous
developments, it was the paper The Agenda-Setting Function of Mass Media – published in
1972 in the American Association for Public Opinion Research journal – that definitively laid
the foundations for agenda setting studies, also becoming one of the biggest references in
mass communication research. The paper revisits Chapel Hill’s experience by unravelling the
method used both in the survey and in the matching of the

results found with the most

frequent news topics related to the presidential campaign. The overall objective of the
research was “to match what Chapel Hills’ voters said were key issues of the campaign with
the actual content of the mass media used by them during the campaign” (McCombs, Shaw,
1972:177).
First, a sample of registered Chapel Hill voters was randomly taken from five
precincts that would be representative of the municipality, with controls for regional sources
of variation and media performance, between September 18 and October 6, 1968. Then, 100
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questionnaires were applied, which tried to identify who were the undecided voters – as these
would be the targets of the main survey. The study also asked the respondents to outline the
key perceived issues regardless what the candidates said it was more important. In parallel,
the media content of the newspapers, magazines and news broadcasts serving the selected
respondents was collected, in order to be analysed. The media content was coded in 15
categories that represented the key issues and other campaign news. Besides the discursive
content, it was taken into account the emphasis given by the media to the topics, which was
measured by the news space and position in newspapers and magazines, or the position and
time given to these topics in television reporting.
The study found evidence that the media did influence undecided voters. The biggest
impacts were precisely on the themes that were considered the most salient of the presidential
campaign. The correlation between major media campaign agendas and independent voter
judgments on these themes was +.967 54 . Even when the media treated themes less
prominently, the correlation remained high and was +.979. The data therefore suggested a
strong relationship between the media's emphasis on the different campaign themes and the
undecided voters’ judgment on what those themes would be. However, the authors point out
that this process would take place in a composite way – that is, voters would consider media
coverage generally, not considering the distinct emphases that the candidates themselves gave
to different themes. Still according to the authors, the evidence that voters tended to share
media’s composite definition of what was important suggested the agenda setting function of
mass media, instead of a selective perception hypothesis (McCombs, Shaw, 1972).
The authors also argued that the correlations found were not spurious – which would
happen if the voter and media agendas were the same because they respond to the same
events. That would be to say that voters would have alternative means of informing
themselves about the day-to-day politics, which the authors disagree with.
This assumption is not plausible, since few directly participate on
presidential elections campaigns, and fewer still see presidential
candidates in person, the information flowing in interpersonal
communications channels is primarily relayed from, and based upon,
media news coverage. The media are the major primary sources of
national political information; for most, mass media provide the best –
54

By Pearson Correlation Coefficient, between -1 and 1, which indicates the perfect correlation.
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and only – easily available approximation of ever-changing political
realities. (McCombs, Shaw, 1972:185)
McCombs and Shaw acknowledged the existence of interpersonal mediation that
Lazarsfeld spoke of in the two-step-flow of communication, but considered that the influence
of the media was transitive, i.e. it went from news coverage to opinion leaders and then to the
rest of the public, apparently less interested in news than the first ones. Therefore, the
existence of flows of communication between the media and the public in general does not
invalidate the agenda setting hypotheses, as the news reporting remained the main source of
political information for most of the people, directly or indirectly.
Thus, agenda setting studies largely take up Walter Lippmann’s developments in
public opinion. Shortly before the invention of television and at the time of the first radio
broadcast of voice, Lippmann was already talking about how the press contributed to forming
what he called the pictures in our heads, or the images of the world that people take for real.
It is very interesting to note that Lippmann was one of the precursors of theories such as
agenda setting and framing in addressing the importance of news vehicles in constituting
cognitive shortcuts that aid in the intelligibility of even directly experienced phenomena.
What about politics, then, whose circle is extremely narrow and whose dynamics for most
people is experienced only through the media?
Robert Park’s contributions from the Chicago School of Sociology are also often cited
in the foundations of agenda setting theory. At about the same time that Lazarsfeld was
beginning to develop the two-step-flow of communication model, Park published the paper
News as a Form of Knowledge: A Chapter in the Sociology of Knowledge, which considered
the great influence of the media not only on the symbolic construction of reality, but also on
the importance of news for the construction of a public feeling of social cohesion, belonging
and collective action. Starting from a phrase used in naval jargon to refer to a fleet that is
ready for a concerted action,
A society is “in being” when the individuals that compose it are to
such an extent en rapport that, whether capable of united and
collective action or not, they may be described as participating in a
common or collective existence. In such a society a diffuse social
excitement tends to envelope, like an atmosphere, all participants in
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the common life and to give a direction and tendency to their interests
and attitudes. It is as if the individuals of such a society were
dominated by a common mood or state of mind which determined for
them the range and character of their interests and their attitudes or
tendencies to act. (Park, 1940:683)
For Park, however, this common sense was possible only through people’s talks about
the issues brought by news broadcasting. For him, once people argue about an event, this
event under discussion ceases to be news and become a narrative dispute of interpretations. It
is this process of symbolic interaction, according to him, that produces public opinion.
The clash of opinions and sentiments which discussion invariably
evokes usually terminates in some sort of consensus or collective
opinion-what we call public opinion. It is upon the interpretation of
present events, i.e., news, that public opinion rests. (Park, 1940:677)
This idea of public opinion speaks to Lazarsfeld’s step flows of communication, while
reiterating the role of the news media in defining the relevant issues to the public. It also can
be related to the later Habermas’ deliberative concept of public sphere.
The agenda setting theory tightly relies on Lippmann’s central thesis that the news
media is the primary source of the pictures people have on their minds. According to
McCombs, Lippmann’s metaphor can be used to say that the agenda setting is a theory about
the transfer of the media’s images salience of the world to the pictures in our heads. In a
contemporary way, it is the process in which the issues reported by the media become as
important to the public. In McCombs latest writings on agenda setting, it is also possible to
find Park’s resonances when he speaks that, through exposition to media, people get
conscious about important issues that are beyond their immediate experience. This learning
process is, for him, the core of the agenda setting. Nonetheless, for the purposes of this
research, only the salient topics of the media and of the public opinion – and not necessarily
their cognitive processes – will be considered55.
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The social roles of agenda setting highlighted by McCombs (2009) are environmental surveillance, consensus
building among segments of society, and the transmission of social culture – which would include political
participation and collective memory. Of these, consensus building also refers to Park’s theoretical contributions
and normative discussions about the public sphere.
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2.3 The second level of agenda setting or framing?
The first agenda setting studies focused on the transference of the salience of objects –
issues, or topics – from the media to the agenda of the public. Then, the agenda setting
research began to worry about how the way the media approached the issues influenced the
way the public thought about them. This approach was called the second level of agenda
setting or agenda of attributes and is considered a deepening of the agenda setting paradigm.
The second level of agenda setting or agenda of attributes deals with the aspects
highlighted by the media on the issues reported and with how it affects public opinion,
operating following two hypotheses: a) The way an issue or other object is covered in the
media affects the way the public thinks about that object; b) The way an issue or other object
is covered in the media affects the salience of that object on the public agenda (Ghanem,
2009). In both of them, the response variable would remain the same – the public opinion. It
is also considered by McCombs a third phase of the agenda setting theory.
In the evidence revised here for this third phase of the agenda setting
theory, there are glimpses of additional substantial effects at later
stages of the communication process, in particular intriguing
implications for the media’s influence on subsequent attitudes and
opinions regarding both candidates to public themes. While the
general expectation is that public images of candidates will be
considerably more volatile than their images on most topics, it may be
the case that news topics and perspectives affect a wide range of
opinions as well as the salience of both candidates as well as public
affairs. (McCombs, 2009:134)56
The agenda of attributes converges with the framing concept, both theoretically, as
well as in its interpretation and operationalization. As explained by Ghanem (2009), by
examining the attributes of an issue, we get a more detailed examination of that picture as if
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“Na evidência revista aqui para esta terceira fase da Teoria da Agenda, há vislumbres de efeitos substanciais
adicionais em estágios tardios dos processos de comunicação, em particular, implicações intrigantes sobre e
influência da mídia em atitudes subsequentes e opiniões no que se refere tanto a candidatos como a temas
públicos. Embora a expectativa geral seja que as imagens do público sobre os candidatos sejam considerados
mais voláteis do que suas imagens na maioria dos temas, poderá ser que os tópicos e as perspectivas nas notícias
afetem um amplo leque de opiniões assim como a saliência tanto dos candidatos como dos assuntos públicos”.
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we were under a magnifying lens, whereas the agenda of issues deals with examination by the
naked eye. The attributes of an object, consequently, “are the set of perspectives57 or frame
that journalists and the public employ to think about each object. How news frames impact
the public agenda is the emerging second level of agenda setting” (idem).
In a paper which discusses similarities and differences between the second-level
agenda setting and framing, and between priming58 and agenda setting, David Weaver (2007)
would have identified that the term framing had become much more common in
communication research than agenda setting. Weaver presents data on the number of studies
of agenda setting, framing and priming indexed by Communication Abstract59 from 1971 to
2005. According to it, framing rises from two indexed articles in Communication Abstracts in
1976–1980 (as compared with 15 on agenda setting) to 76 in 1996–2000, and 165 in the
2001–2005 period. In contrast, agenda-setting articles increased steadily from 1971–1975 to
1991–1995 (from 4 to 40), then dropped a bit from 1996 to 2000, and went back to slightly
above 40 in the 2001–2005 period (Weaver, 2007:143-144).
In order to capture the latest research trends, a Google Scholar search was performed
updating the range for the period 2005 to 2019. For pages in any language, the search terms
agenda setting theory and framing theory communication (suggested by Google) returned
respectively 425,000 and 458,000 results – which represents a modest 8% difference between
one and another. The picture is radically different in Portuguese language communication
research. Performing the search for pages in Portuguese for the terms also in Portuguese60 it
returned respectively 1,560 and 336 results. For agenda setting and framing comunicação61, it
returned 16,700 and 9,420 results. Therefore, at least in Portuguese-speaking countries and
considering that most Lusophone people are Brazilian, it seems that the agenda setting theory
is largely prevalent over framing in Brazil62.
Although it is not exactly a consensus among communication and politics researchers
the complete equivalence between the second level of agenda setting (or agenda of attributes)
and framing, this thesis stands for that convergence – as from the point of view of attributes,
or frames – because the general object of analysis is how news issues and perspectives
influence the way public opinion assesses these themes. In this research, specifically, the
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McCombs also uses the term “perspectives” of news when referring to the attribute agenda, or framing.
Priming refers specifically to the news influence on the evaluation of political leaders and governments, and
will be also treated in this chapter.
59 From EBSCO’s database.
60
Respectively “teoria do agendamento” and “teoria do enquadramento”, between commas to disambiguate.
61
Also to disambiguate framing in Portuguese language results.
62
The Google Scholar search was conducted on November 8, 2019.
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news topics (and the angle in which they were treated) of public interest that potentially
influenced peoples’ evaluation on Dilma Rousseff’s government between 2013 and 2016,
when she was impeached. Anyway, the theoretical developments about framing provide
important clues as to how the perspectives adopted in the news, or the agendas of attributes
(McCombs 2009), are constituted.
The framing concept, though, would also suffer from indeterminism, being used in
different ways, with different meanings and designating different objects, according to Porto
(2002). We will consider in this research, in theoretical and methodological terms, the
framing definitions that can be related to the attribute agenda, namely: those that try to
explain, theoretically or empirically, the way the media reports certain themes and their
influence on public opinion.
2.3.1 Notes on the framing concept
Media news – although based on classic criteria such as “objectivity” and
“impartiality” – constitutes an approach to a particular topic. And despite the various
journalistic routines that seek to guarantee this balance, they are both interpretations of reality
and discursive constructions from such interpretations, thus providing important interpretative
schemes for the production of meanings by the public. This news approach therefore results in
an angle – or frame – a phenomenological concept defined by the sociologist Erving Goffman
(1974) in terms of the organization of experience63 and also applied to communication and
media effects studies, mostly regarding the political field.
In his book The Whole World is Watching: Mass Media and the Making and
Unmaking of the New Left, Todd Gitlin examines how the major US media outlets (especially
television) covered the newly emerging student movement against the Vietnam War – the
Students for a Democratic Society, or SDS – and what are the consequences of the media’s
frames for the movement itself, which also had to learn media codes to gain visibility. From
this case, he analysed also how news frames builds reality instead of “mirroring” it, even
contributing to the formation of the frames of reference of those who consume them.
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Closer to Goffman’s idea, William Gamson (2002) works with the concept of framing in its most cognitive
and horizontal dimension – which he calls action frames. According to him, action frames are a particular kind
of political consciousness that supports mobilization for collective action. The author relativizes the importance
of media discourse in the formation of these action frames in social movements, although recognizing that it is
important for the process of meaning negotiation on public issues. Gamson includes in the meaning negotiation
function, besides media discourse, personal experience and popular wisdom.
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What makes the world beyond direct experience look natural is a
media frame. Certainly we cannot take for granted that the world
depicted is simply the world that exists. (…) Frames are principles of
selection, emphasis, and presentation composed of little tacit theories
about what exists, what happens, and what matters. In everyday life,
as Ervin Goffman has amply demonstrated, we frame reality in order
to negociate it, manage it, comprehend it, and choose appropriate
repertories of cognition and action. Media frames, largely unspoken
and unacknowledged, organize the world both for journalists who
report it and, in some important degree, for us who rely on their
reports. (Gitlin, 2003:7)
Corroborating the perspective of frames as tools that organize the public’s experience,
Alessandra Aldé comments in her book A construção da política: democracia, cidadania e
meios de comunicação de massa64 (2004) the role of the media in constructing interpretative
schemes mainly in what it concerns complex subjects and themes – whose perception of their
day-to-day influence is not necessarily as obvious, e.g. politics. In this way, media frames
contribute to bring these distant worlds closer serving as cognitive shortcuts while
naturalizing these themes and news frames. As explained by Aldé, this naturalizing effect is
due both because of news’ discursive homogeneity (which tendency is to repeat the main
frames) and for the almost universal accessibility of the mass media.
She underlines that knowledge is more accessible as most frequently or chronically
available; consequently, the media occupies a prominent place in the reference universe of all
individuals65. Besides, while each individual would be subject to tremendous variations with
respect to other frames of reference, the mass media would only be able to offer a limited
diversity of frames. This fact is also highlighted by Gitlin, who describes media frames as
“persistent patterns of cognition, interpretation, and selection, emphasis, and exclusion, by
which symbol-handlers routinely organize discourse, whether verbal or visual” (Gitlin,
2003:7). News frames, therefore, are inscribed in a relatively long-lasting structure in which
events may even change, but the ways in which they are handled do not change that much.
64

The construction of politics: democracy, citizenship and mass media
Instead of repetition, Lance W. Bennett works with the idea of agenda-reinforcement in stating “(…) that
there is a positive correlation between the amount of coverage devoted to political issues by the media and the
degree to which the public regards those issues as important” (Bennett, 1980:305). Although the author does not
mention directly the framing concept, it can be inferred from the agenda setting function of the media.
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As a consequence, media frames would not only be the way news deals with its
themes, but the pattern with which the media routinely organizes its speech. This is not only
due to the organizational and professional routines of journalistic production (also called news
making), but is also the result of the insertion of the media in a broader symbolic (and
political) context, in which the disputes of the relevant actors to dominate the text – and
consequently, the agenda – must be considered66.
2.4. Agenda setting, framing, priming and political dispute
One of the forerunners of framing studies applied to media effects, Robert Entman
reflects on the power struggles carried out by political actors on the media field. In the paper
Framing: Towards Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm, he points out the importance of
the implications of framing in political communication, also mentioning that they are
impressions of the political power clashes in discourse by emphasizing some aspects of reality
over others67: “framing in this light plays a major role in the extension of political power – it
registers the identity of actors or interests that competed to dominate the text” (Entman,
1993:55). The author also believes that news frames contribute to make the same information
more noteworthy, meaningful and memorable for the audience; however, in spite of frames
homogeneity in the news texts, he remembers that “reflecting the play of power and
boundaries of discourse over an issue, many news texts exhibit homogeneous framing at one
level of analysis, yet competing frames at another” (idem).
Nonetheless, in a more recent study, Entman (2007) considers that frames are loaded
with political intent rather than reflecting political disputes. He understands that powerful
players devote massive resources for advancing their interests precisely by imposing such
patterns on mediated communications, and develops the framing bias concept – in which he
deals with how the media actively acts in the distribution of power in society. As believed by
66

The perspective of agenda-reinforcement also states news influence public opinion insofar as it does not
contradict pre-existing values and expectations, which are persistent social values. Bennett says that the “(…)
media’s role in setting the political agenda is much more with reinforcing dominant social values and
legitimizing the positions of elites and respectable groups than with creating new issues or advocating new
values. (…) For several reasons it makes more sense to think of the media as reinforcers of dominant issues and
values than as independent sources of the issues and values that make up the political agenda” (1980:305). From
its broader symbolical and political point of view, the political agenda would be constituted by the range of
social values that receive legitimation through media coverage over long periods of time.
67
Once again, the concept of agenda-reinforcement converges with that of framing, stressing that the most
important function of the media is to legitimize certain ideas while excluding others from the debate. This
process of selection, emphasis and presentation also regulates the political process, as it delimits the scope of
political conflict and what would be the viable political options in a given situation.
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him, agenda setting, framing and priming (the process that links agenda setting and framing
to the public opinion and public attitudes towards a political leadership or government) are
actually tools of power.
In a more positivist fashion, priming constitutes the cognitive and behavioural
consequences of agenda setting, relying on issue salience or accessibility (frequency and
intensity to media exposure)68 as the explanatory variables – that is to say that the causal
direction goes from the media to the public.
Accordingly, issues that have been covered extensively by the mass
media will make certain related considerations or ideas more
accessible in people’s minds (agenda setting) and, as a consequence,
will have a greater impact on peoples’ evaluations of political leaders
than other nonprimed considerations (priming). Thus, according to the
priming theory, the media not only affect the perceived salience of
issues, but also influence the degree to which issues are used as
criteria to evaluate political leaders. (Willnat, 2009:56)
Brief, priming theory – treated as an extension to agenda-setting hypothesis – states
the importance of both the media agenda (the issues, or topics) and media semantic content in
influencing political communication69. Although this sounds simple or intuitive, it has to do
with the fact that it is the overall meaning of the news texts (or framing) that influences
public’s perception (or sentiment), especially with regard to political leaders, governments
and even parties. The priming effect is stronger or more measurable the longer and more
intense the audience’s exposure to media news – the accessibility. The cognitive explanation
for the phenomenon is that news coverage increases the perceived salience of various issues
and causes people to relate the attributes of these issues to what they already know (the so
called knowledge activation), in order to calculate their relative importance. So, if the amount
of news content match with people’s beliefs and previous expectations – and this does not
68

There are two conceptual models of thinking media effects: accessibility effects and applicability effects.
Accessibility effects are based on memory-based models of information processing. In other words, accessibility
effects are related to the amount of information, which makes some issue or attributes more accessible (or easily
recalled) for people. Applicability effects refer to the outcome of a message that suggests a connection between
two concepts, such that the audience accept they are connected after exposure to the message. Framing would be
an applicability effect (Scheufele, Tewksbury, 2007). The idea of chronic accessibility, which results from more
long-term exposure to an issue (Willnat, 2009), dialogues, therefore, with one of agenda-reinforcement.
69
The media content relevance to agenda setting and framing effects analysis is also sustained by Entman
(2007), when justifying the framing bias concept.

51

have to happen at the level of consciousness – the opinion and attitudes of the public tend to
correspond to the general news coverage.
If on the part of the public this process can happen unconsciously, for Entman, on the
part of the political agenda setters, this process is far from being unintentional. For him,
“priming, then, is a name for the goal, the intended effect, of strategic actors” (Entman,
2007:165). In the paper Framing Bias: Media in the Distribution of Power, the author
proposes to investigate whether the agenda setting and framing content of texts and their
priming effects on audiences fall into persistent, politically relevant patterns – which he calls
framing bias. Generally speaking, bias can be described as a persistent way of favouring a
particular side or certain actors in the whole of a journalistic coverage – not just in a story or
editorial, which would configure what we call slant.
Entman mobilizes the concept of bias, differentiating it from slant, to propose a
critical method of analysis of political communication, having as assumption that elites are
the main stakeholders in priming the public, or the way the public thinks about them or their
activities, since the reproduction of their interests depends on it. Thus, this chronicle content
bias of news coverage (the framing bias) would not be just a reflection of political disputes,
but the essence of political dispute per se, since one of the ways elites vie for political power
is skewing the symbolic field in their favour in an attempt to prevail in the narrative war70.
Thus, Entman’s conceptualization of framing bias brings very relevant insights on
agenda setting, framing and priming not only in the sense that it provides an overall
coherence to the empirical evidences and theories that seize the media influence on public
opinion towards political leaders, governments and parties, but also because it recognizes the
very existence of deliberate political intentions behind this process – something that currently
misses on empirical studies. This is not to say that, a priori, that agenda setting, framing, and
priming research must simply assume there is an entity commanding media coverage – even
because it can really skew, or slant, the findings. In fact, the framing bias is rather a
hypothesis that cannot be ruled out from the interpretation of the data, at the risk of discarding
an important part of the actual functioning of political game.
2.5. Historical perspective on agenda setting

70

Entman’s definition for the media content bias is “(…) consistent patterns in the framing of mediated
communication that promote the influence of one side in conflicts over the use of government power”
(2007:165).
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Besides polls’ timelines, public opinion is generally understood from a synchronous
point of view or from a general opinion climate. In fact, displaying polls in a chronological
order – i.e. the case of presidential approval during a term – is a work for journalists,
pollsters, public relations, political marketing consultants or social scientists that try to
identify some tendency regarding public’s sentiment or some shift in public opinion
dynamics. Even for historians, public opinion is not a common object study. Public opinion
polls are like a thermometer, but no one who has no specific or direct interest in
understanding it will worry about it. One of the few times this scenario changes is during
elections – when opinion polls matter to at least a portion of voters. Briefly, tracking polls is
mostly an expert matter.
What to say, then, of the agenda setting process? Investigating all the agenda setting
levels, like framing and priming, is to investigate an important proxy of the formation of
public opinion. It also means doing a historical study of journalistic discourses, which are also
unusual. More than that, a study of agenda setting in historical perspective has the potential to
confirm or refute the very hypothesis of traditional agenda setting, especially in times of
social media.
Although not specifically talking about agenda setting, Park reflects on the importance
of a diachronic view of the news, as news as knowledge would be the main substrate for
political behaviour. The news making itself and the way news is consumed by audiences
contribute to naturalize the synchronic perspective of reported events, what ends up
decontextualizing them and emptying their meaning. Park calls this mediated day-to-day
experience of the world the “specious present”:
In the modern world the role of news has assumed increased rather
than diminished importance as compared with some other forms of
knowledge, history, for example. The changes in recent years have
been so rapid and drastic that the modern world seems to have lost its
historical perspective, and we appear to be living from day to day in
what I have described earlier as a “specious present”. Under the
circumstances, history seems to be read or written mainly to enable us,
by comparison of the present with the past, to understand what is
going on about us rather than, as the historians have told us, to know
“what actually happened”. (Katz, 1940:686)
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It is quite comprehensible that people turn to news, opinion leaders and social media
as cognitive shortcuts to grasp the growing social and political complexity. But it is also true
that the understanding of a significant part of this same reality is compromised. The historical
perspective of the agenda setting social phenomenon can (by using the descriptive and
temporal method, besides the narrative techniques) give more elements to the explanatory
social sciences research – interdisciplinarity defended by William Sewell (2005) in the field
of social theory.
Sewell lists a number of advantages that temporal conceptions of history can bring to
the social sciences. The first of these is that time is fateful, that is, it is irreversible and cannot
be obliterated. This makes the social effects of actions over time also fateful. Consequently,
each action is part of a sequence of actions and their effects are dependent on the sequence in
which these actions took place, which makes them contingent. Hence the concept by which
historians analyse contingency and the fateful character of the temporality of social life is the
event (which is also the raw material of the news): “historians see the flow of social life
punctuated by significant events, social action complexes that somehow change the course of
history. They constantly talk about ‘turning points’ or ‘critical events’ in history (...)” 71
(Sewell, 2005:22).
And this is where another feature of social temporality comes in that seems
incompatible with sequentiality. What Sewell calls complexity is that historical events
combine social processes with distinct temporalities, which are grouped in specific ways, in
specific places and times, in a given sequence. The historian, then, speaks of
(…) relatively gradual or long-term social trends, more volatile
oscillations of public opinion, occasional accidental events, mediumterm political strategies, sudden individual decisions, fluctuating
economic or climate rhythms (...)72. (idem)

“Os historiadores veem o fluxo da vida social pontuado por acontecimentos significativos, por complexos de
ação social que de algum modo mudam o curso da história. Eles constantemente falam sobre "momentos
decisivos" ou "críticos" na história (...)”.
72
"(...) tendências sociais relativamente graduais ou de longo prazo, oscilações mais voláteis de opinião pública,
acontecimentos acidentais pontuais, estratégias políticas de médio prazo, decisões individuais repentinas, ritmos
econômicos ou climáticos oscilantes (...)"
71
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Therefore, the event on which journalism is based to produce its news is not the same
historical event that Sewell speaks of – and this complex process dimension is precisely the
difference between the news event and the historical event. News reports the discrete event,
while the historical agenda setting can help to understand the historical event, or the social
action complex. It is also interesting to note that Sewell, in citing his examples of social
processes with different temporalities that combine to form a historical event, ends up
mentioning elements of a typical political crisis – and only the historical perspective of
political crises allows, in fact, to establish theoretical generalizations that characterize a
political crisis like the one which ousted Rousseff.
In the specific case of the relationship between media content and public opinion,
rather than the historical event itself, Caudill (2009) points out that, like a palaeontologist, the
historian can reconstruct an extinct creature – the historical public opinion – by using the
empirical foundations and the research framework from agenda setting. According to him, the
historical agenda setting research should have three main objectives: to reconstruct the
distribution of opinion on specified issues over time, reconstruct and explain the formation of
opinion and reconstruct and explain the impact of opinion upon policy. The last one, also
known under the concept of responsiveness, is not the purpose of this research, although the
findings may provide important clues about legislative behaviour in Dilma Rousseff's
impeachment.
Caudill also suggests a method to test agenda setting as a historical generalization
besides making a historical narrative on it, or just a descriptive analysis. This test should be
done in two parts and would consist in
(…) a systematic comparison of the differences found in public opinion as it
is derived from polls and the press. Pollsters define public opinion in a
statistical, aggregated fashion. The historical method73 proposed here would
be systematic, but dependent on a different data set – the periodical press. If
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Caudill also underlines that historical agenda setting studies “(…) must involve more than measurement,
counting, and classification. It also demands subjective interpretation, knowledge of events, and insight into
contemporary institutions, which are the ingredients of good history anyway” (idem:176). This fits with Sewell’s
logics of history perspective and consequently with this research, as the empirical data are the substrate for a
critical analysis.
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relations between the two are constant, then one can be inferred from the
other74. (Caudill, 2009:181)
This study will add another layer to the understanding of the public opinion formation
in the range covering from 2013 to 2016 – the Tweets in Portuguese about Rousseff`s
government (governo_Dilma75 as keyword for the scrapping). The intention is to compare the
public and the media discourse, and the sentiment expressed in the online debate and the news
with the sentiment captured by the polls over time. The idea is to promote a broader
comprehension of the agenda setting dynamics in the context of the Rousseff’s government
crisis and ousting as an historical event76, or social action complex.
2.6. Agenda setting and social media
The studies on agenda setting and social media are not conclusive, possibly due to the
fact that the social media phenomenon is recent and develops with increasing speed and
complexity. Many of them underline the necessity of further investigation and avoid making
generalizations, circumscribing the results to the specificities of the research outline and to the
methods limitations. In common, they try to assert whether the digital social environment
changes or increases the already known flow of political communication – which means to
analyse if the traditional media keeps its prominence in informing (and forming) public
opinion.
Neuman et al. (2014) found that traditional media and social media, each with its
resonance characteristics, interact with each other depending on the context and the issue, one
or the other assuming the role of agenda setter in function of these variables. They made a
74

According to McCombs (2009), the temporal order is one of the necessary conditions to demonstrate causality,
besides a significant degree of correlation, and can be explored in longitudinal studies. Scheufele (2007) also
underlines the importance of temporal sequence of agenda setting and priming for the accessibility of issues and
attributes.
75
In Brazil, President Dilma Rousseff was referred to by her first name, not her last: people said “President
Dilma” or just “Dilma”.
76 Still on the historian`s social temporality, Sewell underlines other characteristics of fateful temporality that are
very useful for this research. Fundamentally the idea is that history can be accelerated by events and that
different historical temporalities have different change degrees. Then, he assumes that time is heterogeneous;
different social entities have different social times, and the meaning and operational logics of these entities
change over time. The temporal heterogeneity also imply a causal heterogeneity, in which the consequences of a
given act or event are not intrinsically tied to them, rather depending on the nature of the social world. That`s
why the historical contextualization is so important, as the acts and events only can be understood from the
semantics, technologies and conventions (the logic) of the world in which the action occurs. From this we can
see the importance of chronology, first to ensure the location of an event in a temporal sequence, and second
because the meaning of the event or action depends on the temporal context in which they occur (Sewell, 2005).
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longitudinal big data study with a huge Canadian media analysis firm and scrapped the 29
most salient issues vectors from both the traditional print/broadcastmedia and the social media
(which they call electronic public sphere): Twitter, blogs, and forums/discussion boards in
English and from the United States for calendar 2012. In order to capture the dynamics of
attention to issues over time (the agenda setting process) and framings, they used the day as a
unit. According to the authors,
Our primary finding was a demonstration of the abundant evidence
that the public agenda as reflected in the social media is not locked in
a slavish or mechanical connection to the news agenda provided by
the traditional news media. The social media spend a lot more time
discussing social issues such as birth control, abortion, and same-sex
marriage and public order issues such as drugs and guns than the
traditional media. And they are less likely to address issues of
economics

(especially

economic

policy)

and

government

functioning77. (Neuman et al., 2014:210)
Another study is methodologically less aligned with this doctoral thesis, although
more recent. Feezell (2018) works with a 75 days experiment with Facebook users to identify
to whether the social media convey an agenda-setting effect through incidental exposure to
political information in the feed. The findings demonstrate that the political information on
social media news feed impacts the issues perceived to be important, and that most of the
news is from mainstream media online vehicles.

77

The authors remembered Bennett’s indexing hypothesis as a possible explanation for this difference between
media’s issue salience and framing. According to Bennett (1980), the press favours the views of public officials,
as they are representatives of the people. As the news should be more attentive to official versions of events, the
range of consequential institutional debate in news and editorials would be indexed accordingly. This indexing
also depends on the issue reported – the more the themes matter to economic order, more they tend to be indexed
to the official positioning. Therefore, “there is every reason to believe that patterns of media indexing may vary
from issue to issue and from one political situation to another. On some issues that are of little consequence for
the corporate economic order, normative vigilance may be relaxed to allow a greater range of voices to enter the
news. In other cases, the clean opinion divisions among institutional power blocs required for easy indexing
simply may not be present, leaving journalists with little common normative guidance for developing a story.
Among the issue areas in which indexing might be expected to operate most consistently are military decisions,
foreign affairs, trade, and macroeconomic policy” (Bennett, 1990:122). That way, the agenda setting of public
opinion would be more likely to happen on these issues.
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(…) These results suggest that the mass media may not be as
marginalized in the postbroadcast environment as previously thought,
though their ability to reach the public through social media is heavily
mediated by network composition, consumption patterns, and social
media algorithms. (Feezell, 2018:490).
The author also noticed that participants in the treatment group exposed to specific
political issues were more likely to consider those issues to be important than were the
participants in the control group, and that the agenda-setting effect were strongest among
those with low political interest. Also, political information shared socially by members of a
network gained salience and relevance in a similar way of Katz and Lazarsfeld’s two-step
flow of communication, despite the micro-targeting technologies (that intend to superindividualize the content and the reach of a social media sponsored post).

2.5.1. Public agenda manipulation through bots on Twitter
While some studies tried to assess the social media public debate based on an organic
dynamic, others focused on the public agenda manipulation technologies, mainly the use of
bots on Twitter – software-controlled accounts that interact with other Twitter accounts
simulating human behaviour through machine learning to distort public opinion’s themes and
perception in favour of (or against) candidates and political leaders. Then, they are able to
engage in discussions and even create debate topics, what gives the impression that these
themes or opinions are prevalent on the social media environment by increasing the volume of
fake profiles advocating for certain points of view. In the agenda battle in the online public
sphere, bots are the army.
In Brazil, the first event in which bots were widely used for political purposes was the
2014 presidential elections – known as a harbinger for the political polarization that would not
only lead to the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff, but would continue to escalate in the
following years. A study carried out by the Brazilian think tank FGV found that
approximately 11% of Twitter’s 2014 election debates were motivated by bots – and they
were also an asymmetric asset. Among supporters of the right-centrist Aécio Neves candidate,
19.4% of interactions were due to bots, while between Worker’s Party and Dilma reelection
supporters’ bots were responsible for 9.8% of the interactions. The data was scrapped from
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Tweets about the debate between both candidates in the second round of elections (Ruediger,
2017).
Arnaudo (2017) understands the use of bots for political purposes under the rubric of
computational propaganda – which also includes fake news and what he calls “algorithmic
manipulation” in social media. According to him, Brazilian 2014 presidential elections are
one of the earliest and best-documented examples of the role played by botnets in the political
system as a whole, mentioning in his literature review a query made by a laboratory from the
Brazilian Federal University of Espírito Santo (Ufes) on request of Folha de São Paulo
newspaper. The query confirms that, both for Facebook and Twitter, it was registered a great
volume of bots supporting Aécio Neves candidate during a television debate.
In the analysis carried out during the debate on Sunday, Labic – Ufes’
laboratory – identified signs that the campaign of candidate Aécio
Neves (PSDB) made heavy use of robots, both on Facebook and
Twitter. From traces with the official hashtag of the debate
(#debatenarecord) and with that of the candidate (#SouAecioVoto45),
the laboratory coordinator, professor Fábio Malini, noticed that in a
period of 15 minutes, mentions of Aécio on Facebook tripled – a
strong indication of the use of robot. From that moment on, the
citation curves to Aécio and to President Dilma Rousseff are
practically identical. Those responsible for Labic affirm that the
behaviour indicates there are robots programmed in favour of Aécio
Neves to reply to any mention to the Worker’s Party.78
Arnaudo also reports that, in fact, bots did not stop to be used since the elections, as
they instigated Rousseff’s impeachment through manipulation of the opinion climate during
her second mandate until she was finally ousted. He considered this to be a continuation of
the negative computational propaganda implemented in order to prevent her re-election: “this
78

“Na análise feita durante o debate de domingo, o Labic – sigla do laboratório da Ufes – identificou indícios de
que a campanha do candidato Aécio Neves (PSDB) fez uso intenso dos robôs, tanto no Facebook como no
Twitter. A partir de rastreamentos com a hashtag oficial do debate (#debatenarecord) e com a do candidato
(#SouAecioVoto45), o coordenador do laboratório, professor Fábio Malini, percebeu que em um período de 15
minutos as menções a Aécio no Facebook triplicaram – um forte indício de uso de robôs. A partir daquele
momento, as curvas de citações a Aécio e à presidente Dilma Rousseff são praticamente idênticas. Os
responsáveis pelo Labic afirmam que o comportamento indica que há robôs programados a favor do tucano para
retrucar qualquer menção à petista”. Available at https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/fsp/especial/188299-eurobo.shtml. Last seen April 8, 2020.
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second phase proved the campaign had never completely paused online once the election was
over. In reality, the opposition to the ruling party and its government was only getting started”
(Arnaudo, 2017:15). This time, bots also called for street protests – the biggest ones were
made by the opposition in March 2015 and 2016. Although there were supporter bots too, the
opposition bots were much more numerous and effective, which reflected in the number of
people attending one protest or another: while the supporters’ protests would have gathered
between 33,000 to 175,000 people in March 13, 2015, the March 15 opposition protests took
almost 2,5 million people to the streets across several cities79.
2.6.2. Other perspectives on digital political communication
2.6.2.1. Intermedia agenda-setting
Other way of thinking about how players set the agenda in contemporary times is
through the intermedia agenda-setting concept. It is a variation of classical agenda-setting
studies in which instead of investigating the transference of issue salience from the media to
the public, the object is the flow of communication among different media outlets, e.g. from
the broadcast news or the press to social media, and vice-versa. Sevenans and Vaen Aelst
(2017) analysed the Belgian elections campaign of 2014 through the lens of intermedia
agenda-setting and scrapped newspaper, television, radio, news websites and Twitter content
between May 1 and May 24, resulting in 23,134 items across all platforms. Of those, 9,935
(43%) were manually categorized as politically relevant because they contained a political
topic comprehending a domestic political actor, or an election-specific term.
Their findings relativize the role of traditional media vehicles on setting the agenda of
other medias, but reinforce the role of politicians and journalists in setting the agenda on
Twitter – their profiles are the most influential in the network. The authors also made a
distinction between broadcasting media and news websites: the latter, along with Twitter, set
the agenda due to the fact that they spread news more quickly; in that context, the traditional
media (broadcast and press) would legitimize the news, instead of transferring the issue
salience to other medias. In common with other studies, they found a difference of agenda
setting between contents. The campaign events, more controlled, would still be set by
institutional profiles and journalists, while unexpected events would leave place to non-
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Available at http://g1.globo.com/politica/noticia/2016/03/manifestacoes-contra-governo-dilma-ocorrem-pelopais.html. Last seen in May 5, 2020.
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institutional profiles to exert influence on Twitter. In general, Sevenans and Vaen Aelst’s
results (2017) – in spite of being more precise in identifying the direction and the sense of
flows of communication across broadcast, printed and online media – do not fully refute the
traditional agenda-setting hypothesis, as they identified a prominence of journalist’s profiles
and news websites in setting the agenda. Bennett’s indexing hypothesis is also confirmed, as
in institutional themes the institutional media coverage is prominent over non-institutional
Twitter profiles.
2.6.2.2. Gatekeeping theory and filter-bubbles in social media political conversations
Soares and Recuero (2017) also worked on the information diffusion on social media
and its importance on forming public opinion. Based on the Brazilian social and political
context, the researchers used mixed-methods (content and network analysis) to assess the
construction of public opinion on Twitter with the case of Alexandre de Moraes’ indication to
substitute Teori Zavascki in the Supreme Federal Court.
According to the authors, the information circulates differently in the social media due
to the fact that the actors filter and share the information, making it visible to the rest of the
network. Thus, these actions end up making some information visible and others not, building
discourses and silencing others. Besides that, some of these actors are much more visible than
others, making them a more relevant filter in the network as a whole since their information is
more likely to be replicated than the others. The main premise under this idea is that the actors
influence directly the communication flow on the network, selecting the information that will
reach other users.
Specifically, in this paper, Soares and Recuero do not address the questions of the ecochamber and the filter-bubble effect, focusing on the role of the actors in disseminating
information and in how it conforms the political debate on Twitter. One of the conclusions is
that the public debate on Twitter can be considered a proxy of the general public opinion.
Considering the role of the network conversation observed (…) it can
be said that Twitter, at least in the section analysed here, is a space
where public opinion is formed. Among its characteristics, there is
great importance of influential actors, responsible for the circulation
of information/opinion, in addition to acting in forming the opinion of
users with whom they interact in the network (…). Although it is not
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possible to affirm that the positions identified in the analysed section
are public opinion itself as a whole, we understand that they are
indications of opinions adopted also in other spaces, since there is
mostly a position adopted. (Soares, Recuero, 2017:35)80
It is in other study that Recuero, Zago and Soares (2017) treat the issue of the filterbubble effect and the echo-chambers in Twitter conversations, analysing their impact on the
circulation of information. In this paper, the authors also use the concept of gatekeeping81 to
describe the role of Twitter users in political conversations on the network, as their
perceptions and views have a profound impact on the circulation of information. These
actions, still according to them, would end up creating filter-bubbles where only certain
contents circulate – isolating the actors within groups where only like-minded opinions
circulate and creating a perception of a false public sphere (where “everyone” speaks) and a
false public opinion (an illusion of consent), what raises concerns about the effects of this
extreme selective exposure to democracy. For the authors, too, the filter-bubbles 82 and the
echo-chambers would constitute analogous phenomena.
Alternatively, Borgesius et al. (2016) make a distinction between both. An echochamber happens when we are overexposed to news that we agree with, as a filter-bubble
happens when news that we dislike or disagree with is automatically filtered out – thus, echochambers could be the result of many processes, while filter-bubbles only can be the result of
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“Considerando o papel da conversação em rede observada e descrita no parágrafo acima, se pode afirmar que
o Twitter, ao menos no recorte aqui analisado, é um espaço onde há formação da opinião pública. Dentre suas
características, há grande importância de atores influentes, responsáveis pela circulação de informações/opinião,
além de atuar na formação da opinião de usuários com os quais interagem na rede (...) Ainda que não seja
possível afirmar que os posicionamentos identificados no recorte analisado sejam a própria opinião pública como
um todo, entendemos que são indícios de opiniões adotadas também em outros espaços (...)”.
81
The gatekeeping is another theory on the field of media sociology and considers the process of selection and
transformation of information pieces on the limited quantity of messages that arrive to people on daily basis
through the media. This process determines not only which information will be selected, as its content and nature
of these messages. The gatekeeping theory works with at least five levels of analysis: the social communication
professionals (journalists) as individuals, their working routines, the media organizations, the institutional
system and the social system. All these levels act as filters (or gatekeepers) of the information that flows to the
audiences (Shoemaker, Vos, 2011). It is a way of thinking about the selection and construction of news that is
also appropriated by the field of network analysis.
82
The internet and political activist Eli Pariser (2011) was the first to explain how the filter-bubbles worked on
social media and web: the system not only learns what the users like, as it tries to predict the preferred contents,
suggesting and providing them continuously. It represents several steps forward the traditional media targeting
and self-personalization, as the algorithms shape a complex informational environment that seems to be natural
and completely in accordance to the user’s views, reducing their perceptions of plurality of frames of reference
in unprecedented scales. He also highlights the lack of transparency of the functioning of these algorithms,
which means that people are unaware they could be serving to hidden commercial and political purposes. All
these facts, he says, changes not only the ways news are consumed and political decisions are made, as well as
the newsmaking itself.

62

algorithmic filtering. The researchers made this distinction using the concepts of self-selected
personalisation83 (the one consciently made by the choice of the user) and the pre-selected
personalisation (driven by algorithms).
The authors believed, until that moment, that potential effects of pre-selected
personalisation could be in line with effects of self-selected personalisation, as being
repeatedly exposed to the same news frames may lead to reinforcing framing effects. Then,
potentially, algorithms favouring news frames in a perspective close to the reader’s point of
view would lead to a more polarised society. Yet, they did not find conclusive evidences to
worry about filter-bubbles because the technologies of microtargeting were still insufficient
to the point of jeopardizing democracy, according to them. Even though, they recognized that
the algorithms refinement could lead to problems in the future.
We conclude that – in spite of the serious concerns voiced – at
present, there is no empirical evidence that warrants any strong
worries about filter bubbles. Nevertheless, the debate about filter
bubbles is important. Personalisation on news sites is still at an infant
stage, and personalised content does not constitute a substantial
information source for most citizens, as our review of literature on
media use has shown. However, if personalisation technology
improves, and personalised news content becomes people’s main
information source, problems for our democracy could indeed arise, as
our review of empirical studies of media effects has shown.
(Borgesius et al., 2016:10)
It seems that this future has arrived. It was not yet the case in the time range selected
for this study, but social media technologies began to have a deleterious effect on the
democratic game of several countries, despite the initial optimism of the academic community
and society in general. For the Brazilian case, the New York Times made an entire story on

83

The authors explain this is not a privilege of the digital communication era, underlining that selective exposure
was already investigated in communications studies: “people tend to avoid information that challenges their
point of view, for example by avoiding news outlets that often feature editorials that favour an opposing political
camp. In communication science, this phenomenon is conceptualised as selective exposure” (Borgesius et al.,
2016:3).
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how Youtube radicalized the political scenario in the country84, based on a research conducted
by a team at Harvard’s Berkman Klein Center. In fact, this team is composed by Brazilian
researchers from the Computational Sciences of the Federal University of Minas Gerais
(UFMG) 85 and found that YouTube’s search and recommendation system appear to have
systematically diverted users to far-right and conspiracy channels, what also favoured thencandidate Jair Bolsonaro.
The article underlines that YouTube’s recommendation system does not favour any
political ideology. Though, as it suggests provocative videos to keep users watching, it can
lead them toward extreme contents. The same group released another study deepening on the
same theme (but in the English language context), Auditing Radicalization Pathways on
YouTube (Ribeiro et al., 2020). They made a large-scale audit analysing 330,925 users’
comments on videos posted on 349 channels, broadly classified into four types: Media, the
Alt-lite, the Intellectual Dark Web (I.D.W.) and the Alt-right – which represents a crescent
scale of radical channels of information. The authors show that that users consistently migrate
from milder to more extreme content and that a large percentage of users who consume Altright content were consumers of Alt-lite and I.D.W. content in the past. Still, they also do not
think that is a conclusive study on the consequences of recommendation systems for the
political arena, suggesting an outgoing approach from network analysis to an historical
content analysis that may include measuring the sentiment of the discourses both from the
posted contents and comments.
On the other hand, Fletcher and Nielsen (2017) found a less dystopian scenario. They
tried to assess to what degree would audiences be fragmented in a cross-national comparative
analysis across six countries (Germany, Denmark, France, Spain, the United Kingdom, and
the United States) of cross-platform news audiences – like print, television and online – in
order to identify a potential erosion of a shared space of information, debate and engagement.
The authors use the fragmented x duplicated audience differentiation: while in the fragmented
media environment the audiences for each media outlet tend to overlap very little with one
another, in the duplicated media the audiences for most media outlets overlap.
The conclusions, according to them, go against the assumption that infinite choice
equals ultimate fragmentation and that the online media necessarily implies media audience
fragmentation, or the formation of echo chambers: “(…) in large part because most people
84

Available at https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/11/world/americas/youtube-brazil.html. Last seen February
10, 2020.
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across all six countries covered here still self-select, or are incidentally exposed to, news
sources used by many other citizens, rather than sorting themselves into separate echo
chambers” (Fletcher, Nielsen, 2017:492). Nevertheless, they underline that this had not
happened so far, and that social factors including increased social stratification or political
polarization may in the future lead to this kind of fragmentation.
The authors also commented that they were not able to assess the differences found
between the analysed countries and suggest further research on how the interplay between
large trends, media structures, and media use in different contexts shape audiences, the
relative importance of technology, supply and demand, and recommend comparing countries
with different levels of digital media use. They also highlight that the European countries
analysed in the study are high-income democracies with different media systems – although
this is not the very point of the research, it is an important consideration on the specificity of
the scope, which may affect the information availability, social stratification, political
polarization and levels of digital use variables that shall be taken into account.
It is interesting to note how all these technologies are designed to dissimulate their
explicit intentionality. In the case of the algorithms, in could be considered that their political
radicalization consequences were more side effects, as their main alleged goal would be to
provide a more efficient mechanism of fitting content to user’s preferences – not to promote a
specific political outcome. However, it is frequently through algorithms that targets are
identified for pre-selected personalization, the core of microtargeting. Moreover,
Micro-targeted manipulation requires that actors have extensive data
about potential targets, that they can identify targets (often using
algorithms) and disseminate messages to them, and that they can
design messages that are likely to influence their targets opinions or
actions. (Tenove et al., 2018:19)
Both microtargeting and bots aim to simulate organicity to increase the efficiency of
public opinion manipulation strategies. Bots, in addition, are programmed to emulate human
behaviour by incorporating human language syntax and interaction abilities, which make
them look like real users. Despite their more or less aggressive interference in public debate
(as in the case of bots, which intervene directly on social media conversations), it is possible
to think that the success of these social media technologies to mobilize public opinion for
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certain political purposes is mainly due to the fact that they are deliberately made to involve
users in an artificial debate arena that gives an impression of reality. Nevertheless, it is
essential to highlight that is not the same kind of “impression of reality” given by traditional
news reporting frames (Gitlin, 2003; Tuchman, 1968), as news are not manipulative
emulation of reality – even though they register the identity of actors or interests that compete
to dominate the narrative (Entman, 1993), organize discourse, and, for instance, the
experience of reality and individual’s actions upon it.
2.6.2.3. Considerations on literature
Despite the tangible effects of social media on the political process in general, this is
still a recent phenomenon, which begins to be studied in its multiplicity of variations, contexts
and aspects. In the specific case of the agenda-setting hypothesis – or in the broader sense of
the flows of political communication – the findings sometimes seem to behave depending on
the metric used, reminding us of the quantic physics and the duality of light as a wave or as a
particle as it behaves one way or another depending on the experiment (or the way they are
interpreted).
Besides that, frequently the findings are counterintuitive, leading to unexpected
conclusions when the hypotheses raised seemed obvious. All of the cited studies point out
their limitations and indicate further research, either indicating methodological paths or
recognizing that results are dependent of the research and object’s contexts. It is also
interesting to note that, in some cases, even when the evidences did not point to immediate
dangers of microtargeting and recommendation`s algorithms, they did not excluded the
possibility that these technologies would be sufficiently developed to cause distortions on the
public debate in the short run, as Recuero et. al. (2017) and Ribeiro et. al. (2020) identified in
their investigations. Even before that, since 2014 presidential elections, Brazil is experiencing
a radical intervention in public debate by bots – mostly sponsored by the right and extreme (or
the alt) right (Arnaudo, 2017; Ruediger, 2017).
The presented studies also do not focus only on Twitter, encompassing other platforms
like Facebook, Youtube and different traditional media vehicles. However, if the conclusions
cannot simply be extended from these studies to this thesis, or inferred from one type of
platform or media to another, they provide valuable tips on how to gather, treat and interpret
the data – as the phenomenon is recent and the research methods designed to assess the
complexity involving political communications nowadays are not fully developed. It can be
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said that the state of the art of digital social network analysis is very satisfactory, while its
intersections with content analysis, intermedia analysis and statistics still have potential to be
explored. Besides, the use of longer time-series it is still limited, which makes it more
difficult to apprehend the dynamics of political communications in historical perspective.
Of course, this work does not aim to fill the gaps of existing studies until now, even
though its specificities can be better understood as complements of what has been done so far.
For example, the historical perspective on Twitter content and network analysis is significant
for the fields of political communications, agenda-setting and mainly for contemporary
Brazilian political history especially because the usual is to investigate one specific event in a
range of two or three-days, due to the restricted availability of free data scrapping through
Twitter API86.
Another contribution of this study is the longitudinal combination of online news
media agenda-setting and frame87 analysis with Twitter agenda-setting and frame analysis for
the keyword governo_Dilma, in order to assess whether media agenda and public agenda (and
frames) are associated in the Dilma’s government crisis. The main intention is to understand
the public opinion dynamics in the period, forming a more complete picture of sentiment and
themes of the public debate about a presidential mandate interrupted by an impeachment on
the first half of its regular term. Although it cannot be said that public opinion led to Dilma’s
impeachment, certainly it was not a negligible variable in the process.
A final important consideration is the chronology of the papers surveyed: some of
them were made after the period considered in this research. The dynamics of political
communication changed notably after the end of the object of study, due to the changes in the
recommendation algorithms of social networks and even in the platform`s relevance for the
political process – e.g., the role of Youtube in the last Brazilian presidential elections. Yet, this
does not make them less relevant to the study in question, as they represent the most recent
developments in the area and identify phenomena that previous research had indicated
possible in the near future (such as the radicalization of political polarization due to the
recommendation algorithms, which already had begun to be observed). In addition, they bring
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Twitter API allows only 7 days of historical data scrapping.
My Master thesis The new middle class: an empirical study on media frames (Nova classe média: um estudo
empírico sobre os enquadramentos da mídia) (Soares, 2015) used NLP tools to analyse the news frames on the
Brazilian new middle class in a 42-months time series of a single Brazilian traditional newspaper website. This
doctoral research uses the knowledge acquired in the Master to advance not only in scope, but also in
methodology and heuristics.
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new methodologies or improve existing ones, indicating more efficient analysis paths that
have been incorporated to the research.
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3. Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment: a historical event
In order to support the empirical analyses that follow, this chapter delineates a
genealogy of the main processes that led to Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment, taken in Sewell's
(2005) terminology as a social action complex, or historical event – which therefore has a
complex sequence. As already exposed in this research, Sewell explains the complexity of
historical events as a combination of social processes with distinct temporalities, grouped in
specific ways, in specific places and times, in a given sequence. This conception of fateful
temporality understands that time is heterogeneous and that history can be accelerated by
events, and that different historical temporalities have different change degrees. The author
also understands that each action is part of a sequence of actions, and that their effects are
dependent on the sequence in which these actions took place, which makes them contingent.
Finally, temporal heterogeneity also brings causal heterogeneity, in which the consequences
of a given act – or event – are not intrinsically tied to them, rather depending on the nature of
the social world.
Then, the chapter tries to make a historical contextualization, as the acts and events
that are part of this genealogy only can be understood from the semantics, technologies and
logic of the scenario in which it occurs. The chronology of the constituent processes (or subevents), this way, inscribes the event of Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment in a temporal
sequence, which gives meaning to it – since this meaning depends on the context in which it
occurs. Furthermore, the event of Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment is considered a 'turning
point' or 'critical event' in Brazilian political history, as it alters re-democratization’s
structuring trends (such as the Worker’s Party x PSDB polarity in presidential elections
verified from 1994 to 2014), in addition to bringing, within it, the New Right that would
consolidate itself from 2018.
Another important contribution is that of impeachment as an institutional outcome
(Pérez-Líñán, 2007). According to the author, the term crisis describes a pressing political
situation marked by a sense of immediacy and urgence among powerful actors that, in the
universe of a presidential crisis, translates into extremely hostile forms of executivelegislative interaction. Thus,
(...) impeachments are likely when the mass media systematically
investigate and expose political scandals and when the president fails
to keep tight control over Congress, either because the rulling party is
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very small or because it is under control of an adversarial faction. At
the same time, the ability of the legislature to remove the president
from office ultimately hinges on the degree of popular mobilization
against the government. When a broad social coalition takes the
streets to demand the resignation of the president, the fall of the
administration is usually in sight. (Pérez-Líñán, 2007:3)
Finally, although it may indicate some of the controversies of Dilma Rousseff's
impeachment’s political plots, the chapter does not delve into them, since it does not intend to
present a critics, or analysis, of the political-party motivations that articulated for the early
outcome of Dilma Rousseff’s second term. The main intention of this chapter is to subsidize
the analyses that are presented later, helping eventually the reader to understand the public
opinion about Dilma Rousseff's government also in the field of the narrative dispute.

3.1 The main events of Dilma Rousseff’s government crisis
June 2013. President Dilma Rousseff’s government approval was 57% 88 . The
unemployment rate of 7.3% was one of the lowest recorded by the PNAD Contínua
(Continuous National Household Sample Survey)89 in an eight years historical series of the
Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística (Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics,
IBGE). That year’s GDP per capita was also the highest in the previous 17 years historical
series, in current values and in national currency: R$ 26,657.5490. The monthly variation of
inflation measured by the Índice de Preços ao Consumidor Amplo (Broad Consumer Price
Index or IPCA)91 was just 0.26%.
Rousseff was the first woman elected President of Brazil. Her predecessor and
Workers’ Party comrade, Luís Inácio Lula da Silva, left his own second term with the
government approval rate of 83%. During Lula’s presidency, Brazil saw its new middle class
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Available at: http://datafolha.folha.uol.com.br/opiniaopublica/2013/06/1303659-aprovacao-a-governo-dilmarousseff-cai-27-pontos-em-tres-semanas.shtml. Last seen May 14, 2020.
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Available at: https://www.ibge.gov.br/estatisticas/sociais/trabalho/9173-pesquisa-nacional-por-amostra-dedomicilios-continua-trimestral.html?=&t=serieshistoricas&utm_source=landing&utm_medium=explica&utm_campaign=desemprego. Access on May 14, 2020.
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Available at: https://sidra.ibge.gov.br/tabela/6784#/n1/all/v/9812/p/all/d/v9812%202/l/v,,t+p/resultado. Last
seen May 14, 2020.
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Developed by IBGE.
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rise – it would be one of the Workers’ Party greatest achievements and it was also expected to
be a major electoral asset.
(...) 36 million people, more than half the French population, were
incorporated into the new middle class (Class C)92 from the end of
2003’s recession to 2010, people who were previously considered
poor. The now 105 million people in action from the new middle class
corresponds to 55% of the Brazilian population, including not only the
average voter, but also an electorate that could, alone, decide an
election. (Neri, 2012: 256)93
Lula’s success and popularity, though, were not entirely sufficient to transfer his votes
to Dilma Rousseff, as she had been elected, in October 2010, with 56.05% of the valid votes
in the second round. Anyway, Rousseff would represent the Workers’ Party in the presidency
for another four years and host the 2014 World Cup – which was, with the Olympics, the
symbol of the strength and international prestige of Lula’s government.
During the summer of 2013, Dilma’s approval was not the greatest of her term, but
one of the best she had. The disapproval was considerably low, at 9%. The poll immediately
before, of March, registered the approval peak, 65%, with a slightly lower disapproval, 7%. It
seemed a comfortable situation: it was the third Workers’ Party government and Brazil gave
the impression of leaving its unstable political past behind, pursuing also an promising socialeconomic path despite the disappointing GDP accumulated growth rate in the second quarter
of 2013 – 2.9%, largely below the results of 2010, when, for two consecutive trimesters, it
reached 7.5%94. Also in 2013, the real increase in the minimum wage was 70.49% in relation
to 2002 (Freitas de Moraes, 2013:10). Apparently, there was no a reason for turmoil, but it
was exactly what happened.
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In the classification by income – A, B, C, D and E, where A represents the highest income and E, the lowest –
the class C is the intermediate class.
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“(...) 36 milhões de pessoas, mais do que meia população francesa, foi incorporada a nova classe média
(Classe C) desde o fim da recessão de 2003 até 2010, pessoas essas que antes eram consideradas pobres. Os
agora 105 milhões em ação da nova classe média correspondem a 55% da população brasileira, incluindo não só
o eleitor mediano, mas também um eleitorado que poderia, sozinho, decidir um pleito eleitoral”.
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Available at https://www.ibge.gov.br/estatisticas/economicas/contas-nacionais/9300-contas-nacionaistrimestrais.html?=&t=serieshistoricas&utm_source=landing&utm_medium=explica&utm_campaign=pib#evolucao-taxa. Last seen June 12,
2020.
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3.2 “It's not just for 20 cents”: the rise of popular demonstrations
In Brazil, June 2013 is best known for Jornadas de Junho or the June Journeys – a
cycle of protests that took over the entire country from a demonstration against the 20-cent
increase in the fare of the city transport of São Paulo (then governed by Fernando Haddad,
also from the Worker’s Party). The Movimento Passe Livre (Free Pass Movement), a
nonpartisan social movement created at the 2005 World Social Forum95 to defend free public
transportation for the Brazilian students, called the early demonstrations.
First, the acts took place in the city of São Paulo, but soon spread to several capitals
and incorporated other agendas such as social rights, the precariousness of public services,
corruption and the billionaire expenses with the mega-events of the World Cup and the
Olympics. Not surprisingly, many of these protests took place in cities hosting Confederations
Cup matches that month. The manifestations were severely repressed by the police and many
of these acts did actually get out of hand96. Alonso and Mische (2016) explain that the June
Journeys incorporated tools of the repertoire of contention of the previous global protests
wave and were comparatively confrontational, just as the Turkish demonstrations.
However, the confrontational component is not only what made them so decisive for
Brazilian politics. The initially free pass student movement incorporated several other groups
with conflicting and even antithetical flags that started to dispute not only the protests
narrative, but also its desired political outcomes. It is possible to identify three broad agenda
tendencies – one of them, the aggressive right-wing that would later come into stage97.
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Created as a counterpoint to the World Economic Forum, the World Social Forum has been held since 2001.
The 2005 edition took place in the city of Porto Alegre, capital of the Brazilian state of Rio Grande do Sul.
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Available
at
https://www.dw.com/pt-br/retorno-dos-protestos-contra-copa-tem-viol%C3%AAnciapris%C3%B5es-e-destrui%C3%A7%C3%A3o/a-17640016. Last seen August 16, 2020.
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Although they did not, at the time, identify the disruptive potential of the June 2013 protests, Winters and
Weitz-Shapiro (2014) identified some trends that would help explain the impacts of these manifestations on the
reputation of the Worker's Party and Dilma Rousseff’s governments, and in the subsequent political disputes.
Their findings question, to some extent, what Brazilian researchers claim, without however contradicting them.
The authors show that individuals who reported participating in the protests were far less likely to express
attachment to the governing Worker’s Party when compared with other respondents, but that protesters report
relatively high rates of affinity with smaller leftist parties. These findings complicate the then existing narratives
about the supposed antipartisan nature of the protests. Second, they show that protests were followed by a
marked rise in nonpartisanship among the general population – most of this increase in nonpartisanship being
explained by a decrease in support for the Worker’s Party. These shifts in partisanship were particularly
concentrated in the urban epicenters of the demonstrations (São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro). Finally, the authors
show that in the city and state of Rio de Janeiro, the incumbent and major political party Partido do Movimento
Democrático Brasileiro (Brazilian Democratic Movement Party, PMDB) suffered a significant decrease in
partisan identification in the aftermath of the protests. According to them, these patterns in the data provide
evidence that discontent expressed through protest could affect mass public opinion more generally, also
pointing to the continued fragility of partisan identity in Brazil and providing further evidence that partisan
attachment in Brazil is sensitive to short-term political performance.
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One of the thematic axes is the inciting of protest itself (‘Come to the
streets’, ‘Wake up Brazil!’), i.e. the call for more people to take to the
streets.

This

theme

emerged

after

police

repression,

often

accompanied by a plea against violence (police violence in particular).
The two other axes point to major themes, both of which related to the
former cycles. On one side, protesters demanded an expansion of
public services and social rights. The original public transportation
claims expanded to include a plethora of grievances, including
complaints about precarious urban infrastructure and police violence.
The agendas of consolidated social movements appeared a bit later,
including issues related to sexuality and gender (LGBT rights, ‘slut
walks’), racial equity and labour rights (teachers, doctors, truck
drivers). As a whole, those actors presented a plea for more efficient
state administration and the improvement of social policies and
services – transportation, healthcare, education – along with
guarantees of human and social rights. This was a demand for a
stronger and better state (i.e. one that lives up to ‘FIFA standards’).
On the other side, there was a conflicting agenda that explicitly
opposed the expansion of the state, which was depicted as inefficient,
dysfunctional and corrupt. Grievances included calls for lower taxes,
less corruption and a reduction in swollen government spending. This
sector saw the state as obstacle to their business, careers and even
values; they criticised political institutions and politicians and
demanded the elimination of malfunctioning state agencies. This
sector tended to be virulently opposed to President Roussef [sic] and
the PT government. (Alonso, Mische, 2016:11)
In spite of the sharp security force’s response to the protests – which would even pick
up over the course of her government and the approaching World Cup – Dilma Rousseff
inserted the protests within the context of a democratic strengthening, striving to show
empathy for the demonstrators due to her past fighting the military dictatorship. She also
recognized that the country needed a lot of socioeconomic and governance advances, but that
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the Workers’ Party government was ahead of the desired changes and highlighted the party's
achievements in Brazil’s presidency.
This direct message from the streets proves the intrinsic value of
democracy, of citizen participation in pursuit of their rights. And I
wanted to tell you, my generation knows how much it cost us. (...) My
government is committed to social transformation. Starting with the
elevation of 40 million people to the middle class, with the end of
misery. My government, which wants to expand access to education
and health, understands that the demands of the population are
changing. (...) The voices from the streets want more citizenship, more
health, more education, more transport, more opportunities. I want to
assure you that my government also wants more, and that we will
achieve more for our country and for our people. (Rousseff,
2013:190)98
However, Rousseff’s conciliatory speech was not enough to appease neither friendly
fire nor the ferocious opposition. There was no truce in the following months: in October of
the same year, a protest against the auction of one of the pre-salt fields had protesters injured
by rubber bullets and the car of a news crew set on fire99. The National Security Force100 was
a constant presence in the repression of riots. Neither the World Cup was more peaceful. The
protests against it, known as “There will be no World Cup”101, started even before the games,
in the beginning of 2014. Since January, they were popping up in the host cities and lasted
until the game days in June and July. The protestors outside the overpriced stadiums
complained about these expenses, while public services were scrapped. Yet, inside the
stadiums, the target was Dilma Rousseff herself. The public of greater purchasing power
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“Essa mensagem direta das ruas comprova o valor intrínseco da democracia, da participação dos cidadãos em
busca dos seus direitos. E eu queria dizer aos senhores, a minha geração sabe o quanto isso nos custou. (...) O
meu governo está empenhado e comprometido com a transformação social. A começar pela elevação de 40
milhões de pessoas à classe média, com o fim da miséria. O meu governo, que quer ampliar o acesso à educação
e à saúde, compreende que as exigências da população mudam. (...) As vozes das ruas querem mais cidadania,
mais saúde, mais educação, mais transporte, mais oportunidades. Eu quero garantir a vocês que o meu governo
também quer mais, e que nós vamos conseguir mais para nosso país e para nosso povo”.
99
Available at: http://g1.globo.com/rio-de-janeiro/noticia/2013/10/protesto-contra-leilao-de-libra-no-rio-temconfronto-com-tropas-e-feridos.html. Last seen May 19, 2020.
100 A national police created under Lula’s government to act in emergences or calamities when the state’s polices
fail to deal with troubled situations.
101
“Não vai ter Copa”.
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booed and harassed the president at the opening of the games, and the scene was repeated in
several other matches. Cornered, the president did not even make a speech.
The poor result of the Brazilian team also left no room for the president to try to
reverse the public opinion climate: some even bet that the performance of the once unbeatable
Brazilian team at home would be a proxy for her defeat at the polls in October. This would
not happen, but it was not an easy election, just as her mandate would not be either – the
second term would not even be allowed to reach its 4-year period.
The division in the June protests not only reproduced itself, as well as became more
intense at the World Cup, resulting in polarization mainly from 2014 elections. However, the
June Journeys were not the only destabilizing element for Rousseff’s government. Even
before the World Cup disappointment, the start of the Car Wash Operation102 added another
layer of popular dissatisfaction and a potential institutional crisis to the perfect storm around
her government.

Figure 1 - Protesters occupy the Planalto Palace. Brasília, June 2013. Photo: Maria Luiza Ribeiro Pereira103
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Operação Lava Jato.
Available at http://noticias.terra.com.br/brasil/cidades/protesto-em-brasilia-sera-contra-a-copa-pec-37-eservicos-publicos,7e2b0e154df5f310VgnCLD2000000dc6eb0aRCRD.html. Last seen August 26, 2020.
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3.3 The Car Wash Operation
In March 17, 2014, it was launched the operation that would be considered the
Brazilian version of the Italian Mani Pulite: The Car Wash Operation. The name comes from
the corruption scheme that was being investigated since the year of 2009, in which car washes
and gas stations were used to launder and embezzle money. These obscure financial
transactions were used to disguise other crimes like international drug trafficking, corruption
of public agents, tax evasion, foreign exchange evasion, precious stones smuggling and
embezzlement of public resources, among others. Still, it was the embezzlement of public
resources that made the Car Wash Operation so relevant for the recent Brazilian political and
economic history.
The volume of atypical financial operations identified by the Conselho de Controle de
Atividades Financeiras (Brazilian Internal Revenue Service, COAF) led the investigators to
bribes paid in exchange for favouring in public companies’ and government’s contracts.
However, the weight of the main actor involved in the shady transactions has prevented this
operation from being responsible for “just another” ordinary corruption scandal. It was
Petrobras, the Brazilian oil company whose majoritarian shareholder is the Brazilian
government. In this scheme, a cartel of large contractors paid bribes to top executives of the
company and other public agents – an amount that varied from 1% to 5% of the total amount
of the overpriced billionaire contracts. This bribe was distributed through financial operators,
including the money launders investigated in operation. The prices offered to Petrobras were
accorded in secret meetings and the cartel had its own regulation, which simulated rules of a
football championship.
As the contractors needed to ensure that only those in the cartel were invited to bid,
they co-opted public agents – who favoured the cartel, restricting participants in the
competition and ensuring that the previously agreed winner would be among them. Financial
operators or intermediaries were responsible for washing the bribe and delivering it as clean
money to the beneficiaries. The transfer was made in cash, through financial transaction in tax
havens, simulated contracts with shell companies or even through direct payment of goods for
those beneficiaries, such as apartments.
The operation was jointly carried on between the Federal Police104 and the Federal
Prosecution Service105; measures requested from the Court and operationalized by the Federal
104
105

Polícia Federal
Ministério Público Federal
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Police were carried out with the approval of the Federal Prosecution Service, and the
activities of public prosecutors had the agreement and support of the Federal Police – which
initiated the investigations. They listened to the investigated, collected documents and
analysed evidences, which were later turned into reports sent to the Federal Prosecution
Service. Public prosecutors in the case also conducted investigative work, in addition to
analysing the evidence and reports produced by the Police to formulate criminal charges.
The Federal Prosecution Service still took the police’s requests to the courts and
supervised the police procedure. When those investigated were criminally accused, the
Federal Prosecution Service requested the Court measures as the blocking of the criminal’s
assets. Other institutions like the Brazilian Internal Revenue Service 106 , the COAF, the
Administrative Council for Economic Defense107 and the Office of the Comptroller General108
provided the financial information about money laundering and other suspicious financial
operations that evidenced bribes.
Despite the joint action, the Federal Police stood out, helping to create an imaginary of
the operation. The appeal of the agents, dressed in black and leading great businessmen and
politicians to testimonies or to prison, was remarkable – while the prosecutors gave interviews
to the media and organized press conferences to explain the criminal schemes unveiled.
Another famous character, both for his decisions and the controversy of some of his
methods109, was the federal judge Sérgio Moro, holder of the 13th federal court in the city of
Curitiba, capital of the state of Paraná. The trials happened there because Curitiba was the
first scene of the investigations that led to the Car Wash Operation, with the investigation of
money laundering crimes related to the former federal deputy José Janene (Partido
Progressista or Progressive Party, PP).
It was the year of 2009, and, in addition to Janene, the money changers Alberto
Youssef and Carlos Habib Chater were involved in the money laundering scheme. Youssef
had already been investigated and prosecuted for crimes against the national financial system
106

Receita Federal
Conselho Administrativo de Defesa Econômica (Cade)
108
Controladoria Geral da União (CGU)
109
Judge Sérgio Moro – bachelor, master and doctor of law, as well as a specialist in financial crimes – came to
be questioned for his conducts during investigations under his jurisdiction in Car Wash Operation. Among them,
the coercive conduction of former president Lula after Delcídio do Amaral’s (ex-senator by the Worker’s Party)
complaint, and the staple of lawyers and of former president Dilma Rousseff. However, the irregularities were
evidenced by the leak of the judge's conversations on Telegram, obtained by The Intercept and by Veja magazine
in 2019. The conversations revealed that the judge actively interfered in the investigations, asking for evidences
to be attached by the prosecution, speeding up or delaying proceedings and pressing for certain allegations not to
occur. Available at https://theintercept.com/2019/07/05/veja-conduta-moro-lavajato/. Last seen September 26,
2020.
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and money laundering in another corruption scandal, the Banestado Case 110 , in the early
2000s. As this money laundering was taking place in Paraná, the investigation remained in the
money-laundering sector of the Federal Court in the state. Four years later, in 2013, based on
telephone interceptions authorized by the courts, investigators began to monitor the money
changers’ conversations and identified four related criminal organizations – two of them
headed by Chater and Youssef. The first phase of Car Wash Operation was launched on
March 17, 2014, with the arrest of the four money changers and their companions. In the
second ostensive phase, on March 20, six search and seizure warrants were carried out in Rio
de Janeiro, where the former Petrobras director Paulo Roberto Costa was arrested111.
The investigations revealed that, from 2004 to 2014, a criminal organization was
structured within and around Petrobras and included contractors, senior executives and other
Petrobras employees, political agents and political parties. The corruption figures are
frightening. A survey carried out in August 2017 by the Federal Police shows that more than
R$ 12 trillion were investigated in financial operations, R$ 2.4 billion in assets were blocked
and a little over R$ 745 million was repatriated112. The Workers’ Party, and two of the major
parties of the governing coalition – MDB (Brazilian Democratic Movement) and PP
(Progressive Party) – were involved in the scheme, which also fuelled electoral campaigns,
including the presidential ones.
In five years of operation, some of Petrobras’ top executives during the Workers’
Party government were condemned. In addition to Paulo Roberto Costa, former Director of
Supply, were also condemned Nestor Cerveró, former Director of the International Area,
Renato Duque, former Director of Services, and Aldemir Bendine, former president of Banco
do Brasil and of Petrobras. The list of politicians is no less impressive113, and includes João
110

The Banestado investigations began in 2003 and had Judge Sergio Moro, known from Car Wash Operation,
as responsible for the case. Investigations indicate the illegal remittance of at least U$ 30 billion through the
Bank of the State of Paraná (Banestado) to the United States from 1996 to 2002. The remittances were made
during the presidential term of Fernando Henrique Cardoso (PSDB, Brazilian Social Democracy Party) and
involved, in addition to money changers Alberto Youssef and Dario Messer (also condemned by Car Wash
Operation), Gustavo Franco (president of the Brazilian Central Bank under Fernando Henrique Cardoso
mandate), the former mayor of São Paulo, Celso Pitta, and Samuel Klein (the owner of Casas Bahia, one of the
largest retail chains in Brazil).
111
Petrobras is headquartered in Rio de Janeiro.
112
Considering the dollar exchange rate at the time of the survey (1 USD = 3.14 BRL), the amounts
corresponded to approximately US$ 3.8 trillion, US$ 765 million and US$ 237 million, respectively.
113
In the wake of the international contractors` operations, there were also consequences for Latin American
politicians. Former Peruvian President Ollanta Humala and his wife, Humala's predecessor in Peru's presidency,
Alejandro Toledo, former President of Panama Ricardo Martinelli and former President of El Savador Maurício
Funes were arrested. Pedro Pablo Kuczynski resigned the Peruvian presidency in 2018, before he was the target
of an impeachment process for buying votes in exchange for public works, and former Peruvian president Alán
García committed suicide in 2019 when he received the arrest warrant in 2019. Peru was the country hardest hit
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Vaccari114, Eduardo Cunha115, Sérgio Cabral116, Pedro Correa117, Henrique Eduardo Alves118,
João Claudio Genu119, Antonio Palloci120, José Dirceu121, Delúbio Soares122, and even former
President Lula123. The main executives of Brazilian contractors were also convicted. Among
them, Marcelo Odebrecht, president of Odebrecht and grandson of the company’s founder,
and Fernando Cavendish, the owner of the contractor Delta Construções124.
The impact of the operation was not only due to the moral shock. The economist
Alexandre Andrada states that
In this process of ‘do justice, even if the world perishes’, the Car
Wash Operation attacked the jugular of almost 20% of the Brazilian
GDP. The oil sector accounted for 13% of the GDP in 2014, while
civil construction by 6.2%, but as the economy is a completely
interconnected organism, the tragedy in these sectors spread and
multiplied for other branches of activity (…) Car Wash Operation is
proud to have recovered R$ 12 billion lost via corruption, but in the
by what became known as The Odebrecht Case, for the millionaire bribes paid by the construction company
between 2005 and 2014 to obtain major contracts in public works, in addition to financing the electoral
campaigns of the main presidential candidates.
114
Former Workers’ Party treasurer.
115
Member of MDB and former president of the Chamber of Deputies, who accepted Rousseff’s impeachment
request and the opening of the process.
116
Member of MDB and former governor of Rio de Janeiro.
117
Former federal deputy from PP.
118
Member from MDB and former Rousseff’s Tourism minister.
119
Former treasurer of PP.
120
Former minister of Lula and Dilma Rousseff governments (Workers’ Party).
121
Former Chief of Staff Minister (Workers’ Party).
122
Former treasurer of the Workers’ Party. Palocci, Soares and Dirceu had also been convicted in the Mensalão
case – the first corruption scandal to hit the Worker’s Party. In June 2005 (still in Lula’s first term), a scheme
was discovered in which Delúbio Soares distributed an allowance to parliamentarians in exchange for
government support. Palocci, Soares and Dirceu were among Lula’s confidence cadres. The Mensalão trial
(criminal action 470), however, only happened in 2012, and was considered the largest in the history of the
Supreme Federal Court (STF). 40 defendants were judged and the lawsuit produced more than 50,000 pages,
demanding also the hearing of 600 witnesses. The trial lasted 53 sessions and consumed 204 hours of plenary
operation, or four months of trial – which was also the first to be covered live by the press, with the help of
lawyers. The complaint presented by the Office of the Prosecutor General (PGR) in 2006 pointed to signs of a
payment scheme for bribes to politicians and embezzlement of public money between 2003 and 2004. Available
at
https://www.ebc.com.br/noticias/brasil/2012/12/com-mensalao-stf-julgou-maior-processo-de-sua-historia.
Last seen June 12, 2020.
123
Michel Temer, Dilma Rousseff's vice-president on the same electoral ticket in her two terms - and Brazil’s
president after the impeachment, was also preventively arrested for six days in May 2019. However, he was not
convicted in the operation.
124
Representatives and executives of the country’s largest contractors were convicted at Car Wash Operation. In
addition to Odebrecht and Delta, Andrade Gutierrez, Mendes Júnior, Camargo Corrêa, Toyo Setal, Galvão
Engenharia, OAS, Deutchesbras, UTC, Carioca Engenharia, Construcap, Liderroll, Schahin and Akizo were also
involved in the case. Available in https://especiais.g1.globo.com/politica/2015/lava-jato/condenados-da-lavajato/. Last seen June 5, 2020.
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madness to ‘clean Brazil from corruption’, it left a trail of destruction
well above R$ 140 billion. (Andrada, 2020)125
Andrada argues the operation saved large banks, not doing the same for the oil and gas
and construction sectors – which accounted for approximately 1/5 of Brazil’s GDP. The fact
was revealed in a story by the Brazilian branches of the newspapers El País and The
Intercept:126 when faced with evidence of violations by large banks, prosecutors preferred to
seek them out to make deals, considering a risk to the financial system. The same
“parsimony” was not adopted with the oil and gas and construction companies, which lost
85% of their revenues since 2015.
Petrobras was hit hard. The author exemplifies that, in 2008, the company reached its
highest market value in history, R$ 510.3 billion. In 2015, this amount dropped to R$ 98
billion. From a profit of R$ 23.6 billion in 2013, the state-owned company had a loss of R$
21.5 billion in 2014, mainly caused by the devaluation of its assets. The process of loss of
value increased the net debt and caused also the loss of its investment grade. In the same way,
the construction sector lost 1.7 p.p. in GDP participation from 2014 to 2018 and extinguished
more than 3 million jobs127.
As expected, the damage on the reputation of the Workers’ Party would not be small
and it was not punctual – as was Car Wash Operation itself, which is still ongoing. Not only
it was the second major corruption scandal involving the party while in the presidency of the
country, as its economic dimensions were enormous. However, disgust or recrimination for
the acts that harmed public interests did not necessarily translate into the strengthening of the
republican institutions, as can be seen in the following pages.
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"Neste processo de “faça-se justiça, ainda que o mundo pereça”, a Lava Jato atacou a jugular de quase 20%
do PIB brasileiro. O setor de petróleo respondia por 13% do PIB em 2014, enquanto a construção civil por 6,2%.
Mas como a economia é um organismo completamente interconectado, a tragédia nesses setores se espalhou e se
multiplicou para outros ramos de atividade (...) A Lava Jato se orgulha de ter recuperado R$ 12 bi extraviados
via corrupção. Mas no desatino de “limpar o Brasil da corrupção”, deixou um rastro de destruição muito acima
dos R$ 140 bi”. Available at https://theintercept.com/2019/08/29/lava-jato-protegeu-bancos-sacrificouempreiteiras/. Last seen June 6, 2020.
126
Available at https://brasil.elpais.com/brasil/2019/08/16/politica/1565978687_974717.html. Last seen June 6,
2020.
127
The subject is controversial. Borges (2018) warns of the difficulty of isolating the effects of the operation, as
events such as the complete collapse of the international oil price between the end of 2014 and the beginning of
2016 occurred at the same time. The author also highlights, based on “reformist waves” in several countries, that
possibly the impacts of Car Wash Operation would have been liquidly negative in the short term, and could
become quite positive in the medium and long terms. Available at https://blogdoibre.fgv.br/posts/como-lavajato-afetou-o-pib-novas-evidencias-para-odebate#:~:text=H%C3%A1%20muita%20controv%C3%A9rsia%20sobre%20qual,seria%20ainda%20pior%E2
%80%9D%20ou%20coisa. Last seen September 24, 2020.
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3.4 La débâcle
3.4.1 Macroeconomics
Since March 2014, with the outbreak of the Car Wash Operation, the various crises
that make up what we can consider the main crisis of Dilma Rousseff’s government are
overlapped and feedback each other. One of its dimensions – the one that even motivated the
piece of her impeachment request for the accusation of responsibility crime – was her
conduction of the economic policy.
When elected in October 2010, Rousseff had inherited the good economic
performance and the responsibility to maintain the growth of the Lula’s government years,
which seemed to have put the country on the path of sustainable economic development, with
social inclusion. It would not be fair, however, to ignore the previous governments –
responsible for implementing and solidifying the Plano Real 128 , which ended several
innocuous attempts to fulminate the hyperinflation that ruined Brazil in the 1980s and 1990s.
Instead, the economic and social results of Rousseff’s administration were disappointing and
fuelled the popular discontent that helped to create the conditions for impeachment.
One of the questions that intrigued the president herself, in addition to some analysts,
was the material basis for popular dissatisfaction – since the main economic and social
indicators were seen as satisfactory even in 2013. Still, this is not the perception of two
female Brazilian economists who, even though diverging between economic orthodoxy and
heterodoxy, came to quite similar conclusions. The ways of understanding the processes and
policy choices that led to the same results, however, are quite different.
In her book Valsa brasileira: do boom ao caos econômico (Brazilian waltz: from
boom to economic chaos), Laura Carvalho (2018) does not focus only on Dilma Rousseff’s
mandates to trace the genealogy of the interruption of Brazilian growth and the dismantling of
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The Plano Real or Real Plan put an end to the hyperinflationary crisis that hit the country in the 1980s and
1990s, being considered one of the most serious in the world. Presidents Itamar Franco, who succeeded
Fernando Collor after his resignation to get ahead of the impeachment, and Fernando Henrique Cardoso were
responsibles for its positive implementation. In early 1994 – approximately seven months before the
implementation of the real – inflation was almost 40%, or 3000% per year. Before the Real Plan, another six
plans since 1986 tried unsuccessfully to contain hyperinflation. They were the plans Cruzado (February 1986),
Cruzado II (November 1986), Bresser (June 1987), Summer (January 1989), Collor I (March 1990) and Collor II
(January 1991). Available at https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/mercado/2014/06/1477505-pais-teve-varios-planoseconomicos-para-controlar-a-inflacao-conheca.shtml?cmpid=menupe. Last seen June 17, 2020.
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a state that was intended for social welfare, and prefers to embrace from Lula’s economic
“little miracle” to the radical change in the economic program instituted by the government
that replaced her. According to Carvalho, neither Lula nor the Rousseff governments were
always coherent in their economic policies (which changed both between terms and during
them); however, the changes in the economic conduction of Rousseff’s government were
more blunt and equivocated.
Carvalho cites three conditions that would already be sufficient to limit the growth of
the Lula era: the first, the low competitiveness and fragility of the Brazilian industrial sector,
worsened in a context of external imbalance, with the national currency (Real) overvalued
(thus discouraging exports and stimulating imports). The second, the service inflation,
generated by the growth of the service sector with low technological sophistication, with
increasing wages at the bottom of the pyramid without a counterpart in productivity. Third, an
income concentration at the top of the pyramid: although the bottom of the pyramid had seen
a wage gain, the income from capital grew at an even greater rate – and the middle of the
pyramid was even more squeezed. Dilma Rousseff’s government, then, would have tried to
put an end to these limitations with a strategy that would backfire – the New Economic
Matrix:
In an interview with Valor Econômico newspaper in December 2012,
the then secretary of Economic Policy, Márcio Holland, attributed the
low growth of the economy in 2012 to what would be a transition
phase in the country, which he called a New Economic Matrix.
According to Holland, “this matrix combines low interest, a
competitive exchange rate and an ‘investment-friendly’ fiscal
consolidation”, which, together with an “intense reduction in
investment and production”, would guarantee the resumption of
growth. (Carvalho, 2018:58)129
As the agenda met the demands of employers’ associations mainly linked to the
industry (the strongest and therefore with greatest bargain power, the Federation of Industries
129

“Em entrevista ao jornal Valor Econômico em dezembro de 2012, o então secretário de Política Econômica,
Márcio Holland, atribuiu o baixo crescimento da economia no ano de 2012 ao que seria uma fase de transição no
país, o que chamou de nova matriz econômica. De acordo com Holland, “essa matriz combina juro baixo, taxa
de câmbio competitiva e uma consolidação fiscal ‘amigável ao investimento’”, o que, junto com uma “intensa
desoneração dos investimentos e da produção”, garantiria a retomada do crescimento”.

82

of the State of São Paulo130, Fiesp), Carvalho named the program the Fiesp Agenda. She also
points out that, for these reasons, the New Economic Matrix would be mistakenly associated
with left wing policies. Her main argument is that the induction of growth would not come
from direct public investments, but mainly from the containment of government expenditures,
interest reduction and from remarkable tax exemptions, which would end up creating a huge
breach in public accounts. At the other hand (associated by liberal economists to the
developmentalism), the government policy preferred a devalued Real, dammed energy tariffs
and expanded credit via the National Bank for Economic and Social Development
(BNDES)131. The mixed model did not work, deepening the economic slowdown and fiscal
deterioration: “It can be safely said that the results of its adoption were disastrous”132 (idem:
59).
Monica De Bolle (2016) was much less generous in the analysis of the economic
policies of the Dilma Rousseff’s government – so much so that one of her books is entirely
dedicated to the period. In How to kill the blue butterfly: a chronicle of the Dilma era (Como
matar a borboleta-azul: uma crônica da era Dilma), the inks used are darker. Rousseff and
her economic team are portrayed with contempt and relegated to incompetence and
dishonesty. They would have adopted out-dated economic formulas and misjudged the
international situation (accused of being adverse and hostile first for the excess of liquidity
and later for the European crisis) and abandoned, then, the macroeconomic tripod (primary
surplus, floating exchange rate and inflation control), artificially reduced the interest rate,
interfered in the formation of prices in the oil and gas sector, practiced irresponsible
exemptions, indexed the minimum wage, bet too much on the expansion of credit and
consumption and favoured certain productive sectors, among other examples. The material
bases of popular discontent were given, but the fiscal performance would lead the government
to the hot seat.
Dilma would end the first term with the worst numbers in recent
times. The year of 2014, contaminated by the electoral discourse, by
the failure to recognize the problems accumulated in previous years,
by the stubbornness in saying repeatedly that everything was the fault
of the international financial crisis (...) would end in the red. Not only
130
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“Pode-se dizer com segurança que os resultados da sua adoção foram desastrosos”.
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because of the PT’s victory at the ballot box, but also because of the
historical ruptures at that time in the internal and external public
accounts.
The government’s nominal deficit (...) would reach 6.7%, twice the
amount registered just four years earlier. This result would be the
worst among the countries of Latin America, worse than those
observed in some European nations still overwhelmed by the crisis of
2010 and 2011. Brazil would not only not meet the fiscal target of
2015, it would also deliver a primary deficit of 0.6% of GDP, the first
in almost two decades. (De Bolle, 2016: 209)133
The poor economic performance and the popular discontent, although fuel for the
opening of an impeachment process, are not legal reasons for it to happen. Responsibility
crimes, on the other hand, are, under Brazilian law, one of the motives that can lead to an
impeachment. And it was based on alleged responsibility crimes that the action prepared by
the jurists Hélio Bicudo, Miguel Reale Júnior and Janaína Paschoal asked for Rousseff’s
removal, with accusations of the so-called “tax pedalling” and of the irregular edition of
budget supplementation decrees. The complaint was presented to the National Congress at the
end of 2015, denouncing that Rousseff’s supposed budgetary manoeuvres would have hidden
the real deficit of the public machinery.
The “tax pedalling” are delays in the transfer of government funds to public banks, for
example for the payment of government’s social programs. This works as if the government
borrows money from public banks – which is forbidden. Banks continue to pay for expenses,
but with their own resources, and it would give the impression that fiscal government
situation was better than it actually was. The authors of the impeachment request also saw
irregularity in the government’s edition of six budget supplementation decrees, which resulted
in a credit of 2.5 billion reais, without prior Congress’ approval: they argued the government
issued these decrees because it already knew it would not be able to meet the primary surplus
133

“Dilma encerraria o primeiro mandato com os piores números dos últimos tempos. O ano de 2014,
contaminado pelo discurso eleitoreiro, pelo não reconhecimento dos problemas acumulados nos anos anteriores,
pela teimosia em dizer repetidas vezes que tudo era culpa da crise financeira internacional (...) acabaria no
vermelho. Não somente pela vitória do PT nas urnas, como também pelos rombos históricos de então nas contas
públicas internas e externas. O déficit nominal do governo (...) chegaria a 6,7%, valor duas vezes maior do que o
registrado somente quatro anos antes. Esse resultado seria o pior entre os países da América Latina, pior do que
os observados em algumas nações europeias ainda assoberbadas pela crise de 2010 e 2011. O Brasil não apenas
não cumpriria a meta fiscal de em 2015, como entregaria um déficit primário de 0,6% do PIB, o primeiro em
quase duas décadas”.
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target, thus disrespecting the Annual Budget Law134. In fact, in December 2015, the Federal
Audit Court135 had disapproved the government accounts for 2014.
Despite disagreeing that Rousseff’s supplementary credit decrees constituted a
responsibility crime, Carvalho believes in a strong relationship between the economic crisis
and the impeachment. According to her, the 2015 supplementary credit decrees – which
summed up to the total of 95 billion reais – were compensated by other budget allocations,
including the questioned amount of 2.5 billion. Of those, 708 million refers to financial
expenses that were not part of the primary surplus computation, and the remaining was due to
the Ministry of Education. Therefore, the great part of the decrees would not have increased
the total expenses that could be carried out by each government agency, but would only have
allowed to internally reallocating financial resources between them. Responsibility crimes,
then, would be useful excuses.
While the legal part of the impeachment process focused on Dilma’s
alleged budget crimes, political speeches ignored the 2015 fiscal
adjustment and attributed to the president’s fiscal irresponsibility a
central role in the crisis experienced by the population.
In early 2016, two main theses dominated the economic debate. The
first maintained that the adjustment had not been made, ignoring the
fact that the increase in the primary deficit occurred despite
substantial cuts in discretionary spending, due to the even greater drop
in revenues.
The second blamed the very figure of President Dilma Rousseff for
the lack of investor confidence. Many believed that impeachment
would kill two birds with one stone. (Carvalho, 2018:108)136
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Lei Orçamentária Anual (LOA)
Tribunal de Contas da União (TCU)
136
“Enquanto a parte legal do processo de impeachment concentrava-se em supostos crimes orçamentários de
Dilma, os discursos políticos ignoravam o ajuste de 2015 e atribuíam à irresponsabilidade fiscal da presidente
um papel central na crise vivida pela população. No início de 2016, duas teses principais dominavam o debate
econômico. A primeira sustentava que o ajuste não tinha sido feito, ignorando que o aumento do déficit primário
se deu apesar dos cortes substanciais nos gastos discricionários, pela queda ainda maior nas receitas. A segunda
culpava a própria figura da presidente Dilma Rousseff pela falta de confiança dos investidores. Muitos
sustentavam que o impeachment mataria dois coelhos com uma cajadada só”.
135

85

Hence, Rousseff’s controversial ousting would serve both to allegedly resolve the
economic crisis and the crisis of governance, also being potentially useful in allowing groups
and actors who felt threatened by her government to set their agendas.
3.4.2 The 2014 Presidential elections
Dilma Rousseff’s victory at the polls in 2014 was the first and only one of a long
battle that would not be won. Despite the victory, the result was too tight to say that it was the
crowning achievement of her troubled first term. In the first round, Rousseff obtained 41.6%
of the votes, against her main opponent, Aécio Neves, from PSDB, who obtained 33.6%. The
third place, Marina Silva,137 ended up declaring her support to Neves. The support was not
enough to transfer the votes that Aécio Neves needed to win, but it was considered a
significant political act, since the voice of moderation was definitely against the president in
supporting a center-right candidate and Rousseff’s biggest detractor in season. Rousseff ended
up reelected with 51.6% of the votes against Neves’ 48.4% – a difference of just 3.45 million
votes. Representative was also the abstaining rate from the election, of more than 20% of the
votes138.
Significant were also the states in which Rousseff won and which are part of the
country’s poorest regions, Northeast and North. In the Northeast (Brazilian semi-arid region),
the Workers’ Party candidate won by a large margin, with 71.69% of the votes, while Aécio
Neves got 28.31%. In most states in the other regions, the Midwest (known for agribusiness),
the Southeast (which includes São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro) and the South – richer – she lost.
This geographical and social division of votes in Brazil is largely a reflection of the
erosion of the Workers’ Party image due to the first phases of the Car Wash Operation and
the failure of Rousseff’s economic policy (Nicolau, 2017), which foreshadowed the crisis that
137

Kind of representative of the Third Way, former Minister of the Environment of Lula and also disaffected.
Silva was raised as a direct opponent of Dilma Rousseff after the death of candidate Eduardo Campos (Partido
Socialista Brasileiro, Brazilian Socialist Party - PSB) in an air crash in August 2014. Campos was the
presidential candidate, and she would be his vice president (Rede Sustentabilidade, Sustainability Network). At
the time of his death, he was third in the race, with 9% of the voting intentions. However, Marina Silva was not
always antagonistic to the Workers’ Party. Born in a rubber plantation in Acre, a Brazilian state in the Legal
Amazon and bordering Bolivia, Marina Silva founded the rubber tapper union movement with Chico Mendes
and participated in the creation of the Workers’ Party in the region. She was a councilor in the capital of Acre,
Rio Branco, a senator for the state twice and Minister of the Environment of President Lula. In 2009, she left the
party for the Partido Verde (Green Party - PV). In 2010, she was candidate for the presidency, ranking third in
the first round with 19.33% of the valid votes. In 2015, she registered the Rede Sustentabilidade – for which she
became a candidate for the presidency.
138
Voting in Brazil is mandatory for people aged from 18 to 70. From 16 to 17, and from 71 years old, it is
optional. Blank votes and null votes are not counted. The electronic ballot box started to be used in the country
in 1996.

86

would come in the continuity of her government. The productive sectors and the middle
classes (predominant in the Midwest, Southeast and South) were the ones that suffered the
most, although the reduction of extreme poverty had also undergone a reversal: as of the 2013
crisis, 700 thousand families returned to condition of extreme poverty (Abranches, 2018).
However, it can also be considered as a result of the successes not only of Rousseff’s
government, but of the Workers’ Party as a whole – which implemented social policies like
Bolsa Família conditional cash transfer program. Established in 2003 by the Lula
government, the program consists of financial assistance to extremely poor families that
include pregnant women and children or teenagers between 0 and 17 years old. The
counterpart is that the beneficiary families keep children and teenagers in school and monitor
the health of pregnant women, women who are breastfeeding and children, who must also
have their vaccination up to date. In early 2014, the average amount paid to Bolsa Família139
beneficiaries was 150 R$140. Although it seems very little (at the time, the average benefit was
just over $ 56141), the impact of this monthly amount on the quality of life of these families
and on the economy as a whole was important.
(…) transfers that favour the poorest families have the greatest
multiplier effects. The Bolsa Família Program (PBF), in particular,
presented the best numbers among the seven social transfers for all
groups of interest. In the case of GDP, the multiplier was R$ 1.78; that
is, each additional real spent on the PBF would stimulate a growth of
R$ 1.78 in the GDP. The greatest effect of the PBF was on the final
consumption of families, with a multiplier of R$ 2.40. (...) In
summary, these results support the hypothesis that social transfers
aimed at the poorest – especially those of the Bolsa Família Program –
play an important positive role in the Brazilian macroeconomic

139

As it is practically a brand (and a possible translation is not clear), it was decided to keep the original name of
the program.
140
Available at https://agenciabrasil.ebc.com.br/geral/noticia/2014-05/valor-do-beneficio-minimo-do-bolsafamilia-sobre-para-r77. Last seen June 19, 2020.
141
Free conversion, based on the approximate dollar exchange rate in December 2012, of 2.66 reais. Available at
https://economia.uol.com.br/cotacoes/noticias/redacao/2014/12/30/dolar-sobe-13-no-ano-nos-4-anos-de-dilmasalta-60-de-r-167-a-r266.htm#:~:text=O%20d%C3%B3lar%20comercial%20fechou%20esta,quarto%20ano%20seguido%20de%20al
ta. Last seen June 19, 2020.
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dynamics, in addition to contributing to the reduction of poverty and
inequality142. (Neri, Vaz, Souza, 2013: 204)
The 2014 elections were the last to present elements of continuity with the pattern of
Brazilian political competition during the previous 20 years: the centrality of the Workers’
Party in the party system, the polarization of presidential disputes between the Workers’ Party
and PSDB, high fragmentation of the party system and electoral campaigns financed by
private companies. Nicolau (2017) explains the Workers’ Party should be considered as the
centrepiece of the party system organized after the Collor-Itamar government crisis because,
in addition to commanding one of the poles of the political spectrum, it had a particular ability
to mobilize activists for voluntary work and, later, to remunerate their leaders to work outside
the electoral period. The party has also managed to become a force in public opinion and
translate this support into a high percentage of caption votes.
In addition, only these two parties (Workers’ Party and PSDB) polarized the
presidential dispute in the six elections held since 1994, even in a context of great party
fragmentation: the main feature of Brazil’s party system post-1988 is the high dispersion of
power143. In the four elections for the Chamber of Deputies between 2002 and 2014, no party
won more than 20% of the seats and the same picture repeated in Legislative Assemblies and
Municipal Councils. Besides, the Chamber of Deputies elected in 2014 was the one with the
greatest dispersion of party power of Brazilian history, also overcoming the party dispersion
of any election held to the Lower House in other democracies.

142

“(...) as transferências que privilegiam as famílias mais pobres têm os maiores efeitos multiplicadores. O
Programa Bolsa Família, em particular apresentou os melhores números entre as sete transferências sociais para
todos agregados de interesse. No caso do PIB, o multiplicador foi de R$ 1,78; ou seja, cada real adicional gasto
no PBF estimularia um crescimento de R$ 1,78 no PIB. O maior efeito do PBF foi sobre o consumo final das
famílias, com multiplicador de R$ 2,40. (...) Em suma, esses resultados sustentam a hipótese de que as
transferências sociais voltadas para os mais pobres – principalmente as do Programa Bolsa Família – cumprem
papel positivo importante para a dinâmica macroeconômica brasileira, além de contribuir para a redução da
pobreza e desigualdade”.
143
Zucco and Power (2019) attest the hyperfragmentation of the party system in Brazil – already a case of
extreme multipartism in the mid-1980s, when the country transitioned to democracy. Paradoxically,
parliamentary fragmentation increased greatly during the long period of stable presidential competition (19942014) in which the Worker's Party and PSDB enjoyed the virtual duopoly in presidential elections. The authors
also identify that the combination of oversized coalitions with shrinking parties has afforded more politicians the
chance to bargain. The evidences that explain the hyperfragmentation in the Brazilian party system support the
hypothesis of “fragmentation without cleavages”, and would be due to (1) new forms of risk mitigation by
subnational politicians, mainly as a response to the proliferation of pre-electoral coalitions in presidential
elections; (2) the availability of massive amounts of state funding for party operations, which is a consequence of
prior fragmentation but also to the recent response to judicial regulation of private campaign finance; and (3) the
consolidation of coalitional presidentialism and the functional need for oversized coalitions in Congress.
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The biggest consequence of legislatures with a high dispersion of party power is the
need to organize coalition governments – which explains the Brazilian solution, the coalition
presidentialism. The current practice in Brazilian democracy is that presidents, governors and
mayors organize their ministry and secretariat in coalition, so they guarantee support for their
legislative initiatives. In this way, the distribution of Executive positions to parties that
support the government (patronage) is the rule for Brazilian governability. One can imagine
that this type of characteristic of Brazilian presidentialism played a decisive role in the
institutional crisis of Dilma Rousseff’s government and in her impeachment – especially if we
consider a characteristic that was unprecedented until 2014. Still according to Jairo Nicolau,
despite the high fragmentation of the party system, it was not accompanied by high
ideological polarization 144 . However, this started to change in 2010, with a greater
radicalization of the political debate.
The last continuity of the 2014 elections with the previous pattern of political
competition was the private financing of political campaigns. Before 1994, with the ban on
private financing, companies secretly donated to candidates. As of this date, for a number of
reasons, some candidates and companies preferred not to officially register their resources.
But only with the findings of the Mensalão scandal the wide use of slush fund to finance
parties and electoral campaigns in Brazil was evidenced. Unfortunately, the party’s and its
coalition’s ties to a stratospheric volume of slush fund did not end there: “investigations
within Car Wash Operation showed that illicit financing of Brazilian politics reached an
unimaginable scale, to the point that the Supreme Electoral Court 145 began, in 2015, a long
process of investigation of Dilma Rousseff's campaign accounts” (Nicolau, 2017:101). 146
Both scandals led to a change in funding rules, and in 2015 the Supreme Federal Court
decided to ban private financing147.

144

The stability of previous governments was also guaranteed by the ideological balance in the National
Congress – relatively stable since the mid-1990s, with the following characteristics: predominance of centerright parties, sum of the parties’ benches on the left ranging from 20% to 25%, absence of relevant parties that
supported the traditional right-wing agenda in other countries, such as restrictions on social policies, a
conservative agenda in the field of customs, and the defense of a significant increase in public security spending
(Nicolau, 2017). As we will see, it is precisely this type of agenda that took effect in the years after 2014.
145
Tribunal Superior Eleitoral (TSE)
146
“As investigações no âmbito da Operação Lava-Jato mostraram que o financiamento ilícito da política
brasileira atingiu uma escala inimaginável, a ponto de o TSE começar, em 2015, um longo processo de
investigação das contas de campanha da Dilma Rousseff”.
147
The Special Campaign Financing Fund, or just Electoral Fund, was created in 2017, following the ban on
private campaign financing. It is made up of federal budget allocations, passed on to TSE until the beginning of
June, only in electoral years. 2% of the total is shared equally by all parties registered with the court. In addition,
35% are divided between parties that have at least one representative in the Chamber of Deputies, in proportion
to the percentage of votes obtained by them in the last election. Another 48% is divided between the parties in
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Private financing allowed the 2014 campaign to become famous for the marketing
tools used – including those of digital marketing, which promoted significant asymmetries in
the public debate on social networks. The campaigns (whether online or offline) focused not
only on the attributes of the candidates, but also to campaign negatively on the opponents. In
the first round, Dilma Rousseff’s preferred target was candidate Marina Silva, whom she saw
as an opponent who could tip the balance for Aécio Neves. In addition, Silva came to pose a
threat when she overtook Neves, in August 2014, and came to have 22% of voting intentions
in opinion polls. During the simulations for the the second round, Marina Silva’s favouritism
was confirmed with 9 percentage points advantage over Rousseff (45% to 36%).
Dilma aimed primarily at Marina, practically neglecting Aécio. The
attacks began on September 2 and continued until the last week of
election time. (…) In addition to strong criticism of the lack of priority
for the pre-salt in its program, the campaign pointed out that Marina’s
proposal for Central Bank autonomy would imply transferring the
decision-making power of the president and Congress to private
banks, with direct effects on the level of employment and income.
Dilma also criticized Marina’s lack of experience, her capacity for
governance and political inconsistencies 148 . (Borba, Veiga, Bozza,
2015:191)
In the second round, Rousseff was able to concentrate all her artillery on the opponent
and greatest disaffection, Aécio Neves – who, on his side, was also dedicated to deconstruct
the image of the candidate for reelection even before the start of the election campaign,
having also created an army of bots on Twitter, in charge to destroy her reputation on the
social network. Rousseff explored three central argumentative axes against Neves: she tried to
incite the fear of the poorest with the possible return of the PSDB to the government, Neves’
personal reputation (including accusations that he did not respect women) and his
proportion to the number of representatives in the Chamber and 15% divided in proportion to the number of
representatives in the Senate. Available at https://agenciabrasil.ebc.com.br/politica/noticia/2019-12/recemregulamentado-pelo-congresso-saiba-o-que-e-o-fundo-eleitoral. Last seen June 20, 2020.
148
“Dilma mirou prioritariamente Marina, praticamente negligenciando Aécio. Os ataques iniciaram no dia dois
de setembro e prosseguiram até a última semana do horário eleitoral. (...) Além de fortes críticas à falta de
prioridade ao pré-sal em seu programa, a campanha apontava que a proposta de Marina de autonomia do Banco
Central implicaria transferir o poder de decisão do presidente e do Congresso para os bancos privados, com
efeitos diretos no nível de emprego e de renda. Dilma criticou ainda a falta de experiência de Marina, sua
capacidade de governabilidade e incoerências políticas”.
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administrative failure as governor in Minas Gerais. The last point was reinforced by Neves’
poor electoral performance in his home state, where he had lost in the first round.
Rousseff’s attacks would have to be able to supplant those of Neves, who had Brazil’s
macroeconomic deterioration in his favour, in addition to the corruption scandals of Mensalão
and the fraud and slush funding schemes involving Petrobras, discovered in the Car Wash
Operation. For Borba, Veiga and Bozza (2015) the second round saw a surprising growth of
Aécio Neves, raised to the status of favourite when he appears leading the voting intentions.
Besides, it was the first time since the presidential race of 1989 that the winning candidate in
the first round had been overtaken by the competitor; in the Ibope poll of October 8, made
three days after the polls closed, Neves came up with 46% of the votes, against 44% of
Rousseff149. The authors also point out that Neves’ rise was driven by the positive agenda that
surrounded his candidacy, and that he still had the advantage of having received formal
support from several center-left parties and from Marina Silva, who adopted an anti-Dilma
Rousseff and anti-Workers’ Party positioning. Rousseff, on the other hand, in addition to
suffering the electoral upheaval and not obtaining formal support from any party other than
those

who

formed

her

electoral

coalition,

struggled

with

a

sharp

scenario.

At least for the elections, Dilma Rousseff’s political propaganda had an effect. On the
eve of the vote for the second round, the approval of the Rousseff government according to
Datafolha was 42%, and the disapproval, 20%.
The promises of electoral propaganda have improved population’s
expectations for the economy. The expectation of a fall in inflation
increased nine points between September and October. Fears that
inflation

would

rise

further

fell

nineteen

points.

Fear

of

unemployment dropped ten. The bet on falling unemployment has
increased eight. Optimism about the country’s economic situation in
the new government rose twelve points, and pessimism fell ten. This
reversal in expectations achieved through publicity blows helped to
reelect Dilma, but promoted her rapid divorce from public opinion.
The creation of false hopes fuels frustration and disappointment with
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Available at http://g1.globo.com/politica/eleicoes/2014/noticia/2014/10/aecio-tem-46-e-dilma-44-diz-1pesquisa-ibope-do-segundo-turno.html. Last seen June 20, 2020.
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the elected person, and quickly erodes the gained popularity.
(Abranches, 2017:292)150
Dilma Rousseff’s victory did not guarantee the pacification of the political scenario,
which was further intensified by the contestation of the election results by Aécio Neves.
Neves’ party, PSDB, asked the Electoral Justice to audit the results of the second round,
raising suspicions about the electoral process, the electronic ballot boxes and the final vote
count. At the time, the party alleged doubts about the fairness of the process on social
networks and did not present a specific complaint151. The Superior Electoral Court denied the
request to create a multiparty commission to audit the election and released the election data
for PSDB to conduct its own audit. A year later, in October 2015, the party concluded that
there was no fraud in the 2014 elections152.
Rousseff was also accused of electoral fraud by PSDB leaders, as she would have
caused panic in the electorate by stating that, as a president, Neves would carry out fiscal
adjustment measures that would lead the population to unemployment and would end social
programs, in addition to lying about the country's economic situation. She herself, however,
had ended up implementing “bitter remedies” such as raising interest rates and adjusting the
tariffs she had held back, such as gasoline and electricity, as soon as she was reelected –
which further pressured consumer prices. Among other electoral promises that would not
have been fulfilled and would have been transformed into “evil packages” were also stricter
rules for access to wage allowance, unemployment insurance, artisanal fisherman’s
unemployment insurance, death and sickness benefits, and the blocking of 7 billion reais from
the Ministry of Education's annual budget for 2015.
3.4.3 The right-wing protests

150

“As promessas da propaganda eleitoral melhoraram as expectativas da população para a economia. A
esperança de queda na inflação aumentou nove pontos, entre setembro e outubro. O temor de que a inflação
subisse mais caiu dezenove pontos. O medo do desemprego caiu dez. A aposta na queda do desemprego
aumentou oito. O otimismo com a situação econômica do país no novo governo subiu doze pontos, e o
pessimismo caiu dez. Essa reversão nas expectativas conseguida a golpes de publicidade contribuiu para reeleger
Dilma, mas promoveu seu rápido divórcio com a opinião pública. A criação de falsas esperanças alimenta a
frustração e a decepção com a pessoa eleita, e corrói rapidamente a popularidade conquistada”.
151
Available at https://politica.estadao.com.br/noticias/geral,psdb-de-aecio-neves-pede-auditoria-navotacao,1585755. Last seen June 21, 2020.
152
Available at https://politica.estadao.com.br/noticias/geral,auditoria-do-psdb-conclui-que-nao-houve-fraudena-eleicao--imp-,1777811. Last seen June 21, 2020.
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Although the right-wing protests, which took place in March and August 2015, and
March 2016, may have their genesis recognized in the June Journeys, they are quite different
in their agenda and political motivations. Above all, they cannot be separated from the general
climate of opinion that led to the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff. An element of continuity,
however, can be identified among them: the crisis of political representation.
According to Nicolau (2017), the traditional distrust of Brazilians in relation to
political parties gained encouragement with the demonstrations of June 2013 and deepened
with the investigations of Car Wash Operation. Still in his understanding, one of the best
expressions of this distrust can be the growth of null and blank votes in the 2014 elections,
which were also for federal and state deputies. Esther Solano identified this distrust of
political parties in a survey conducted during demonstrations in April and August 2015. In
these same manifestations, distrust of political representation was linked to the phenomenon
called antipetismo – or anti-Workers’ Party sentiment.
Advances in the Car Wash Operation for other parties, in addition to
the Workers’ Party, helped popularize the image of the corrupt
politician, in such a way as to have almost a synonymous relationship
between the political and corrupt concepts. Brazilian parties are
viewed with suspicion, negativity and an enormous symbolic distance.
(Solano, 2018:5)
Despite elements of mistrust in relation to political parties, the 2015 and 2016 protests
advanced on nationalist, anti-corruption and anti-Workers’ Party agendas, in addition to
containing elements of cultural wars such as condemnation of abortion or rights of the
LGBTQ community, among other conservative agendas. Beside the street demonstrations,
another form of protest was marked as an anti-Dilma Rousseff symbol: the panelaços153 .
Frequent in Hispanic Latin America to protest against governments (and where they are called
cacerolazos) and associated to the left, in Brazil they were adapted by a middle class
dissatisfied with the economic crisis and corruption scandals, and who called for the
impeachment of the president. The panelaços happened during Rousseff’s speeches on
national television – mostly at night – and during Jornal Nacional154, being recorded by cell

153
154

Panelaço, or hitting pans – the same for cacerolazos.
Highest-rated daily news on open TV and broadcast by Globo network.
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phone cameras and highlighted by the media, which showed the cities across the country in
which the demonstrations against the president took place.
If panelaços were the background of the crisis, street protests were the greatest
demonstrations of displeasure and strength of public opinion. In March 15, 2015, there were
demonstrations in Rio de Janeiro, Brasília, Salvador, Belo Horizonte, Recife, Fortaleza,
Aracaju and São Paulo – which would have gathered, according to the military police, 1
million people. The Datafolha institute, however, estimated 210 thousand155. In April and
August, the protests resumed. In August 16, however, more people gathered, and the intention
to oust Rousseff became more explicit, as stated by one of the many leaders behind the
protests, Fábio Ostermann: “What we agree with Vem para Rua and Revoltados Online156 is
that the general motto of the demonstration should really be ‘Fora Dilma’”157. They occurred
in all states of the country and the Federal District (Brasília); in the city of São Paulo, the
crowd in Avenida Paulista held about 135 thousand people, according to Datafolha158, or 350
thousand people, according to the military police.
Remarkable demonstrations took place in what would be the last year of her mandate
– they would also be considered the largest in the history of Brazil. In March 13, 2016,
millions took to the streets of 239 cities in the Brazilian five regions, asking mainly for
Rousseff’s impeachment. Former President Lula and the Workers’ Party were also targets of
protest and defamation159. For Rosana Pinheiro-Machado, however, the manifestations of the
new Brazilian right cannot be understood only taking into account the Brazilian context. On
the contrary, they would be related to the rise of the right in the world, which has been
underway since the 2000s – not being, in the author’s view, an unfolding of the Arab Spring.
The extreme right that came after the 2008 crisis is not a direct
consequence of the spring of protests. It had been articulating with
155

Available at https://epoca.globo.com/tempo/noticia/2015/03/15-de-marco-os-bprotestos-pelo-brasilb.html.
Last seen June 25, 2020.
156
Movimento Brasil Livre (MBL) (Free Brazil Mouvement), Revoltados Online (Revolts Online) and Vem pra
Rua (Come to the Street) are the main exponents of the new right in calling for the 2015 and 2016
demonstrations. Kim Kataguiri – a young MBL leader – ran in 2018, being elected federal deputy by the state of
São Paulo by DEM (Democratas, or Democrats).
157
“O que nós concordamos com o Vem para Rua e o Revoltados Online é que o mote geral da manifestação
deve ser realmente o ‘Fora Dilma’’, afirmou à BBC Brasil Fábio Ostermann, um dos líderes do MBL”. Available
at https://www.bbc.com/portuguese/noticias/2015/08/150814_protestos_domingo_ms_cc. Last seen June 25,
2020
158
Available at https://m.folha.uol.com.br/poder/2015/08/1669405-protestos-contra-governo-dilma-ocorrem-emoito-capitais-e-no-df.shtml. Last seen June 25, 2020
159
Available at https://politica.estadao.com.br/noticias/geral,manifestacoes-em-todos-os-estados-superam-as-demarco-do-ano-passado,10000021047. Last seen June 26, 2020
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greater force since the early 2000s, and the crisis was the perfect
opportunity to gain space. The occupations helped to echo a
widespread anti-systemic feeling against a form of globalization that
penalized the “99%”. Worldwide, and it was no different in Brazil, the
new right surfed latent dissatisfaction, directing and organizing it
towards authoritarianism and conservatism. The right knew how to
channel the revolt better than the left, and one of the reasons why this
has happened is that it comes to dispute with an arsenal of financial
and technological resources that are often unscrupulous, such as the
fake news machine of Cambridge Analytica, a company of Steve
Bannon who played a decisive role in Brexit, in England, and in the
election of Donald Trump, in the United States. (Pinheiro-Machado,
2019:25-26)160
In Brazil, this advanced computational propaganda machine and online organization
of the new right started in the 2014 elections, mostly by the candidate Aécio Neves, and has
been intensified (in monetary and technical resources) since then. The effects of the virtual
world, however, were very practical in the political landscape in the following years, with the
incorporation of new actors in the public sphere (opinion leaders) and also in the institutional
sphere. In reality, some of the new political players are old actors who have gained new
relevance through these new practices, also using old political practices (such as patronage
and clientelism) to achieve their goals161 . Furthermore, in recent Latin American political
history, presidential impeachment constitutes a consistent pattern (Pérez-Liñán, 2007) – and
Dilma Rousseff's case was no exception.
3.4.4 The impeachment

160

“A extrema-direita que se organiza após a crise de 2008 não é consequência direta da primavera de protestos.
Ela já vinha se articulando com maior força desde os anos 2000, e a crise foi a oportunidade perfeita para ganhar
espaço. As ocupações ajudaram a ecoar um sentimento generalizado antissistêmico contra uma forma de
globalização que penalizava os ‘99%’. No mundo todo, e não foi diferente no Brasil, a nova direita surfou na
insatisfação latente, direcionando-a e organizando-a para o lado do autoritarismo e do conservadorismo. A
direita soube canalizar a revolta melhor do que a esquerda, e um dos motivos pelos quais isso tem ocorrido é que
ela chega à disputa com um arsenal de recursos financeiros e tecnológicos muitas vezes inescrupulosos, como a
máquina de fake news da Cambridge Analytica, empresa de Steve Bannon que desempenhou um papel decisivo
no Brexit, na Inglaterra, e na eleição de Donald Trump, nos Estados Unidos”.
161
Conservative politicians in the Brazilian democratic-liberal experience from 1946 to 1964 were called foxes.
The nickname has become synonymous with astute and experienced politician until nowadays.
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Despite being an important variable in the impeachment process of a president, public
opinion is not the only one. In order to make the impeachment happen, a series of political
arrangements need to be made, and, in the Brazilian case, the situation of the presidential
coalition needs to be very unbalanced – so that the government’s support base has greater
incentives to turn against it. And, above all, the president must have committed some crime of
responsibility or breach of decorum during the exercise of his (or her) function that justifies
the opening of the process. Rousseff's impeachment met the necessary institutional and
political conditions to be carried out.
The outcome of the 2014 legislative elections appeared to have been favourable to the
situation. According to Sérgio Abranches (2017), the Workers’ Party had again won a
majority in the Chamber of Deputies (70 elected)162; the main party of the coalition, PMDB,
of vice-president Michel Temer, elected 66 deputies. PSDB, from opponent Aécio Neves,
ranked third with 54 deputies. Looking more carefully, however, the president’s party and
PMDB did not reach the parliamentary majority – that is, an absolute majority of the seats,
50% + 1. They totalled 26%. The relative weight of the coalition’s political field has also
changed compared to the previous legislature, becoming more unfavourable. The Workers’
Party lost 18 deputies, a 20.5% reduction. PMDB, that previously had 72 deputies, elected 66
in 2014 – five deputies fewer or approximately a drop of 8% in the size of the party bench. In
contrast, the PSDB went from fourth to third largest bench by electing ten more deputies
(from 44 deputies to 54), or approximately had a 22% growth163. Definitely, losing space to
the polarizing party was not good news.
The rest of the coalition, made up of smaller parties, became polarized: the right and
center-right, with six parties, took control of 34% of the seats, or 175 deputies. The left,
however, was at a disadvantage, with only 7% of seats or 34 deputies. Much of this loss
comes from the fact that the Brazilian Socialist Party (PSB), from candidate Marina Silva,
migrated to the opposition. The center-right coalition had 47% of the seats, or seven parties
and 241 deputies. The center-left sub-coalition, then, managed to get only 20% of the seats –
which greatly complicated the situation of the government.
In the Senate, the scenario of the Chamber of Deputies was repeated. The first bench
was from the PMDB, with 19 senators, or 23% of the seats. The Workers’ Party elected 13
senators or 16% of the seats. Next came PSDB, with ten senators, or 12% of the seats. The
162

From a total of 513 benches
Available at https://www.ebc.com.br/noticias/eleicoes-2014/2014/10/confira-como-ficou-a-nova-composicaoda-camara-dos-deputados-por. Last seen June 30, 2020.
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center-left sub-coalition represented 25% of the total, with 20 senators, and the center-right,
44% of the total with 36 seats and without PMDB (idem). Even under “normal conditions of
temperature and pressure”, a center-left government having to rely on a center-right base
would be very risky.
In fact, the nefarious political and institutional environment was enhanced by the less
favourable composition of Congress, compelled to act in defence of the personal interests of
its own members. Several party leaders and Congress members were investigated by the Car
Wash Operation, and had already been condemned or were in the process of being
condemned. Sérgio Abranches describes the political landscape of Brazil in the beginning of
2015:
The political environment was, every day, more nervous and hostile to
the president. A link had been created between the advance of
corruption investigations and the political crisis by which every new
judicial authorities act fed the stress between the Legislative and the
Executive. It didn’t matter that the Workers’ Party and its main
figures were also targets of lawsuits. Lula was already in Curitiba.
José Dirceu and several other Workers’ Party leaders were
condemned. Many other party leaders were being indicted and on the
verge of becoming defendants. The president’s degree of distrust was
such that one of the main reasons for approving the constitutional
amendment that increased the mandatory retirement age of Supreme
Court ministers to 75 years was to prevent her from appointing new
members to the Court. Coalition partners feared that people likely to
punish politicians from the center’s parties aligned with government
would be chosen. It became known as the Constitution Amendment
Project of the Walking Cane.
In the corridors of the Legislative Branch, the word impeachment was
already being whispered in informal conversations. In politics, these
are the conversations that have the most consequences. (Abranches,
2017: 298)164
164

“O ambiente político estava, a cada dia, mais nervoso e hostil à presidente. Criara-se um nexo entre o avanço
das investigações de corrupção e a crise política pelo qual todo novo ato das autoridades judiciárias alimentava o
estresse entre Legislativo e Executivo. Não importava que o PT e suas principais figuras também fossem alvos
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The conspiracy climate needed institutional arrangements and bargains so that the
possibility of Dilma Rousseff’s ousting was a threat strong enough for the government to be
blackmailed. In March 2015, the Minister of the Supreme Federal Court, Teori Zavascki,
accepted the request for the opening of an investigation against parliamentarians by the
General Prosecutor, Rodrigo Janot. Zavascki also accepted the request to break the
confidentiality of the findings of Car Wash Operation in the Supreme Court, and allowed the
release of the list of politicians with privileged jurisdiction who would be investigated.
Among those investigated, some of the most important figures of the National Congress stand
out, such as Eduardo Cunha and also the Senate President, Renan Calheiros. This list became
known as Janot List. Two months before, in January, Cunha 165 had managed to face a
maneuver that aimed to diminish the great power of the PMDB in Congress. He defeated the
government’s candidate for the presidency of the Chamber of Deputies, Arlindo Chinaglia, in
the first election round – he had 267 votes, against 136 votes in Chinaglia166 . Therefore,
although cornered by the corruption allegations in the Petrobras case, he had the bread and
the butter.
He then went on to an unprecedented parliamentary offensive against the Executive,
accusing the government of directing Janot’s work to take personal action against him. One of
the devices used was the “bomb-agendas”, with the potential to amplify the crisis that the
government was going through. Such agendas were bills like salary adjustments or the
blocking of new forms of tax collection, hindering the government’s fiscal goal. In addition,
he started to unravel proposals that had been in quod for years and created special
commissions to analyse them, which kept Congress always voting or analysing agendas that
not only did not interest the government, but also harmed it. Another tactic was to obstruct
fundamental votes to the government, such as the analysis of presidential vetoes, with the
holding of extraordinary sessions in a row thus occupying the plenary of the Chamber. In
de processos. Lula já era em Curitiba. José Dirceu e vários outros líderes petistas estavam condenados. Muitas
outras lideranças do partido estavam sendo indiciadas e prestes a se tornarem rés. O grau de desconfiança da
presidente era tal, que uma das principais razões para aprovação da emenda constitucional que aumentava a
idade da aposentadoria compulsória de ministros do STF para 75 anos era evitar que ela nomeasse novos
titulares para a Corte. Os parceiros da coalizão temiam que fosse escolhidas pessoas propensas a punir políticos
dos partidos do centro alinhados com o governismo. Ficou conhecida como PEC da Bengala. Nos corredores do
Poder Legislativo, já se ouvia a palavra impeachment ser sussurrada nas conversas informais. Em política, são
essas as conversas que mais consequências têm”.
165
President of the Chamber of Deputies at the time, from this point Cunha becomes one of the central
characters in the plot of Dilma Rousseff's impeachment.
166
Available at http://g1.globo.com/politica/noticia/2015/02/chinaglia-diz-respeitar-decisao-e-revela-acordopara-pt-ter-cargo.html. Last seen July, 3, 2020.
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addition, he appointed opposition deputies to chair parliamentary committees on sensitive
issues.
In October 2015, parliamentarians from PSOL (Partido Socialismo e Liberdade),
Workers’ Party, PSB, PMDB and Rede Sustentabilidade evaluated that Eduardo Cunha could
be ousted for breach of decorum for having repeatedly denied to Petrobras’ parliamentary
committee of inquiry having accounts in Switzerland – a complaint filed by the Car Wash
Operation 167 . After the denunciation of the parliamentarians, the Ethics Council of the
Chamber of Deputies decides to institute proceedings to investigate Cunha. In early
December, the Ethics Council decided to continue the process168 thanks to the vote of three
deputies from the Workers’ Party who were part of the collegiate and who would still be
considering their position. As promised by him, the retaliation was not delayed, and Eduardo
Cunha decided to accept Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment request. Using football metaphors –
Cunha’s esteemed sport – journalist Bernardo Mello Franco describes the deputy’s tactics in a
book that brings together articles he wrote at the time; this specific one was from August 9,
2015.
On another front, Cunha took accounts of past governments that had
never been voted. From one hour to the next, the 2015 plenary session
started to assess Itamar government’s accounts in 1992. Then, it
advanced to the FHC and Lula accounts. The objective, everybody
knows, is to clear the agenda to reject Dilma’s accounts. The move is
rehearsed: in the coming weeks, the Federal Audit Court condemns
pedalling and sends the paperwork to the Chamber. The deputies
disapprove the accounts of the president and, supported by the
demonstration of the 16th, they initiate an impeachment process. The
removal of a president is provided by law, but can only be approved if
167

The Petrobras scandal was not the first in which Eduardo Cunha was involved. In 1992, in the middle of the
impeachment process of Fernando Collor de Mello – of whom he was treasurer in the presidential campaign –
the Rio de Janeiro Communication Workers Union demanded his ousting from the presidency of the state
telephone company, Telerj. In 1998, he was also involved in irregularities by the Companhia Estadual de
Habitação (Cohab, State Housing Company). In 2002, he joined the PMDB and started his career in federal
politics, being elected deputy and being reelected in 2006. At this time, he started his attacks against the Lula
government, using the manoeuvres for which he became known.
168 Eduardo Cunha’s ousting process ended in September 2016, after Dilma Rousseff had already been
impeached. The deputy, persona non grata, was removed and became ineligible. There were 450 votes in favour
of his removal and 10 against. In October 2016, he was preemptively arrested by the Federal Police for
allegations in the lava jet operation. In March 2017, Cunha was sentenced to 15 years and four months in prison
by judge Sergio Moro for crimes of corruption, money laundering and evasion of foreign exchange.
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there is evidence of a crime of responsibility, as happened with Collor.
Using an accounting manoeuvre to overthrow the government recalls
the worst moments of football: the invented penalty, the turnaround to
avoid relegation. It is with these methods that Cunha wants to get
there169. (Franco, 2018:36)
Although they have stretched over time, the manoeuvres and rumours stopped being
conspiratorial and became action. Vice President Michel Temer did not disguise his intentions
either. In an attempt to calm PMDB and the opposition, Rousseff had passed the
government’s political articulation to Temer in April 2015. But in December, he sent a letter
to President Dilma Rousseff in which he lists episodes in which her distrust of his person
would be evident, accusing her of having made him lose his political prominence and to resort
to him only to resolve political crises. The official breakup with the president was published
in its entirety by the press. The foxes’ siège of Dilma Rousseff had closed.

169

“Em outra frente, Cunha tirou da gaveta contas de governos passados que nunca haviam sido votadas. De
uma hora para outra, o plenário de 2015 passou a avaliar a contabilidade do governo Itamar em 1992. A toque de
caixa, avançou para as contas de FHC e Lula. O objetivo, ninguém ignora, é limpar a pauta para rejeitar as
contas de Dilma. A jogada está ensaiada: nas próximas semanas, o Tribunal de Contas da União condena as
pedaladas e envia a papelada à Câmara. Os deputados reprovam as contas da presidente e, amparados pela
manifestação do dia 16, instauram um processo de impeachment. O afastamento de um presidente é previsto em
lei, mas só pode ser aprovado se houver prova de crime de responsabilidade, como ocorreu com Collor. Usar
uma manobra contábil para derrubar o governo lembra os piores momentos do futebol: o pênalti inventado, a
virada de mesa para evitar o rebaixamento. É com esses métodos que Cunha quer chegar lá”.
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Figure 2 - Michel Temer and Dilma Rousseff at a presidential ceremony. Photo: Pedro Ladeira/Folhapress170

In the coming months, the government and the Workers’ Party bench tried to
strengthen themselves in the face of the inevitable, and planned to count on some benevolence
from the Senate president, Renan Calheiros. The Supreme Federal Court decided the Chamber
should set up a special commission, proportional to the parties’ benches, with an open vote.
The president could also only be temporarily removed if the Senate accepted the complaint of
a crime of responsibility – at the time of Collor, the president should already be removed for
up to 180 days until the Senate process. The difference between the rites displeased Cunha,
but that did not mean a victory for Rousseff. Once the special commission was established,
the government accumulated defeats, electing neither the president nor the rapporteur. Even
with the defence’s attempts, the impeachment report was approved by 38 votes to 27 and
defeat in the Lower House plenary was certain. The costs for deputies outside the left subcoalition to remain loyal to the government were very high, especially when their voters filled
the March 2016 impeachment marches – the biggest in the country’s history.

170

Available at https://www.gazetadopovo.com.br/vida-publica/maioria-da-populacao-quer-que-dilma-e-temersaiam-do-governo-diz-datafolha-cq927m3huje989ar1arfbk8t0/. Last seen August 26, 2020.
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The April 17, the Chamber authorized Dilma Rousseff to be prosecuted for a crime of
responsibility for 367 votes to 137, and 7 abstentions171. The letters were marked. The session
was tense, with fights and fiery speeches that recalled everything but the crimes of
responsibility attributed to the president. Homeland, family and freedom were some of the
slogans invoked by the deputies. Also in April, the last presidential Datafolha’s poll was
released. Only 13% approved the government, while 63% disapproved – levels that persisted
with little oscillation since the March 2015 protests.
The first special Senate commission took place on April 26, also under the command
of disaffected by the government. And on May 12, the Senate authorized Rousseff's
impeachment process by 55 votes to 22, and the president was then removed. Vice President
Michel Temer would no longer be “decorative”, as defined in the letter to the President.
Rousseff would not return to occupy the Planalto Palace172. She was finally ousted on
August 31 by 61 votes to 20. The president of the Supreme Federal Court, Ricardo
Lewandowski, chaired the session and decided to divide it in two: in the first, it was decided
that Rousseff would lose her mandate, in the second, it would be assessed whether the
president would also lose political rights. Upon being impeached, the president would
automatically lose political rights for a maximum period of eight years. Rousseff’s process,
however, diverged from the rite and she was spared the prohibition on exercising public
mandates. To be disqualified, she would need 54 votes – but 42 senators were in favour of her
loss of political rights, 36 were against it and 3 abstained173. Michel Temer was invested in
the same day.

171

Available at https://www.camara.leg.br/noticias/485947-camara-autoriza-instauracao-de-processo-deimpeachment-de-dilma-com-367-votos-a-favor-e-137-contra/. Last seen July 4, 2020.
172
Federal Executive power headquarters in Brasília.
173
Available at http://g1.globo.com/politica/processo-de-impeachment-de-dilma/noticia/2016/08/senado-aprovaimpeachment-dilma-perde-mandato-e-temer-assume.html. Last seen July 4, 2020.
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4. Agenda-setting analysis for Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment historical event
This is the chapter of the agenda setting analyses for Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment
historical event. The empirical analyses of this doctoral thesis are inscribed within the Natural
Language Processing (NLP) tooling – the data analysis subarea for text analysis (Soares,
2015). Basically, they were used three libraries for Python programming language: NLTK
(which adds several pre-programmed functions for text processing in Portuguese),
sklearn.feature_extraction (used to transform texts into vectors) and networkx (Python library
for studying graphs, used for the analysis of relationships between words, as well as for the
centrality and co-occurrence graphs). These tools were used to process the corpus of media
news (extracted from the Mediaframe174 platform, developed by FGV's School of Applied
Mathematics) and Twitter (extracted through the LTWEET 175 platform, developed by
LABCOM at Federal University of Maranhão, UFMA). For all extractions, the keyword was
governo_Dilma176. The data and programming codes are available at GitHub platform.177
As the research hypothesis is that media set Twitter’s agenda, the Twitter corpus was
analysed before the media corpus in order to minimize interpretive bias. In the end, both were
analysed comparatively, with the objective of identifying possible relations between
quantitative and qualitative variations in the period from January 2013 to December 2016, in
which the crisis that resulted in Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment developed. To this end, they
were performed range and longitudinal analyses, divided in the chapter as it follows: Twitter
analyses, media analyses and longitudinal analyses (for sentiment polarity for Twitter and
media separately, besides textual similarity between both). All of them are explained in detail
throughout the chapter.
Twitter analysis
The empirical analysis in Natural Language Processing (NLP) started with the
histogram of Tweets distribution per month for governo_Dilma, covering all the range. The
purpose was to have an initial overview of the volume of the public debate in the period
aforementioned and to identify whether the peaks of word frequency might be associated with
any significant event, which also served as a parameter to select the events to be analysed in
174

Available at https://mediaframe.io/. Last seen August 21, 2020.
Available at https://www.labcomdata.com.br/. Last seen August 21, 2020.
176
In English, government_Dilma.
177
Avalaible at https://github.com/ana-soares/NLP_Twitter. Last seen September 8, 2020.
175
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Twitter and media linguistic corpora. The choice of significant events for the analysis was
made as follows: from a peak of frequency, the previous month, the peak month and the
following month were selected – totalling three months per event. It was gathered a corpus set
of sufficient size and coherence to be analysed with NLP technologies, but which also did not
represent such a large volume of data, thus making subsequent manual analysis difficult. The
scrapping and composition of the corpus was also intended to apprehend the context of
opinion events and the dissemination of the agenda (terms) over time, indicating more
punctual analyses – or, on the contrary, longitudinal analyses.

Figure 3 - Histogram - distribution of Tweets for the parameters governo_Dilma (government_Dilma) from
January 2013 to December 2016.

The Twitter scrapping was made through the platform labcomdigital 178 for the
parameters aforementioned and resulted in 388,234 Tweets, totalling 3,917,900 words.
According to these parameters, they were chosen ranges that also correspond to the following
events in the chronology of the crisis of Dilma Rousseff’s government:
1) Protests of June 2013, the June Journeys - May-July 2013
2) Launch of Car Wash Operation - Mar 2014 - Feb-April 2014
3) October 2014 general elections - Sep-Nov 2014
4) March 2015 protests - Feb-April 2015
5) August 2015 protests - Jul-Sep 2015
178

labcomdigital offers the LNEWS and LTWEET tools for news and historical Twitter data scrapping. The use
is available for academic research upon developers’ authorization. The platform is a Federal University of
Maranhão (UFMA) initiative.

104

6) Approval of Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment - April-Jun 2016
Figure 1 reveals five unambiguous peaks of Tweets frequency – they all match with
the main events of the crisis: respectively, June 2013 protests, the October 2014 elections, the
March 2015 protests, August 2015 protests, and the approval of the impeachment process (in
April 2016, by the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate special commission, and in May by
the Senate plenary). It is important to highlight that the peak of Tweets in June 2013 does not
happen in absolute terms, but stands out in the distribution mainly until July 2014. We
calculated the sum of Tweets for two equal periods of 22 months: from January 2013 to
September 2014, and from October 2014 to August 2016 – when Dilma Rousseff was
definitively ousted. Then, a comparison was made. The period after the 2014 elections shows
an 80% higher volume of Tweets about governo_Dilma, increasing significantly in the
previous two months and peaking in October: August, 9,202; September, 10,841 October,
18,676 (which may be an effect of the intensification of the online campaign)179.
From October (election month) on, there is an overall increase in the volume of
Tweets in the range, after a peak of almost 20,000 Tweets about Dilma’s government in a
month. Before that, only the June 2013 protests registered an atypical volume of Tweets so
far, of approximately 10,000 – an increase of 100% comparing the two social and political
events. As for the general increase in the volume of Tweets from the 2014 elections on, it is
necessary to consider the possible effects of the use of bots to distort the public debate held on
the platform, which reached 11% of the volume of the Tweets, as analysed by Ruediger
(2017). Although it is not possible to say that the general increase is correlated to bots, this is
one of the plausible hypotheses, since bots have been consistently used in the political debate
in social media since then.
The five peaks in the frequency of Tweets about Dilma’s government, more than
corresponding chronologically to the social and political events that marked the crisis of her
government (and, therefore, are considered historical events), correspond to expectations
about the relevance of these events in the public debate. We can see the volume of Tweets as
a proxy for the importance of the broad “Dilma government” agenda at times when public
opinion was decisive for the unfolding of the crisis, acting as a “catalyst” of subsequent
events – just as in Sewell’s concept of fateful temporality (2005), according to which history

179

A more detailed analysis of the distribution will be made in the longitudinal analyses chapter.
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can be accelerated by events and different historical temporalities have different change
degrees.
One of these historic events, however, escapes expectations about relevance in the
public debate: the launch of Car Wash Operation, in March 2014. The month is far from
representing a significant sum of Tweets. However, as will be noticed in the next analyses, the
impact of the Car Wash Operation appears diluted in the subsequent events, related to the
Dilma government as sub-themes (or sub-agendas), only appearing nominally as Lava Jato
(Car Wash) at the time of the impeachment process approval. Another event of public opinion
whose relevance on Twitter does not correspond to expectations – at least in co-occurrence
for governo_Dilma – are the protests of March 2016, which did not produce on Twitter an
equivalent debate in volume and relevance of the street demonstrations, the largest in the
history of Brazil. As with the previous protests, a much more expressive number of Tweets
was expected, in order to stand out in the distribution of Tweets over time.
However, the main (and perhaps more modest) conclusion that can be drawn from this
counterintuitive finding does not concern possible associations between debates on social
networks and street protests, or any other social and political event. It concerns the limits of
associating public opinion events on social networks with events in the “real world”, which is
very tempting, given the relevance of social networks in contemporary collective actions and
in new ways of measuring public opinion. Although decidedly social networks provide
important clues about the development of events in the political-institutional or social world
(serving to influence public opinion, organize movements, protests or precipitate events) the
forms of political communication are dynamic and therefore are constantly mapped. The
specific fact that the March 2016 demonstrations are not markedly present in the longitudinal
analysis of Tweets about Dilma Rousseff’s government also may indicate that the profile of
this mobilization can be much more similar to that of the 2018 elections – which were marked
by the rise of the new-right and the use of misinformation (best known for the fake news
phenomenon), massive political use of Whatsapp and the YouTube pipeline.
4.1. Most influential players for retweets methodology
4.1.1 June 2013 Protests – The June Journeys
For the analysis of the most influential players on Twitter, the chosen methodology is
the influence measure by number of retweets as a way to understand the reach of certain
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messages and to assess whether this reach on the social network corresponds to any relevant
political-institutional actor in the offline world.

Figure 4 - 5 most influential Twitter players for the June 2013 protests range

The histogram for the most influential players in the three months that make up the
analysis period for the June 2013 protests brings some surprises, but it also helps to confirm
some theoretical and political hypotheses that were even considered common sense – but
which are observable and verifiable. Against the expectations, the highlight is the @Jagpinho
profile, who is not an institutional profile or a Brazilian politician. The profile does not belong
to a politically active person and is not a robot either: it is an ordinary citizen’s account. The
@Jagpinho Tweet is a retweeted news from the newspaper O Globo about the evaluation of
Dilma Rousseff’s government in the state of Rio – where, despite having granted more than
60% of the votes in 2014 elections, the population presented the worst assessment of her
government according to a poll from Instituto Brasileiro de Opinião Pública e Estatística
(IBOPE) 180. The message has been retweeted almost 3,000 times.
This both demonstrates the power of Twitter, amplifying the reach of messages
coming from individuals, and corroborates the importance of the media and opinion polls in
setting the public opinion agenda; in isolation, however, the single case is not capable of
proving an influence in the protests of June 2013, because, above all, the news is from July.
However, it is an evidence that the government’s approval agenda – which gained strength
with the protests and the media repercussion of opinion polls – remained relevant at least a
month after the protests.
180

“#DeuRuimDilma - Governo Dilma é mais mal avaliado no Rio, estado em que a presidente teve mais de
60% dos votos em 2010”. Available at: http://dlvr.it/3jLKLw. Last seen August 14, 2020.
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The second most relevant actor is the newspaper O Estado de São Paulo (@estadao),
known for its conservative positions and criticism of the Workers’ Party governments. Then,
two political-institutional actors, @jdoriajr and @ptnacional, are the marks of the disputes
in the political field and confirm that the electoral polarization of the following year was
already being drawn up in 2013 – and it was already possible to envision electoral plans for
the 2016 municipal elections. João Dória Júnior, owner of @jdoriajr, was elected mayor of
São Paulo by PSDB in 2016 and state governor in 2018. His performance in Twitter was no
accident, since São Paulo is the place where the 2013 demonstrations began and were most
ferocious, also bringing together the largest number of people. At the time, the mayor was
Fernando Haddad, from the Workers’ Party. São Paulo is the richest city in the country,
representing the largest municipal GDP, and where the Workers’ Party and PSDB have their
main staff and the largest number of members. It is also the capital of the state of the largest
electoral Brazilian college181. It is clear, therefore, why the political dispute in São Paulo is so
fierce,

with

national

projection.

Finally,

another

major

newspaper,

O

Globo

(@jornaloglobo), confirms the importance of mainstream media on social networks, and
therefore in the public debate. This also demonstrates the political relevance of the city in the
national political context, as O Globo is from Rio de Janeiro and, along with Folha de São
Paulo and O Estado de São Paulo (Estadão), one of the most traditional newspapers in the
country.
4.1.2 Launch of Car Wash Operation

181

Both the electoral colleges of the city and the state of São Paulo are the largest in the country: the capital
college has more than 9 million voters, and the state college has more than 33 million – or approximately 22,%
of the total of 147,302,354 voters in Brazil, according to the Superior Electoral Court . These data were released
in the 2018 elections. Available at https://g1.globo.com/sp/sao-paulo/noticia/2018/08/01/sp-representa-224-doeleitorado-do-brasil-maioria-dos-eleitores-e-mulher.ghtml. Last seen August 18, 2020.
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Figure 5 - 5 most influential Twitter players for the launch of Car Wash Operation range

Even though the launch of the Car Wash Operation is not significant in terms of the
volume of Tweets about governo_Dilma, it is an important milestone because of the
consequences that it represents for the government and the Workers’ Party. The identity of the
actors who formed the public opinion about the government at the time is, therefore, very
relevant. Again, the PSDB (@psdb) – which until 2014 was the Workers’ Party main
opponent – took advantage of the operation’s hook to capitalize politically. Then comes one
of the main conservative politicians in the country – Ronaldo Caiado, from Democratas
(Democrats or DEM) 182 , representative of Brazilian agribusiness and opposition to the
Workers’ Party government. At the time, Caiado was leader of DEM and would run in 2014
for the Senate, representing the state of Goiás. He would be elected. The newspaper O Globo
keeps being a relevant player, and then we see @ricamconsult – or the conservative
economist Ricardo Amorim, owner of Ricam Consultoria. Amorim was a staunch critic not
only of the Workers’ Parties governments, but mainly of Dilma Rousseff. He is also one of
the members of the traditional Manhattan Connection TV show183 , which brings together
right-wing intellectuals to debate national and international politics since 1993. Finally, the
last profile, @reginabrasilia, belongs to a right-wing activist, whose most consistent online
performance seems to have been during the crisis of Rousseff’s government.

182

The former Partido da Frente Liberal (PFL).
The program has always been produced and broadcast by Globo group channels on cable TV, Globosat. The
group also owns the newspaper O Globo, being the largest media and communication conglomerate in Latin
America.

183
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4.1.3 October 2014 general elections

Figure 6 - 5 most influential Twitter players for 2014 general elections range

Ironically, the most influential player of the 2014 election is not Dilma Rousseff’s
main competitor, Aécio Neves, who invested heavily in social media campaigns. Instead,
Silas Malafaia (@pastormalafaia) took the first place. He is a controversial pastor of the
Evangelical Pentecostal church, based in Rio de Janeiro, and exponent of cultural wars in the
country – besides having it`s own TV show. In his political performance, Malafaia engaged in
a fierce campaign against Dilma Rousseff. The popular Tweet refers to a meeting of President
Dilma Rousseff with representatives of movements linked to the defence of the rights of gays,
lesbians, bisexuals, transsexuals and transvestites184. One can read: “DURING THE DILMA
GOVERNMENT TRANSEXUAL ARE MORE VALUABLE THAN WOMEN, A SHAME,
AN AFFECT TO BRAZILIAN WOMEN. WOMEN SAY NO TO PT, DOWN WITH
DILMA!”185. This was the most liked and shared Tweet of the entire Twitter analysis.
Malafaia’s presence indicates the political power of the evangelical church on the
national scene, which grew under Lula’s government and established in 2018, with Jair
Bolsonaro’s election in 2018. Aécio Neves (@aecioneves) comes second with 2,000 retweets,
less than half of Malafaia’s engagement, followed by Ricardo Amorim (@ricamconsult) and
@blogdopim – a profile of the right-wing journalist Felipe Moura Brasil. The left (or
progressive) forces appear with the @mudamais profile, and not with the institutional profile
184

Available at https://politica.estadao.com.br/noticias/geral,feliciano-e-malafaia-criticam-encontro-de-dilmacom-gays,1048184. Last seen July 14, 2020
185
“@pastormalafaia NO GOVERNO DILMA TRANSEXUAL VALE MAIS QUE AS MULHERES, UMA
VERGONHA, UMA AFRONTA A MULHER BRASILEIRA. MULHERES DIGA [sic] NÃO AO PT, FORA
DILMA!”
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of the Workers’ Party (@ptoficial), for example, or Dilma Rousseff. This can be an indicator
of the political fragility of the president and her party in mobilizing public opinion – even if
they were victorious in the election.

4.1.4 March 2015 right-wing protests

Figure 7 - 5 most influential Twitter players for March 2015 protests range

During the March 2015 protests – the first major right-wing protests in the country
since 1964 – we see again the newspaper O Globo as the main character. Next is Veja
(@veja), a traditional political weekly magazine that also engaged in criticism and negative
campaign against Lula and Dilma Rousseff governments. Of course, in electoral times it
would be no different. Then comes the personal profile of the right-wing journalist Reinaldo
Azevedo (@reinaldoazevedo), who, at the time, also hosted his blog on Veja magazine’s
website. Azevedo devoted a good part of his columns to criticizing the governments of the
Workers’ Party, having coined the expression petralhas to designate, pejoratively, the cadres
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and militants of the party. The term is a corruption of metralhas: Os irmãos metralha are the
Brazilian translation for The Beagle Boys – the comics and cartoons series of thieving and
confused dogs. And then we see, one more time, the political-institutional actors Ronaldo
Caiado and PSDB. For the 2015 demonstrations, then, we notice a predominance of the media
and right political actors influencing Twitter debate.

4.1.5 August 2015 protests

Figure 8 - 5 most influential Twitter players for August 2015 protests range

Once more, O Globo newspaper appears as one of the major players in Rousseff’s
government crisis, followed by Blog do Pim and G1 (@g1) – a hardnews website that is also
part of the Globo group. In 4th place appears @blogdilmabr, the personal blog of the
president Dilma Rousseff. The issue of Dilma Rousseff’s online presence has a complicating
factor: as she was president, it was more difficult for her to use Twitter profiles and other
online tools to get into open conflict against opponents. Similarly, this fact complicated
Rousseff’s personal performance on social media during her reelection campaign – which
could be interpreted as a conflict of interest between the candidate Dilma Rousseff and the
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president. Anyway, the presence of her blog among the main actors indicates a strategic
reinforcement of her performance (and of the Workers’ Party) in the narrative dispute to face
the negative campaign that she has been suffering by several political, economic and social
sectors. Last but not least, @mendoncafilho is the personal profile of José Mendonça Filho –
then federal deputy of the DEM for the state of Pernambuco and coordinator of the ProImpeachment Committee in the Chamber of Deputies. Besides being one of the deputies with
the most prominent action against Dilma Rousseff, Mendonça Filho became Minister of
Education in Michel Temer’s government – position he held from May 2016 to April 2018.

4.1.6 The impeachment process approval (2016)

Figure 9 - 5 most influential Twitter players for the impeachment approval range

Finally, the most influential players for the impeachment approval (April-June 2016)
indicate a greater balance in the narrative dispute over governo_Dilma, but perhaps it was
already a little late. Again, Caiado leads the retweets; then, it is time for @ale_lozetti – a
sports journalist who also covers the Brazilian team for the Globo group. To understand why
a Tweet of about the governo_Dilma gained that reach (especially in the days of the World
Cup in Brazil), I made a manual search to extract this content. The result reveals a concern
that would become an increasingly concrete possibility: “It doesn’t matter what I think of
Dilma’s government (these are not good things). If Eduardo Cunha and Bolsonaro win, I lose.
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Always”.186 The Tweet – made the day after the voting session in the Chamber of Deputies, in
April 17, 2016 – is interesting because it mentions a character that for many still went
unnoticed, while for others was already an opinion leader and presidential candidate.
The federal deputy Jair Bolsonaro was indeed a fierce opponent of all governments
since the first time he was elected, in 1990, and would be elected Brazil’s president in
October 2018. Although he was not considered one of the fundamental pieces in the
articulation of Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment in the Chamber of Deputies (a role that was
assigned to the foxes187), his offensive performance for the Bull, Bible and Bullet bench188
against Dilma Rousseff and in favour of the military regime cannot be neglected. In addition
to the traditional foxes, this political bench was also eager to conquer power (and, therefore,
the power of setting the political agenda) in the country, seeing her impeachment as a way to
pave that path. Thirdly, @umvesgo is a curious player because he is a completely ordinary
boy, who likes funk music and football, and retweeted a funny political meme comparing
Rousseff’s term and the future Temer’s term to Brazilian team bizarre football matches189.
Then, we see @dilmabr – this time, the personal profile from Dilma Rousseff – and, finally,
@blogdonoblat, profile of the journalist Ricardo Noblat’s190 blog.
4.2. Twitter content analysis
For the content analysis, the same routines were selected for both Twitter and news, so
that the results could be compared – this because the intention is precisely to compare the
media and Twitter agendas and frames. They were chosen the 40 most common words,
centrality and co-occurrence of terms, n-grams frequency and sentiment analysis, always with
governo_Dilma keyword as a parameter. In the analyses of the most common words, it was
decided not to remove all stop words, even though the great majority of them have been
manually removed in the rare case of the code’s failure in the task. It can also be found a
small variation for the 40 most common words histogram (37, 38 words).

186

“@ale_lozetti Não importa o que eu pense do governo Dilma (não são coisas boas). Se Eduardo Cunha e
Bolsonaro saem vitoriosos, eu saio derrotado. Sempre”.
187
Politicians of the establishment and / or that had lost the status quo.
188
Bancada do Boi, da Bíblia e da Bala (BBB) – parliamentary bloc that represents the agribusiness, the
evangelical church, the police, the military and the weapon industry.
189
“@umvesgo governo dilma / governo temer”. Available at: http://pic.twitter.com/5F7LDIpkxG. Last seen
August 14, 2020.
190
A political columnist that was also hosted in the newspaper O Globo and consistently opposed to the
president.
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4.2.1 June 2013 Protests – The June Journeys

Figure 10 - Twitter 40 most common words for the June 2013 protests range

Twelve of the most common words belong to the semantic field of opinion polls. In
the order of appearance, from left to right, they are: cai, aprovação, pesquisa, IBOPE, queda,
CNI, pontos, avaliação, popularidade, positiva, CNT and Datafolha (falls, approval, survey,
IBOPE, fall, CNI, points, rating, popularity, positive, CNT and Datafolha, in English). It is
also interesting to note that four of those are among the five most common words – Dilma,
falls, approval, survey, IBOPE. During the protests of June 2013, Rousseff’s approval
suffered an abrupt drop of 27 percentage points – falling from 57% to 30%. Two of the most
traditional opinion polling institutes in the country are also mentioned: IBOPE 191 and
Datafolha (whose polls are used in this thesis). The National Transport Confederation
(CNT) 192 also did its own opinion poll. The words related to the marches themselves –
protests and demonstrations (protestos; manifestações) – appear less prominently, although
one could think that, as the “main characters” of the period, they would be more mentioned
than they actually are.
Also noticeable is the word doctors (médicos), which, at first glance, may seem
random. However, the analysis of the most frequent n-grams helped to clarify why this
specific word appears with a high frequency. They are: (denounces, conspiracy, case,
doctors) 193 , (conspiracy, case, doctors, Cubans) 194 and (announce, Tuesday, stimulus,
191

IBOPE’s polls were commissioned by the Confederação Nacional da Indústria (National Confederation of
Industry or CNI)
192
Confederação Nacional do Transporte
193
(denúncia, conspiração, caso, médicos)
194
(conspiração, caso, médicos, cubanos)
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residence)195. In response to the protests, one of the measures announced by the president was
the creation of Mais Médicos, a program to hire foreign doctors to supply the shortage of
these professionals in poor areas of the country196. This is journalistic information, including
the syntax revealed by the n-grams. However, the syntax of the n-grams that include the word
denounces refers to the conspiracist title of a video in which the opposition deputy Henrique
Mandetta (DEM) speaks in the Chamber of Deputies about the absence of doctors in Brazilian
countryside, in the context of Mais Médicos: “Deputy Mandetta denounces a conspiracy by
the Dilma government in the case of Cuban doctors” 197 . The deputy’s speech, in a
reproduction of TV Câmara 198 , also mentions an opinion poll in which the government’s
assessment of Dilma Rousseff, in the health issue, that time, would represent a 70%
disapproval199. Then Mandetta’s speech becomes more aggressive. The Rousseff government
would be a dictatorship, in which “(…) the bodies that Cuban doctors produce will keep their
tombstones in front of the Planalto Palace, and will remain [sic] in the account of the deputies
who eventually vote for this PM [Provisional Measure] of death” (Mandetta, 2013)200.
The names of social networks also attract attention. To understand why the terms are
among the most common words, a manual search was made on Tweets. It was found, then, a
news item from the newspaper O Globo that stated Rousseff monitored social networks in the
protests: “Dilma government monitors Twitter, Facebook and even WhatsApp about
protests”201. The public health agenda is also evident from the appearance of the word health
(saúde). Lula and the Workers’ Party, pt, are also among the most common words, which
indicate a narrative association with governo_Dilma, besides the word bolsa202, which means
stock exchange and, therefore, indicates the relevance of the financial market in the political
and economic scenario. Consequently, except for the word health, the public agenda of the

195

(anunciar, terça, estímulo, residência)
The Mais Médicos (More Doctors) program was launched on July 8, 2013, therefore after the June
demonstrations. However, the Provisional Measure of Mais Médicos was already being discussed in the plenary
of the Chamber in the Commission since the early May. Therefore, the program was not necessarily a response
to the protests of June 2013, but a measure whose launch was already being considered and which the
government thought would be opportune in the context of social discontent. Available at
https://www.camara.leg.br/noticias/492167-COMISSAO-DA-MP-DO-MAIS-MEDICOS-PROMOVEAUDIENCIA-HOJE. Last seen July 16, 2020.
197
“Deputado Mandetta denuncia conspiração do governo Dilma no caso dos médicos cubanos”.
198
Official TV channel of the Chamber of Deputies.
199
The supposed poll with this result was not found.
200
Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sHWd78Ht2XQ. Last seen July, 2016. The video is
available on more than one conspiracy channel on Youtube.
201 “@JornalOGlobo: Governo Dilma monitora Twitter, Facebook e até WhatsApp sobre protestos”. Available
at http://migre.me/f6x56. Last seen August 15, 2020.
202
In Portuguese, bolsa de valores means “Stock Exchange”.
196
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protests seems to be out of the analysis of Twitter for the parameter governo_Dilma – which
may be associated with a replication of the political-institutional agenda of the media.

Figure 11 - Twitter centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the June 2013 protests range

The centrality and term co-occurrence graph reinforces the histogram’s findings for
the most common terms for the words in the semantic field of opinion polling. In the graph,
the colder the colour, the greater the co-occurrence ratio – in this case, highlighted by the
relationship between approval and falls, (aprovação and cai), which co-occurred 1,938 times.
Dilma is not a strong node, and the all the terms appear connected by the word politics
(política). The word protests (protestos) is present too, opposed to politics.
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4.2.2 Launch of Car Wash Operation

Figure 12 - Twitter 40 most common words for the Launch of Car Wash Operation range

For the Launch of Car Wash Operation range, the name of the operation (Lava Jato)
is surprisingly absent from the histogram for the 40 most common words; however, it appears
through the word Petrobras – whose executives were the target of the first corruption reports.
Once again, we see the repercussions of opinion polls on the government, whose
approval continued to fall (falls, research, IBOPE, approval, evaluation, CNI, points,
CNT)203. But there are also unexpected findings. The word millions (milhões), understood
with the help of the most frequent n-grams, refers to a Rousseff aid to Evo Morales, then
president of Bolivia: (release, millions, evo, can)204; (millions, evo, can, face)205; (evo, can,
face, deficit) 206; (can, face, deficit, energetic)207; (face, deficit, energy, Bolivia)208: in short,
Dilma government releases 60 million so that Evo can face the energy deficit in Bolivia.
These facts are not entirely made up. In February 2014 – hence, before the launch of Car
Wash Operation – the Chamber of Deputies analysed the MP 625/13, which granted a credit
of R$ 60 million to the Ministry of Mines and Energy for repairing the power generation
equipment that would be donated to Bolivia. However, there was already a deputy’s
requirement to withdraw this item from the agenda209.
203

(cai, pesquisa, IBOPE, aprovação, avaliação, CNI, pontos, CNT)
(libera, milhões, evo, possa)
205
(milhões, evo, possa, enfrentar)
206
(evo, possa, enfrentar, déficit)
207
(possa, enfrentar, déficit, energético)
208
(enfrentar, déficit, energético, Bolívia)
209
Available at https://www.camara.leg.br/noticias/425968-plenario-inicia-ordem-do-dia-para-votar-mp-deajuda-a-bolivia/. Last seen July 16, 2016.
204
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Other curious word is dictatorship (ditadura). To understand it, it was necessary to
manually search the period’s tweets. The most shared one was Dilma government is complicit
in a murderous dictatorship210, an article by Reinaldo Azevedo on his blog on Veja from
February 2014, in which he criticizes Rousseff’s government and the Workers’ Party support
to the Venezuelan regime. Finally, for the political-institutional actors among the most
common terms, we again see PT and Lula. Nevertheless, this time we also notice the then
PSDB pre-candidate for the presidency in the 2014 elections, aécio (Aécio Neves). The
presence of Aécio Neves in the most common words in the period indicates the candidate and
senator was already preparing his relevance in the public debate as antagonist to Rousseff, to
the Workers’ Party and, therefore, as an alternative to PT in the presidency.

Figure 13 - Twitter centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the Launch of Car Wash Operation range

As we can see, even for the launch of Car Wash Operation range, the centrality and
term co-occurrence graph shows the relevance of the relation between the terms approval and
falls (aprovação e cai) for governo_Dilma – this time, correlated with the word IBOPE,
210

“Governo Dilma é cúmplice de uma ditadura assassina. http://veja.abril.com.br/blog/reinaldo/geral/governodilma-e-cumplice-de-uma-ditadura-assassina/#.UxkzzspTzhM.twitter … via @VEJA”.

119

forming a triangulation between the three nodes (represented by the purple, blue and green
connections). This indicates the poll analysed by the public opinion was made by IBOPE. It is
also interesting to note the node for reais, r$. The node Dilma is not so relevant in absolute
number of terms interconnections but connects all the terms in co-occurrence: the plot shifts
and Dilma is the new core of the debate, instead of “Politics”.

4.2.3 October 2014 general elections

Figure 14 - Twitter 40 most common words for the October 2014 general elections range

For the 2014 elections period, there are no big surprises. Among the most common
words for Tweets on governo_Dilma, we find the main political actors and candidates: aécio
(Aécio Neves) and marina (Marina Silva), in addition to the word campaign (campanha) in
the semantic field of elections. The weight of the polls remains relevant, as we can see by the
presence of survey, evaluation, IBOPE, Datafolha, approval211. The corruption agenda also
returns as an image liability for the government, as we can see by corruption and Petrobras
(corrupção and Petrobras). Once again, PT and Lula are present, pointing a narrative
permanent association between the Workers’ Party and former President Lula in the crisis of
Dilma Rousseff’s government. The relevance of the economic agenda is also evident by the
words economics and economic (economia and econômica).

211

(pesquisa, avaliação, IBOPE, Datafolha, aprovação)
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Figure 15 - Twitter centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the October 2014 general elections range

The centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the October 2014 general elections
confirms the relevance of the opinion polls agenda and their releasing repercussion – which
can be noticed by the interconnection, in blue and purple, of survey, release, dilma, ibope,
evaluation and Brazil 212 nodes. Datafolha is also present in co-occurrence, together with
aécio, who is also relevantly associated with PT. This denotes a narrative association between
Aécio Neves and PT as an opposition. All the terms are connected by a node dilma that, again,
is relevant not for its absolute number of connections, but because of its multiple
interconnections.

212

(pesquisa, divulga, dilma, ibope, avalaliação and Brasil)
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4.2.4 March 2015 right-wing protests

Figure 16 - Twitter 40 most common words for the March 2015 protests range

Again, the terms in the semantic field of opinion polls are among the most common
words in tweets about governo_Dilma (survey, evaluation, Datafolha, approval, ibope,
plummet)213. And this time, the context is very clear with six terms in the semantic field of
the marches: protest, protesters, protest, protests, demonstrations and demonstration214. We
also see the words country, Brazilians, streets, Sunday and people 215 – indeed the
demonstrations took place in several cities in the country on a Sunday, March 15, 2015,
bringing together thousands of people. The corruption (corrupção) agenda is more relevant
than in the previous range, since it appears among the ten most common words. This is also
the first time in which we see the words crisis (crise) and impeachment – one of the most
important demonstrations’ mottos. PT and Lula remain related to governo_Dilma.

213

(pesquisa, avaliação, Datafolha, aprovação, ibope, despenca)
(protesto, manifestantes, protestam, protestos, manifestações, manifestação)
215
(país, brasileiros, ruas, domingo, pessoas)
214
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Figure 17 - Twitter centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the March 2015 protests range

The centrality and co-occurrence graph for the March 2015 manifestations presents far
fewer co-occurrences than the previous ones, and the term that interconnects with all the
others is demonstration (manifestações) – representing an interesting narrative shift, since the
centrality moves from dilma to demonstration. There are still relevant and co-occurring terms
in the semantic field of opinion polls – datafolha, survey, evaluation216. Datafolha is the only
survey institute present as it is also among the ten most common words, while IBOPE appears
in the histogram five positions below Datafolha.

216

(datafolha, pesquisa, avaliação)
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4.2.5 August 2015 protests

Figure 18 - Twitter 40 most common words for the August 2015 protests range

The histogram of the 40 most common words in Tweets about governo_Dilma shows
more political-institutional actors and also disputes in the political arena. In the field of
opposition and/or in the articulation of the impeachment, appear the terms cunha, pmdb,
psdb, opposition, temer, eduardo, aécio (for Eduardo Cunha, PMDB, PSDB, oposição,
Michel Temer and Aécio Neves). The most frequent n-grams helped to unveil the context in
which Eduardo Cunha appeared (eduardo, cunha, announces, break)217: in July 2015, the
deputy finally announced breaking with the government, and therefore passing to the
government’s opposition. The term impeachment is also among the most common, but has
not yet gained positions – indicating that it can still gain relevance.
Interestingly, the media group Globo appears as a political actor, too. The most
frequent n-grams show a post from a left-wing vehicle (Pragmatismo Político) that says Rede
Globo television would have been surprisingly benevolent with Dilma Rousseff, asking for
support from her government, in August 2015 218 : (editorial, surprising, globo, asks) 219 ;
(amazing, globo, ask, support) 220 . However, the term that could show some controversy
regarding the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff – coup (golpe) – in fact refers to an accusation
that she would ask to the Supreme Court the annulment of the judgment of government’s
2014 accounts. This would be a denunciation by journalist Felipe Moura Brasil (same as of
217

(eduardo, cunha, anuncia, rompimento)
Available at https://www.pragmatismopolitico.com.br/2015/08/em-editorial-surpreendente-globo-pedesustentacao-ao-governo-dilma.html.
219
(editorial, surpreendente, globo, pede)
220
(surpreendente, globo, pede, sustentação)
218
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Pim’s blog), but this time on his blog in Veja magazine221. This was found with the help of
the most frequent n-grams: (plan, coup, stf, cancel)222; (coup, stf, cancel, decision)223; (stf,
annul, decision, tcu) 224 ; (|, http,:, // vejacom); (annul, decision, tcu, opposition) 225 ;
(decision, tcu, opposition, silent)226.
Finally, the economic agenda come into sight in the word economic (econômica), and
the corruption agenda – represented by the word corruption (corrupção) – is at the end of the
histogram, losing relevance when compared to the previous period. Again, the analysis of the
most frequent n-grams is quite useful, revealing the reason for the word economic
(econômica) among the most common ones: (pt, criticism, political, economic)227; (studies,
official, pt, criticizes)228; (center, studies, official, pt)229. This is the repercussion of the same
daily journalistic edition of Rede Globo mentioned by Pragmatismo Político. This time,
however, a mainstream news website reproduced Rede Globo’s broadcast reporting that
Perseu Abramo Foundation230 launched, in September 2015, a document criticizing Dilma
Rousseff’s economic policy231. Indeed, for a vehicle that consistently opposed Rousseff, a
document from the president’s party studies foundation criticizing her government was a very
interesting agenda.

221

Available at https://veja.abril.com.br/blog/felipe-moura-brasil/governo-dilma-planeja-golpe-no-stf-paraanular-decisao-do-tcu-e-oposicao-esta-calada/. Last seen July 20, 2020.
222
(planeja, golpe, stf, anular)
223
(golpe, stf, anular, decisão)
224
(stf, anular, decisão, tcu)
225
(anular, decisão, tcu, oposição)
226
(decisão, tcu, oposição, calada)
227
(pt, critica, política, econômica)
228
(estudos, oficial, pt, critica)
229
(centro, estudos, oficial, pt)
230
Perseu Abramo Foundation is the Worker’s Party think tank, and was created in 1996.
231
Available at http://g1.globo.com/jornal-nacional/noticia/2015/09/centro-de-estudos-oficial-do-pt-criticapolitica-economica-do-governo-dilma.html. Last seen in July 22, 2020.
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Figure 19 - Twitter centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the August 2015 protests range

The centrality and co-occurrence graph for the period is the first in which opinion
polls on the government Rousseff are not so relevant; only the word survey appears related to
opinion polls semantic field. Co-occurring with practically all the others, again we have the
word manifestations (manifestações). However, it co-occurs more frequently with others,
which is demonstrated by the purple colour. It is also worth noting the presence of Eduardo
Cunha (cunha) and the word crisis (crise), co-occurring. The word crisis is also among the
ten most common ones, and denotes the agenda “crisis of the Dilma Rousseff`s government”
– closely related to the opposition of the Chamber of Deputies’ president.
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4.2.6 The impeachment process approval (2016)

Figure 20 - Twitter 40 most common words for the impeachment approval range

The Twitter content analysis for governo_Dilma in the period in which the process of
impeachment was approved by the Chamber of Deputies and by the Senate special
commission is the only one in which Car Wash Operation appears nominally (lava, jato), and
not diluted in the corruption agenda (evidenced by the words corruption and Petrobras) –
which shows its cumulative effects in the reputation of the Workers’ Party and Dilma
Rousseff. The word corruption (corrupção) appears again in this range and it has been a
constant presence since the 2014 election analysis period. The word impeachment is among
the five most common ones (as expected, since the main events of Dilma Rousseff’s
impeachment were taking place at that time), and it appears after the word government –
indicating a greater emphasis on the institutional issue to which the impeachment refers.
Eduardo Cunha is no longer among the relevant institutional political actors. Perhaps because
he has already fulfilled his role, he gives way to Temer (who takes over as interim president
until Rousseff’s ousting), pp, pmdb and the senate (senado). Formerly part of the coalition,
the PP bench was also for the impeachment of the president. PT and Lula, as usual, remain
among the most common words and are quite relevant – since they belong to the top ten most
common. Both are among the 40 most common words in all periods of analysis.
However, two words call attention: vandalism (vandalismo) and coup (golpe). To
understand what these terms are about, the n-grams were not sufficient, so a manual search
was performed. The word vandalism is among the most common due to a Tweet from the
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right-wing network that shares a page currently offline: New York Times says Dilma
government sponsors acts of vandalism by the MST http://ln.is/peloamordedeus.com/
sOzVZ…232, which constitutes disinformation – commonly known as fake news.
The word coup is ambivalent and shows up in different kinds of Tweets. Part of the
public opinion considers Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment a coup due to its arbitrary
characteristics and questionable motivations, as can be seen in The Coup Continues in the
Senate, against President Dilma Rousseff's Government; http://fb.me/7CocRIYac233, or The
Dilma government made several mistakes and full citizenship did not reach the people, but
the coup is due to this: pic.twitter.com/wG4foufFTK 234 . But another part of Twitter users
accuses Dilma Rousseff to be the villain: A coup makes us think that the Dilma government is
a victim. No joke235 or A real coup was the fiscal assault promoted by the Dilma Government
that will hand over Power to @MichelTemer with a shortfall of 190 billion 236 . The great
majority of the Tweets that mention the “coup”, though, doubt the constitutionality of the
process – even if the users in question are not necessarily supporters of the president.
Finally, the word dilma – which seemed default, since it is the most common in all
ranges – actually indicates an important difference in the frames of Twitter and the media on
governo_Dilma, as will be explained below.

232

“New York Times diz que governo Dilma patrocina atos de vandalismo do MST
http://ln.is/peloamordedeus.com/sOzVZ …”
233
“Golpe Continua no Senado, contra a Presidenta Governo Dilma Rousseff; http://fb.me/7CocRIYac”
234
“O governo Dilma cometeu vários erros e a plena cidadania não chegou ao povo, mas o Golpe se deve mesmo
é a isso aí: pic.twitter.com/wG4foufFTK”, in Portuguese.
235
“Golpe faz a gente pensar que o governo Dilma é vítima. Galhofa não”
236
“Golpe foi o assalto fiscal promovido pelo Governo Dilma que entregará o Poder para @MichelTemer com
um rombo de 190 bilhões”
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Figure 21 - Twitter centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the impeachment approval range

The centrality and co-occurrence graph for the period of the approval of Dilma
Rousseff’s impeachment indicates that the economic agenda is closely related in the debate on
Twitter on the image of Dilma Rousseff and, consequently, for her removal, as we can see by
the terms tcu and r$ (TCU, Federal Audit Court). We also find political-institutional actors
(temer, pt, in addition to the word impeachment, linked by dilma). In addition, the term lula
reinforces the importance of the former president in the impeachment narratives. For these
reasons, the graph seems to indicate the agenda setting function of the media in the period.
4.3 Media analysis
The analysis of the media content was carried out through the FGV’s School of
Applied Mathematics Mediaframe platform, which enables the historical scrapping of online
media news from 2013. The monitored vehicles were the newspapers Folha de São Paulo, O
Estado de São Paulo, O Globo, El País, Extra, Valor Econômico, the Reuters news agency
and the G1 website. It is worth remembering that the vehicles O Globo, Extra, Valor
Econômico and G1 belong to the Globo group. For the keyword, it was used “governo Dilma”
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– a variation of governo_Dilma that is suitable for the platform. 17,337 news items were
found for this parameter, covering the same range applied to Twitter analyses. The intention
was to compose a discursive corpus that could be compared. For this purpose, the same
analysis routines were chosen and performed for both Twitter and media corpus.
4.3.1 June 2013 protests

Figure 22 - Media 40 most common words for the June 2013 protests range

From figure 22, public opinion polls lose weight compared to the most common words
on Twitter – although users shared polls from the media. We already see an important
difference in the media agenda and in the Twitter agenda: while 12 of the 40 most common
words on Twitter were in the semantic field of opinion polls, none of them are present among
the 40 most common in the media. This, however, does not mean that the media does not set
the agenda on Twitter. On the contrary: in the case of polls, the media is the primary source
for Twitter users, acting as an amplifier of the media repercussion in the public debate.
The word manifestations (manifestações) appears more relevant, while the word
health (saúde) presents a very similar performance when compared to its ranking in Twitter
content (with only one position difference). Among the political-institutional actors, we see
minister (ministro), government (governo), congress (congress), governor (governador)237 –
and president (president) in the first place. While Dilma appears nominally as the most

237

The most frequent n-grams helped to find out which governor was mentioned: (governor, pernambuco,
eduardo, campos) (governador, pernambuco, eduardo, campos). Eduardo Campos, then governor of
Pernambuco state, became a presidential candidate in 2014, but died in a plane crash. That was when Marina
Silva took the candidacy.
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common word in all periods of analysis on Twitter, in the media this does not happen. In this
case, her name is among the 15 most frequent words. Curiously, Lula and PT take upper
rankings than Dilma, which means they appear more frequently than the actual thenPresident. The economic agenda can be noticed through the word inflation (inflação) among
the ten most relevant. The word reform (reforma) highlights the news about the pacts that
President Dilma Rousseff proposed in the context of the June 2013 demonstrations: among
the proposals, there was a plebiscite for a constituent of political reform (which did not
happen).

Figure 23 - Media centrality and term co-occurrence graph for the June 2013 protests range

The first thing that we notice in figure 23 is the loss of relevance of the opinion polls
agenda during the June Journeys. While it was very present for Twitter, in the media (which
reported the huge drop in approval in the period) they don’t even appear. If we did not know
the context of the analysis, we could not even deduce that these are the periods of the 2013
protests. The word president (which emphasizes an institutional frame of governo_Dilma, and
not her personally) co-occurs with the others, bringing inflation (economic agenda), minister,
and again Lula and PT.
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4.3.2 Launch of Car Wash Operation

Figure 24 - Media 40 most common words for Launch of Car Wash Operation range

For the period of the launch of the Car Wash Operation, we see again that, instead of
Dilma, the most common word is president – which highlights the institutional frame for the
covering of governo_Dilma. The term Dilma appears in a much lower position (18th) than in
the previous analysis period (among the 20 most frequent words), and the word Petrobras is
16th position – since the Car Wash Operation began by making arrests and seizures linked to
the company’s corruption scheme. The pmdb and the Chamber of Deputies (chamber,
câmara) are among the institutional-political actors, as is Eduardo Campos (campos,
eduardo). This shows that the governor of Pernambuco state was very present in the national
news. The words economy (economia), inflation (inflação) and market (mercado) reinforce
the relevance of the economic agenda. One can also notice that, at least in the analysed
periods, the issue of inflation in the government of Dilma Rousseff was very relevant in the
media discourse. On the other hand, in comparison with the analysis of the 40 most common
words on Twitter, we do not see a sufficiently relevant mention to the opinion polls published
in the period. Again, they don’t appear among the 40 most common words in the media.

132

Figure 25 - Media centrality and term co-occurrence graph for Launch of Car Wash Operation range

The centrality and co-occurrence graph for the period is very similar to the previous
one, with the terms pt, brasil and presidente occupying the same relative positions. The word
inflation (inflação), however, is absent. Other terms are also repeated, such as Lula, politics
(política) and the sign for reais (r$). We also see the word minister (ministro). The most
frequent n-grams clarify which minister it is (minister, finances, guido, mantega) 238 ,
referring the then minister of Finance, Guido Mantega – which also reinforces the importance
of the economic agenda in the media, for this range.

238

(ministro, fazenda, guido, mantega)
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4.3.3 October 2014 general elections

Figure 26 - Twitter 40 most common words for the October 2014 general elections range

For the October 2014 election range, we notice the prevalence of political-institutional
actors, including the main candidates. As in previous periods, the term president is the most
common among the 40 most common words. For the October 2014 election range, we see the
prevalence of political-institutional actors, including the main candidates Dilma Rousseff,
Aécio Neves and Marina Silva (aécio, marina, rousseff, dilma, candidato239, silva, neves,
candidata).
With the candidates, we see the most important parties in the electoral context of the
time: pt and pmdb, from the government coalition; psdb, by the candidate Aécio Neves and,
until those elections, polarized with pt; and psb, by the candidate Marina Silva. And, as in
previous periods, the term president is the most common among the 40 most common words.
Among the 15 most common terms, we even see campaign (campanha), since the coverage
of the elections is very centred on electoral campaigns – like the traditional North American
news coverage, known as horse race reporting (which is the coverage of those in front of the
electoral race, not the political issues). We also can find words from the election lexical field
(electoral and election, eleitoral and eleição).
Interestingly, this analysis does not bring words in the semantic field of opinion polls
among the most common, although they are very present in the analysis of Twitter in the
elections. This finding is especially counterintuitive, since it is naturally expected that opinion
polls would be highlighted in the period – mainly because they are released in the media.
Finally, at least by these parameters, the political issues agenda beyond the horse race
239

In Portuguese, candidate flexes in the female and male gender (candidata and candidato).
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reporting seems concealed, while the economic agenda remains firm and strong, represented
once again by the word inflation (inflação).

Figure 27 - Media centrality and term co-occurrence graph for October 2014 general elections range

This time, if we looked at the centrality and co-occurrence graph without knowing
what it is about, it would be possible to identify the context of the 2014 elections by marina,
aécio and rousseff (Dilma’s last name). Once again, it is interesting to note that, even for the
keyword governo_Dilma, the first name of the president does not appear among the terms that
most occur together in the media news. And it is still ironic that Lula, who was not even a
candidate, represents a node in this graph (just as he was among the 15 most common words
in the period).
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4.3.4 March 2015 right-wing protests

Figure 28 - Media 40 most common words for March 2015 protests range

In the analysis of the 40 most common words in the media during the protests in
March 2015, two are contextually related to the complaints of the Car Wash Operation:
corruption and Petrobras, but again the operation is not mentioned by its name. In
comparison with Twitter for the same period, Petrobras is a novelty. However, the word
impeachment is present in both media and Twitter analysis and in very close relative
positions (respectively, 27th and 29th place), and the word crisis is present too – even in a
less relevant position when compared to Twitter. Similarly, to the media analyses for the
previous ranges, the words related to the opinion polls are absent, while they were very
frequent and highlighted in the Twitter analyses for the March 2015 demonstrations. The
economic agenda remains relevant, this time through the words fiscal and adjustment (ajuste)
– which make up the bigram fiscal adjustment, one of the major challenges of Rousseff’s
government. It is also possible to see the presence of political and institutional actors
increasingly decisive in guaranteeing the government coalition, which was already very
fragile at that time: pmdb, congress (congresso), chamber (câmara) (for the Chamber of
Deputies). Another very relevant actor that appears only at the end of the 40 most common
words is Eduardo Cunha (eduardo) – which was checked by the most common n-grams
(president, chamber, eduardo, cunha 240 ). And as it could not be otherwise, we see lula
among the ten most common words, in front of dilma.

240

(presidente, câmara, eduardo, cunha)
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Figure 29 - Media centrality and term co-occurrence graph for March 2015 protests range

From figure 29 only, it would not be possible to infer that it refers to the protests of
March 2015 without taking the context into account. No word in the semantic field of the
demonstrations is found, although the word corruption (corrupção) – the agenda that
motivated the protests – constitutes one of the nodes. Once again, the most relevant word in
co-occurrence with the others is president. It does not refer only to President Dilma Rousseff,
but also to the President of the Chamber of Deputies, Eduardo Cunha, to the President of the
Senate, Renan Calheiros, and also to the former Presidents Lula and Fernando Henrique
Cardoso – which was checked among the most frequent n-grams: (president, chamber,
eduardo, cunha) 241 ; (senate, renan, calheiros, pmdb-al) 242 ; (ex-president, luiz, inácio,
lula)243, the second most frequent n-gram in the range; (ex-president, fernando, henrique,
cardoso)244. The importance of the party-political agenda is evident with the party (partido)
and pt nodes, in addition to the word politics (política). Lula once again marks his presence,
while President Dilma Rousseff is represented by her surname. For the word minister, n-

241

(presidente, câmara, eduardo, cunha)
(senado, renan, calheiros, pmdb-al)
243
(ex-presidente, luiz, inácio, lula)
244
(ex-presidente, fernando, henrique, cardoso)
242
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grams were found for the ministers of Finance, Joaquim Levy (minister, finance, joaquim,
levy) 245 , the most frequent n-gram in the range; and the Chief of Staff Minister, Aloisio
Mercadante (aloizio, mercadante, office, staff)246.
4.3.5 August 2015 protests

Figure 30 - Media 40 most common words for August 2015 protests range

The range that includes the March 2015 protests is the first time that the Car Wash
Operation appears nominally among the 40 most common words in the media (lava, jato) –
which did not happen in the same period of Twitter analysis and is quite curious, since it
contradicts the hypothesis that the media always guides the public debate. As it is a very
relevant agenda, it was expected that the same terms would be replicated on Twitter with
similar relevance in the same period, which did not occur (the Car Wash Operation only
appeared nominally in the period of subsequent analysis, the impeachment range).
The word corruption (corrupção), which comes from the protesters’ agenda and is
related to the Car Wash Operation complaints, however, loses relevance in comparison with
the previous period. The word crisis (crise), on the other hand, rises positions. Politicalinstitutional players in the Rousseff’s impeachment are frequent: pmdb, cunha, chamber,
congress, eduardo, temer, senate (pmdb, cunha, câmara, congresso, eduardo, temer,
senado). The word impeachment, already present in the analysis of the previous range, gains
a little more prominence, and the economic agenda is represented by the terms accounts,
fiscal, economic and economics (contas, fiscal, econômica e economia), which reinforces the
245
246

(ministro, fazenda, joaquim, levy)
(aloizio, mercadante, casa, civil)
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relevance of the economic issue for the media narrative for Dilma Rousseff`s ousting. As in
previous periods, the most common word is president, and in the semantic field of the
government and the Workers’ Party, it follows pt, lula and rousseff among the ten most
common terms. Dilma appears a few positions later. Despite referring to the 2015
demonstrations, the analysis of the period shows that the political-institutional media frame
on President Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment agenda is more relevant than the protests per se.
And as in previous periods, the opinion poll agenda – although relevant on Twitter – does not
find the same relevance in the media.

Figure 31 - Media centrality and term co-occurrence graph for August 2015 protests range

The analysis of the centrality and co-occurrence graph of the media for the period of
August 2015 does not bring any term about the protests, but it seems to evidence a news
narrative construction about the explanatory variables of the impeachment: the pt, the crisis,
the chamber (câmara), cunha, lula, government accounts (cunha) and the president (which
co-occurs with all others words). However, the word impeachment is not among the most cooccurring ones, nor is the word corruption; absent in the most common words, we also see no
mention of opinion polls.
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4.3.6 Impeachment

Figure 32 - Media 40 most common words for Impeachment range

The analysis for Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment range in the media brings the word
impeachment among the most common ones, in second place, and the word process
(processo), in sixth. Next, we see the vice president, who shortly after became interim
president, Michel Temer (temer, and michel later). The other political-institutional players of
the impeachment are also found: chamber, pmdb, senate, deputies, cunha, deputies,
congress, senator, eduardo (câmara, pmdb, senado, deputados, cunha, deputados, congresso,
senador, eduardo). Lula loses some relevance and appears in the 15th position, this time
behind rousseff and dilma. The Workers’ Party (pt), however, remains among the ten most
common. With the approval of the impeachment process, the economic agenda lost relevance
among the most common words, being represented by the term billions (bilhões). The word
president keeps being the most common in the media in all periods of analysis, even though
the keyword for the scrapping is governo_Dilma. With the end of media analysis by range, it
is evident the difference between the political-institutional frames on the government of
Dilma Rousseff in the media news, and the personal frame on the government of Dilma
Rousseff in the debate held in Twitter. This can help explain the relevance of public opinion
polls on Twitter – as if the opinion polls, more than measuring government approval, served
to legitimize the opinion about Dilma Rousseff’s person.
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Figure 33 - Media centrality and term co-occurrence graph for Impeachment range

For the centrality and co-ocurrence graph, we notice the main terms in the semantic
field (of the agenda) of President Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment: the very word
impeachment, rousseff, temer, chamber (câmara), process (processo), pt, in addition to the
word president. The first name, Dilma, is absent – corroborating the political-institutional
frame of the media on governo_Dilma. With the help of the most frequent n-grams, we can
disambiguate the word minister (ministro), which refers to the Minister of Finance who took
office after Dilma Rousseff’s ousting, Henrique Meirelles (minister, finance, henrique,
meirelles)247. The r$ (also present in the previous ranges) refers to the leak in the Rousseff’s
government accounts – which is evident from the n-grams (leak, r, $, billions)248; (billions, r,
$, billions)249; (r, $, billions, year)250. This confirms the hypothesis of the relevance of the
economic agenda in the narrative of President Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment in media news.

247

(ministro, fazenda, henrique, meirelles)
(rombo, r, $, bilhões)
249
(bilhões, r, $, bilhões)
250
(r,$, bilhões, ano)
248
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4.4 Longitudinal analysis
4.4.1 Twitter
Longitudinal analyses are complementary to the range analyses, helping to understand
the historical evolution of Twitter and media agendas and frames – and their possible
dissociations or associations. For this comparison, therefore, the same longitudinal analyses
were performed for the Twitter and media corpus.

Figure 34 - Twitter longitudinal analysis for polarity. The red line is for negative Tweets, the blue one, for
positive Tweets

One of the analyses that try to apprehend the tone – or frame – of discursive corpus is
the polarity analysis, also known as sentiment analysis or opinion mining. I chose a lexical
approach that uses a dictionary for the Portuguese language and that was already used in my
Master’s research. Therefore, it is an unsupervised sentiment analysis tool. The Oplexicon251
dictionary assigns values to the terms (-1 negative, 0 neutral and +1 positive) and the sum of
these values gives the final value to the tweet or news. In this research, we work with polar
values. The polarity analysis of Tweets about governo_Dilma accompanies some perceptions
provided by the range analysis. However, it also provides some important considerations.
Only by analysing the defined ranges – which for the most part constituted peaks of Tweets –
the interpretation could be jeopardized due to a potential selection bias, which still could also
be mitigated by the longitudinal analysis.

251

Available at https://rdrr.io/cran/lexiconPT/man/oplexicon_v3.0.html.
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In fact, negative Tweets about governo_Dilma are more prevalent. However, at least
according to the sentiment methodology chosen for this research, the prevalence is not that
higher. To assess the assumption, we tested the same period used to ascertain whether there
was a greater number of Tweets after the October 2014 elections. From January 2013 to
September 2014, there are 22,120 positive tweets, against 24,845 negative tweets, or 12.32%
more of negative Tweets. For the period from the elections until the definitive ousting of
Dilma Rousseff (between October 2014 and August 2016) there are 50,716 positive Tweets
versus 60,533 negative tweets, or a difference of 19.36%. The negative mentions to Dilma
Rousseff’s government indeed grow after the elections, but they cannot explain alone an 80%
difference in the number of Tweets between one range and another. Likewise, it is not
possible to state that all this increase is due only to the use of bots – whether from the
opposition or from Dilma Rousseff and supporters – although the hypothesis of some level of
increase due to bots is compatible with the finding.
What can be said is there was a significant increase in both positive and negative
Tweets in both periods: 130% and 144%, respectively (proportionally, a difference that is not
so sharp). This indicates an important narrative battle (or a public opinion battle) on Twitter:
the opposition to Dilma Rousseff did not find a devastated land, with supporters totally
demobilized. Virtually, an action corresponded to a reaction in the Twitter arena.
It is also interesting to note that the preponderance of positive Tweets does not always
coincide temporally with the preponderance of negative Tweets, and that peaks of positive
and negative Tweets, separately, do not necessarily correspond to a notorious event during the
crisis. This is the case, for example, December 2013 – which records a peak of only positive
Tweets – or July 2015, with two peaks, one of them only of negative Tweets. However, when
it is an important event of the crisis, it is noted that positive and negative Tweets compete
with each other, overlapping over time. This is yet another indication of the battle of opinion
on the social network.
In the 2014 elections and the March 2016 protests, though, negative Tweets far
outnumber the positive ones, evidencing the mobilization of the opposition at these events.
Still, in the analysis of the general dynamics of Tweets about governo_Dilma, the 2016
protests are not representative. In all metrics, the launch of the Car Wash Operation goes
unnoticed, and counter intuitively, June 2013 has more positive than negative Tweets.
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Figure 35 - Twitter distributional analysis

The analysis of the Tweets distribution over the total range (2013-2016) shows
mathematically that the sum of positive and negative Tweets determines the most significant
events on Twitter. In absolute terms, this is an obvious conclusion; however, as stated earlier,
it points to a framing battle. It also reinforces that the period after the October 2014 elections
is more troubled in Twitter debate, with wide variations. It is still the most critical period of
the Dilma Rousseff government crisis.

Figure 36 - Twitter terms distributional analysis

We also disaggregated the analysis of distribution by frequency of some words:
corruption, protest, approval, car wash, survey, ibope, Dilma, Lula, datafolha, brasil
(corrupção, protesto, aprovação, lava jato, pesquisa, ibope, Dilma, Lula, datafolha, brasil).
As previously seen, Dilma’s first name is the most common one, and its distribution is similar
to the total distribution of Tweets. The distribution of the word approval – in the semantic
144

field of opinion polls – is also interesting. June 2013 (when President Dilma Rousseff had her
most expressive and abrupt drop in approval) is the period in which the term was more
frequent, with 1,854 Tweets. Then, the word survey starts to gain more prominence from
September 2014 (the eve of elections), and is quite relevant in March 2015 and in July 2015
(the eve of this year’s protests) too. Still in the semantic field of opinion polls, the IBOPE
institute is more relevant than Datafolha – perhaps because IBOPE polls are mostly by the
Globo group. The word protest is more significant in the months of March and August 2015;
the word corruption, from the October 2014 elections. Lula’s name is also more frequent
around the 2014 elections (starting in August), gaining prominence in the months of Dilma
Rousseff's impeachment approval (April and May 2016), which is probably a reinforcement
of the association between Dilma Rousseff and her predecessor in the media narrative.
4.4.2 Media
The longitudinal analysis for sentiment in the media news about governo_Dilma was
not as illuminating as it was for the tweets. However, some hypotheses may explain the low
variance and, therefore, the apparent homogeneity of framings and association with the
distribution of the total news.

Figure 37 - Media longitudinal analysis for polarity. The red line is for negative news, the blue one, for positive
news. The green indicates news’ distribution.

The first thing that stands out in this chart is the occurrence of what are possibly false
positives, that is: the positive news would not be necessarily positive, in addition to not being
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that many. Besides the analysis by range of media content, contributes to this perception of
the combination of factors that led to the government crisis. One of the hypotheses for the
result is the characteristic of the journalistic text, which practically does not use adjectives –
therefore, there is not as much variance in the polarities as found in the Twitter analysis. This
homogeneity can also be one of the reasons for the negative and positive news distribution to
accompany the total distribution of news. Another possible explanation is that, in the
dictionary classification, common terms in the news about governo_Dilma are classified as
positive, pulling this sum to 1 and, therefore, leading to classifying them as positive.
Therefore, the analysis by range was particularly important in the case of news from the
media, since they highlighted the predominant frames in the relevant events of the crisis. In
the case of news about the governo_Dilma, another aspect that must be considered is that the
amount of news can be seen as a framing metric, since the mentions act to reinforce an image
of the government in public opinion. At the first level of agenda setting, the media’s attention
to the government also directs the public’s attention to the government, increasing the
relevance of the topic in public opinion.

Figure 38 - Media distributional analysis

The analysis of the longitudinal distribution of media news about governo_Dilma
shows that, as with the debate on Twitter, the volume of news increased from October 2014
elections – in the media, this increase represents 66%. The greatest variation was between
February and March 2016, which presented an increase of 417% in news compared to the
previous month. March 2016, not coincidently, was when the biggest protests in the country
took place. The second highest volume of news was recorded two months later, in May, when
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the special senate commission approved Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment. It is also interesting
to note that the analysis period up to September 2014 presents less variance than the
subsequent period, which also includes more events from Dilma Rousseff’s government crisis
– and, therefore, receives greater media coverage. In addition, it is noted that the March 2016
protests received much more media attention than the others, or even than the institutional
process of impeachment. Among the phases of the process, her definitive removal in August
2016 was not highlighted, and the fall in media attention is progressive after June 2016.

Figure 39 - Media terms distributional analysis

The distribution of selected words in the total range is very homogeneous and would
not bring great insights, with the exception of the absolute prominence and totally outlier
mentions to former President Lula. There are 5,267, or practically 182% more than the second
largest number of mentions (Brasil, with 1,871). As we saw in the range analysis, the
mentions to former President Lula are constant and significant, being more relevant than the
mentions to President Dilma Rousseff’s first name. Even though the analysis does not include
the term president, the importance given by the media to ex-president Lula, regardless of the
frame addopted, is unequivocal. And this excess of mentions occurs exactly in the month of
March 2016, the month of the great protests against Dilma Rousseff. In absolute or
proportional terms, nothing like that happens in the Twitter debate.
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4.4.3 Textual similarity between media and Twitter debate
We can say that the longitudinal analysis of textual similarity between the discursive
corpus of the media and Twitter is the great novelty presented by this research. The intention
was to present similarity indices between the media and Twitter agenda for governo_Dilma,
and thus check if the agenda setting hypothesis is valid in this context. The similarity analysis
is a supervised routine that calculates the similarity of the textual corpus at two levels: lexical
and semantic, which can also be understood, respectively, as superficial proximity and
meaning.
Superficially, sentences appear very similar as three of the four unique words are an
exact overlap. For the semantic similarity, the focus is on phrase / paragraph levels (also
known as the lexical chain level). That’s because similar words can mean different things in
different sentences, just as different words can have similar meanings depending on the
sentence. The routine then represents the documents as feature vectors and calculates the
distance between these vectors. The chosen tool was spacy.io 252 , commonly used at the
FGV’s School of Applied Mathematics.

Figure 40 – Longitudinal textual similarity: May 2013 index

252

Available at https://spacy.io/. Last seen in July 30, 2020.
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Figure 41 – Longitudinal textual similarity: October 2014 index

Figure 42 - Longitudinal textual similarity: October 2015 index

Figure 43 - Longitudinal textual similarity: April 2016 index
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Figure 44 - Longitudinal textual similarity: October 2016 index

The first interesting thing is the high degree of similarity between the media texts and
the debate on Twitter. On a scale of 0 to 1, where 0 is totally dissimilar and 1 is totally
similar, the entire period shows similarity ≥ 0.95. We can say, therefore, that the media and
Twitter discourses about governo_Dilma are very similar – which makes it possible to say
that the agenda setting hypothesis for this period of analysis can be valid. Contributing to this
perception is the fact that quality papers and journalists are among the relevant – and frequent
– actors on Twitter. Although the entire period shows a very high similarity, there are still
variations and some of them were selected as an example – and, again, they do not necessarily
correspond to relevant periods of the crisis. In chronological order, the first month is May
2013, prior to the June 2013 protests. October 2014 showed a similarity of 0.97, and it is quite
relevant that discursively the media news and Tweets are that similar in the electoral period.
Especially if we consider this level of similitude when both the news and Tweets about
governo_Dilma were quite significant in volume. Next, we have October 2015, which does
not correspond to any major event in the crisis, and then we see April and May 2016, months
in which Dilma Rousseff's impeachment process was approved by the plenary of the Chamber
and the Special Commission of the Senate. As at this time both the dissemination of news and
Tweets about the previous government were in a progressive decline, one of the possibilities
is that this high rate reflects a large number of retweets from media vehicles on a topic that
was no longer significantly debated – which reduces the likelihood of a narrative diversity,
with conflicting points of view (frames). However, this cannot be stated, since the month of
October 2016 is not within the government of Dilma Rousseff, and consequently is not part of
the detailed analyses by range.
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Conclusion
The main conclusion of this doctoral thesis refers to the empirical proof of the
research hypothesis. It could be said, by the similarity index between the media and Twitter
corpus (≥ 0.95 in the whole period of analysis), that the agenda setting hypothesis was
confirmed in the case of the historical event of Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment as an outcome
of the institutional crisis (Pérez-Líñán, 2007) started in June 2013. However, this does not
mean that the apparently undeniable empirical evidence does not merit any examination.
Although it is tempting to say there is evidence that the media set the Twitter debate
agenda on Dilma Rousseff’s government between January 2013 and December 2016 (which
extrapolates the crisis itself, but shows the dissemination of terms before, during and after the
period of analysis), there are some considerations to be made. The first is that this hypothesis
was confirmed by a certain metric, in a specific cutting: online news and Tweets extracted
using the keyword governo_Dilma (or "Governo Dilma", in the case of news). That alone
would be enough to relativize the peremptory claim that the media set the Twitter debate, and,
for instance, the public opinion on Dilma Rousseff's impeachment historical event. However,
elements other than the research framework complexify the interpretation of the findings.
This research did not work with any methodology of causality or multivariate analysis,
which implies that it is not possible to state a causal relation between the media agenda and
Twitter’s agenda. However, this work does not consist of a statistical inference analysis, so
we can deal with the evidences in another way. Within the Natural Language Processing
(NLP) tooling, very significant similarities were found between the media and Twitter
discourse in the given framework. However, the differences are also equally important. Both
the similarities and differences demonstrate the relevance of the mobilized theories to
understand the discursive dimension of public opinion in the period.
The main difference between media and Twitter discourses is found in the second
level of agenda setting, or framing. While on Twitter the discursive treatment given to the
president is personal (Dilma, her first name), in the media the frame is institutional. This is
evident because while in Twitter corpus the most common word in all periods of analysis is
Dilma, in the media corpus the most common word is president. This discrepancy also
demonstrates that the fear of a possible selection bias has not been confirmed, otherwise both
corpus would have Dilma as the most common word – given that the keyword for the
scrapping was governo_Dilma. This is due to the different functions of language according to
Jakobson (Charaudeau, Maingueneau, 2012): while on Twitter the dominant functions are
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conative (centred on the persuasion of the recipient) and emotional (centred on the emitter of
the message and characterized by exclamations, interjections, evaluations, etc.), in media
news the function of language is referential (centred on the context, representation, narration
and exposition). The Twitter discourse combines characteristics of conversations and
propaganda, which explains the coexistence of the emotional and conative functions of
language on the platform. The difference in language functions is, therefore, an explanation
for the main difference in the more general frames found in the news and in Twitter. The
intrinsic difference in the functions of language can also explain the sharp sentiment polarity
found on Twitter, opposed to a spurious preponderance of positive sentiment in the media.
Though, this does not mean that the media discourse favoured Dilma Rousseff.
The political result is quite practical: the target on Twitter was Dilma Rousseff's
person; in the media, it was her government. This explains the virulence of Twitter's discourse
– which repeated personal attacks on one side, and Rousseff’s defence attempts, on a smaller
scale, on the other. In the media, it was established an underlying narrative thread that, instead
of just reporting a crisis, may have contributed to producing it (Soares, 2015), by
continuously exploring themes that pointed to a political failure and managerial incompetence
of her government. This phenomenon can be mostly understood by the theoretical
contributions of agenda-reinforcement (Bennett, 1980) and framing bias (Entman, 2007). The
agenda-reinforcement relates to the amount of coverage devoted to political issues by the
media and the degree to which the public regards those issues as important. Framing bias is a
persistent political pattern favouring a particular side or certain actors in the whole of a
journalistic coverage – not just in a story or editorial. Both are the essence of the priming
effect, the process that links agenda setting and framing to the public opinion and public
attitudes towards a political leadership or government.
Accordingly, the chronicle bias of news coverage (the framing bias) would not just
only reflect the political disputes on Dilma Rousseff’s government, rather constituting the
political dispute – since framing bias it’s one of elites’ tools to prevail in the narrative war.
Powerful players employ massive resources to advance their interests also by imposing such
patterns on mediated communications, actively inducing the asymmetric distribution of power
in society. In the analysed scenario, O Globo, Estadão and Veja play a not negligible role –
which is evident in Twitter’s relevant actors’ analyses.
And what explains, then, that the index of similarity between the corpus of media and
Twitter is so high, if in the content analysis by range significant differences are identified? It
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is understandable that the homogeneous whole presents singularities as we approach the focus
of analysis. Still, it is important to note that, given the participation of media outlets (O
Globo, G1, Estadão and Veja) among the relevant actors, the news retweets and discursive
similarities, the media largely sets Twitter agenda because Twitter increases media’s
accessibility (Scheufele, Tewksbury, 2007). In other words: by replicating media content –
whether through vehicle and journalists’ profiles or because users retweet it – Twitter
increases the accessibility (both in terms of audience and availability) of this content. And this
is closely linked to the agenda-reinforcement process, as demonstrated in the chapter
dedicated to media effects theories.
It is also important to note that the hot topics on Twitter 1) are not always the same as
media’s hot topics 2) they often constitute repercussions for a given topic or news, such as the
dissemination of polls, the corruption and the economic agendas. In all these cases, we can
consider that, through news about the release of polls, corruption scandals and the economy,
the actors legitimized their opinions about Dilma Rousseff’s government on the social media,
acting as the classic opinion-leaders (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, Gaudet, 1948).
Perhaps because of the keyword (governo_Dilma) and the chosen methodology,
Twitter's popular and contentious character has dimmed. We see traditional politicalinstitutional players, or actors who wanted to become relevant political players (both mostly
representatives of the right and the new right) – so much so that the protests of 2013 and 2016
go largely unnoticed, especially those of 2016. As for the protests of June 2013, we can even
claim that they were not against Dilma Rousseff's government itself, although we know that
groups that would become their staunch opponents instrumentalized them. The same cannot
be said for the March 2016 protests, the largest in the country's history. Two hypotheses are
considered: 1) that these protests were not against Dilma Rousseff’s government, but against
Dilma Rousseff 2) at the time, Twitter had lost relevance to Whatsapp and Youtube. Both are
considered plausible, as on the other hand the metrics chosen managed to capture the
importance of the March 2015 protests. The methodology was also efficient to apprehend the
change that happens since the Brazilian 2014 elections, since it was able to confirm the
increase in the volume of political debate on Twitter that had already been identified by other
authors. The use of bots cannot be proven by this research, nor can it be discarded – but this
research can provide some subsidies for studies that propose to test this specific hypothesis.
Also counterintuitive was the relative absence of Car Wash Operation both in the
media and Twitter. As has already been said, it appears to be represented by the corruption
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agenda, since although it almost does not appear by name, its effects on the reputation of the
Dilma Rousseff’s government could be clearly disambiguated by the mentions of Petrobras,
the target of a parliamentary inquiry commission. Another interesting and even curious
finding of this thesis is the regular and numerous references to former President Lula in the
media. Although this thesis is not able to provide elements that explain this phenomenon that
became grotesque in March 2016 (month that registered the legendary protests against Dilma
Rousseff), it provides unequivocal evidence that Lula's figure was closely related to Dilma
Rousseff’s government in the media narrative, especially in the month leading up to the vote
on the approval of the impeachment process by the Chamber of Deputies. If this was ever
considered an impression, from now on it can be considered a fact.
It is also possible to affirm that the news coverage about Dilma Rousseff’s
government helped to foster an opinion climate that contributed to the institutional crisis.
More than a mirror, Twitter served as an amplifier of the media agenda, in addition to having
functioned as a locus of narrative and power dispute between political-institutional actors.
This stimulated a perception in public opinion that the only possible outcome to the crisis was
the impeachment of the president (Pérez-Líñán, 2007). This is called preconditioning effect of
public opinion (Baumgartner, Kada, 2003), according to which public opinion changes the
willingness of legislators to attack a president. Put in other words, the lower the popularity of
a president, the greater the incentives for legislators to strike at him – or her, in the case of
Dilma Rousseff.
Therefore, it can be said that the political turbulence that produced Dilma Rousseff's
impeachment was a combination of standard elements of political instability in Latin America
– also present in impeachment processes around the world – with new elements of instability
brought by the entry of political communication in the era of social media. It can still be said
that, in cases where social media provoked or deepened political turmoil, this was not only
due to organic user movements, but also to 1) more or less aggressive political marketing
initiatives contracted to distort the debate in favour of the contracting actor, or to promote an
specific interest 2) to the obscure functioning of algorithms, which undermine the function of
civic communication that social media could expand in contemporary democracies.
This thesis stands out in the field of political communication studies for some reasons,
and the agenda setting historical analysis through the use of NLP tools is among them.
Extracting three years of Twitter data was a difficult challenge, as the platform began to
increasingly prevent access for scrapping Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) until it
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was impossible to do so. The execution of this research as it was designed in the PhD project
was only possible thanks to the free LTWEET tool, developed by a Brazilian public
university for academic purposes and available in beta version only in late 2019, under
request. In addition to the temporal extension of the analysis, the textual similarity index is
also noteworthy, as it can be considered an agenda-setting index in this scope.
Finally, empirical evidences for the deliberately political action of news media outlets
are remarkable – which dismiss claims that the mainstream media do not favour certain
economic and political interests, or that journalism is naturally impartial. Even if these are not
new conclusions at all, finding such unequivocal evidence in that scale was unexpected and
somehow disappointing. This, however, serves to emphasize the importance of journalism for
democracy, since its performance can provide or disturb the proper functioning of the public
sphere. This responsibility cannot be entirely thrown to social media and shady methods of
political propaganda. After all, the quality of democracy depends on a delicate balance, and
journalists are still one it’s major guardians.
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