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Abstract: This article discusses the origins and development of research on on-
line media and online political communication studies in Brazil. It analyzes
the factors influencing the origins and development of the research on online
media in the country. One the one hand, Brazil belongs to the semiperiphery of the
international research system. On the other hand, when the online media
appeared, there was already a solid tradition of Communication research in the
country. It presents an overview of how Communication education and research
organized in Brazil. Against this backdrop, it presents three stages of online me-
dia research development in Brazil: (a) incipient, (b) consolidation, and (c) new
frontiers. In particular, it examines the impact that online media had on the
Brazilian Political Communication research agenda.
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1 Introduction

This article explores the evolution of the research on online media in Brazil.
Brazil has been often defined as a country belonging to the semiperiphery of the
international research system (Bennett 2014). We argue that Brazil already had
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an established tradition in Communication research for decades before the emer-
gence of online media research. However, much of this research is unknown to
foreign audiences, since there is a language barrier, as much of it is published in
Portuguese. We present a study based on a historical reconstruction of the field,
drawing on interviews with senior scholars, online documents, and a dataset of
theses and dissertations on the field, collected from the most important Brazilian
database of theses and dissertations, the CAPES/CNPq database.1 Our paper is
organized as follows: First, it locates the origin of Brazilian Communication research
in the context of a broader Latin American movement. Second, it discusses how
Communication studies and research are organized in Brazil. The third section
presents themethodwe employed in our study. The fourth section discusses how the
scholarship on online media communication developed in Brazil, and how this
affected the agenda of the scholarly research. Sections five and six present respec-
tively the early debate and the consolidation of research on online media in Brazil.
The last section examines howonlinemedia affected Political Communication,which
is one of the most institutionalized subfields of Communication research in Brazil.
The focus on a specific subfieldmay provide amore detailed account of the impact of
the online media research in Brazilian Communication scholarship.

2 Brazil in the context of Latin America

When online media took its first steps in Brazil, the country already had a solidly
established tradition in Communication research, focusing mainly on popular
and mass communication (Albuquerque and Tavares 2021). Brazilian communi-
cation studies developed both about and in opposition to the US tradition, as it has
in other Latin American countries since the 1960s. This happened for two com-
plementary reasons. On the one hand, at that time, the influence of the US media
in Latin America was greater than everywhere else. Countries like Brazil, Mexico,
and Venezuela adopted a commercial-oriented model of radio and television
broadcasting, inspired by the US (Sinclair 1997), instead of the state-owned or
public service models that predominated in most parts of the world.

On the other hand, many Latin American intellectuals were afraid of the US
cultural influence in their native societies, which some of them dubbed “cultural
imperialism” (Beltran 1976; Boyd-Barrett 2018). For this reason, communication
studies developed in the region in a very different way than in the US: In the US,
Communication developed primarily as “administrative research”, in association
with an agenda of controlling public opinion (Glander 2000); otherwise, in Latin

1 Banco de teses e dissertações: https://catalogodeteses.capes.gov.br/catalogo-teses/#!/.
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American Communication studies followedmainly a critical and cultural approach
(Oliveira et al. 2021). Many Latin American intellectuals resisted the US ideology of
developmentalism and the “Americanized”mass media, which, according to them,
were in the service of US cultural imperialism (Boyd Barrett 2018). Latin American
intellectuals exerted an important role in the making of UNESCO’s document
“Many Voices, One World”, published in 1980.

The proximity between the languages spoken in Brazil (Portuguese) and the
other countries in Latin America (Spanish) allowed these countries to establish a
vigorous intellectual exchange, which has somewhat hampered the influence of the
US academic agenda in the region (Demeter et al. 2022). Otherwise, Latin America
has historically been intellectually closer toWestern Europe, particularly countries
that speak Romance languages like Spain and, especially, France (Daros 2021).

Latin America built a considerable academic infrastructure to support this
exchange, including regional scientific associations such as CIESPAL (Centro
Internacional de Estudios Superiores de Comunicación para América Latina, or
International Center for High Studies in Communication for Latin America), ALAIC
(Associación Latino Americana de Investigadores de La Comunicación, or Latin
American Communication Researchers Association). Latin American researchers
also developed a vast network of Communication journals. Unlike Anglophone
journals, which are typically associated with commercial publishers and accessible
via a paywall system, Latin American Communication journals are typically open
access (Mellado 2010; Oliveira et al. 2021).

Since the 1990s, Latin America lost much of its international visibility (Ganter
and Ortega 2019; Waisbord and Mellado 2014). At that time, there was a push for
internationalizing Communication research, led by the US. This movement led the
English language to become a lingua franca in international scholarship (Suzina
2021). A strongly US (and, to a lesser extent, Western) biased ranking system resulted
in a global downgrade of Latin American Communication Studies (Albuquerque and
Tavares 2021; Ganter and Ortega 2019). Nonetheless, the prospects for Latin Amer-
ican research’s global impact have recently improved. In a time when demands for
de-Westernizing became more common, some scholars have suggested that the
Ibero-American academic circuit may provide an “alternative universe to main-
stream English-based communication research” (Demeter et al. 2022).

3 Communication education in Brazil

In Brazil, university undergraduate Communication programs developed earlier
than in countries like Spain (Lopez-Escobar and Algarra 2017) and the United
Kingdom (Golding 2019). The first one – Casper Libero College’s Journalism
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program – dates from 1947. In 1951, the Catholic University of Rio de Janeiro (Pon-
tifícia Universidade Católica do Rio de Janeiro, or PUC-RIO) created the first Adver-
tising program. In the following year, Rio Grande do Sul Federal University
(Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul, or UFRGS) created the first Public
Relations program. During the 1950s 14 communication programs were created. By
the end of the 1960s, there were 37 communication undergraduate programs in
Brazil. For comparison, in Spain, the first communication program dates from 1958.

The premature development of communication programs in Brazil results
from the cultural influence exerted by the United States in the country. Still, during
World War II, the US government created the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-
American Affairs (OCIAA) to establish closer relations with Latin American coun-
tries, based on the idea of “good neighbors” (Tota 2010). As consequence of these
efforts, the US models became the gold standard for Brazilian communication
professionals.

The number of communication programs in Brazil increased exponentially
over the following decades. At the end of the 2010s, there were 445 programs in
Journalism, 382 in Advertising, and 57 in Public Relations in the country. Brazilian
undergraduate courses had a strong professional approach, although they usually
had disciplines with a more theoretical approach, too. Reforms promoted by the
National Council of Education diminished the number of disciplines with a theo-
retical approach in favor of those with a more “practical” tone (Albuquerque and
Tavares 2021).

Brazil also has a five-decade tradition of graduate communication programs.
São Paulo Catholic University (Pontifícia Universidade Católica de São Paulo, or
PUC-SP) created the first of such programs in 1970. Other programs were created
by the University of São Paulo (Universidade de São Paulo, or USP), and Rio de
Janeiro Federal University (Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro, or UFRJ) in
1972. By the end of the 1990s, there were 15 graduate programs in Brazil. Different
from the undergraduate programs, Brazilian graduate programs have approached
Communication from a broad perspective, keeping in mind the nature of the
mediated messages and their social and cultural impact. When these graduate
programs were created, the media that were the subject of analysis were princi-
pally broadcast and print media. Since the 2000s, Communication graduate pro-
grams have boomed in Brazil. At the present, there are 57 of these programs
working in 24 of the 27 states of the country. Different from the early programs, for
these newly created ones, online media was not a novelty, but the “new normal”.

Added to the universities, scientific associations and journals are core ele-
ments of the Brazilian Communication infrastructure. The two most important
Communication scientific associations in Brazil are Intercom and Compós
(Associação Nacional de Programas de Pós Graduação, or National Association of
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Graduate Programs in Communication). Both are catch-all organizations promot-
ing annual national meetings for Communication researchers. There is also an
association that specialized on online media, entitled ABCiber (Brazilian Associa-
tion of Cyberculture Studies). Brazil has also dozens of open access Communication
journals. Most of them are published by Communication associations or programs.
At the present, the journals counting with the bigger h5 index, according to Google
Scholar, are Revista Observatório (19), Reciis (16), Matrizes (14), Famecos (13),
E-Compós and Galáxia (12), Contracampo and Intercom (11), and Intexto (10).

4 Methods

In this paper, we reconstruct and discuss the history and tradition of Brazilian
Online Communication Studies. In particular, we focus on how research on online
media impacted Brazilian Political Communication studies. Since the early 1990s,
Political Communication has been one of the most consolidated research subjects
in Brazilian Communication studies. For this motive, it provides a useful analytical
subject for discussing the impact of onlinemedia on the Brazilian scholarly agenda.
We adopted two different methodological strategies for discussing these two sub-
jects. For analyzing research on online media as whole we employed: (1) informal
interviews with three key senior scholars to reconstruct the history of the field and
workgroups, based on the reconstruction of the timeline; (2) documental research
on the major institutional repository in the country: the national dissertations/
theses database from CAPES/CNPq. We used eight general keywords to search the
databases to find research connected to the online communication studies in
Brazil: “cyberculture”, “new information and communication technologies” (NICT),
“digital” (D), “computer-mediated communication” (CMC), “online” (ON) and
collected data on 1997 works; (3) quantitative computational content analysis of the
general themes of these theses/dissertations, where we analyzed the titles and
themes connected to these works. We used network analysis to better visualize the
themes and their connections on the examined database. The graphs show the
themes’ prevalence in each dataset (size of the theme) and its connections to others
(thickness of the connection). The colors are used to showproximity among themes.

We opted to analyze theses and dissertations instead of articles published in
journals for pragmatical reasons. On the one hand, the CAPES/CNPq databases are
relatively well-organized to allow keyword-based research. The same does not
happen to Brazilian journals. At the same, the time span covered by the theses
and dissertations database is more comprehensive than the one provided by the
Brazilian Communication journals or other databases we investigated. For this

104 de Albuquerque et al.



motive, the theses/dissertations databases provide a better tool for analyzing the
evolution of online media research in Brazil, since its beginning.

The analysis of the political communication subfield follows a different
approach. It explores the papers published in the annals of the Political Communi-
cationWorking group. Compós’Working Groups are very selective – initially twelve
and later ten papers are discussed each year – and therefore this sample allows a
more qualitative approach regarding its content. Given that only papers from 2000
are available in the Compós website, we recurred to personal interviews with re-
searchers to obtain information about the previous meetings.

5 Online Media studies in Brazil: origins and
evolution

Brazil has an established tradition of research in online media, which traces back
to the late 1990s. Working Groups (WG) in Communication Studies national asso-
ciations were critical in defining the parameters of the debate on this topic. TheWG
Communication and Cyberculture of Compós, created in 2004, was the most
important reference for the institutionalization of online media studies in
Brazil. Originally named “Information, Communication and Technological Society”
(from 1996 to 2002) and later “Informational Technologies of Communication and
Society” (2003–2006), it was renamed “Cyberculture” in 2007.

At the time, the concept of “cyberculture” was extremely popular in Brazil,
owing primarily to Pierre Lévy’s work (and book of the same name published
in 2001) and the pioneering work of Brazilian researcher André Lemos, who
developed both the concepts of “cyberspace” and “cyberculture” (Lemos 2002;
Lemos and Palácios 2000). In fact, Lemos’ university (UFBA – Universidade Federal
da Bahia) was one the first research centers to introduce key concepts to
communication research, such as “online journalism”, “computer-mediated
interaction” and “online sociability” (Lemos 1997, 2001).

This historical timeline is supported by the number of thesis and dissertations
about the theme in Brazil. While the database from CAPES/CNPq goes beyond the
90s, the first works we found started appearing around 1998 (see Figure 1). As
research groups led bymany of the early researchers (mostly with PhDs from other
countries) started growing, more and more works appeared in the database.

The peak of publishedworks is around the 2010s, afterwhen this number started
to decrease, as, probably, the research around the topics of online media became
more specialized. Thus, rather than belong to a single topic, it became pervasive
among all topics. Figure 2 shows the general main topics of research and their
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connections from this database. The themes refer to the general period. We can see
the strong themes are “journalism”, “culture” and “media”. The “political” theme,
whichmarks the political communicationfield is one of themost connected ones, but
it is not among the most used, suggesting that it exists as a more pervasive topic,
rather than an independent one.

For the sake of simplicity, we divide the evolution of Brazilian research on
online media into stages. The first one refers to the early debate on online media,
then discussed under the label “new technologies of information and communi-
cation”. The second part discusses the consolidation of research on online media.
The third part explores the new frontiers in research on online media. We will
further explore the data focusing on this timeline.

6 The early debate

The first wave of research on online media happened at a time when they were still
a novelty in Brazil. The creation of the internet in Brazil dates to 1992. At that time,
the country was hosting the United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (also known as Rio-92) in Rio de Janeiro. The National Education and
Research Network (Rede Nacional de Ensino e Pesquisa, hereafter RNP) – an
institution associated with the Ministry of Science and Technology – was respon-
sible for providing the earlier backbone for the internet in Brazil. During its first
years, the internet remained a pure academic network. Initially, the internet relied

Figure 1: Number of thesis/dissertations on the subjects published in the CAPES/CNPq database per
year.
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on telephone lines and the connection speed of the Brazilian internet was only
64 kb. This allowed Brazilian internet users to make very basic use of online
resources. The opening of commercial internet occurred three years later, in 1995
(Rede Nacional de Ensino e Pesquisa 2022). Yet, in the following years, access to the
internet remained precarious and restricted to the elite. According to World Bank
data, in 2000 less than 3 percent of Brazilians had access to the internet (World
Bank 2020). In 2005 this number has expanded to 20 percent of Brazilians.

As it happened elsewhere, the early debate on online media was characterized
by the attempt to make sense of something radically new. For several decades,
Brazilian communication studies had a clear idea about what their research subject
was: The media were the print media, the radio, and the television. Although
different inmany substantial aspects, thesemedia had an important characteristic in
common. In all cases, there were technical apparatuses establishing a core distinc-
tion between the few who had the means for sending messages and those –much of
the population – limited to receiving them. The media were mass media. By the mid-

Figure 2: Network analysis of the most frequent themes from the Brazilian thesis and dissertations.
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1990s, the certainty surrounding this idea was shaken by the emergence of a new set
of technologies – known as “new technologies of information and communication”.
The rise of online media – then referred to simply as the “internet” – presented a
promise of change in this respect.

Early internet research in Brazil appeared in the late 1990s and early 2000s,
and it was very pulverized among individual researchers from several universities
in the country. During this time, themajority of the workwas focused on discussing
the differences between online media (the internet) and mass media (Lemos 1998;
Silva 1999; Trivinho 1995; Vaz 2001), as well as emerging social phenomena from
the digital, which mirrored some of the Anglo-Saxon work on the same concepts
and theoretical and philosophical debates over the effects of technology on society
(Trivinho 1995; Vaz 2001).

At that time, the debate on new technologies was largely concentrated in the
United States. Not only was this country in the vanguard of the digital revolution,
but it also became the undisputed leader of the world, after the collapse of the
Soviet Union and the communist regimes associated with it. A “new global order”
emerged, under the influence of the neoliberal credo. Accordingly, neoliberal
premises influenced much of the rhetoric about “new technologies”. They were
supposed to erase the old order and, by doing so, provide the basis for something
entirely new. Nicholas Negroponte (1996) expressed this perspective radically.
According to him, the logic of the “atoms” would be replaced by another, made of
“bits”. This project of societal dematerialization was consistent with the premises
of global financial capitalism. Furthermore, the think tank Progress and Freedom
Frontier (PFF) took the lead in describing the potential of new technologies to core
neoliberal political principles in texts such as “Cyberspace and the American
Dream: A Magna Carta for the Knowledge Age” (Mosco 2005). This view promoted a
perspective focusing primarily on individual freedom from political institutions
and the state (Mosco 2005). Other authors who were very influential in Brazil were
Howard Rheingold (1993) and his concept of virtual communities; the notions of
“cyberspace” (Barlow 1990); Negroponte and his “Being Digital” (1996) among
others.

As it happened in other countries, these neoliberal ideas about how the
internet should (and would) change the world exerted a tremendous influence in
the Brazilian scholarly debate. However, they were, in a large measure, mediated
by European, especially French authors (Daros 2021), such as Pierre Lévy (1999),
Jean Baudrillard (1994), Michel Maffesoli (1988), and others. Both Lévy and
Maffesoli provided very optimistic prospects with respect to the social changes
coming in a near future. They approached these changes from different analytical
angles, though. While Lévy considered the problem primarily from a technological
perspective, Maffesoli adopted amore strictly sociological approach. In his opinion,
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the world was undergoing a process of re-enchantment, which would allow people
to reconnect with one another in new and more meaningful ways. Another
important author was the Spaniard Manuel Castells (1990) and his work on the
impact of technology on culture on the trilogy “The Information Age” (1995–1997).
Castells was also a highly important author for Brazilian research, particularly on
his concept of “networked society”.

In these early days, the research in Brazil laid the foundation for the
connection and evolution of the field. Fundamental concepts were “connected”
and “online”, as a social and communicational phenomenon was also created.
Brazilian researchers focused on more broad themes, as a way of exploring
the connections between online media, hypertext, and literature (Palácios 1999;
Pereira 2000); society (Couto 1997); cybersociality and virtual communities
(Lemos 1997; Sá 2001); the impact on academic research (Palácios 1997).

The network of themes from this decade (1989–2000) shows these early
concepts (Figure 3). Early research was also focusing on the application of these
concepts brought from outside of Brazil in our context and Latin American context.

7 The consolidation of research on online media

After the early 2000s and for the next ten years, research on online media flour-
ished in Brazil, as did internet access. This consolidation resulted from different
factors. To begin with, online media in the country has become more familiar and
accessible. In 2002, Brazil had a little less than 10 percent of its population with
internet access. By 2012, this number jumped to 49 percent and in 2020 this pro-
portion jumped to 81 percent (Rede Nacional de Ensino e Pesquisa 2022). As online
media became an essential part of the everyday life of a growing part of the
Brazilian population, it did not make sense anymore to look at it as a “novelty”. In
this context, generalist speculations regarding the impact of online media on
different aspects of life were no longer relevant. Then, a new wave of more
empirical studies focused on the specificities of the Brazilian digital environment
took their place.

Second, the expansion of graduate programs in Brazil provided a unique
environment for new research to emerge, and as people became increasingly
interested in what was happening, online research also grew. In 1990, there were
seven graduate programs in Brazil. Currently, there are more than fifty programs.
This provided a powerful stimulus for the development and specialization of
Brazilian online media research. Research on the broad concept of “cyberculture”,
for example, was transformed in several areas. The type of research done also
changed. Brazilian researchers started discussing the influence of online media
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with very theoretical and philosophical views. During this time, however,more and
more empirical studies appeared, as well as new methodological approaches, and
there was a shift in the direction, more toward the usage of empirical research and
less about the theoretical debate. These studies also becamemore interdisciplinary,
as data shows the presence of more themes from other fields.

Figure 4 shows how prolific these studies grew to be on our dataset. The key
themes changed and became more specific. “Cyberculture” became more central,
and the local discussion (of how these discussions impact “Brazil” was more prom-
inent). The central theme of “politics” also became bigger, with more studies on
society, campaigns, and elections.

Several early works discussed more specific phenomena from online media
at the start of this trend. These early studies were the seed for the consolidation
of what became several fields and subfields of online research. Some of the per-
spectives constructed during this period were:
(a) Sociological approaches – The study of online groups, and the specification of

the discussion on conversations, language, and interactions. The works on the

Figure 3: Early concepts from the published thesis/dissertations from 1989 to 2000.
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fundamental notion of interactivity (Fragoso 2001; Primo 2001) created the
basis formore specific works on social behavior (Lemos 2002), social platforms
such as blogs (Carvalho 2002; Recuero 2001), and others. These studies are
marked in Figure 4 by the keywords “society”, “communities”, “language”,
“interactions”, “networks”, “blogs”, “Orkut” and so on.

(b) Cultural approaches – the study of emerging cultural practices influenced by
the digital medium. Studies in this group explore a variegated range of topics.
A non-exhaustive list includes digital subcultures such as cyberpunk
(Amaral 2003; Lemos 2001); fan cultures (Sá 2004); death and mourning online
(Cunha Filho 2000); the effects on specific cultural groups (Sá 2000); and game
cultures (Fragoso et al. 2017). These studies are marked in Figure 4 on key-
words such as “culture”, “games”, “art”, “cyberspace”, “identity”, “practices”,
and so on.

Figure 4: Themes from the thesis/dissertations from CAPES/CNPq from 2001 to 2010.
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(c) Psychological approaches – These studies were based on psychological views
and discussions. In this field, we find studies about the relationships between
online media and the body (Couto 1999; Sibilia 2002); and the effects of online
media on privacy and surveillance (Vaz and Bruno 2003). These works
appear with keywords such as “bodies”, “media”, “identity”, “subjectivity”
and so on.

(d) Political approaches – This field, influenced by political science, focused on
variegated themes, such as activism (Antoun 2006), digital campaigns, deliber-
ation studies (Maia 2008; Sampaio et al. 2011), democracy, and citizenship
(Gomes 2002, 2008). These themes appear in Figure 4 as “political”, “citizenship”,
“elections” and so on.

(e) Journalism approaches – This group connects journalism studies and the
development of the notion of online journalism (Antoun 2001; Palácios et al.
2002; Palácios and Mielniczuk 2002). These studies focus on the effects and
connections of online media on journalism practices, audiences, and hypertext
and hypermedia. Figure 4 shows these concepts as “journalism”, “web jour-
nalism”, “hypertext”, “convergence” and others.

(e) Methodological approaches – Because empirical research began to grow,
the discussion over the adaptation of existing methods or the creation and
combination of different ones also started in the Brazilian body of work.
Examples of these works are Amaral et al. (2008), Montardo and Passerino
(2006), among others, and later, a compilation of these early works and
methodological views. These methodological views appear mostly through
their object, such as “communication technologies”, “practices” and “studies”
in Figure 4. After 2010, the field became more pervasive in Communication
Studies, as

Figure 1 shows. So, instead of a particular area, the studies became more
specialized and part of all the other more traditional areas. Therefore, the
number of thesis and dissertations on the keywords and themes start to fall, as
the studies on journalism became studies on digital journalism and studies about
culture, became also studies about “digital culture”. The keywords and themes
expanded. The Working Groups that congregate these researchers became less
about the theme and more about new approaches and “materialities”, while
works with online objects expanded and spread to all other groups.
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8 Online media and political communication

Political Communication is one of the most institutionalized research areas in
Communication Studies in Brazil. Since 1992, a Working Group on Political
Communication (WGPC) has been active in Compós. Historically, the WGPC has
been very selective. Every year, roughly 30–40 papers are submitted to it, but only
10 of them are selected to be presented. It follows that the papers presented in the
WGPC are not representative of the overall debate on political communication, but
they present a certain aura of “distinction” concerning the debate on this issue.
After all, Compós has been a central reference for the development of graduated
Communication studies in Brazil. Moreover, the structure of Compós meetings
allows the papers presented on them to be subject of intense debates. Each paper is
debated for 1 h, and the participants in the working groups are supposed to read
and comment their colleagues’ work. All papers presented at the Compós annual
meeting since 2000 are available on the association’s website. At the same time,
when we focus on the general dataset, used by this paper, we can see that the
number of works published on online political communication appear around
2000 and grow until late 2010s, when decreases (Figure 5).

What does this sample tell us about Brazilian political communication scholars
and social media? First, until the 2010s, online media remained a relatively irrel-
evant topic of research. From 2000 to 2009, for instance, only ten papers presented
at the WGPC focused on online media. At that time, political communication was
mainly associated with mass communication, especially journalism and political
advertising. In the following ten years, however, the attention given to online

Figure 5: Online political communication thesis and dissertations (Series 2, orange) in relation to
general online thesis and dissertations (Series 1, blue).
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media quadrupled, suggesting the institutionalization of online media as a subject
of research for political communication scholars. Figure 5 shows how the pro-
portion of works on online political communication grows among our dataset from
the end of the 2000s and on. This is also evidence of how the area started to
recognize itself as works became more focused on aspects of political communi-
cation and less general (such as “cyberculture”, for example).

Added to this, most of the papers presented from 2000 to 2009 have a clear
exploratory character: They describe the advent of something essentially new.
Examples include the rise of the internet as a virtual public sphere (Maia 2001),
the relevance of using a civil conversation approach for analyzing the political
debates on the internet (Marques 2006), and the rise of blogs as political vehicles
(Aldé et al. 2006). Most of these initial studies share an optimistic view about the
potential of online media to change the dynamics of political relations. These
beliefs were associated with the belief that online media would result in the
“liberation of the emission pole” (Lemos 2003; Sampaio et al. 2016), that is, that the
agents who had previously been limited to the role of “receivers” of messages in
the mass communications model would now be free to publish public content
as well.

Many of the early studies in Brazilian political communication echo neoliberal
premises about the online media’s potential to promote individual freedom, which
has been decisive in the configuration of the early imaginary about the internet’s
potential to change the world, as seen before. As a result, they portray digital
technology as an essentially benign force that allows people to establish more free
and authentic relationships with one another. One example is the idea that the
internet would create the conditions for a virtual public sphere, in which everyone
would be allowed to take part. Following the steps of Jurgen Habermas and authors
like Castells (2000), Lévy (1999), and Papacharissi (2002), a solid tradition of
research developed in Brazil, exploring the potential offered by the online media
for providing the basis for a more inclusive and qualified (in terms of the exchange
of arguments) political debate in Brazil. By being inclusive, the research considers
the participatory advances and pitfalls provided by newmedia, expanding political
action repertoires in civil society (Gomes 2008). Authors define “qualified” as the
formation of conversational arenas between engaged citizens who exchange
rational opinions andmay lead to a deliberative system (Maia 2001; Marques 2006).

By 2010, this theoretical approach had evolved towards a “struggle for recog-
nition” theoretical framework. While there is some continuity in the public sphere
approach, there is also some discontinuity. Still, in this new approach, the focus of
the research exchange shifts slightly from political debate to political activism.
According to this approach, online media would provide a particularly important
resource for marginalized groups in their search for visibility and recognition (Maia
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2007). As an example, empirical research demonstrates how hearing impaired
people appropriate digital forums and early social media, such as Orkut to create
communities of personal expression of resilience and defense of sign language
(Garcêz and Maia 2009).

A complementary approach focuses on the role of online media as tools for
contentious politics. Here, the emphasis of the analysis lies more on political
activism than on intellectual exchange. This approach gained ground in Brazil
in the aftermath of the 2013 street protests that took place in several cities.
Many studies have analyzed the Brazilian protests considering others demon-
strations, happening elsewhere, such as the Occupy protests in the United
States (Peruzzo 2013), the Indignados protests in Spain, and the Arab Spring
protests, which took place in many Middle Eastern and North African countries
(Gohn 2014), among many others. The works of Castells (2015) and Bennett and
Segerberg (2013) became particularly influential in this respect. Drawing on
Twitter data and connective action theory, Antoun and Falcão (2015) argued that
June 2013 empowered the multitudes to narrate struggles and mobilize political
action without the mediation of traditional political organizations, such as
parties.

A third group of studies explores questions related to initiatives aiming to
foster digital democracy. Strongly influenced by the neoliberal media governance
and accountability agenda, these studies most often equate democracy with good
practices intended to provide transparency of public and government institutions’
information for the benefit of the citizens. The empirical analysis surveyed digital
democracy initiatives developed by the Brazilian federal government in 2017,
highlighting that most of the projects provided public transparency to citizens,
such as websites monitoring public expending (Almada et al. 2019). This is, prob-
ably the most institutionalized group of studies in Brazilian digital political
communication studies, as it counts with a large project supported by the Brazilian
science foundation CNPq, which reunites researchers working in several univer-
sities. Another example refers to the role performed by Cefor – a non-university
research center, associated with the Brazilian Chamber of Deputies – in setting the
agenda of digital government studies. It is worth noting that Brazilian studies on
digital democracy usually focus on the online media associated with the political
institutions, but rarely examine how these media affect or interact with the
behavior of these political institutions. Two exceptions to that rule are Albu-
querque and Martins (2010) and Santos Júnior and Albuquerque (2020), which
discuss, respectively, how political considerations affect the manner in which
political parties use their websites and how social media allows party factions to
circumvent the authority of the parties’ leadership.
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The optimistic attitude regarding the democratic potential of online media
suffered a major setback in the late 2010s. The election of Jair Bolsonaro, a far-right
politician with anti-democratic agendas, to the presidency of Brazil, provided strong
evidence against the premise that online media improved the quality of democracy.
After all, Bolsonaro used social media to spread misinformation during his 2018
election campaign. The research is focused on two main topics: (a) the use of digital
platforms by the far-right to spread disinformation and hate speech and mobilize
supporters to challenge the democratic order; and (b) the challenges that the process
of platformization poses to the survival and business models of journalism. The first
strand of research is a major topic of attention in Brazilian scholarship, at least ever
since the parliamentary coup against President Dilma Rousseff in 2016 (Santos Junior
2019), and became increasingly important in the aftermath of Jair Messias Bolso-
naro’s election in 2018. Particularly, Bolsonaro’s victory challenged the political
communication paradigm in Brazil since the far-right candidate had scarce time of
political propaganda on television but compensated with an enormous capacity for
capturing attention and engaging his electorate on social media and conversation
apps, such as WhatsApp (Evangelista and Bruno 2019). The second strand of study is
dedicated to understanding the impacts of big tech platforms on the advertising-
based financial model of journalism, both through studying innovations in alter-
native journalism (Becker and Waltz 2017) and investigating the challenges to how
precarious working conditions for journalists became (Grohmann 2020).

9 Conclusion

In this paper, we reconstruct a portion of the history and origins of the online
communication research tradition in Brazil, as well as how it influenced the
study of political communication in the country. We demonstrated how different
traditions were created from an initial French concept matrix and then expanded
with other North American and European ideas. We discussed how the debate on
onlinemedia evolved along three different stages. The first moment corresponds to
a time when online media was still a novelty, accessible only to a few. In this phase,
the Brazilian discussion on online media consisted mostly of speculations about
their potential for changing society. Then, the concept of “cyberculture” was cen-
tral to Brazilian research. The second moment corresponds to the consolidation of
research on online media. The research has a more empirical orientation, and a
more specialized nature. At that time, different approaches to online media
developed: sociological, cultural, psychological, political, journalistic, and
methodological.
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The last section focused on a specific subfield of Communication studies: Political
Communication. We explored how online media came to dominate the attention of
Brazilian political communication scholars, especially in the 2010s. We also discussed
how attitudes toward online media have shifted. Initially, these studies echoed opti-
mistic expectations about the role of these media as a democratizing factor. Following
the massive street protests in several Brazilian cities in 2013, subsequent research
concentrated on how online media became a tool for contentious politics. Finally, the
election of Jair Bolsonaro to the presidency sparked a wave of skepticism about the
political impact of the digital, with Brazilian scholars increasingly emphasizing the
dangers that social media pose to democracy as disinformation disseminators.

What challenges does the future present to the Brazilian scholars? In a time
when the unipolar order structured around the United States growingly cedes
place to a more multipolar world, Brazilian researchers need to find their own voice
in the international scholarly arena. To achieve this goal, they must significantly
improve their research networks, enhancing their ability to set their research
agenda in a more active manner. Recently, a group of scholars working from
different universities in Brazil and abroad took an important step in this direction.
They had amajor research project, focusing on the challenges that a globalizedworld
present to the exercise of information sovereignty approved by Brazil’s funding
agency CNPq, as a part of its Institutos Nacionais de Ciência e Tecnologia (INCT,
National Institutes for Science and Technology, in English) program.

It is worthy to note that this study has an important limitation. Much of the
early debate on online media in Brazil cannot be accessed through databases. We
tried to overcome this problem through the resource to secondary literature and,
when it was possible, direct contact with the authors of the pioneer papers on
online media. However, we are aware that this problem may result in significant
ellipses in our argument.

Research funding: This work was supported by Conselho Nacional de
Desenvolvimento Científico e Tecnológico (302489/2022-3, 305556/2022-3, 406504/
2022-9) and Fundação de Amparo à Pesquisa no Rio Grande do Sul (19/2551-
0000688-8).
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