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ABSTRACT

Though the idea of horizontal networked, bottom-up
communication processes is present in many discus-
sions of the role of digital media in the context of social
movements, not many studies point to the processes be-
hind the creation and publication of authorial testimo-
nial content by regular people, that is, content produced
insitu at the heat of the moment whose author is neither
media nor political actors. Through 10 interviews struc-
tured according to Proulx and colleagues’ ICT social
appropriation framework (2017), with users that have
created and published such type of content on Twitter
with the hashtag #ForaTemer in the aftermath of Rous-
seff’simpeachment in Brazil in 2016.

This paper discusses why and how ordinary people take
media matters in their own hands as a form of political
action, even though it may apparently be dressed up
with different communicative functions, such as emu-
lating the pretense neutrality and objectivity of media
discourse. Findings point toaconvergent media critique
as main motivator, followed by the aim to connect the
absentand to scrutinize police abuse. The aggregated re-
sultseems to point toa manifestation of collective intelli-
gence, characterized by swarm-likelogicsand alienation
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fromthe completeresultofthe#ForaTemer publications.
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social appropriation, social movements.

RESUMO

Apesar da ideia de redes horizontais e comunicagao de
baixo para cima estarem frequentemente presentes em
discussoes sobre o papel das midias digitais no contexto
de movimentos sociais, poucos estudos apontam para
os processos detras da geragao de contetido testemunhal
autoral por cidaddos normais, isto ¢, contetido criado in
situ no calor do momento cujo autor nao é nem a midia
nem um ator politico. Através de 10 entrevistas estrutu-
radas com o modelo de Apropriagio Social de TIC de
Proulx e colegas (2017), realizadas com usudrios que
criaram e publicaram tal tipo de conteudo no Twitter
com a hashtag #ForaTemer no contexto do impeach-
ment de Dilma Rousseff no Brasil em 2016.

Esteartigo discute por qué e como pessoas ordindriasas-
sumem o papel de criadores de contetido como forma de
agdo politica, mesmo quando disfargado com outra rou-
pagem, como quando emula o discurso pretensamente
neutro-objetivo do jornalismo. Resultados apontam
para a critica do sesgo mididtico como a grande moti-
vagio, seguida do objetivo de conectar os ausentes ao
evento e vigiar os abusos policiais. O resultado agregado
aponta para uma manifestacao de inteligéncia coletiva,
caracterizada pelalogica de enxame e uma alienagao do
resultado final das publicagdes com o #ForaTemer.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Dilma Rousseff, impeachment,
Twitter, apropriagdo social, movimento social.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Dilma Rousseff was Brazil’s first female president. Elected in 2010, follow-
ingtwo mandates of party colleague Lulaand reelected in 2014 by an extremely
narrow margin, she would complete four consecutive presidential elections’
wins for Brazilian Worker’s Party (PT), the strongest left-oriented political
party in the country. On August 31th, 2016, after less than half of Rousseff’s
second period, the economic struggle that had been affecting Brazil for a few
years, along with a series of political scandals, paved the way to what Chomsky
called a “soft coup” (Goodman, 2016) and Lowy (2016) called, referencing the
military coup in the 1960’s, the “farce” that follows the “tragedy”: Rousseff was
ousted by the national congressin the cusp of theimpeachment processthathad
begun earlier that same year. The “parliamentary coup” (Albuquerque, 2017,
p. 1) was not only testimony of the corruption of the legal and parliamentary
systems in Brazil, but was also an evidence of the “captured” media system
(Guerrero & Méarquez-Ramirez, 2004), hostage to economic and/or political
elites. For Albuquerque, it is even worse: a “vivid example” of cases “in which
the free press seemingly conspires against the democratic order” (2017, p. 1).

Within such context, media coverage of events that push for the opposite
direction -the maintenance of the president or, later on, protests against her
successor Michel Temer-are expected to be under the influence of such eco-
nomic and political elites and consequently should be compromised, leading
either to biased coverage or no coverage at all -resulting in criminalization of
the protests and/or invisibilization, respectively-. Nevertheless, the increas-
ingly mediatized society implies a digital ubiquity (Ganesh & Stohl, 2013) that
lead to a sort of omnipresence of mobile digital technologies in the hands of
ordinary citizens (Chouliaraki,2010), which enables the creation of alternative
registries of important events. In such context, the value of alternative narra-
tives as those created and/or circulated on social media is magnified, especial-
ly when accounting for such an important “out of the ordinary” event (Hall,
Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke & Roberts, 1982) with national and international
transcendence, since social crises as such are associated with both high un-
certainty and high relevance, leading to a higher need for orientation (Weaver,
1980), pushing people to consult with alternative sources of information such
as social media.

The debate over media bias on political sensitive matters has long been
a theme of interest within the field of political communication and the Lat-
in-American contextis by no means an exception (Kucinski, 1998; De Moraes,
2009; Chaui, 2006; Herman & Chomski, 2010; Albuquerque, 2012, 2017 to
name a few). This research, though, goes deeper into empirical work to un-
derstand not only how ordinary people perceive media bias or its effects, but
specifically how a part of the population deals with it through a process of ICT

INMEDIACIONES DE LA COMUNICACION 2018 - VOL. 13 / N@ 1 - 215-239 - ISSN 1510-5091 - ISSN 1688-8626 (EN LiNEA)



TESTIMONIAL TWEETING MARCELO SANTOS

significant social appropriation (Proulx, Lecomte & Rueff, 2007) that leads to
the creation and publication of self-generated visual or audiovisual testimonial
content through digital social media, creating evidence of the events as a form
of contradicting such biased accounts of mainstream media.

Through interviews with users that have created such type of content on
Twitter with the hashtag #ForaTemer in the aftermath of Rousseff’s impeach-
ment, this paper discusses why and how ordinary people take media matters
in their own hands as a form of political action, even though it may apparently
be dressed up with different communicative functions, such as emulating the
pretense neutrality and objectivity of media discourse.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. User Generated Content and Political Participation

Though the idea of horizontality of networks, bottom-up communication
processes is present in the foundations of many discussions of the role of digital
media —and in particular social media- in the context of social movements
and street demonstrations (Bastos & Mercea, 2015; Condeza, Santos, Lizama
& Véazquez, 2016; Juris, 2004; Santos & Condeza, 2017; Sey & Castells, 2004)
not many studies point to the processes behind the creation and publication of
authorial testimonial content by regular people -excluded activists, politicians,
celebrities and organizations in general. On the other hand, there are some au-
thors thatresearch User-Generated Content (UGC) and political participation,
from various perspectives. Dylko and McCluskey (2012) built the concept of
Political UGC on top of Eveland’s (2003) mix of attributes model and worked it
empirically. Ostman (2012) researched the causal relationship between UGC
creation and political involvement, in this direction. Leung (2009) studied the
psychologicalempowerment on the opposite direction of Ostman: how thelevel
of political participation works as a predictor of UGC creation. Building upon
Bennetand Segeberg’s (2012) connectiveaction -aformulation that suggests that
collective action, inspired in its traditional definition by Olson’s rational theory
ofsocial mobilization, is transformed by connectivity—, Mortensen (2015) devel-
oped the concept of connective witnessing, that points to the crossroads between
contemporary visual culture and personalized political participation through
the creation of testimonial content. Within the field of journalism, thereisabun-
dant literature that studies how audiences engage with UGC (Wahl-Jorgensen,
Williams & Wardle, 2010), how newsrooms deal with this source of information
(Wardle & Williams, 2010; Williams, Wardle & Wahl-Jorgensen,2011; Kammer,
2013; Wardle, Dubberley and Brown, 2014) or the opportunities professional
media outlets create for “citizen journalism” (Thurman, 2008).

Still, none of the cited studies pursue the process of creation of content, as
they focus either on the audience, on the content or on the media professional
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practices. Thisstudyshedslightin thatdirectionasIinterviewed users thathave
created content that account for the event they were witnessing to unveil their
motives, their communicative practices and the consequences of their acts.

2.2. Testimonial Amateur Media

Unlike mediated testimonies, such as an ex-post interview of a witness to
the TV News, authentic self-created testimonial media have two main roots
that contribute toits relevanceasasocial phenomenon:its value asa “surrogate
sense-organs of the absent” (Peters, 2001, p. 709), enabling those that cannot
be present to participate remotely, and its indexical property (Santaella, 1983,
1992; Peirce, 2003). Which means that the representation —such as the picture
or video— is materially connected to the represented object in an unique man-
ner, and this link confers it the perception of authenticity and objectivity. The
aesthetics of professional media, though, through its ‘proper distance’ (Silver-
stone, 2004) seem to have neutralized the sensibility of the audience. Amateur
images, instead, provide an “answer to the growing scriptization of life and the
world” (Polydoro, 2016, p. 159; own traslation).

Therefore, the value of testimonial media created by ordinary users goes
beyond the previous properties of meta-presence and indexicality. It relies on
an “amateur aesthetics” (Polydoro, 2016) that occasionally even include the
author’sbodyin what Pantti (2013) calls embodied collectivity. For example, the
very precariousness of a “grainy, blurry portrait” (Reading, 2009, p. 69) of the
London Bombings (2005) conferred animage first circulated onablog post, the
title of the mosticonic image of that tragic event: “Itis poor quality and blurred
and yet purports to truth and authenticity” (Reading, 2009, p. 70). Discussing
the same event, Allan (2007) also underlines the authenticity brought up by
citizen video clips made with personal cameras, which “were judged by some
to be all the more compelling because they were dim, grainy and shaky, but
more importantly, because they were documenting an angle to an event as it
was actually happening” (p. 13; own emphasis).

2.3.ICT Significant Social Appropriation

Thanks to social, technological, economic and institutional drivers
(Wunsch-Vincent & Vickery, 2007), that lead to the growing penetration of
digital media and digital social networks, the universe of potential content
creatorsand publishers has exponentially expanded. However, notbecause the
possibility exists, it crystalizes, as per Van DijcK’s (2009) study with YouTube
demonstrates: less than 5 in every 1.000 users are active content creators. The
potential toactwill depend ofaccess, comprehension and criticaladoptionand
application of the technologiesathand, which s clear in the author’s statement:
“participation’ does not equal ‘active contribution’ to UGC sites” (Van Dijck,
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2009, p.44). Besides, contentis not spread out just because it is online: thereare
different types of contents, different motivations (Katz, Blumler & Gurevich,
1974) that attract users to adopt social media (Valenzuela, 2012) to generate
and share content (Park, Kee & Valenzuela, 2009).

The process of adoption and use of ICT in daily life to a specific need is ob-
jectofdiscussion. Plenty of studieshave demonstrated that technological func-
tionalities are appropriated by users in a variety of forms resulting in distinct
communicative practices (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994; Isaac, Bresseyre Des Horts
& Leclercq, 2006; Livingstone, 2008). Lindtner, Anderson and Dourish define
appropriation as “the adaptation and transformation of information systems
after they are deployed” (2012, p. 77). Harrison and Barthel (2009) posit that
“the history of email has taught us that users may appropriate computer-medi-
ated technologies and fashion them for their own purposes, which sometimes
supersede or are at odds with the original purposes of designers” (p. 157).

Reyes makesadetailed review of the theoretical models thatapproach from
different perspectives the technology adoption, coming up with three main
perspectives: Diffusion, Innovationand Appropriation (2015, p.74). The Diffu-
sion model, attributed to Everett Rogers (1986), is epistemologically positivist,
since the user plays a more passive role (Isaac et al., 2006, p. 9). The model is
centered in the idea of dissemination and considers innovation as a definite
object, leading, according to Reyes (2015), to a permanently positive bias to
innovation. The Innovation model is perceived as a more iterative process,
aligned with the idea of appropriation by Lindtner and colleagues (2012) pre-
viously mentioned. Within this paradigm, “the concept [of innovation] refers
to a whole process, that is, precisely the work of social actors mobilized by the
objects conception” (Reyes, 2015, p. 79), supported by Bruno Latour’s Net-
work-Actor-Theory (NAT). According to NAT, the subject “is not source but
amoving target of a wide set of identities that swarm in his direction” (Latour,
2012, as cited by Di Felice, 2013, p. 64, own translation). Lemos (2015) defends
NAT by dissociating it from technological determinism, sustaining that “all
technical device must be recognized not as an individuality, closed, finished
and autonomously acting upon others, but asa monad, as a network-actor that
actsand isacted upon depending on the formed associations (always irreduc-
ible ones to the others)” (Lemos, 2015, p. 31).

Though, Reyes defends the adoption of the theoretical framework of ap-
propriation, indicating that “the significance of the use people grant to tech-
nologies is the most verisimilar answer” when a researcher tries to understand
“why people integratea technology in their dailylife” (2015, p. 81). Aswe'll see,
the ICT Social Appropriation framework by Proulx and colleagues identifies
different levels of such appropriation, allowing for the distinction of various
communicative practices. Much of the research that adopts Appropriation as
a framework, though, is searching for answers in the first two of those levels
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of social appropriation (technology adoption and technology cognitive skills
development). As we'll see, this research focus on the third level, which is when
people make technologies useful for their own purposes, in this case, with
political intent.

Proulxand colleagues (2007) develop their frameworkdividing the process
of ICT social appropriation into six moments: (i) access; (ii) cognitive skills
acquisition; (iii) significant adoption, where old practices are replaced by new
ones that incorporate technologies; (iv) creative use, that divert from original
predicted uses for such technology; (v) collective intelligence phenomenon
that rise from the incorporation of the previous steps in a community or a
group; and (vi) the complete realization of the appropriation process that cul-
minates in the active engagement of the user or group of users in processes
of technology innovation or development of public policies related to such
technology.

For example, the hashtag adoption in Twitter as a means for organizing
information, aggregating content thanks to the unforeseen effect the # symbol
had in the system —being automatically converted into a hypertext that leads
toasearch withall of the hashtagged content— isan example of a (iv) divergent
use of technology at hand, unpredicted by the developers; the programmers of
a Linux community or Wikipedia collaborators would be in the level (v) and
people who currently advocate, for instance, in favor or against Net Neutrality,
free or open source software, WikiLeaks creators etc. could be examples of
communities pursuing their own interests or the ideal for public policies re-
garding their métier, an example oflevel (vi). However, level (iii) is the one that
applies to the heart of this research: significant appropriation of ICT, in which
regular users, not necessarily with high levels of technical skills, understand
or interpret possibilities and potentials of the technologies and give them an
intentional, propositional use, articulated as a communicative practice with,
amongst others, political purposes.

Both facets of UGC —creation and diffusion— reflect modes of social and
significant ICT appropriation to a higher or lower degree. And within that
universe of possibilities, one of the most fascinating, from a political commu-
nicational perspective, is its appropriation during political crisis that lead to
produce testimonial content, which we'll dig into.

3.METHOD

The procedure included computer-assisted and manual data processing.
The former includes (i) data selection and capture, (ii) data screening and (iii)
automatic data coding; whilst the latter includes (iv) manual data coding and
(v) in-depth interviews with selected individuals. Though it is difficult to dis-
sociate completely one step from another, this paper will highlight the findings
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founded mainly on the last step of the research: ten in-depth semi-structured
interviews with usersthat wereidentified through the previousstepsas creators
oftestimonial visual content, who were contacted individuallyand interviewed
by the author.

3.1.Case

As previously mentioned, the case selected was the aftermath of Rousseff’s
impeachment, specifically two street demonstrations that took place, with dif-
ferent characteristics:

Table 1
Wednesday, Aug 31 (Day 1) Sunday, Sep 4" (Day 2)

Name of Dataset DS1 (Dataset 1) DS2 (Dataset 2)

Planning Level Unplanned Planned

Geographic Distribution | Mainly Nationwide Mainly Local

Duration Protest takes place during the During the entire day,
evening, after working hours. comparative dataset from 16:30
Dataset goes from 18:30 to to approximately 23:30 (7 hours)
22:30 (4 hours).

Expected Political More engaged activists; people | Activists, Public figures (such as

Orientation that live or work nearby; politicians), Entire families, Social
Alternative Media; young Organizations, Alternative Media,
people. Journalists, Photographers among

others.

Two street demonstrations that were analyzed to select the users that created testimonial content on
Twitter. Source: Author.

The choice of events with different characteristicsis justified since the pop-
ulation that attends to a street protest on a Wednesday evening (Day 1), orga-
nized impromptu, on the summit of the political crisis is not entirely the same
as people thatattend to a planned, family, Sunday demonstration with daylight
(Day 2). Also, the second protest happened predominantly in Sdo Paulo with
some repercussion in Rio, Salvador and a few other capitals. This makes the
analysis more contextualized and the conversation with interviewees is sup-
ported by information about that specific event in that specific place, helping
getin depth with the informants.

3.2.Data

The complete dataset! —including messages published with the hashtag
#ForaTemer in both days- contained 115,701 tweets. Those tweets were
screened with data analytics software —-Tableau and Excel- using metadata at-
tributesto find originally developed content. This procedure wasimportant for
theideawastofind the users who produced themselves the content, soanyform

1 The data was acquired with research tool Sifter (https://sifter.texifter.com/) that connects with Twitter’s most
complete data source, called “Firehose”.
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of retweet was excluded from the final dataset. Also, due to the understanding
that the power of testimonial media resides on the indexicality of the imagery
(moving or still), that relates immediately to the object represented (Santaella,
1983, 1992; Peirce, 2003), all text-only messages were also excluded. The final
dataset was composed of around 4,000 tweets that were visualized individually
on the native platform www.twitter.com to have an appreciation closer to what
aregular user would have when accessing such content. The tweets were then
coded,amongstother criteria, as testimonial or not testimonial and users coded
as ordinary or not ordinary. Testimonial tweets had to comply with three cri-
teria: (i) original content that (ii) referred to the event (iii) in an indexical way
(photos, videos, Animated GIF location appsand others). Ordinary users were
considered as such regarding political participation, meaning all those that in
the context of the protest that were acting as “ordinary citizens” (Chouliaraki,
2010) —even journalists if they were publishing in their own personal channel.
Politicians, activists, Political Associations, Media Twitter users were, there-
fore, considered not ordinary.

The final result was, 1.223 tweets coded as testimonial and analyzed with
more depth. From those, 886 (72%) were created by ordinary users. Within
such final sample, users were selected to perform the interviews, according
to the criteria to be discussed in the following section. One interview was also
conducted withanalternative mediaoutlet (Midia NINJA) because of the (con-
firmed) suspicious thatitaccepted and even encouraged ordinaryusersto send
them their content.

3.3. Interviews

From the final sample of ordinary users that created testimonial content,
then, ten users were selected to proceed with in-depth interviews. The main
criterion for the selection of such interviewees was the diversity within the
dataset of testimonial tweets. The objective was to approach both heavy and
light users (as per their status updates by the time of the data capture); media
professionalsand non-professionals; users that tweeted alot during the protests
but also someone that just tweeted once; currently active and inactive users;
evenonenon-Twitter user whose contentended up on Twitter wasinterviewed;
users with different tweeting patterns —for example with different narrative
functions such as to communicate facts or to mobilize, rallying people to the
demonstration-. Though this strategy might allegedlylead to epistemological
obstacles to the generalization of the findings, it proved, as we'll see, to be vastly
informative, and on the other hand important patterns that emerged despite
such a diverse group are strengthened for the same reasons.

Allinterviewees were asked to read, before the interview, an informed con-
sent with the characteristics of the project, the expectations, their rights and so
on; which they signed authorizing the use of the information. The interviews
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were conducted through various means —such as FaceTime or audio calls on
WhatsApp for example, as per the availability or preference of the interview-
ees— and they followed a prebuilt structure based on Proulx and colleagues’
(2007) ICT Social Appropriation levels.

The social profiles of the users with their names, professions, age group,
and characteristics that are of interest to the research, are as follows, listed by
alphabetical Twitter handle:

® Andrea (pseudonym): Andrea is in her 30’s, who makes a living as a self-
employed filmmaker and photographer of events, in special marriages (in
association with her life partner). She is licensed but not graduated in so-
ciologyand, despite nothaving many followers, sheisveryactive on Twitter
and such activity is predominantly political. This characteristic turned her
into an interesting source for she had tweets with up to 22 retweets despite
only having a bit more than 100 followers at the time. Thanks to the adop-
tion of the hashtag she was retweeted by Spanish speaking users and that
boosted this specific tweet. Also, she is a heavy user as a consumer, for she
had averylarge amount oflikes (close to 12,000 at the time of the research,
while the average for the others was 1,600, G refer to Table 2). These charac-
teristicsand her use of Twitter were the main interestsbehind theinterview.

® Beatriz Leandro (@biaaleandro): Professional of International Relations,
currently fully dedicated to her MSc studies in Sociology, in her late 30.
At the time of the protests, she worked with Sao Paulo’s City Government.
Has one son —who attended to a few protests. She was selected for one main
reason: though she had left Twitter (her handle now belongs to another
person), I couldlocate and interview her. The relevance was to understand
why someone with political activity on Twitter decided to leave the plat-
form and assess if it was somehow related to the protests and specifically
with the testimonial content created by her.

® MariaClaudiaBranco (@CacauCB): Claudiaisinherearly 30’sand though
sheis a journalist, her use of Twitter is as a very elaborate character, with a
particularacid, humorous, politicallanguage. Probably due to that Claudia
displays a good performance, for her tweets got some reaction from the
audience. With onlyabout 1,600 followers at the time of the protest, she had
one tweet that received 90 RT and 104 likes and her other tweets also had
high numbers with sophisticated and original choice of words and images.
She holds a MSc in journalism and works as an intelligence analyst for the
presidency ofthe countryina Strategic Communication and News Agency.
Her name is distorted and just her friends know she’s the one talking on
Twitter. There were multiple criteria that Claudia met, but the mostimpor-
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tant for choosing her is that a picture detected as UGC was actually from a
friend of hers that had published elsewhere —this was the successful tweet
just mentioned. The friend (Hussein) was also interviewed to understand
his options and how the process was from the other perspective.

David Gormezano (@dgormezano): Davidisa French journalist, works for
the Spanish version of France 24, a French 24 hours news channel financed
mainly by the government. David lived in Brazil because his wife had a job
opportunity and though he was not working professionally when the poli-
tical crisis took place, he followed the protests as an interested politicized
citizen. He was chosen not only for being a privileged international obser-
ver, but also for being a journalist. It was even more interesting to find out
he was not working at that moment, fitting well the definition of ordinary
citizen, despite his professional communication background.

Leonardo Silva (@leoborjinha): Leo is a 19-year-old second-year adverti-
sing student in Uinpampa (state-funded public University), in small town
Sao Borja in Southern Brazil with little more than 60,000 habitants. His
profile was chosen for he seemed to be an ordinary user generating only
contentabouttherepression. After the interview, itended up even morein-
teresting for he was not present, he was retweeting from hishometown, but
due to technical knowledge -he studies advertising and works with digital
mediaandsocial network marketing—and hisexpressivenessitseemed that
he wasliving what he was commenting. The interview was then redirected
as someone that was not present but was performing mediated witnessing
-creating his content by capturing media content, such as pictures from
TV-with a clear pattern. He is also very active on Twitter: despite being so
young and having joined Twitter in November 2013, he had almost 13.000
status updates at the time of the protests, averaging 13 messages a day.

Luiza Geiling Cruz (@LuizaGeiling): Luiza is a 19-year-old literature stu-
dent, that works at an NGO in Sio Paulo. She was chosen for her metadata
on the Twitter profile: she joined Twitter exactly in September 1th, 2016,
(the day after Day 1) right after the impeachment and she was quite active
for a very short period, less than a week. Besides, she tweeted she would
be monitoring for police brutality before the second protest (more on this
on the Findings and Discussion section). Her experience turned out to be
very important to the research for she had the most visceral experience,
having faced high levels of police brutality from a short distance and being
herselfhurtduringthefirst protest. The consequencesinher process of ICT
appropriation will be discussed further on.
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® Midia NINJA (@MidiaNINJA): Interview conducted with Social Media
manager Driade Aguiar for this alternative politicized (even partisan, ac-
cording to some sources) media. She personally has no formal education
and has been in charge of social media for them for a few years, since the
group started (circa 2011). Driade was 27 years old by the time of the inter-
view. Besides what became quickly obvious after analyzing the data (that
Midia NINJA is the most relevant content creator within the datasets from
a quantitative perspective, both as a broadcaster and as an influencer), this
alternative media organization is also known to be decentralized, so I assu-
med it could be an attractor of UGC -as was confirmed by the interview-.
So,looking fromthe perspective ofanalternative, politicized, decentralized,
young media organization promised to be very interesting, especially since
thereis so much work on big media’s use of UGC (as per literature review on
previous section), and not so much dedicated to this kind of organization.

® RobertaPrescott (@RobertaPrescott): Journalist, specialized in I'T and Te-
lecom, at the moment of this research she was at her late 30’s working as
freelance to national and international media. One of the main reasons for
interviewing her is that she was the only interviewee that produced testi- 2
monial content on both protests; others like Claudia also tweeted but not
herown content, for she did notattend to thefirst protest; or participated on
both events but did not create content for Twitter on the first such as Luiza.
Besides, she is the ordinary user with more testimonial tweets (30) the
analyzed patterns ofher content were veryenlightening for she moved from
amore distant, journalistic-like content to more engaged as the repression
took place. One of her tweets had very good engagement with 28RT and 28
likes though she had just 1,001 followers at the time.

)

INMEDIACIONES IN) ENERO - JUNIO 2018

® Marcelo Costa (@screamyell): Publicist, works as a cultural journa-
list. Self-defines as a “conteudist” (as in “content-creator”). Super ac-
tive on Twitter with almost 180.000 status updates by the time of the
protests (while the others’ average is below 7,000, refer to Table 2), he
is about 40 years old and runs a rock fanzine over the internet that has
been active for over 20 years. Demonstrated excellent Twitter and So-
cial Media skills and knowledge. His profile mixes personal (such
as personal and political opinions and even his hobby beer tasting)
and professional (his fanzine information that names the handle).

® Hussein (no Twitter handle): Law student, Hussein Cavalcante was (and
is) not active on Twitter, he is much more active on Facebook (for political
matters) and Instagram (personal). He is on his early 20’s and lives nearby
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the typical place of gathering for protests in Sao Paulo (Paulista Avenue),
therefore he participated in plenty of them. He was chosen specifically as
someone from outside Twitter that was included in such network by one of
those unmapped organic flows of social media: he published on Facebook?
andhis friend Claudia (other interviewee) liked the picture and ‘curated’it,
publishing it on Twitter. This is not uncommon, and another interviewee,
Beatriz, also published a video received from a friend, as per her memory,
via WhatsApp. But as the source, the process also varies, as Beatriz gave
complete credit (“Video: Tania Bustamante”) but did not ask for authori-
zation; while Claudia did ask, but wrote “I just received this emblematic
image” with no attribution.

Table 2:

(M) username: Day # Testimonials Followers Friends Favorites Status
Andrea September 04 8 104 149 11,916 2,711
biaaleandro August 31 2 99 91 0 1,325
cacauCB_ August 31 L 1607 914 7,502 16,152

September 04 2
dgormezano September 04 5 252 111 50 758
leoborjinha September 04 4 381 301 2,263 12,784
LuizaGeiling September 04 2 16 102 12 37
MidiaNINJA — August 31 25 171344 1,185 2488 10,812
September 04 14
robertaprescott August 31 6 1,003 605 323 10,236
September 04 24
screamyell September 04 11 16,819 803 165 179,141
Average 9 15,736 473 2,747 25,995

Quantitative profile of the users as to the number of testimonials (per each day of the protests), number
of followers, followees (Friends), Favorites and Status updates, alphabetically ordered by Twitter handle.
Source: Author.

4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Theinterviews point to afew convergences that reinforce theliterature and
others that add interesting points to be investigated further. The analysis will
be presented following the same first fivelevels of Proulx and colleagues (2007)
ICT’sSocial Appropriation model® thatstructured theinterviews, whichare: 1)
Access; 2) Cognitive and Technical Mastery; 3) Significant Use of Technology;
4) Creative Use; and 5) Collective Adoption. Additionally, there is a section
assessing the perception of personal impact users had due to their actions.

2 Justasareminder of how these networked communication is fluid, Claudia thought she had accessed the picture
via WhatsApp, but Hussein denied, so the variety of simultaneous sources an interested user accesses is rich and
complex for the researcher to make sense and systematize.

3 Idid not consider the last level for it is more related to public policy engagement, not the theme of this protests.
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4.1.Level 1: Access

Though teninterviewsare notby any meansrepresentative, itis remarkable
that all of the interviewees that were ordinary citizens (this excludes Driade
Aguiar from Midia NINJA) had a degree or were studying for it (sociology,
law, journalism, advertising, international relations, literature). All of them
had internet mobile access, though with different levels of quality and quan-
tity: while literature student Luiza waited to get home to publish her content,
Roberta published alot of content, including videos, in real-time, as they were
created. Twitter heavy-user Marcelo had knowledge of hot-spots on the route,
which he used to save some data from his personal plan.

Other variations occurred, as it would be expected. The quality of the im-
agery, for example, which depends directly of the device, varied alot, especially
withthevideos. Astotheliveness of theimagery, some publishedliveand others
when got back home, for different reasons, but only Luiza said explicitly she
was worried about her data plan. Beatriz said she preferred to enjoy the event
and publish media afterwards. Coincidently they were both occasional users
on Twitter, and currently neither is active in that social network. This suggests
that, for regular users of Twitter, liveness matters. Roberta (Personal Commu-
nication, October 17th, 2017) and Leo (Personal Communication, February
16th, 2018) defined Twitter as “real time” and David as “live” media (Personal
Communication, October 31st, 2017), something that converts it into a live
storytelling tool for this kind of event.

4.2.Level 2: Cognitive and Technical Mastery

The preparation of the equipment is a reflection of the level of spontaneity
of the creation of testimonial content, which is important in the context of this
research that has as its object exactly testimonial content that was produced as
effect of the opportunity, not of the voluntary pursue of such content. Of course
therearedifferentlevels of preparation speciallyasa function of the type of user
(anactivist, a politician, ajournalistand a user with no formal communication
skillsareexpected tobe differentin thatsense), butall of theinterviewees shared
alower common denominator: part of the ritual of attending to a protest is get-
ting the mobile phone fully charged and usually also assuring there is enough
disk space, regardless of to what measure the user anticipates any sort of doc-
umentation of the protest. From that point on, there are differences: Roberta,
journalist, took two devices in order to preserve her personal device, while
using an older one to document the event, due to fear of being robbed amid
the crowd; Marcelo, who works as a cultural journalist ~though has no formal
studiesinjournalism-included in his preparation a spare battery to charge the
phone during the event, so that he could make more registries; Andrea, ordi-
nary user, said though she wasn’t planning to make images, it is part of a digital
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cultureand thatitis “athingofour time” (Personal Communication, November
14th, 2017), as she regularly registers her life moments with pictures or videos.

Regarding digital skills, while the three journalists and the cultural pro-
ducer had a clear understanding of social media and Twitter functionalities,
ordinary users made a more layman use of the platform, exploiting it as a reg-
ular user. This reinforces the perception of Twitter as a biased tool that attracts
niche users, such as journalists, politicians, opinion leaders and so on. Still,
all interviewees made a conscious use of the hashtag as a strategy to join the
larger conversation. The adoption of the hashtag was in no case a fortuity or
a “sheep-shepherd” situation, as all users declared they wanted something in
the lines of “reach more people” (Claudia, Personal Communication, October
19th, 2017) than in their followee network and to enhance the visibility of the
hashtagasa political statement. Many were familiar even with the trending top-
ics dynamics on Twitter. Marcelo mentioned a sense of “community” formed
around thehashtagand stated that#ForaTemer was simultaneouslya symbol of
revolt with the political coup and an “aggregator” (Personal Communication,
October 25th, 2017). David, who also works as journalist for French media
(off duty at that time), had a very clear picture of this multifunctionality of the
hashtag, pointing three functions: (i) a statement, (ii) a visibility enhancer and
(iii) a bridge to the European audience (Personal Communication, October
31st, 2017). Beatriz, a sociology Masters’ student, admits having little digital
skills, but her adoption of the hashtag was equally conscious: “to be found”, she
said (Personal Communication, November 13th, 2017).

The use of the hashtag as a source of information was the other face of the
same phenomenon, since the interviewees admitted using it to follow other
protests that they were not able to participate: “It’s a research filter”, defined
Andrea (Personal Communication, November 14th, 2017). Leo said in order
to “have access to views different than mine (...) I just go ahead and put #Fo-
raTemer and I can see the many interpretations [of an issue] on this medium
[Twitter]” (personal communication, February 16th, 2018).

In terms of audiovisual background, the levels varied a lot, so it does not
seem that users deem necessary such background to create their audiovisual
contentonaplatform such as Twitter onan eventsuch asa protest, theylook for
other values they perceive themselves when consuming the same kind of con-
tent: proximity (friend, friend of friend asauthor), real time, lack of commercial
interest or political bias are the ones that showed up during the interviews.

4.3. Level 3: Significant Use of Technology

There are many different ways that users may exert their power as content
creators in significant ways in the context of a street demonstration. This re-
search identified three main manifestations of it: (i) mediactivism, as in pro-
viding alternative narratives for the event as a reaction against media bias; (ii)
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political action, as different types of content created by the interviewees held
some degree of political intent; and (iii) networking, which means intentionally
connecting or being connected to the protest via the adoption or consultation
of the main aggregator related to the events (#ForaTemer).

Luiza went to the first protest (Day 1), and uploaded no pictures. But what
she lived left her enough scars to change that attitude: a few meters from her
a sound bomb (“moral effect bomb” is the official euphemism in Brazil) was
launched and a piece of metal left a young 19 year-old girl blind of the left eye.
In the heat of the repression she got hurt trying to escape to safety. “I was really
mad with all that had happened the 31 [August 31st protest] (...) I got hurt,
they’ve hurt people close to me, then on the fourth [September 4] I went think-
ing about it” (Luiza, Personal Communication, December 11th, 2017). Luiza
is mentioning the following tweet:

Picture 1
. L) Luiza Geiling Cruz @LuizaGeiling - 4 Sep 2016 v
* Vou filmar e postar toda qualquer forma de represséo policial na manifestagio
de hoje @PMESP

& Translate from Portuguese
© n QO 1 &

“I'will shoot and post any form of police repression on today’s protest”, citing the state police
(Source: Luiza Gelling Cruz, 4 septiembre, 2016; own translation).

Luiza’s story may not be the general case, butisindeed a great motivational
factor for people tobeready to document cases of police brutality during social
protests in Brazil. This personal/witnessing experience is reinforced by the
perception of a very biased media that tries to silence or criminalize the social
movement and in particular the protests against Dilma. In Luiza’s words, the
“totally dishonest” traditional media “was part of the coup” and “withoutit, the
coup might not had happened” (Luiza, Personal Communication, December
11th, 2017). She says that they clearly took sides and there they stood all along
the process. This perception is shared by all the interviewees, no exceptions
here. The difference lies in the way each one uses alternative sources of infor-
mation and with what degree of confidence they treat it, such as the reference
of French journalist David, regarding alternative media such as Midia NINJA
or Jornalistas Livres: he stated that this kind of independent content, as well
as UGC in general, “should be consumed with extreme caution” (David, Per-
sonal Communication, October 31st, 2017). He states that Globo's* coverage
ofthe protests was “Unbelievable”, as in a negative perception of an intentional
invisibilization tactic by the largest media conglomerate in South America. To
illustrate, he recalls they were talking about “stuff like Fashion Week” instead

4 Globo is the most important media conglomerate in Brazil and one of the most important in Latin America.
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of the massive protests he had attended to. Leo, despite being more conserva-
tive on his political views as per the interview, agrees with David: “I don’t give
any credit to what TV says. Specially Globo” (personal conversation, Personal
Communication, October 31st, 2017). Hussein (Personal Communication,
November 14th, 2017) defends testimonial content precisely as a reaction to
biased media and insists that who had been on the protests “knew it was not
what the media reported”. He had also been testimony to police violence: “I
knew that [testimonial UGC] wastruebecauseIhadlived”. “Idon’t trust media’,
Hussein blatantly asserts.

In line with mainstream media distrust, emerge not only the profession-
alized “mediactivism” (Driade, Personal Communication, September 22nd,
2017) that characterizes collective groups of alternative media such as Midia
NINJA and Jornalistas Livres, butalso the “sort ofactivism [where] you are me-
diayourself(...) helping connect people who are not there” (Andrea, personal
communication, November 14th, 2017). This connective function, related to
the idea of a networked ecosystem of friends in social media, put users in a
double role: informers and informed. As Marcelo explained, he was out of the
country for another round of protests 0of 2013 —thatbecame known as Jornadas
de Junho (or “June Rounds” in a free translation)— and he was very pleased to be
able to follow closely thanks to testimonial content available on social media
(particularly on Twitter via#ForaTemer),asif participating from distance. Due
to that experience, he felt the “duty” to do the same for others.

Hussein (Personal Communication, November 14, 2017) said he pub-
lished images during the gathering stages in the Facebook pages that created
the “event’, as a form of incentive for people that are sitting back home to en-
courage them to get up and join the protest. This was not a practice described
by the others, but confronting the media was, as previously discussed, a form of
activism. Beatriz (Personal Communication, November 13th, 2017) used so-
cial media (Twitter at the time, Facebook currently) to meticulously persuade
acquaintancesoreven friendswhohadadifferent perceptionashers, oratleast,
in her words, “sensitize”, as in raise awareness.

Hussein’s case of content that call for action might be the most explicitly
political use of testimonial content on Twitter to mobilize constituents to the
streetdemonstration, but other forms of content, despite notbeing as explicitly
political, had political implications and, according to the users’ statements, had
political motivations as well. Journalists such as David and Roberta did adopt
much more neutral language in their tweets, as usual in the news making busi-
ness, but theirintent was to counter-inform, inan attempt to disrupt mediabias,
both national and internationally. This observation is intrinsically related to
the generalized perception that mainstream media was either concealing the
protests or misinforming about them, such as through emphasizing violence
or downsizing the attendance. Even selfies, a relatively frequent way of self-ex-
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pression during the protests studied, may be interpreted asan expression of the
collective identity that help users construct a desirable self (Polletta & Jasper,
2001), beyond narcissistic interpretations of personal exhibitionism on social
media.

Networkedlogics seem to have worked in two ways for testimonial content:
connecting theabsentand building trust. The former means that, as previously
mentioned, through testimonial content users connected people that were un-
able to participate in the protest: Marcelo, Andrea, David, Claudia and Beatriz
gave similar accounts that lead to the idea of network, connecting those that
are not in person, many times reciprocally as they themselves were connected
through the media produced by others. The latter means that users trusted
testimonial content, not only due to aspects related to the amateur aesthetics
(Polydoro, 2016; Pantti, 2013), but also because of the direct connection with
events, if not by personal experience, through the connection with the author
of a testimonial content, such as what happened with Hussein and Claudia:
while the former published on Facebook an image, Claudia, her friend, asked
for permissionandrepublished onher Twitter. Evidently, thedirect connection
with theauthor of the picturesassures heritsauthenticity. Along the samelines,
Leo stated that “if the person that took the picture and published in her own
[social media] user, then I'm cool with it” (Personal conversation, February
16th, 2018), meaning the content under such procedure, is trustable.

Itis important to note that, though all interviewees considered themselves
tosome measure to theleft of the political spectrum, theinterviews corroborate
data from previous studies of attendance to the demonstrations (Ortellado,
Solano, Moretto, 2016) that defend a diversity of political orientations: “I'm
not petist®, more like PSOL®” (Beatriz, personal conversation, November 13th,
2017); “I think both Lula’ and Aécio® should go to jail” (Marcelo, personal
conversation, October 25th, 2017); Andrea voted for PT, would vote again, but
clears out that she’s “not necessarily petist nor anti-petist” (Personal conversa-
tion, November 14th, 2017). Midia NINJA stands out, for it seems to be more
aligned with PT lately, as per media information and interview with David
and Leo, but not necessarily at the time of the events. Claudia also stated that
she became not only a petist, but a dilmist3, as a result of the polarization of the
political crisis in Brazil last years.

5 Demonym for partisans of PT (someone from “pete” is a “petist”).

6 Partido Socialismo e Liberdade (Socialism and Freedom Party) is a more radical leftist, socialist party in Brazil,
emerged when, during Lula’s first mandate, in 2003, dissidents of PT voted against the orientation of the party and
were expelled from it (For more information, refer to http://www.psol50.0rg.br/).

7 LuisInécio Lula da Silva, former Brazilian president from Rousseff’s party PT for two consecutive terms, who now
faces a plethora of legal accusations mainly of corruption.

8  Reference to Rousseff’s opposite candidate who lost the election Aécio Neves, from PSDB, main opposition party
to PT duringits ruling period and for the past decades.

9 Inreference to Dilma Rousseff, using a made up demonym to do so.
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4.4. Level 4: Creative Use

Again, Midia NINJA stands out for a very creative solution to a complicat-
ed problem: how to, on a tight budget, spread its wings all over the country to
cover mainstream and marginal stories with citizen help and still maintain the
aesthetic quality and the political commitment predicated by a mediactivist
collectivesuchastheyare,and thatdefinesand identifies them on social media?
Driade explains what she calls a “political-aesthetical didactics” as a set of ad-
hoc real-time orientations to eventual collaborators that send her content via
Social Media, so that they are able to capture better content that follow Midia
NINJA's aesthetical-political standards: “Don’t you have a frontal picture?”, or
instructions such as the inclusion of a monument that would serve as an index
to identify the territory (city, square etc.); wider or narrower frame according
to the sent picture, holding up the cell phone horizontally instead of vertically
and so on (Driade, personal communication, September 22,2017).

4.5. Level 5: Collective Adoption

Considered as a whole, the group of users, each one in her role as ordinary
individual that adopted Twitter as their platform to create and publish content
documenting the protests, could be considered a loose, weak-tied collective,
linked by a few factors: use of Twitter; critique of the mainstream media cover-
age; lack of professional image-making skills; and, above all, usage of personal
resources and channels to create an “alternative narrative” (Marcelo, Personal
Communication, October 25th,2017). Inasocial appropriation approach, this
may be interpreted as a manifest form of collective intelligence. It is not the same
as a completely conscious community of software developers around Linux,
for, in the case of an “ad-hoc publics” (Bruns & Burgess, 2011) formed around
a hashtag on Twitter, each individual user has less control and understanding
of the overall ‘product’ or result of their efforts, which can be interpreted as a
sort ofalienation. Nevertheless, the commonalities amongst users, their moti-
vations, their political-mediatic aspirations, point to a swarm-like perception
of contributing with a grain of sand to the alternative narrative of the event,
contrasting with mainstream media. Marcelo states that protests were “sol-
emnly ignored by mainstream media” (Personal Communication, October
25th, 2017); French journalist David said that even international media were
giving “toomuch spaceto theopposition” (Personal Communication, October
31st, 2017); Roberta wanted to “echo” with alternative sources of information
about the events that informed beyond the violent or repressive more graphic
episodes (Personal Communication, October 17th, 2017); Claudia wanted to
contradict mainstream media’s discourse that relied solely on dualities such
as violent-pacific protest or unpopular-massive attendance and at the same
time pursued evidences of support for Rousseff, more than opponents to the
impeachment.
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Another phenomenon, adjacent to the concerns of thisresearchandlinked
to the previous level of Social Appropriation, is the sophisticated forms that
Midia NINJA employs to manage their collaborators so that they can cover
as much as they do, with a little budget and a very committed team. Driade
(Personal communication, September 22nd, 2017) mentions three types of
collaborators to Midia NINJA during events and also on daily activities that
they manage through 84 Telegram'® groups divided by geography, topic, activ-
ity and others. The groups were described as:

® “Livers”: those wholive in the organization’s housing facilities in different ci-
tiesinBrazil. Thesearevery committed collaboratorsthat gather to planahead
the coverage of an event, distribute assignments and so on. They also develop
the agenda to be covered and participate in domestic duties in the houses.

® Collaborators or Mediactivists: people who frequently collaborate but
don’tlive in the houses, they come and go, but may eventually participate
on planning activities and have a strong background with the political-
aesthetical principles of the collective.

® Eventual or “Floaters”: those that show up ad hoc, for instance sending
contenton Facebook’sinbox or offering some other kind of assistance, such
astranslations, subtitles etc. Midia NINJA welcomes their content, though
itisaprocessoftrialand errorwithliveinstructions, as previously described
as “politic-aesthetic didactics”

Thiskind ofagent maybe veryrelevantas it worksbothasaconnector -due
to their large networks, of followers in the case of Twitter— and as an intensifier
of thehomophilic networks. Alternative politicized media such as Midia NIN-
JA and Jornalistas Livres, Fake politicized characters such as Dilma Bolada,
Muda Mais and so on, turned out to be extremely relevant in the dataset, not
only in the particular testimonial content sub-datasets, but also in the whole
data. They attract testimonial content that otherwise would probably turn out
in ordinary users’ personal channels or not turn out at all, for mainstream me-
dia were proven, at least as per the interviews, to be very biased in favor of the
impeachment and against the protests.

5. PERSONAL IMPACT

Interviewees seem to have a general perception of the creation of testimo-
nial content as a form of “civic duty” (Beatriz, personal communication, No-
vember 13th, 2017) that brings them satisfaction as it was clearly perceived as
aform of political participation. There were no accounts of important negative

10 Mobile messaging tool, similar to popular WhatsApp.
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effects such as conflicts with peers, relatives or at work; the audience’s reaction
was positive and the act of creating testimonial content has had no clear effect
on the interviewees’ lives.

The notorious dissatisfaction with the role mainstream media has played
during the political crisis that resulted in Rousseff’s impeachment has an im-
portantimpact on this particular communicative practice. Motivations depart
from feelings of injustice and conviction of the right thing to do, such as: when
Claudiastates she’s “defending something shebelieves” (Personal communica-
tion, October 19th,2017); when Roberta talksabout the sensation of “job done”
or “fulfilled duty” (Personal Communication, October 17th, 2017); similarly
to Marcelo, who mentions that the creation of testimonial content felt “almost
like my duty” (Personal Communication, October 25th, 2017).

As to the effect, all interviewees concur that, when not null, the effect was
verylimited,and thingsfollowed its course despite theireffort. Frenchjournalist
Davidreported thathisaccountsofthe political crisisthough social media, amid
the political crisisin Brazil, in his condition of foreign journalistand specialistin
Latin Americapolitics,wasenough notonlytoopentheeyesofhis “closecircles”
Healso intended (successfully, according to his perception) to challenge super-
ficial international reports over the crises that were giving too much attention
tothe political opposition (those against Rousseff, or pro-impeachment) during
the crisis. Such bias towards opposition views, according to him, imprinted
international media those days, not only in Europe, as he mentions New York
Times for example (Personal communication, October 31st,2017).

Predominantly, though, the reports were of frustration with the develop-
ments, since in concrete, the demonstrations did not revert the political crisis
and notonlytheimpeachment followed through, but demonstrations were not
capable of pushing for an alternative course, such as direct elections.

Finally, the perception of ‘preaching for the converted’ appearsin Andrea’s
and Marcelo’s metaphor of a “Bubble” or a “Big Bubble” to describe their net-
work of followers on Twitter, where all people think alike. Somewhat like Hus-
sein’s perception translated as “Internetbubble” where “whoisagainstget outor
quite down” in reference to political discussions on the digital social networks.
Suchperceptionled usersto evendisengage from Twitteratallsuchas Luizaand
Beatriz which can be interpreted as a concrete manifestation of the frustration
with it as a tool for political deliberation and debate.

6. CONCLUSION

This research adds evidence to a political significant appropriation of ICT
asameans to fight back media bias against social movements in Brazil, not only
by organized groups —such as notorious mediactivists of Midia NINJA- but by
ordinary citizenry as well. Though the phenomenon is circumscribed, in this
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research, to a topic restricted semibounded population (Rafail, 2017) on Twitter
—thereforeraising questions of representativeness fromboth from the platform
selection as from the data filtering criterion- and ten interviews is hardly an
attempt to generalize, there is definitely a communicative practice associated
with digital media that works as a bottom-up content generation. Within the
context of Rousseff’s impeachment, as per the interviews conducted for this
research, it was mainly triggered by mediabias, butalso byintentto collaborate,
participate and invigilate the actions of public forces.

Media and technology are what society makes of it. The relationship be-
tween media and democracy is far from an intrinsic one. In capitalist societies,
media in general is subjected to its logic and in less professionalized media
industries, media may be subject to other types of forces, such as political and
economic interest groups (Guerrero & Marquez-Ramirez, 2004; Albuquer-
que, 2012). In that context, it is important that people, constituents, partisans
make use of their own channels as a means to provide alternative discourses.
The challenges, of course, are many, as behind the discourse of neutrality of
so-called platformslie “the tensions inherent in their service” (Gillespie, 2010,
p- 348) for the need for monetization of these commercial platformslead them
to suppress their (alleged) participatory spirit (Van Dijck, 2013), urging users
themselves to reclaim it.
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