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ABSTRACT

This study examines the emergence of alternative forms of news production in Brazil
within the context of an increasingly unstable democracy. It focuses on different
genres of not-for-profit journalism to understand the roles of alternative news
producers, their relationships with traditional journalistic practices, such as the norm
of objectivity, and their approach to financial sustainability. Drawing on alternative
media studies, this thesis combines semi-structured interviews with independent
news producers and qualitative content analysis. Interviewees include both citizen
journalists and professional journalists with experience in legacy newsrooms who are
now engaged with small-scale alternative news outlets. Content analysis examines
the production of four cases: an independent investigative outlet that covers human
rights violations; a journalism agency covering the Amazon region; a community
media collective from one of Rio de Janeiro’s largest favelas; and a feminist outlet

from Sao Paulo focused on women from peripheral areas.

In exploring what kinds of stories they convey, how they are organised, and to what
extent their production enables a better understanding of the issues afflicting a
country in crisis, this study sheds light on the relevance of alternative journalism and
reflects on changing journalistic boundaries. Although their practices are very
heterogeneous, the research demonstrates that alternative journalists are challenging
the agenda-setting process of commercial media by tackling misrepresentation,
stereotypes and discrimination against particular communities with a nuanced
adaptation of fundamental journalistic norms. Alternative news sites also reject the
traditional business model of mainstream media and seek diversification of revenue-
generating activities. This research highlights the emergence of new players in the
Brazilian news media ecosystem and points to their significance in the diversification
of the news agenda in a country where a few private groups own mass media
corporations. Their attempts to be more than a temporary presence in the media
landscape create counter-hegemonic spaces to enhance debates on issues such as

racism, state repression and social and gender inequality in Brazil.

il



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION. ....uiiiiniicssnicssnnicsssressssnesssssosssssosssssssssssssssssssssssssssssses 1
1.1 DEFINING THE RESEARCH: A FIELD IN TRANSFORMATION ......ccoccimmumsmsamsesassesanns 4
1.1.1 The Research QUESTIONS .......ccreecieceeccseseese sttt ssss st esses s s nsassassenses 7

1.2 THE MEDIA LANDSCAPE IN BRAZIL. ....coccoiismsnssmssssmsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssanss 8
1.2.1 WhY STUAY BraZil? ...eeiseeseneeeeeeseeieceseesecssesssesssessse e ssss st sesssssssssssesssssssssasssssssas 10

1.3 OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY ...coiiiimnimsissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssanss 12

Chapter 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE, PART 1: ALTERNATIVE MEDIA
AND HOW DOMINANT NARRATIVES ARE CONTESTED ........cccveerercuenne 16

..................................................................................................................................................................... 21
2.2 REFLECTIONS ON THE PUBLIC SPHERE.......cccoonmmmmsssssssssssssssssssssens 24
2.2.1 Counter-public spheres in a NetWOTrK SOCIELY ...ccueeereeureeereereeneeseennsesserseeeseesseessesaes 26
2.3 ALTERNATIVE NOTIONS OF JOURNALISM .....cccounmmnmnmsmmsmmsmsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssaens 28
2.3.1 CitiZeN JOUITIALISTS ouieureeurienrerseeseesecesessenssesseesse s s s esssessss s s sss s bbbt s s s 32
2.3.2 The example of INAYMEIA ...c.vcureereeurierreieseiseeseeseeeese s sessesss s sssssessssssssssees 36
2.3.3 Brazil: Midia Ninja and midialivIiSmO........eneeneeseeseeseeseessssssssssssssssessssssssasens 40

2.4 ALTERNATIVE MEDIA AND THE ECONOMIC PRESSURES..........c.ccosesiininennennncd5
2.4.1 Digitally native non-profit journalism: a new collective force?..........ouueenn. 48

2.5 CONCLUSION: SUMMARISING WHAT IS ALTERNATIVE.........cccccesiimnenessnr e 50

Chapter 3: LITERATURE REVIEW, PART 2: THE ROOTS OF
ALTERNATIVE MEDIA IN BRAZIL ....cuuconiiintenneensnensnncssecsnssssesssnssssessssssssseses 53

3.1 THE BIRTH OF THE BRAZILIAN PRESS ... 55

iii



3.1.1 TRE PASQUIILS eueereeeeeeseesreraseessesssesseesseessesssesssesssesssessse bbb ees s st s s s s s bbbt 58

3.1.2 The MOAEIN PIESS eveureueereerressesseessessessessssssessessesssessessesssessessessssssessessssssessessssssssssssesssessessesaseas 61
3.1.3 Small publications from the Margins ... 62
3.2 THE EMERGENCE OF THE BROADCAST INDUSTRY....ccocinmnmnmnmnmnmsmsmsmsmssssssseseanas 66
3.2.1 A concentrated Media SYSTEIM ... cureueeereeseesrerserseessessesssessesssesssesssssssesssessss s sssss 68
3.3 THE ALTERNATIVE PRESS VERSUS THE DICTATORSHIP .......ccccocinnmnminmsnnseseanns 69
3.3.1 An iconic symbol of the alternative Press.. . eseesesseesss e 72

3.3.2 The portrait of a "tortured Brazil"..........ccoceii i 74

3.4 THE BRAZILIAN MEDIA POST-DICTATORSHIP ......ccconmnimnmnmnmsmsmsmsssssssssssssssssans 78
3.4.1 Grassroots and COMMUNILY MEAIA c..vuuieerrereereererseeseeiese e seessesssessse s ssssssssses 81
3.5 CONCLUSION: CHANGING FORMS OF THE ALTERNATIVE .....cooinmnmnnsmsnsnsescans 84
Chapter 4: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS .....cccocviinviicssunrcssnnicssnsecsannes 88
4.1 CHOOSING A QUALITATIVE APPROACH. ......ccocinmmmrmsmsmsmsssmssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 89
4.2 THE SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS.......ccooinmmmnmnmmnmmsmmmsmssssssssssssssssssssss 93
4.2.1 Selection Of PaArtiCIPANTS ... ereerreeereeerseee s sesssesssesssesssessse s esss s sssssesssssssasasees 97
4.2.2 Ethical CONSIAEIAtIONS ..cuuuieerieereererseeeeeseesseceseesesssessessssesse s bsss s sssssesssssssesssesssssssesas 104
4.2.3 Overview of the Research QUESLIONS .....cceceeeceveenese st sesssssens 105
4.2.4 Analysis Of the INTETIVIEWS ...t sss st sesssess s ssssesse s 107
4.3 QUALITATIVE CONTENT ANALYSIS OF CASE STUDIES......cccoonnmnmnmsnsnsnsesessnnns 110
4.3.1 Characteristics Of the Case STUAIES .....oucereureeereereereeseiseese e s ssssesseens 112
4.3.2 Data collection and analySis.......cemneeeesssesesssesseissssssssssssesssesssssssessssssseens 115
4.4 LIMITATIONS OF THE METHODS AND RELIABILITY....cccocvnnmnmnmsmsmsmsssnsssesssssnns 119
4.5 CONCLUSION: APPLYING QUALITATIVE METHODS TO DESCRIBE
EMERGENT JOURNALISTIC PRACTICES ....cocovtitsmsmsmsmsmsmsssssmssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnns 121

Chapter 5: THE ROLES AND SELF-POSITIONING OF ALTERNATIVE

JOURNALISTS IN BRAZIL....uuconneiseessrecsenssanssancsssecsanssssesssasssssssasssssssssasssssssasses 125
5.1 SELF-DEFINITION AND MOTIVATIONS ....coounmnmsmmmsmsmsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassssses 127
5.1.1 Challenging the tag of “JOUrNaliSt” ... eseese e sess s 130

5.2 TACKLING THE REPRESENTATION GAP.......cconsmnmmsmmmsssmsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassssss 132
5.2.1 Storytellers on the GroUnd...... s sesssesssessssssssssssssssesssees 136

5.2.2 Fighting the “impossible version” of WOMen ........oenenneenneenseenseesseeneeeseesnees 137

v



5.3 JOURNALISTIC PRACTICES: SETTING THEIR OWN AGENDA..........coounmnminrarns 140

5.3.1 Contesting the myth of NEULIalitY ..ot 142
5.3.2 Promoting NoNn-dOMmiNant SOUICES .......ereenmeeneesssesseessessssessesssessssssesssssssssssssessaees 144
5.3.3 AIternative NEWS VAIUES ......overemermeereerseesssessssessssesssss s ssessssssssssssessssesssssssssssanes 147
5.4 REFLECTIONS ON PARTISANSHIP ......ccsvnnmmsmnssmsmssssmsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassssns 149
5.4.1 “Not a place to raise any partisan flag” .....cneneeneenseesnsseesssessessesssensees 151
5.5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION: REBALANCING MEDIA POWER........ccouosuene 155

JOURNALISM: A NEGOTIATED ENTREPRENEURSHIP...........ccccceerureuueee. 162
6.1 SEEKING FUNDING ....ccociiummrmssmsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssens 165
6.1.1 Inroads into media MaANAZEMENT.......oriereereerreereee s seeseessesssessse s sssssesssees 167
6.2 NOT-FOR-PROFIT ENTREPRENEURSHIP.......ccoimmmnnmmmmssnsssssssssssssssssssssssens 170
6.2.1 Attempts to be viable without jeopardising editorial independence.............. 174
6.3 HYBRIDISATION ...couiiimiinsmsmsssssssmssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssasssssssens 176
6.3.1 SUDSIAY-AriVen MOAELS ...t seeseese e sss s sssess bbbt sessaees 178
6.4 MOMENTS OF CONVERGENCE ......ccoinmnmnnmmnmsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssens 180
6.4.1 Rejecting “ColoniSatioN” ... ceeeecereeeeeseeseesesessese s sesssssssesssessss s ssssssessaees 184
6.5 NON-HIERARCHICAL STRUCTURES.......ccoinmnmnmsmmmmsmssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssens 186
6.5.1 Maintaining editorial CONTIOL ...t sene s 188
6.6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION: NO SINGLE RECIPE .......ccoounmnmnmmmsmsmssssssssssesens 191

Chapter 7: AN EXPANSION OF NEWS TOPICS AND SOURCES:

ALTERNATIVE OUTPUT EXAMINED ......uuciniinrennrensnenssnenssecsssecsaessaesssacsses 199
7.1 THE CASE OF AGENCIA PUBLICA .....ocumeerrnnessssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessssssssssssses 201
7.1.1 Politics and SOCIAl ISSUES .....ereerrerrermeereer e sessssessssesssse e ssessssssssssssessssesssssssssssanes 202

7.1.2 Investigative stories with a combination of VOiCes.....ccuorenreerreenreenneenneenecereennees 206

7.1.3 SCholarShips fOr FEPOTTETS .. ceeeeeeereeseeeseeseessisersse et sesssesssssssesssessse bbbt sessaees 208

7.2 THE CASE OF AMAZONIA REAL....cummmrmermsesssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssns 208
7.2.1 News from remote areas of the world’s largest rainforest .........ouenecreennes 209

7.2.2 Sources and Objective Language: priority for unheard voices.......couecreeuneee 213

7.2.3 AULhOTS fTOM the FEZI0MN ...ttt esses s bbbt sessees 215

7.3 THE CASE OF NOS, MULHERES DA PERIFERIA..........coecuummemmmmessssessssesssssssssssesses 216



7.3.1 News agenda to enhance women’s EMPOWEIMENT ... eereeeesreeseemesssessessseesees 216

7.3.2 A channel for dialogue between women from peripheral areas .......cccouueuueee 221
7.3.3 1AeNtity fOrMAatiON .. reeieeeereeeeeectsecsees s b s s s s sss s bbbt sessaees 224
7.4 THE CASE OF COLETIVO PAPO RETO.....ccconmnmsmmmsmsmsmsmsmsssssmsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnns 226
7.4.1 Narrating different forms of OPPIreSSION ...t esee e sensees 226
7.4.2 CitiZens as SLOTYLEIIETS ..ttt ssses s sns s 229
7.4.3 Integration and partiCiPation ... ssesssessesssssssssesssssssssees 231
7.4.4 Relation with mainstream media ... 232
7.5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION: NEWS BEYOND THE HEADLINES. .........ccceu. 233

Chapter 8: CONCLUSION: THE RENEWAL OF A TRADITION OF
RESISTANCE ...uuoireietinienninnennnsnesssnsnessssssesssssssssssssssssssssessasssssssessassssssasssassase 242

8.1 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS: WHAT ALTERNATIVE JOURNALISTS DO AND WHY

THEY MATTER ..ottt ssssssssssssssss ssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss sessanas 246
8.1.1 Alternative journalists’ roles: expansion of the news agenda ......c.ccoccovecereenneee 253
8.1.2 Funding and organisational StrUCTUTES. .....cocreeeseeseesseeseiseeseisseesssssesssssssesssees 256
8.1.3 Content analysis and journaliStic NOTMS ....c.ocurereereeneeseeseeseessessseessesssessssssessees 261

8.2 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY....cccossmntsnsmsmsmsmsssmssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnss 265

8.3 DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH ......ccvvstnmsmnmsnsnsmsmssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnss 267

vi



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 2.1: Screenshot of Folha de S.Paulo (1) and The Guardian (2) on the
emergence of Midia Ninja, 2013....... ..ot 43-44

Figure 3.1: Cover of the newspaper O Pasquim, featuring interview with actress

Leila Diniz, 1969 (Reproduction)..............ooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii i 74
Figure 3.2: Cover of the newspaper O Movimento, 1981 (Reproduction).......... 75
Figure 4.1: Visual summary of the research’s steps...........cooevveiiiiiiiininian 93

Figure 4.2: Visual summary of the interviews’ analysis: strategy of meaning

(o)l (S 1 KT: 1510 ) 1 B 108

Figure 5.1: Identification of interviewees: how respondents identified

tHEMSEIVES. . ..t 128
Figure 5.2: Image from a rap festival, website Enraizados (snapshot)........... 134
Figure 5.3: Headlines from the website Amazonia Real (snapshot).............. 144

Figure 5.4: Headline from the website Ponte Jornalismo about the case of a young

man unjustly arrested (snapshot) ..o 146

Figure 5.5: Revista Capitolina’s coverage about different forms of narratives

(SNAPSNOL) . .ttt 148
Figure 5.6: Post from Midia Ninja about protests against Lula’s arrest..........151
Figure 6.1: Main forms of funding....................ooiiii 179

vil



Figure 6.2: Primary sources of revenues in percentage...................ceeenee. 180

Figure 6.3: Visual summary of connections between alternative and mainstream

Figure 7.2: Coverage of Agéncia Publica of women’s rights (snapshot)....... 207

Figure 7.3: Story from Amazonia Real about natural disaster on a remote area of the

Amazon region (SNAPSNOL). ....ouiiei i 211

Figure 7.4: Story from Amazonia Real about the death of a female indigenous leader

(SNAPSNOL) . .ttt 213

Figure 7.5: Coverage of Nos, Mulheres da Periferia of exhibition about female

bodies (SNAPSNOL).....oeiineit i 218

Figure 7.6: Coverage of Nos, Mulheres da Periferia of racism case (snapshot)

................................................................................................ 224
Figure 7.7: Image from Coletivo Papo Reto shows destroyed house.............. 229
Figure 7.8: Post from Coletivo Papo Reto combines picture and emoji

(SNAPSNOL) . .ttt 230

viii



Table 4.1:

Table 4.2:

Table 4.3:

Table 4.4:

Table 6.1:

Table 6.2:

Table 7.1:

Table 7.2:

Table 7.3:

Table 7.4:

Table 7.5:

LIST OF TABLES

List of groups interviewed for the research.......................... 102-103
Questions’ guide for the interviews............oovviviiiiiiiiniinann 106
Coding frame of the case studies..............ccoiiviiiiiiiiii i 117
Main elements of the case studies...............cooeoiiiiiiiiiii... 123
Examples of philanthropic foundations.......................coooai. 167
Connections between mainstream and alternative media.............. 182
Summary of the case studies for the QCA............ccccoiiiiiiiiil. 200
Summary of stories from Agéncia Publica.............................. 202
Summary of stories from Amazonia Real................................ 210
Summary of stories from Nos, Mulheres da Periferia................. 217

Summary of stories from Coletivo Papo Reto.......................... 227

X



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

In August 2015, I completed a Masters in Digital Culture and Society at King’s
College London. For me, going back to a university was a great adventure after so
many years away from an academic environment. Very soon after the graduation,
however, I felt that the MA programme was not enough. I still had so many
questions about the transformations of journalism, so many aspects that I would like
to discuss in more depth. The University of Westminster gave me the opportunity to
pursue a research degree by offering me a scholarship under the supervision of Dr.
Mercedes Bunz. As soon as I met her, in January 2016, I knew that I would not

regret my decision to continue studying.

Mercedes has guided me with great generosity, always encouraging me to think as a
scholar, respecting my goals and enthusiastically listening to my ideas. I will never
forget this encouragement. After two and a half years of supervision, Mercedes had
to leave and Dr. Graham Meikle took over as my first supervisor. Once again, |
received nothing but unequivocal support, precise guidance, and inspiring feedbacks,
through long and earnest conversations. I will be forever grateful to these two

brilliant and extremely generous academics. Thank you for believing in me.

As the director of CAMRI PhD programme, Dr. Anthony Mcnicholas was always
ready to help me and to respond to my countless questions about the PhD journey
with good humour and honesty. It has been a pleasure working with him for the past

few years. I wholeheartedly would like to thank him for the support I have received.

During the course of this research, many friends and inspiring professionals have
contributed with helpful insights and trust, starting with Dr. Cristiane Costa, from
UFRYJ, the first one to hear about my research proposal. I would like to thank

Guilherme Carréra for sharing with me the ups-and-downs of the incredibly hard

duty of writing a PhD in a foreign language. I am sure we will be friends forever. I



offer my deepest gratitude to Dr. Helton Levy, who generously made important
contributions to this research focused on Brazil and became a close friend. I am also
eternally indebted to Xexéo, Gabriela, Mariana, Mirelle, Patricia and Sandra, who
are among the best journalists I know. Our endless conversations have always been a
source of great joy for me, especially when I felt unmotivated and lonely. Thank you

so much for your friendship.

Lastly, without Fred and Olivia, my husband and my daughter, none of this would
have been worth it. With you by my side everything seems possible. Many thanks for
hanging in there. This thesis is for you, Olivia. If one day you have interest in
reading it, [ want you to know that mum certainly had her struggles, but felt very
honoured by all the support and affection she had received to cross this wonderful

intellectual road.

X1



I hereby declare that all the material contained in this thesis is my own work.

Claudia Sarmento

X1l



Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

In June 2013, more than one million people gathered in the streets of different
Brazilian cities to protest against widespread corruption and lack of investments in
crucial areas such as public health and education. The massive popular movement
started in Sdo Paulo, driven by discontent with the rise of public transportation fares.
The 20 cents increase was just the initial focus of what became known as “Jornadas
de Junho” (June Journeys). As Porto and Brant (2015) narrate, at the peak of the
movement more than 1.4 million protesters took the streets of at least 140 cities,
demanding a complex set of agendas, from cheaper public transportation fares,
which in Brazil are the responsibility of municipal and state governments, to more
transparency in regards to the use of public funds in construction works for the 2014
FIFA World Cup. After many decades of political apathy, Brazilians seemed to have
awakened, pushed by disillusion with power institutions. Social media was used to
facilitate social mobilisation and the dissemination of information, leading to
comparisons with the Arab Spring. In a rejection of traditional political parties,
Jornadas de Junho combined different social classes and political-ideological

tendencies (Peruzzo, 2013; Stalcup, 2016).

Living abroad, I followed the dramatic chain of events on news websites and through
social media. As a journalist, I heard from my colleagues working in some of the

largest Brazilian newsrooms how hard it was to cover such a movement, which did



not have a clear leadership. In the first weeks of the demonstrations, mainstream
media presented a negative coverage, focusing mainly on acts of vandalism by the
protesters (Peruzzo, 2013; Porto and Brant, 2015; Savazoni, 2014; Stalcup, 2016).
However, when the police increased the crackdown on demonstrators, also attacking
Jjournalists who were covering the events, the country’s main newspapers and TV
channels adopted a much less negative stance towards the movement and condemned
the violence of the state agents against civilians. An activist group called Midia Ninja
(Portuguese acronym for Independent Journalism and Action Narratives) contributed
to change this perspective. Since the beginning of the protests, participants
denounced what they considered a biased coverage by traditional media. Using little
more than 3G smartphones to disseminate news from the frontlines of the protests,
the collective of activists with no formal journalistic training challenged the
dominant narrative, relying on open wifi signals and a supermarket cart to carry
equipment such as an old generator and two video cameras (Torturra, 2013).
Through TwitCasting, a live streaming application, they were able to publicize the
arrest of a protester who was falsely accused of violent acts. Cell phone footage
proved he was innocent. The country’s most influential TV, Rede Globo, and others

disseminated the video (Stalcup, 2016).

The Ninjas were at the same time participants and reporters of a historic moment.
Their decentralised network fuelled by new technologies mixed activism and
reporting, very explicitly rejecting the supposed objectivity of traditional journalism.
For Stalcup, Midia Ninja “aimed to engender a change in subjectivity” (2016, p.151).
For Bentes (2013), the network used social media to produce a state of commotion
and mobilisation. Lorenzotti (2013) defined the group as media of the future.
Although social media alone cannot explain the causes and consequences of the 2013

popular movement in Brazil (Porto and Brant, 2015), the prominence of non-



mainstream journalism in a critical moment opened up a debate on the values of

alternative news channels.

My initial thoughts on Midia Ninja were confused. Accustomed to certain standards
of news coverage, I was not sure if the collective’s content should be defined as
journalistic. After all, it was formed by activists who were directly involved in the
news stories, mixing verifiable facts with advocacy, something that, theoretically, is
not what is expected from professional practices of journalism. Nonetheless, Ninjas
were acknowledged as relevant sources of information both by international and
national mainstream media. The ombudsman of Folha de S.Paulo, one of the leading
publications in the country, criticized the way professional reporters gave little
emphasis to the arrest of demonstrators and pointed out that the “old fashioned way”
to cover protests, anchoring the narrative only on the police’s version and on images
from big broadcasters, was no longer enough. It was time to take into account new

sources of information (Singer, 2013).

Much was written about Midia Ninja during and after the 2013 demonstrations. The
scholarly view of the paradigm shift represented by the collective will be explored in
Chapter 2. In this Introduction, I aim to emphasize that the example of the Ninjas
helped to change my perception of how new technologies were transforming the way
news could be gathered and disseminated. If they were activists, could they be
considered journalists? Or just those who carry a badge of large media companies
can be classified as such? On the one hand, mainstream media incorporated their
content and recognized their relevance. On the other, these citizen journalists were
part of a deconstruction of journalism’s rules, or what Anderson, Bell and Shirky
define as “the erosion of the old way of doing things” (2012, p.22). Does this erosion

of traditional journalism mean the democratisation of media? How?



This thesis was born from these questionings initially elaborated in a simple form,
and later transformed into academic research with the purpose of examining the

emergence of alternative forms of online news production in Brazil.

1.1 DEFINING THE RESEARCH: A FIELD IN TRANSFORMATION

The novelty that Midia Ninja represented for those who follow the development of
the media system in Brazil was the starting point of my questioning as a researcher.
The collective, however, is not the focus of this study. When this research effectively
began, Brazil had already undergone a new series of perplexing political
transformations. In addition, new forms of non-commercial journalism were
consolidating, some of them without a direct link to social movements or the political
polarisation that increased in the country since the impeachment of president Dilma
Rousseft, in 2016. Therefore, what concerns this investigation is what came after the
2013 wave of mass protests. In this context of an increasingly unstable democracy,
the present study examines the emergence of alternative forms of news production
with a specific focus on progressive not-for-profit initiatives, combining both the

practices of professional journalists and amateurs.

A broad range of scholarly work explores relevant aspects of journalism
transformation in the digital age, from the impact of the blogosphere (Rettberg,
2008) and the rise of citizen journalism (Gillmor, 2008; Allan, 2013) to social media
usage in newsgathering routines (Deuze, 2009; Alejandro, 2010; Hermida, 2012).
Recent research has addressed the future of journalism, usually with a focus on

mainstream media (Anderson, Bell and Shirky, 2012; Haak, Parks and Castells,



2012). In turn, the study of alternative media also increasingly arouses the interest of
researchers exploring concepts such as the “ecology of participation” (Barnes, 2014)
and online counter-publics (Leung and Francis, 2014), as well as the central role of
mediated communications for activism and contemporary social movements
(Lievrouw, 2011; Gerbaudo, 2012; Meikle, 2018). At the heart of this present

research is the combination of journalism and alternative media studies.

As Calcutt and Hammond argue, “the study of news and journalism often seems
stuck with ideas and debates which have lost much of their critical purchase” (2011,
p-10). With the arrival of new actors in the media landscape, the boundaries of
journalism are becoming more blurred. Those seeking to investigate the digital
environment in which information is now gathered and disseminated have to look
into distinct cultural practices and contexts to find answers in a field that is
constantly shifting and demanding broader definitions (Haak, Parks and Castells,
2012; Carlson and Lewis, 2015). Following this line of argument, this thesis
investigates: (1) a variety of non-profit alternative media practices in Brazil that
contest a highly concentrated and homogeneous way of disseminating news; (b) to
what extent alternative online outlets or/and collectives are breaking journalistic

boundaries and reconfiguring the very notion of journalism.

As will be detailed in the following literature review, there is not one unified way to
frame alternative media. Drawing from theorists such as Downing (2001), Rodriguez
(2001), Couldry and Curran (2003) and, mainly, Atton (2002a, 2002b, 2003, 2004,
2009, 2015), this research offers an empirical examination of challenges to the
dominant ways of doing journalism. More particularly, academic analyses of

alternative journalism (Atton and Hamilton, 2008; Forde, 2011; Kenix, 2011;



Harcup, 2013) have contributed to shaping this study to further understanding the
potentials and limitations of web-based alternative projects in a country whose media
system is highly concentrated in the hands of a small group of corporations.
Accordingly, this research advocates for the relevance of alternative media for the
study of journalism, and not only for the investigation of activism and social
movements. As Atton states, alternative media practices present “a critique in action
that can encourage educators, students and journalists to think epistemologically

about journalism” (2009, p.284).

Among the identified types of alternative journalism’s practices, this research
includes, for instance: collectives acting inside the favelas, which are unincorporated
and diverse low income neighbourhoods that occupy vast areas of Brazilian major
urban centres; feminist digital magazines that construct counter-narratives to
confront gender inequalities and stereotypes; groups that are exclusively interested in
the social issues and cultural aspects of the peripheries, and online investigative
outlets covering human rights violations or specific excluded communities. Although
these networks may appear marginal in comparison to the audience of large media
corporations, I argue that their growing visibility and productivity deserves academic
attention. By studying their goals, modus operandi and sustainability models, this
thesis is addressing the expansion of digital forms of news reporting that go beyond
sporadic acts of citizen journalism or highly opinionated blogs that disregard the

verification of facts.



1.1.1 The Research Questions

In examining Brazil’s specific context of news production outside mainstream media
corporations, with a qualitative approach, the following chapters explore whether
emerging news producers currently contribute to: a) a new form of journalism, and b)
the expansion of the public sphere, challenging the establishment and promoting new
discourses and audiences’ participation. Putting into question the boundaries of
journalism, the present research looks into the practices of both professional
journalists and amateurs who are expanding, in a self-organised and non-commercial
way, the flow of information through independent online production. As the
economic survival of alternative media is a topic often addressed with scepticism, the
issue of sustainability will also be discussed. Here I should point out a dilemma that
is crucial to understanding the practical nature of alternative journalism: these critical
projects that defy dominant journalistic practices need resources to maintain a steady
operation, “but those crucial resources are present only in the very society that they
seek to change or dissolve” (Atton and Hamilton, 2008, p.26). Consequently, I have
decided not to focus on citizen journalism that thrives only in times of crisis. Rather,
the focus of this research is on organised and continuous practices of alternative
reporting in order to discuss the economic pressures on alternative journalism in the
digital age and to what extent producers have found solutions to the financial

precariousness of alternative experiments.

The main research questions are:

1) What are the contemporary roles played by alternative media producers in Brazil?



2) How are these alternative media projects seeking to overcome the lack of
resources and funds, which has so far been a defining characteristic of non-

mainstream practices?

3) To what extent are alternative practices breaking journalistic boundaries and

reconfiguring the epistemology of news?

In investigating news production that pursue a longer-term engagement with
communities (geographic communities or communities of interest) to allow an active
counter-public, this thesis goes beyond the assessment of groups of that quickly
disperse after a particular event. The research questions consider what encourages
alternative media activity, the economic challenges practitioners face, and what kind
of voices and media diversity they represent. To address these questions, a mixed-
method design (Creswell, 2014), based on interviews with twenty alternative media
producers and qualitative content analysis of four case studies, was applied, as will
be detailed in Chapter 4. Instead of looking for a new term to define diverse forms of
Jjournalism being practiced independently from large media corporations, this study

prefers the term “alternative media” and, accordingly, “alternative journalism”.

1.2 THE MEDIA LANDSCAPE IN BRAZIL

The decision to focus on Brazil came from the fact that there is a lack of academic
studies on the development of alternative media in the country after the re-
democratization in 1985. The so-called alternative press played an important role as
a form of resistance during the military dictatorship (1964-1984), but rapidly
dispersed after the return of democracy (Kucinski, 1991). Chapter 3 will address that
history, but here I offer a brief overview of the current media landscape to further the

understanding of the Brazilian context.



Brazil is the largest economy in Latin America, with a population of 202.5 million
people. According to official data, 58% of the population have access to the internet
(Secom, 2016). As technology became more affordable and broadband services
expanded, Brazil saw the rise of an increasingly connected nation, with 75.6 million
Facebook users (Statista, 2018). With the multiplication of information sources,
many of them free, the audiences’ willingness to pay for news content declined,
while advertising also turned to digital platforms, following a global trend. The
disruption for the news business resulted in negative headlines on the on going
struggles of media corporations in the country. Although it is difficult to pinpoint a
precise number of layoffs because there is no national record of employability in the
media industry, counts made independently by an agency of data journalism state
that between 2012 and August 2018 mass redundancies affected 7,817 workers in the

sector (Voltdata, 2018).

Nonetheless, as Haack, Parks and Castells (2012) observe, the crisis is not
necessarily one of journalism, but rather a crisis of the business model that prevailed
during the 20" century. In his analysis of the Brazilian media system, Albuquerque
(2012) points out some definitive elements: newspapers have a low circulation rate
and are mainly addressed to an urban elite; television plays a central role; and media
corporations are almost totally private, mostly family-owned. It is not the aim of this
study to discuss the state of mainstream media. However, understanding this context
of the political economy of the news industry helps to better understand the critiques
and the potential of the alternative media ecosystem. For instance, while the
emergence of independent blogs were initially celebrated in Brazil for disseminating
news beyond the mainstream viewpoints, these spaces were actually colonised by
large corporations (Bailey and Marques, 2012). Simply put, “the technology does not

necessarily change the social function of journalism, although there is a change in the



way news is produced and consumed” (ibid, 2012, p.399). This argument reinforces
the importance of analysing the current diversification of voices involved with the
production of different forms of journalism in Brazil to assess whether they generate

plurality in the public sphere.

1.2.1 Why study Brazil?

It is worth noting that during the course of this research Brazil was facing one of its
most turbulent times since the end of the military regime. President Dilma Rousseff
was deposed in 2016, accused of fiscal wrongdoings, and her Vice-President,
conservative Michel Temer, ascended to power, ending 12 years of the Worker’s
Party rule. Temer’s government was marked by more political turmoil and corruption
allegations, besides an on-going economic crisis. Former President Luiz Inédcio Lula
da Silva, the main left-wing political figure in the country, was arrested in 2018 as
part of an operation against corruption, being prevented from running for the
presidential elections. Lula’s controversial conviction accelerated the political
polarisation. In October 2018, far-right candidate Jair Bolsonaro was elected,

initiating a new era of populism in Brazil.

The issue to be highlighted is that the combination of rising extremism, political
instability and widespread use of social media deeply affects the way journalists
work. Political polarisation encourages partisan agendas and, consequently, may lead
to misinformation (Newman et al., 2019). It is beyond the scope of this study to
examine how social media has influenced the election of Bolsonaro, but I argue that

journalism currently faces considerable challenges in the country. If on the one hand,

10



this background of instability reinforces the need for journalists to hold power into
account, on the other media corporations are under pressure to survive in an
environment of information overload. As a consequence, business considerations
also shape the news production. Carlson describes how “despite the normative
rigidity of editorial independence, in practice the forces of commercialism have

always compromised journalistic autonomy” (2015, p.851).

Thereby, this research aims to contribute to the understanding of media practices that
persist in being non-commercial and not driven by the same news coverage that have
overtaken mainstream media. As media scholars and non-scholars have been seeking
to examine the impact of the digital disruption on large media corporations, this
study looks into “the other side”, contributing to existing literature on alternative
media and alternative journalism. In centring the analysis on different Brazilian
cases, this thesis also intends to bridge the gap in a field dominated by an Anglo-

American perspective.

Additionally, although there is a lot of academic interest on the rise of alternative
journalism as a form of civic resistance in countries where dissent is treated as
criminality, such as China and Iran (Allan and Thorsen, 2014), fewer studies provide
insights into the practices of new media producers in Brazil, where in spite of the
recent rise of authoritarianism, the media system is currently not under state control,
contrary to what happened at other times in the country’s history, as will be

discussed in Chapter 3.
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1.3 OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY

This study comprises seven sections, following this Introduction. At the centre of the
discussion is not a homogeneous form of alternative journalism, as previously noted.
Rather, different types of alternative journalism are analysed, being that the most
basic common point between them is generally the will to “break to the

informational blockage” (Liewrouv, 2011, p. 119).

Chapter 2 covers the literature review, introducing theoretical discussions on the
definition of alternative media and, more specifically, alternative journalism. In
reviewing key contributions of authors such as John Downing, Clemencia Rodriguez,
Nick Couldry and James Curran, this chapter provides a framework to understand
what are the defining elements of alternative media. Chris Atton’s various studies,
from Alternative Media (2002) to the edited collection The Routledge Companion to
Alternative and Community Media (2015), were crucial to the development of the
argument. Chris Atton and James Hamilton’s research on alternative journalism
(2008) helped to shape the scope of this study since they include different forms of
doing media that are not necessarily politically radical. Their focus is on media that
represents “the interests, views and needs of under-represented groups in society”
(2008, p.2). Based on this discussion of definitions, the chapter reviews the seminal
case of Indymedia and applies the concepts of participatory journalism to examples

recorded in Brazil, such as the aforementioned Midia Ninja.
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Chapter 3 presents some key aspects of alternative media’s history in Brazil, from
the colonial times to the resumption of democracy after the military dictatorship
(1964-1985). This brief overview shows that the concept of alternative media is not
new. Fragmented attempts to challenge hegemonic discourse, usually with a focus
on social justice, have always occurred, although the political and historical contexts
have changed over time. In looking at past experiences, we have more tools to
understand to what extent new models of alternative journalism are replicating the
ideals of the alternative press of other times. This chapter gives special attention to
the alternative press that developed during the military dictatorship, the so-called

imprensa nanica (nano press).

Chapter 4 details how this qualitative research was designed and developed. It
explains how twenty semi-structured interviews with alternative media producers
were conducted and how data was coded and analysed. This section includes a
description of the outlets and groups represented by the interviewees. It then
discusses the qualitative content analysis applied to four case studies. My
preoccupation was one of choosing diverse examples of how news can be challenged
by different players. The chosen examples are: Agéncia Publica (investigative news
outlet focused on human rights); Amazonia Real (investigative news outlet covering
the Amazon region); Coletivo Papo Reto (collective of citizen journalists from
Complexo do Alemao, one of the largest favelas in Rio de Janeiro) and Nos,
Mulheres da Periferia (collective of women journalists from the periphery of Sao

Paulo). In total, 120 articles/posts from these projects were analysed.
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To discuss the role of alternative media producers, Chapter 5, the first of the
empirical chapters of this study, examines goals and viewpoints of different
practitioners in relation to journalism’s practices. This chapter investigates
distinctive possibilities for these new players to show their dissatisfaction with the
dominant forms of journalism. The focus here is thus on how alternative producers,
both professional and amateur, position themselves within the contemporary
Brazilian media landscape. The empirical evidence comes mainly from the
interviews with active participants of alternative organisations. Data confirms the
heterogeneity of the field and reinforces the concern of alternative journalism in

giving voice to counter-public spheres.

Chapter 6 considers the themes that emerged from the interviews in relation to the
economic pressures over alternative projects and solutions to achieve a viable
funding model without replicating the traditional business model of mainstream
media in digital environments. A central point of the argument is that alternative
producers are trying to defy the ephemerality that has always marked initiatives in
the field of alternative media. They are interested in going beyond short-lived
campaigns, but for this to happen they have to overcome limited resources and small
audiences. This section deepens the discussion on issues such as whether or not
partnerships with mainstream media are viable and what types of organisational
structures are needed to gain access to international funding, avoiding at the same

time the hierarchical structures of large media corporations.

In Chapter 7, I present the findings of the qualitative content analysis related to four

case studies. The chapter makes an attempt to validate the discourses of producers
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presented in the previous chapters. The aim is to expand the discussion on their role
in the contemporary media landscape and challenges to traditional journalistic codes.

And, finally, in Chapter 8, this study concludes with the argumentation on the overall

findings.
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Chapter 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE, PART 1: ALTERNATIVE MEDIA AND

HOW DOMINANT NARRATIVES ARE CONTESTED

Various scholars have addressed the question of what alternative media is and, yet,
to speak of the term is inevitably to come across a lack of consensus on what it
means. As Downing observes, “everything at some point is alternative to
something else” (2001, p.xx). It is hard not to agree: “alternative” could be a vague
label, especially if we disregard contextual factors. The main focus of this research
is alternative journalism, which is only one facet of alternative media, but similarly
it is not possible to point out a single formula of what alternative journalists do, as
other authors have previously shown (Atton, 2002a; Atton and Hamilton, 2008;
Forde, 2011; Harcup, 2013). This chapter does not attempt to find a solution for
this lack of consensus on definitions of alternative media and assumes that looking
for a pure set of fixed elements is not helpful (Atton, 2002a). Instead, it provides
an outline of key studies on the field to situate this research within the broad range
of academic literature addressing hybrid forms of investigating challenges to

traditional forms of doing journalism.

First of all, to examine the emergence of autonomous digital native media in the
Brazilian media landscape, the present study applies Atton’s (2002a)
understanding of alternative media as a practice that is not limited to “the media of
radical politics, of publications with minority audiences, of amateur writing and

production” (ibid, 2002a, p.29). Rather, this research is concerned with hybrid
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manifestations of alternative media, more specifically within the frame of news
gathering. The notion of counter-hegemonic publics is introduced in the following
sections to discuss the emergence of new digital media practices to fill the gap in
particular coverages. Indymedia is explored as a seminal case of radical
deployment of new technologies to create a global network, but academic
references from Brazil, mainly on the phenomenon of midialivrismo, and
subsequently Midia Ninja, were incorporated to add more context to this literature
review. One of the main limitations of alternative media, which is the lack of

funding, is also discussed here.

Firstly, the chapter examines multiple perspectives of alternative media and the
different labels that can be used to describe non-mainstream experiments, from
radical media (Downing, 2001) to peripheral media (Levy, 2018). In doing so, it
provides a framework to analyse more particularly how dissatisfaction with
established media may create new interactions that affect the boundaries of
journalism. It suggests that the rise of more participatory forms of doing
journalism should not be studied simply as opposition to particular mainstream
media news coverage but as relevant practices to question the very way in which

journalism is traditionally done.

2.1 CHALLENGING MEDIA REPRESENTATIONS FROM THE

MARGINS

According to Atton (2002a), critical characteristics of alternative media are:

content that is politically, culturally or socially radical; varied visual language; use
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of technology to reproduce/innovate/adapt; alternative distribution methods; anti-
copyright ethos; de-professionalised social roles and collective organisations; and
unconventional communication systems, such as “horizontal linkages and
networks” (ibid, 2002a, p.27). Although it is very unlikely to find all these
elements in every media, the model helps to situate alternative media within the
scenario of digital disruption that has been transforming the way we produce and
consume media. Moreover, alternative media is invariably connected to a
decentralised form of media production that considers “how the world might be
represented differently” (Atton, 2015, p.1). Drawing on Bourdieu’s (1991)
concept of symbolic power, Atton notes that “alternative media construct a reality
that opposes the conventions and representations of the mass media” (2008,
p.216). This thesis grounds its analysis on how these conventions and
representations might be challenged by alternative media producers, both trained

journalists and amateur ones.

In a more focused delineation, Atton and Hamilton (2008) take a step further for
the theorising of alternative journalism providing an essential framework upon
which this thesis builds a broad understanding of alternative journalism:

Alternative journalism proceeds from dissatisfaction not only with the
mainstream coverage of certain issues and topics, but also with the
epistemology of news. Its critique emphasizes alternatives to, inter
alia, conventions of news sources and representation; the inverted
pyramid of news texts; the hierarchical and capitalized economy of
commercial journalism; the professional, elite basis of journalism as a
practice; the professional norm of objectivity; and the subordinate role

of audience as receiver. (Atton and Hamilton, 2008, p.1)
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This approach follows Couldry and Curran’s (2003) thoughts on alternative media
as a challenge to concentrations of media power. They argue that media power, or
the direct control of media production, is itself an emergent theme of social
conflict, adding that “media’s representational power is one of society’s main
forces in its own right” (ibid, 2003, p.4). Accordingly, alternative media
“challenge, at least implicitly, actual concentrations of media power, whatever
those concentrations may take in different locations™ (ibid, 2003, p.7). In line with
this broader angle for the understanding of alternative media, this thesis considers
independent forms of doing media that “may or may not be politically radical”
(Couldry and Curran, 2003, p.7). In an increasingly complex media landscape that
involves distinct social actors fighting over media power, Forde (2011) takes a
similar stance to examine a diverse set of contesting media practices. Yet, for her,
these practices are essentially connected to democratic purposes and social
responsibility. In giving voice to the unrepresented, alternative journalism “is itself
a political act” (Forde, 2011, p.173). Coyer, Dowmunt and Fountain (2007) agree.
For them, “the political nature of alternative media is often present irrespective of

content, located in the mere act of producing” (ibid, 2007, p.4).

Viewed this way, the term “alternative” is changeable and may cover a variety of
alternative practices that place the power of producing media in the hands of
networks situated in the margins, in other words, communities who do not fell
represented on the mainstream media. There is, thus, an element of resistance in
the alternative realm, which in the Brazilian context, for instance, may include
citizen journalists who use digital platforms to portray the reality of the favelas

(Baroni, Aguiar and Rodrigues, 2011; Davis, 2015; Levy, 2018); online

19



investigative outlets providing a public service that defy the commercialised
practices of mainstream media (Requejo-Aleman and Lugo-Ocando, 2014); and
feminist media projects to cover gender-related issues, whose audience has been
growing exponentially since 2016 (Costa, 2018). Building on this understanding of
challenges to media power, one question asked by Couldry served as an inspiration
for this study: “Why believe that certain institutions have a special status in
narrating the social world, privileged above individuals’ accounts of living in that

world?” (2003, p.42).

A similar question might be asked having in mind the role of alternative
journalism: is it possible to offer alternative ways of covering the news using
sources that are not, in general, the predominant voices in mainstream media? For
Bailey, Cammaerts and Carpentier, alternative mediated communications are
relevant “not only in relation to the mainstream but also in their potential to voice
ideas which are important and distinctive in their own right” (2007, p.xii). Levy’s
(2018) study contributes to this discussion by reducing the gap in the alternative
media research in contemporary Brazil. Basing his analysis on the grounds of
alternative media contributions to politicizing inequality from the margins of
Brazilian society, Levy introduces the concept of “peripheral media” and stresses
the relevance of small-scale outlets that employ digital media for the dissemination
of demands for social justice. These visions of the periphery will be resumed in the

empirical chapters of this thesis.

Given that the present research deals with heterogeneous voices that challenge

hegemonic representations of society, the following section addresses other
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relevant theories that help to reduce the apparent imprecision of alternative
media’s nature. As mentioned, what interests this chapter is to discuss how past

research could be useful to capture defining tendencies of alternative journalism.

2.1.1 Radical, critical and citizens’ media: different labels to define the

alternative

This research adopts the term “alternative” for its flexibility and comparative
aspect, but for a better understanding of the nature of alternative media a look into
other specific definitions is needed. Downing (2001) coined the label “radical
media” to theorize a diverse range of experiences such as graffiti, dance and
political cartooning in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Britain.
Nevertheless, new social movements are the manifestations that better encompass
the organisational and radical features of alternative media according to his
framework. Radical media’s mission is to encourage the public to seek social
change “against policies or even against the very survival of the power structure”
(Downing, 2001, p.xi). Downing emphasizes the collective non-hierarchical way
dissident groups are organised. This theory is focused on alternative media dealing
with radical politics, thus the term “radical” would be reductive for the scope of
this study, which is also interested in projects that do not define themselves

through their ties with political movements.

Although Rodriguez (2001) also analyses alternative media in terms of social
empowerment, she adopts a different and relevant perspective. The scholar

introduces the term “citizens’ media” (2001) since her focus is on media that serve
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communities. For Rodriguez, more important than the actual output is what the
process of citizen media’s production can do to communities excluded from the
mainstream media’s discourses. Drawing on the theory of radical democracy
developed by Mouffe and McClure, Rodriguez’s (2001) emphasis, hence, is
centered on the self-expression and self-representation of marginalized citizens.
Therefore, the concept of citizen’s media alone cannot sustain this thesis’s
theoretical approach, since I do not restrict my analysis to media produced by non-
professionals. Solely considering community media based on self-representation
might not be enough to understand current practices of non-mainstream modes of

doing journalism in Brazil.

In the context of this thesis, Harcup’s (2011; 2013) study on the role of alternative
media through the lens of active citizenship, with particular attention to the
journalistic methods of such media, is fruitful. Referring to “oppositional
reporting”, he considers “ideologically-informed but evidence-based critique of
dominant ideas within society” (ibid, 2013, p.14). Harcup does not place his study
exclusively in the terrain of amateur producers, also including forms of
oppositional reporting practiced by local newspapers, for instance. One can easily
argue that oppositional reporting may also be found on mainstream press, and
examples abound both in Brazilian journalism and in journalism practiced by
media with global impact. This research agrees with studies that do not view
alternative and mainstream media as exclusive binaries practices (Downing, 2001;
Atton, 2004; Kenix, 2011). However, as McQuail reminds us (2013), large media
organisations are driven by the goal of selling their products, which inevitably

presents limitations for journalistic work. To maintain high audience levels media
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corporations generally include in their newscasts some entertainment-oriented
coverage (Thussu, 2007; Calcutt and Hammond, 2011; Harcup and O’Neill, 2017),
for instance. Consequently, alternative forms of media, which are usually
produced in a non-commercial way, have more opportunities to freely articulate

oppositional reporting.

In that context, Fuchs (2010) introduces the notion of “critical media” or “mass
media that challenge the dominant capitalist forms of media production, media
structures, content, distribution, and reception” (2010, p.178). Drawing from a
Marxist perspective, he criticizes approaches of alternative media theories that are
process-oriented and maintains that such a focus emphasizes productions that are
self-organised and small-scale, dismissing media that publish a very critical
content but are organised in a professional way, such as the publications New
Internationalist and Le Monde Diplomatique. His main concern is that small-scale
community media are not able to reach a larger public sphere or promote political
or social change as they “tend to produce fragmented unconnected publics” or to
remain “ghettos” (Fuchs, 2010, p.177). Fuchs observes that a media landscape in
which consumers can become media producers “is not automatically a media
democracy” (2010, p128). Even though a Marxist approach is not suited for this
thesis because the alternative groups analysed here are not necessarily concerned
with the contradictions of the capitalist system, Fuchs’s perspective points out an
issue that is of primary interest for this study: how do alternative projects remain
viable and visible in the digital age? On the other hand, Rodriguez (2001) argues
against labelling alternative media as simply chaotic and doomed to failure

because of their ephemerality. She stresses that multiple small forces that “surface
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and burst like bubbles in a swamp” make democratic communication a live

creature “with its very own vital rhythms” (2001, p.22).

Accordingly, this study resonates with the understanding of alternative media and,
subsequently, alternative journalism, as a source of opposition to hegemonic
forces. However, to understand the extent to which alternative producers defy
dominant journalistic paradigms and conventions, we should also look into their
working practices. As suggested by Bailey, Cammaerts and Carpentier, the
identity of alternative media is related to “the contexts of production, distribution
and consumption” (2008, pxii). Atton (2004) too puts emphasis not only on the

content but also on how alternative media are organised.

The next section explores theories on counter-publics and their relation to hybrid

forms of alternative media.

2.2 REFLECTIONS ON THE PUBLIC SPHERE

The definition of counter-public sphere is a critical concept for this research. It is
important to determine whether digital technologies create alternative publics. As
Papacharissi clarifies, there is a difference between “virtual space” and “virtual
sphere”: while the former enhances discussions, the latter promotes democracy
(2002, p.11). But firstly, when talking about public sphere, it is central to go back
to Habermas’ (1989) idealized concept of a domain of social life to promote

rational public debate and, as a consequence, national accord.
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Briefly, Habermas traces the emergence of the notion of public sphere during the
seventeenth century in Britain when a new social order was being shaped by early
capitalists. The growth in commodities’ traffic demanded an increase in the
circulation of news and thus, in Habermas’ view journalism had a crucial role as a
forum for rational-critical debate. However, “the press itself became manipulable
to the extent that it became commercialized” (Habermas, 1989, p.185).
Considering this critique to the commodification of mass media mainly throughout
the twentieth century, could radical shifts in doing journalism present a renewed
form of public sphere? To answer this, we must look into the critiques to

Habermas’ romanticized view of a single great public.

From a feminist perspective, Fraser (1992) points out that women and lower
classes were excluded from this notion of public sphere and proposes a post-
industrial model of layered counter-publics formed by minorities. The concept
explains why subordinated social groups, that is minorities excluded from the
bourgeois public sphere, such as women, non-white communities, gays and
lesbians, have come to constitute alternative publics in America. Fraser refers to
them as “subaltern counter-publics” (1992, p. 123) or, in other words, groups that
do not have the same opportunities to disseminate their collective identities

(Papacharissi, 2002).

In spite of paying little attention to how alternative media are produced, Fraser’s
argument against the idea of a single public sphere helps to shape the
comprehension of counter-narratives that are central to theorizing alternative

journalism. Subaltern counter-publics are “parallel discursive arenas where
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members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counter-discourses to
formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs”
(Fraser, 1992, p.123). She mentions as an example, the US feminist subaltern
counter-public of the late-twentieth century, when feminists came up with new
terms, including “sexism”, “the double shift”, “sexual harassment”, and “marital,
date, and acquaintance rape” (1992, p. 123). Similarly, Benhabib (1992) contests
Habermas’ notion of a single public sphere where the private sphere was excluded
from the realm of justice. She argues that while in the bourgeois public sphere men
were looking for democracy against the absolutist state, in the household women

were subjected to non-egalitarian power relations, oppression and exploitation.

In the midst of declining levels of trust from civil society in established
institutions, including traditional media, counter-public spheres offer a gateway to
a broader political engagement (Fuchs, 2010). The argument for a plurality of
more inclusive public arenas is, thus, directly linked to alternative media as a
space for counter-publics to raise their voices, to build social identities and to fight
experiences of prejudice or oppression. Fraser argues that “public life in
egalitarian, multicultural societies cannot consist exclusively in a single,
comprehensive public sphere” (1992, p.126). With the widespread use of new

technologies, the concept of multiple public spheres seems even more relevant.

2.2.1 Counter-public spheres in a network society

Castells defines virtual community as “a self-defined electronic network of

interactive communication organised around a shared interest or purpose, although

26



sometimes communication becomes the goal in itself” (2000, p. 352). It is true that
the internet and related digital technologies have allowed citizens to create virtual
communities with shared interests that can interact beyond geographical
boundaries, thus enlarging avenues for public participation in political and social
debates. However, going back to Papacharissi (2002), public space is not

automatically a public sphere.

In that sense, it is useful to think of alternative media as a rhizome. Bailey,
Cammaerts and Carpentier (2008) borrow from Deleuze and Guattari the metaphor
of the rhizome to stress the heterogeneity of interconnections between
technologies and people as opposed to the homogeneity and rigidity of the state
and the market. Accordingly, alternative media use local communities as a starting
point, but may result in translocal networks. The focus of this theory is the fluidity
and the dialectics between the local and the global, a connection that can be
expanded through new technologies. Twitter, for example, changed news
distribution as well as the traditional format of news, besides providing a new
platform for the demands of different social actors (Gerbaudo, 2012; Hermida,
2012; Papacharissi, 2015). Poell and Borra (2011) suggest that Twitter facilitates
alternative journalistic efforts. When examining the protests against the 2010 G20
summit in Toronto, they found that Twitter was the most useful platform for

crowd-sourcing alternative reporting in comparison to YouTube and Flickr.

However, simply celebrating the potentials of new technologies to give voice to
the voiceless, or to allow anyone to become a journalist with global reach

(Gillmor, 2008), means succumbing to an optimistic discourse that has been
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largely contested by recent studies. While the internet increases the visibility of
alternative media projects and allows alternative journalists to expand the size of
subaltern counter-publics’ audience (Atton and Hamilton, 2008), Fenton warns of
the risk of fetishization of technology, reminding us that “networks are not
inherently liberatory; network openness does not lead us directly to democracy”
(2016, p.166). Activists with different interests have benefited from the internet to
strengthen their networks, but enhancing activism is not the same of revitalising
democracy (Curran, Fenton and Freedman, 2016). Also, independent news outlets
still have to deal with limited funds and audiences (Requejo-Alemén and Lugo-
Ocando, 2014; Konieczna and Robinson; Hunter and Bartolomeo, 2018) as
discussed in Chapter 6. Simply put, the internet is “a global capitalist project”
(Atton, 2004, p.10), thus any study on online resistance practices has to take into

account this context of dominant economic ideologies.

To what concerns this chapter, a relevant question could be raised here: If
alternative media give voice to the excluded, how does this ethos translate in

disruptions of journalistic practices in the current media landscape?

2.3 ALTERNATIVE NOTIONS OF JOURNALISM

Before any in-depth discussion on new boundaries of journalism can take place, it
is important to address views on the fundamental role of journalism. Briefly,
journalism’s mission is “linking citizens to political life” (Dahlgren, 2009, p.150)
or, in other words, providing citizens the information they need for the common

good of democracy (Papacharissi, 2009; Kovach and Rosenstiel, 2014). Schudson

28



(2008) synthesizes six primary functions that news has served in democratic
societies: 1) information; 2) investigation; 3) analysis; 4) social empathy; 5) public
forum; 6) mobilization and publicizing representative democracy. It is not the
intention of this research to review the history of journalism in Western societies.
However, it is relevant to keep in mind that journalism’s development as a
profession happened alongside industrialism and, therefore, journalistic practices

were and continue to be affected by technology.

Allan (2010) argues that news-reporting practices enhance the idea of journalism
as a profession and points out elements such as “speed, accuracy and the ability to
work under pressure as essential characteristics of the ‘respectable’ journalist”
(2010, p.41). Amid rising power of mass-circulation newspapers, which demanded
a division of labour and a hierarchical organisation (Witsche and Nygren, 2009),
journalism began to be seen as a profession by mid nineteenth century (Allan,
2010). The emergence of the doctrine of journalistic objectivity and neutral point
of view, breaking from a partisanship approach, is linked to this development,
especially after the First World War, as different scholars have observed (Kaplan,

2009; Allan, 2010; Brock, 2013).

Deuze (2005) prefers to explore journalism as an occupational ideology, an
activity that shares common characteristics and values in a daily routine and which
reinforces the self-perception of professional journalists as “watchdogs of society”
(ibid, 2005:449). Singer (2003) adds that journalistic codes are not mandatory but
agrees that journalists usually see themselves as abiding by ethical guidelines in

the name of their public service duties. Furthermore, “the provision of reliable,
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factual information by impartial watchdogs is seen almost universally as a central
journalistic function” (Singer, 2015, p.22). Past research has already highlighted
how the commercialisation of mass media, and consequently the growing
concentration of media ownership, undermine the ideal of journalism’s
independence and the notion of the press as a Fourth Estate (Curran, 2002;
Hampton, 2009). For Thussu (2007), the rise of global media conglomerates and
their concern with maximizing profitability have produced the current trend of

infotainment or news with the aim of entertaining.

Despite the need to critique the assumption that the internet equally empowers
citizens, it is undeniable that it created more conditions for audiences to express
their disillusionment with the way news is framed, facilitating participatory forms
of journalism outside the realm of corporate newsrooms. For example, in Rio de
Janeiro citizen journalists are helping to document the residents’ routine in the
favelas through their own channels of communication. Some of these groups, such
as Viva Favela, not only offer a digital sphere for individual contributions but also
serve as a hub for the development of smaller media projects (Davis, 2015). In
April 2015, a collective of citizen journalists from Complexo do Alemao, one of
Rio largest favelas, reported on the killing of a 10-year-old boy who was shot by
policemen. Equipped with smartphones, members of the collective Papo Reto
filmed the crime scene, the family’s despair and the community’s revolt against
the police brutality. By posting the video on YouTube', they prevented the police
of accusing drug traffickers for the death of an innocent child. Later, mainstream

media used these community journalists as a source to report the crime.

' Video is available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0dBSLcjwtIE
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Such mediated involvement with their own reality of social exclusion can be
linked to the expansion of the concept of citizenship described by Rodriguez
(2001), who pointed out three fundamental elements of citizens’ media: 1) a
collective activating the notion of citizenship to change the media landscape; 2)
contestation of social codes and relations; 3) practices that empower the
community. The example coming from the favelas can certainly be interpreted in
the light of Rodriguez’s theories, and strongly resonates with the challenges to the

dominant practices of journalism.

In acknowledging new conditions for enhancing audiences’ participation in the
process of newsgathering, journalism demands a revaluation of its core concepts.
Here we might consider what Atton (2002b) conceptualizes as “native reporting’:

Native reporters use their role as activists in order to represent from
the insides the motives, experiences, feelings, needs and desires of the
wider social movements they thus come to represent. Dealing with
events and actions, their contributions superficially resemble
eyewitness reports in mainstream media. Native reporting can
usefully define the activities of radical journalists working within
communities of interest to present news that is relevant to those
communities, presented in a manner that is meaningful to them and

with their collaboration and support. (Atton, 200b, p.495)

Hence, alternative journalism represents a shift in conventional notions of doing
journalism by replacing objectivity with advocacy (Atton, 2004; Atton and
Hamilton, 2008). In addition, alternative journalism is usually based on collective
and anti-hierarchical forms of organisation, suggesting more inclusive practices.

Campbell (2004) argues that, instead of speaking of alternative journalism, we
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should adopt the notion of “alternative journalisms” since there are different
examples of alternatives to traditional journalism, such as literary journalism,

participatory journalism and public journalism (2004, p.183).

Nevertheless, what concerns this thesis are alternative forms of digital reporting
that go beyond aesthetic challenges and that seek alternative practices that
confront not only the content disseminated by big news organisations but also the

structures and professional norms that surround such production.

From this viewpoint, public journalism, for instance, is not alternative. Proposed in
the last decade of the twentieth century and mainly adopted by American
newspapers, public journalism was a movement concerned with the disconnection
between news organisations and citizens, urging journalists to cover issues that
were really important to communities (Nip, 2006). It moved away from the ideal
of detachment, encouraging community action. However, it operated in a similar
way as traditional journalism, that is, within big corporate and professionalized
structures, without giving citizens the power to tell their own stories (Atton, 2003).
For some of public journalism’s critics it was merely a marketing strategy for
media companies (Rosenberry and St. Jonh III, 2010), instead of a genuine effort

to connect media and communities.

2.3.1 Citizen journalists

The rise of citizen journalism adds complexity to this discussion on what is

alternative and what is not. Although the term citizen journalism lacks a clear
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definition, it can be generally understood as participatory communication that
includes amateurs in the process of newsgathering and distribution. Therefore,
citizen journalists are relevant participants of the digital news ecology in which
online audiences disrupt the hegemony of traditional gatekeepers. Bowman and
Willis adopt the term participatory journalism to define “the act of a citizen, or
group of citizens, playing an active role in the process of collecting, reporting,
analysing and disseminating news and information” (2003, p.9). Blogs,
collaborative publishing, group chats and posts on social media can be a form of
citizens’ engagement in journalism. More specifically, Allan (2013) notes that
citizen journalism often thrives during a time of crisis, when ordinary citizens

happen to be present on the scene and can join the news making process.

Contemporary news coverage is replete with examples that illustrate the
phenomenon. Recent news events with global impact have highlighted this
practice, such as the tsunami in Southeast Asia (2004), the London bombings
(2005), the Mumbai terror attacks (2008) and the terrorist attacks in Paris (2015).
According to Wall, non-professionals distributed “words and images of death and
survival, destruction and renewal, hope and despair; in sum, some of the essential
moments of life on earth” (2015:797). In turn, Couldry (2010) prefers to call these
news-source actors as “writer-gatherers”. He refers to citizens who are regularly
engaged in writing and gathering information outside mainstream media. While
recognizing that the sustainability of these activities is still a problem, Couldry’s
analysis of the values and aims of writer-gatherers outside mainstream media in

the UK points out two positive aspects: improved communications within
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professional and campaigning groups and the emergence of new types of source-

actors acting independently from the market.

According to Palacios and Munhoz (2007), when citizens from different social
classes adopt new technologies to report or confront official discourse, they attest
the advancement of citizen empowerment. Citizen journalists are increasingly
essential to complement  and sometimes counterpoint _ the narratives of
professional journalists. On the other hand, it would be an exaggeration to define
citizen journalism as a complete break with the practices adopted by large media
companies. In their attempt to provide news 24 hours a day, news corporations
have learned to incorporate content produced by amateurs. During the US-led
invasion of Iraq in 2003, big media outlets, such as CNN and BBC, were firstly
reluctant to trust reports about the day to day life in Baghdad that were published
by bloggers on the ground. However, they ended up incorporating those
contributions, consolidating an alliance between ordinary citizens and professional
journalists, which today is seen as a routine during a crisis coverage (Thorsen and

Allan, 2014).

Moreover, citizen journalism does not replace the work of professional journalists.
Meikle (2014) explains:

Professional journalists - acting professionally - can analyse and sift
raw material, can test evidence and redact details that may endanger
named individuals, can offer context to help the reader interpret the
material, can access high-status sources of official information, and
can shape the data into stories, reports and commentaries that make

sense of the material for audiences who lack, of course, the time and
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expertise to process specialised documents and intelligence for

themselves. (Meikle, 2014, p.181)

Papacharissi (2009) presents a similar reflection regarding blogs. She argues that
bloggers do not replace journalists, rather they engage in a different type of
information gathering, blending public and private agendas. The analysis of the
participatory journalism proposed by the Korean website OhmyNews helps to
illustrate the discussion. The outlet was launched in 2004 by a professional
journalist and was open to popular contributions from citizen journalists. On the
one hand, the initial manifesto promised a revolution in Korean media culture
(Moretzsohn, 2014). On the other, employees needed to follow a code of ethics
that was based on deontological codes of the traditional press. Furthermore, it was
a for-profit business funded mainly by advertisement (Atton and Hamilton, 2008;
Moretzsohn, 2014). This convergence of practices shows how it is increasingly
difficult to establish clear demarcations of differences between mainstream and

alternative methods (Kenix, 2011).

What would be, then, the role of citizen journalists when we are not talking about
times of crisis, the capture of a historical moment or the expression of personal
opinions? Rodriguez (2014) provides an important distinction: based on her
fieldwork in Colombia, she concludes that there are the non-professional reporters
whom, with access to digital technology, have the capacity to bear witness to news
events, and there is what she defines as a Latin American approach to citizen
journalism, that is “a practice of resistance” moved by social responsibility and
public interest (2014, p.201). Rodriguez, once again, emphasizes a citizen

journalism that is driven by the needs of communities.
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However, the assumption that there is a Latin American approach is questionable,
since a broad range of economic, social and political differences shapes the news
production in such a large and diverse region. Nevertheless, Rodriguez’s (2001,
2014) emphasis on an alternative journalism that is concerned with communities to
nourish democracy is a valuable theoretical approach to explore, for instance, the

work of citizen journalists from the favelas in Brazil.

The next section discusses the example of Indymedia, which remains a powerful

global case study to understand the contestation of media power in the digital age.

2.3.2 The example of Indymedia

Atton states that what appears imbalanced or partisan in alternative media “is to be
considered not as a set of absolute truths; instead it comprises a set of accounts
told from different perspectives” (2004, p.39). This framework serves as an
introduction to the radical experiment of Indymedia, still a relevant example of
what happens when audiences become producers and the role of traditional
gatekeepers is challenged. The Independent Media Centre (IMC), or Indymedia,
was formed during the protests against the World Trade Organisation (WTO) in
Seattle in 1999, though the software that the sites used was created in Sydney
(Meikle, 2002). Acting as a coalition of anti-globalization movements, activists
created their own digital media to contest the coverage of protests by traditional
media. Without the need of prior approval, anyone could distribute a report, a

photo, a video or an audio through the use of open publishing software. After

36



Seattle, many local IMCs spread around the globe, reaching a peak of more than

170 regional centres in the mid 2000s (Giraud, 2014).

Indymedia defines itself as “a network of collectively run media outlets for the
creation of radical, accurate and passionate tellings of the truth”, according to the
“about us” page of its website, which adds: “We work out of a love and inspiration
for people who continue to work for a better world, despite corporate media’s
distortions and unwillingness to cover the efforts to save humanity” (Independent
Media Center, no date). As Pickard (2006) notes, Indymedia’s uniqueness did not
rely only on its radical content, but mainly on how it negotiated power
relationships. Giraud (2014) echoes this distinct structural form by emphasizing
the non-hierarchical political principles that encouraged citizen’s participation in

media production.

Although editors of each Indymedia centre could exert control over unsuitable
contributions, the platform was open to all, which was the defining feature of
Indymedia (Meikle, 2002). The decision-making process was based on open
collective meetings in which decisions were taken through consensus after
discussions and debates, both online and offline (Pickard, 2006; Giraud, 2014).
Atton (2004) stresses that, although a small collective ran each IMC, such groups
should not be seen as an elitist leadership. In Downing’s (2003) words:

The IMCs are not heaven-sent. They are ours, us at work, to act as
best we can to make them empowering agencies and fora not

uniquely so, but as part of the tapestry. (Downing, 2003, p. 254)
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Using the Seattle IMC as a case study, Pickard (2006) describes a set of tensions
within the networks, among them the conflict between members who supported an
unlimited radical democratic attitude and those who advocated a pragmatic
approach to control, for instance, abuses committed by hate groups such as neo-
nazis. Nonetheless, Pickard’s analysis is mostly positive, examining how the
internet unleashed new opportunities for the radical democracy practiced by
Indymedia’s activists. There was some editorial control (Atton, 2004), but the
collectively-run nodes largely allowed participants to produce content without the
same level of centralization that occur in the mainstream media. Even though
some of the dilemmas faced by Indymedia editors regarding what to publish were
not so different of those that mainstream media professionals have to deal with,
ideologically the horizontal IMC model “assumes a close and non-hierarchical
relationship between reader and content” (Platon and Deuze, 2003, p.350). By
putting the power of the storytelling in the hands of those within the movements,
Indymedia challenged the vertical form of decision on what is and what is not

considered news (Meikle, 2009).

In Brazil, the regional Indymedia, or Centro de Midia Independente Brasil (in
Portuguese), was created in the year 2000, first in Sdo Paulo and later expanding to
other states, with its own identity, as the country is marked by strong economic
and social differences. The regional centres, though, followed the precepts of what
was created in Seattle. It is interesting to note that the national IMC produced
projects that went beyond the website, such as a radio program disseminated by
community radios and small newspapers (Targino, 2009) in order to reach

audiences who did not have access to the internet. The most important point here,
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therefore, is to highlight how these centres of horizontal content production have
paved the way for new forms of audience participation in the distribution of news
stories. The evolution of digital media expanded the possibilities for non-

mainstream producers “to exercise symbolic power in new ways” (Meikle, 2009,

p.194).

At this point, it should be clear that Indymedia producers were activists writing
with explicit engagement as grassroots reporters from within the movements. As
Atton (2004) emphasizes, first-person narratives are central to alternative media,
while at mainstream media this is more common among senior reporters,
columnists and op-ed writers. Hence, alternative journalism is also a direct
challenge to the professional doctrine of objectivity previously discussed in this
chapter. While professionalized journalism is based on the assumption that it is
possible to report news from a neutral perspective, alternative journalists do not

separate facts from values (Atton and Hamilton, 2008; Forde, 2011).

Bunz (2016) adds a helpful approach by comparing the open journalism produced
by Indymedia with the current use of social media platforms. The difference, as
she points out, is related to the question of ownership. Indymedia’s platform does
not have an owner, whereas Facebook, Twitter and others belong to new digital
empires that could hardly be understood as independent media. However, despite
its contribution to the creation of counter-publics without the pressure of economic
interests, Indymedia’s centres declined in the midst of rapid transformations

brought by Web 2.0 since the early 2000’s.
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Today, social networks and mobile communications support different types of
social mobilization and freedom of expression, although Indymedia’s legacy
should not be underestimated. Its core practices were appropriated by
contemporary movements that anchored their actions on Twitter and Facebook,
whereas Gerbaudo (2012) warns against an overestimation of the power of social
media in the promotion of movements such as the Arab Spring, the Indignados and
Occupy Wall Street. Nevertheless, Downing (2018) argues that among the major
differences between past forms of alternative media and current digital forms are
the growing access to making media, transnational distribution, portability and
rapid mobilization. These features combined with the “Be the media” message of
Indymedia (Giraud, 2014) explain the emergence of a movement called

midialivrismo in Brazil, which can be translated as “activists of free media”.

2.3.3 Brazil: Midia Ninja and midialivrismo

Practitioners of midialivrismo in Brazil are, according to Malini and Antoun,
representatives of different social movements seeking to expand the media public
sphere “to feed new tastes, new informative agendas and new publics” in
opposition to the discourses from large media conglomerates (2013, p.22). Born
in Brazil in the 80’s as a part of the hacker culture, this movement was driven by
the critique to the commodification of mass media and found on cyber-activism an
avenue to contest dominant narratives. The growth of activists’ practices
facilitated by Web 2.0 coincides with the increasing challenges faced by traditional

media corporations as well as the weakening of neoliberal ideals in the country
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(Almeida e Evangelista, 2013). In sum, Midialivristas can be defined as “hackers

of narratives” (Malini and Antoun, 2013, p.12).

The media activist group Midia Ninja is an example of midialivrismo, although the
movement is not limited to news production. Rather, midialivrismo also involves
different forms of alternative art and resistance strategies. It is important to note
that in Brazil, the movement for the democratization of the media is intrinsically
linked to the cultural policies of the leftist government that was in power between
2003 and 2016 (Maciel, 2015). Midia Ninja was born within the cultural
collective Fora do Eixo (in English, Off-axis), which raised federal funds to
sustain its projects, among them a network of collective housing in which residents
leave, share “almost everything” and have their costs financed by a collective fund
(Savazoni, 2014, p. 28). Ninjas do not have a salary. In addition, they alternate
responsibilities and functions both in the network an in the house (ibid, 2014).
What is of primary interest of this chapter is not the controversial working
practices of Fora do Eixo, but the impact of Midia Ninja in the Brazilian media

landscape.

As explained in Chapter 1, Midia Ninja rose to prominence in 2013, when a wave
of mass protests took the Brazilian streets against widespread corruption and lack
of official investments in public services. The group aimed at making audiences
“the new narrators of their chosen causes” (Stalcup, 2016, p.151), providing a
counter-narrative to that of mainstream media, which initially described the
protesters as “rioters”. Midia Ninja privileges a decentralised mode of content

production that combines professional journalists and amateurs to promote social
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transformation. According to Ninja’s website, activists explain what they do as
journalism “to strengthen narratives that have no visibility in conventional
channels of communication”; they advocate “partiality as a principle”, in
accordance with the opposition to the ideal of objectivity of traditional media
(Midia Ninja, no date). The number of members vary, but at the height of the 2013
demonstrations there were 1500 people registered to perform different functions,
which were not fixed either, in a completely different arrangement from the

traditional mode of content production (Torturra, 2013).

Technology is key to understanding the ninjas as “agents of change in the
networked society” (Castells, 2012, p.234). As the 2013 protests escalated and
spread across Brazil’s major urban centres, more activists joined the effort to
report from the frontlines of the demonstrations, often equipped only with their
mobile phones to publish videos on live streaming applications. Poor quality and
non-edited content were part of their political aesthetic (Stalcup, 2016). Their
documentation of police violence ended up influencing the mainstream coverage
of the 2013 events and helped to hold authorities to account, in a clear mix of
activism, journalism and cyberculture (Paz et all, 2016). Thus, ninjas could be
interpreted both as product of the network society as well as descendants of the
anti-globalisation movements (Rodrigues and Baroni, 2018). However, Porto and
Brant (2015) argue that social media alone cannot explain the wave of political
mobilization in Brazil. Furthermore, different digital networks favoured the

influence of tech-savvy groups, fragmenting the original agenda of the protests

(ibid, 2015).
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Nonetheless, the collaborative functioning of the ninjas made them a symbol of a
radical route adopted by activists who are more concerned with creating new
forms of communication than with necessarily reforming mainstream media
(Coyer, Dowmunt and Fountain, 2007). Scholars in Brazil celebrated the
emergence of Midia Ninja as a paradigm shift for breaking up with the monopoly
of the mainstream narrative in an historical moment. Bentes (2009) highlights the
educational dimension of ninjas’ narratives, which helped changing the editorial
line of the traditional press in relation to the protests. Indeed, as police brutality
against protesters increased, as shown by Midia Ninja on YouTube, mainstream
media changed the tone and adopted a much less critical stance towards the
protesters. For Savazoni (2014), ninjas were the architects of this bottom up
transformation. Both national and international press discussed the relevance of
Midia Ninja, as seen below in the examples from the websites of Folha de S.Paulo

and The Guardian (Figure 2.1).

Figure 2.1: Midia Ninja at Folha de S.Paulo and The Guardian (screenshot)

Grupo Midia Ninja se projeta ao cobrir
protestos ao vivo

O grupo Midia Ninja (de Narrativas Independentes,
Jornalismo e A¢io) foi tio surpreendido pelas o ‘
manifestagdes de junho e julho quanto o resto do

pais.

O projeto vinha sendo discutido havia quase um ano,
com prioridade para langar site proprio, mas
precisou entrar na transmissio ao vivo com o que
tinha & mao: pagina no Facebook, alguns celulares e
acesso 3G.

Lula ndo vai voltar porque ele n
Campus Fide
Fundacao Sa

Os protestos prosseguem, mas Bruno Torturra, que lidera o grupo, anuncia
que no préximo final de semana o site proprio finalmente vai entrar no ar.

£ uma primeira versio, nio definitiv:
outros jornalistas, como ele, saidos d
Torturra, 34, trabalhou 12 anos na revista

legal”, inclusive com blogs de
adicionais de imprensa.
p", onde foi diretor.
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Brazil Brazil's ninja reporters spread stories
from the streets

Band of volunteer citizen journalists are setting the news agenda
with their 'no-cuts, no censorship’ approach

Jonathan Watts in Rio de
Janeiro
Thu 29 Aug 2013 15.09 BST
<
v (= 2,979

© This article is over 5 years old

A Aprotest in Brazil: Midia Ninja uses mobile phones to report from the streets. Photograph: Gustavo
Basso/NurPhoto/Corbis

Without underestimating the significance of ninjas’ activism, central to this thesis
is reflecting on the type of journalism they propose. In that context, Rodrigues and
Baroni (2018), in their empirical analysis on Midia Ninja’s journalistic ethos,
come closer to the aim of this research. Their conclusion is that Midia Ninja is
mainly engaged in an effort to dispute discourses by the mainstream media.
According to them, the selection of news by the collective is determined by its
political agenda, thus its counter-hegemonic ethos, based on sources from the left-
wing social movements, has more emphasis than the news production itself (ibid,
2018). This analysis matters because it informs the level of partisanship adopted
by Midia Ninja after the 2013 protests, when it became closer to left-wing
government of president Dilma Rousseff (Levy, 2018). This reflection of political

partisanship will reappear in Chapter 5.

Furthermore, the voluntary unpaid work limits the profile of the participants and
raises doubts about the sustainability of such digital experiences. Going deeper in
the funding of some projects of midialivrismo during the left-wing government

(2003-2016), Levy (2018) argues that state-sponsored incentives failed to enhance
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the reach of alternative media beyond the spheres of the government’s supporters.
More than that, he observes, explicit links between activists and the state made
groups such as Fora do Eixo look suspicious in terms of the veracity of their
coverage. The organisations included in this research, thus, adopt different
strategies in regard to sustainability, given that the purpose is to explore

heterogeneous approaches to alternative journalism.

2.4 ALTERNATIVE MEDIA AND THE ECONOMIC PRESSURES

Academic scholarship has given a great deal of attention to the challenges and
transformations faced by big media corporations in an era of fragmented audiences
and economic disruption brought by the digital era (Anderson, Bell and Shirky,
2012; Liewrouw, 2015; Deuze and Witschge, 2018). However, less consideration
is given to independent, not-for-profit media. What are the dilemmas alternative
producers still face to have visibility and avoid ephemerality? Coming to terms
with the imperatives of a capitalist market-place is a problematisation within the
alternative media studies that has been posed by the British research group
Comedia in times as distant as 1984. At the end of the second decade of the 21*
century there are no definitive answers to the question of how alternative media
can overcome the fate of being an “alternative ghetto” (Comedia, 1984, p.95).
After all, many factors of the mass media economy are still central aspects of the
digital era, such as monopolisation, commodification and accumulation (Curran,

Fenton and Freedman, 2016).
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When referring to sustainability, this research is addressing the “maintenance of
the capital” (Khalili, 2011, p.7). Skinners’ (2012) definition of sustainable media
resonates with the inquiry that informs the empirical chapters:

Sustainability is defined as facilitating media organisations’ ongoing
operation, improving their abilities to report on events and
circumstances salient to public life and engage in public discussion
and debate. More specifically, sustainability is about having the
resources to acquire staff, technologies of production, and avenues of

distribution, and to develop audiences. (Skinner, 2012, p.26)

In the digital era, to be sustainable media projects have to be visible, but the fact
that the internet provides more tools to facilitate production does not mean that
alternative and mainstream content will be equally consumed (Sandoval and
Fuchs, 2010). For Comedia (1984), the solution to overcome the lack of financial
efficiency would be the adoption of economic and organisational practices of the
mainstream media. The problem with this argument is the belief that alternative
media must compete with the mainstream in terms of visibility. The dilemma that
alternative journalists face is that they need to find ways to survive financially in a

society that works according to rules they criticize (Atton and Hamilton, 2008).

Sandoval and Fuchs (2010) argue that it is difficult but not impossible for
alternative media to ensure independence from economic interests at least in
regard to the content. A good example of blend between commercialism and
critique can be found in alternative publications from the US, such as The San
Francisco Bay Guardian, which combined advertisement with a very critical
content with links to social movements (Benson, 2003). For Benson, under certain

circumstances, it is possible to disseminate politically contentious voices within
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large marketplaces. However, in the digital era, the advertising-editorial division is
even more complex (Carlson and Lewis, 2015), not to mention that the whole
advertising business was deeply disrupted by the internet. Cited as an iconic
example of publication that was born in the underground scene and ended up
having an impact on left-leaning urban consumers (Benson, 2003), The Village
Voice was an alternative weekly paper that depended heavily on advertising and
had to end its operation on August 2018, after 63 years, due to plummeting print

circulation.

Understanding alternative journalism as a part of a pervasive commercial media
system is important to examine the extent to which non-profit-oriented initiatives
can operate in a truly independent and lasting manner. Kenix (2011) argues that as
the commercialisation of media is intensified, there is a growing convergence of
economic arrangements between mainstream and alternative:

Alternative media have responded to this structural shift largely by
promoting mainstream conventions, thereby limiting open-access
participation and embracing commercial models of communication.
There is a certain level of irony in this circuitous equation. As
alternative media adopt more corporate organisation models, this
requires more professionalized modes of production, which implicitly
locks out voices that were part of what made alternative media

‘alternative’ (Kennix, 2011, p.164)

This tension between the goal for economic sustainability and the non-hegemonic

narrative is one of the points of interest in this study, as explored in Chapter 6.
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2.4.1 Digitally native non-profit journalism: a new collective force?

Going back to the legacy of Indymedia, the premise of the platform was its
fundamental independence from commercial and corporate interests (Platon and
Deuze, 2003). Nevertheless, even within the principle of openness that
characterizes the Indymedia movement, one cannot speak of total independence as
Platon and Deuze (2003) have shown in their study of how editorial decisions and
news selections took place in the regional centres. Moreover, there were
imbalances in the level of resources and funding between different IMCs, resulting

in tensions (Giraud, 2014).

In Brazil the left-wing government of President Dilma Roussef (2011-2016)
promoted policies to encourage the use of public funds by alternative media
producers (Levy, 2018). If on the one hand this rejection of the business model of
corporate media allows the expansion of content production without commercial
concerns, on the other it raises doubts about the ability of collectives supported by
funds from the federal government to critique the state. This discussion of the
concept of political independence reflects the complexity of the issue of alternative
media sustainability. Unlike their commercial media counterparts, alternative
journalists usually work in small-scale organisations, which are often dependent
on volunteering. Even so, and despite the affordances of new technologies, finding
a financial solution that does not affect the essential character of the alternative

mission is perceived as a problem.
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As Skinner (2012) explains, literature on alternative media has three different
approaches to sustainability: 1) such media are viewed as marginal and doomed to
be ephemeral; 2) alternative media are so engrained in particular political
circumstances or movements that they are always going to change according to the
development of these issues; 3) creative responses of alternative media depend on
the development of social infrastructure to maintain independent media projects,
such as policy measures or public educational programmes. This study addresses
how Brazilian initiatives in the field of alternative journalism fit into these possible

perspectives.

Overall, previous research has pointed out that emerging non-profit news outlets
have not yet found a sustainable business model in the long term (Konieczna and
Robinson, 2014). Nevertheless, there are suggestions to be followed. Scott, Bunce
and Wright (2019) mention that 60% of non-profit news organisations in the US
are funded by private foundations. Hunter and Di Bartolomeo (2018) show how
crowdfunding campaigns have been used in North America to fund feminist media
content, while Salaverria et all (2019) point out an increasing number of
independent digital native outlets in Latin America that were founded by laid-off
journalists or non-trained citizen journalists interested in covering their
communities. While these perspectives are relevant, empirical work is needed to

analyse the specific context of Brazil, as Chapter 6 discusses.
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2.5 CONCLUSION: SUMMARISING WHAT IS ALTERNATIVE

This chapter has revisited different definitions of alternative media and introduced
the theoretical framework that informs this thesis on alternative journalism. A
broad range of concepts in the field has been discussed, as well as the link between
digital forms of alternative media and new journalistic practices. Although this
chapter could not possibly cover all the different academic views on alternative
media, the studies analysed here have in common the fact that they explore the
field as an essential form of communication aimed at nurturing counter-public
spheres and, consequently, counter-narratives to that of the mainstream media.
Hence, echoing Coyer, Dowmunt and Fountain “there is nothing secondary about

alternative media” (2007, p.10).

More specifically, drawing mainly on Atton and Hamilton’s (2008) view of
alternative journalism, this study contributes to the academic discourse on
alternative media by examining new forms of doing journalism in Brazil that
challenge the use of traditional news sources, the economic model of corporate
media and professional journalistic codes to represent communities that fell
unrepresented. If we take the example of media created in the favelas to inform
marginalised communities, they are not intrinsically linked to specific social
movements. Rather citizen journalists from the favelas are concerned with the
construction of a reality that challenges the portrait of these communities as it is
routinely presented by big news organisations. For alternative producers, recurrent
images and narratives of violence in the favelas in mainstream news help to

stigmatise these poor neighbourhoods (Levy, 2018). This tension between
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different perspectives of social realities can be seen, therefore, as a contest over

media power (Couldry and Curran, 2003).

Despite a variety of forms, alternative media, and, consequently alternative
journalism, dismiss the ideal of impartiality, according to previous studies. Their
bias openly contradicts the assumption of objectivity preached by traditional
journalism. Practitioners take sides, but on the other hand they defend their
journalism as legitimate (Atton, 2004; Atton and Hamilton, 2008). Although
alternative media projects could hardly be interpreted as a replacement of
conventional journalism, their potential is expanded by digital technologies. As a
consequence, the lines between professional and amateur journalism are becoming

increasingly blurred.

The literature on citizen journalism phenomena praises the fact that news is no
longer an exclusivity of professional journalism. The effects of these changes on
traditional newsrooms, which are attached to values and routines, have been
extensively analysed, but new modes to produce a sustainable non-commercial

journalism need to be further studied beyond the Anglophone world.

Besides that, the production of these alternative forms of media is affected by
social and political contexts. This thesis is concerned with social actors, or ‘writer-
gatherers’, to employ a term coined by Couldry (2010), who are engaged in non-
traditional, but regular practices of newsgathering to sustain counter-public
spheres, rather than on the accidental amateur journalists who act in times of crisis.

Indymedia’s horizontal model of communication helps to look at journalistic
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practices from a non-conventional perspective in a context of changing media
culture. However, with the growing power of social platforms, a broad range of
heterogeneous networks and media projects have created new discursive arenas

and led to new ways of thinking about journalism.

In Brazil, Midia Ninja was influenced by the same non-hierarchical values of
Indymedia. Ninjas rose to prominence during a time of great political unrest, when
they were engaged in an effort to dispute narratives by the mainstream media. The
contribution from this thesis can help to shed light on the journalistic practices of
alternative producers that came after the ninjas. Not just amateurs, but also trained
journalists who are equally driven by dissatisfaction with the conventional ways of

covering certain issues and communities.

Rather than seeing alternative media in Brazil as a new phenomenon, the present
research goes back to past examples of challenges to media power to offer a
deeper comprehension of alternative practices in the context of a developing

country. The next chapter explores the history of alternative media in Brazil.
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CHAPTER 3

LITERATURE REVIEW, PART 2: THE ROOTS OF ALTERNATIVE

MEDIA IN BRAZIL

This chapter presents a chronological overview of the development of the Brazilian
media system with a focus on alternative experiences. Over time, groups that have
sought to disseminate non-hegemonic content were invariably persecuted, repressed
or simply seen as irrelevant in Brazil’s history. Due to the fact that academic studies
on Brazilian communication and journalism are dominated by research on mass
media institutions or “grande midia” (Chagas Amorim, 2007), non-mainstream
journalism has had limited visibility so far, with the exception of oppositional forms
of communication that challenged authoritarianism mainly during the military

dictatorship, from 1964 to 1985 (Abramo, 1988; Kucinsky, 1991; Woitowicz, 2009).

It would not be feasible to discuss here the details of the history of the Brazilian
media since its birth, in the nineteenth century. Rather, to better understand the
potential capabilities and limitations of alternative media within the national context,
this chapter considers the political interests of the state and the conditions under
which the Brazilian media system, and consequently its journalism, have developed.
In Brazil, mediated spaces for dissenting voices have often been part of temporary,
semi-artisanal experiments that did not survive market pressures or, in specific
moments, state repression, as this chapter discusses. Forde (2011) argues that
alternative journalism is not entirely dependent on the environment in which it is

constructed, but local contexts will often affect its responses. Thus, this research
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departs from the vision that “alternative journalism is not an unchanging, universal
type of journalism, but is an ever-changing effort to respond critically to dominant
conceptions of journalism” (Atton and Hamilton, 2008, p.9). What was the
motivation of small publications that resisted the views of dominant sources, even in
a fragmented and temporary way? Understanding this historical trajectory can shed
light on the roots and on the continuities of alternative journalism in a country still
strongly shaped by social and economic inequalities. The examination of past
practices is relevant for discussing to what degree current practices of alternative
journalism are revitalising old values of the alternative press or have found a new

way to go beyond reactions to what mainstream media publish.

Thus, considering the goal of this research, the focus here is twofold. Based on
secondary academic sources, this chapter (1) briefly reviews the overall history of
the Brazilian media system; and (2) examines how alternative media differentiate
themselves from the mainstream throughout the development of the Brazilian media
landscape. In spite of a lack of documentation as well as critical examination of the
culture, routines and dynamics of alternative journalism in Brazil, this chapter
reviews relevant academic sources to trace the purposes of alternative journalists in
Brazil. These studies help to show that alternative media, and more specifically
alternative journalism, should not only be valued when democracy is under siege,
although the term “alternative press” (imprensa alternativa) is widely identified by
the Brazilian society as the oppositional print press from the 70’s that condemned the

military regime (Festa, 1986).
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Firstly, then, I examine the birth of the media in Brazil during the colonial times.
Crucial for this overview is the extensive work written by Nelson Werneck Sodré,
The History of the Brazilian Press (1966). In contrast to most studies that neglected
the importance of the so-called “small press”, Sodré emphasized the significance of
the pasquines from the nineteenth century, whose democratic, popular and satirical
content challenged the conservatism of the era. Next, the chapter reflects on the
development of media during the first republican decades, a time marked by huge
economic changes and political turmoil. It further explores the rise of the broadcast
media and the consequent influence of American journalism, to then discuss the
defining moment of the military dictatorship, when alternative media, more
specifically underground newspapers, played a crucial role. One of the most
comprehensive accounts on how small publications challenged the dictatorship
comes from Bernardo Kucinski (1991), himself an active member of the alternative
press. The chapter concludes with the changes on the socio-political function of

alternative media after the democratization.

3.1 THE BIRTH OF THE BRAZILIAN PRESS

The Brazilian press was born under censorship, 300 hundred years after the
discovery of Brazil. Its first newspaper was launched in 1808, when the Regent of
Portugal Dom Jodo VI and the royal family, who had escaped the Napoleonic
invasion, arrived in Brazil. This first newspaper, Gazeta do Rio de Janeiro, was only
concerned with the state of the European monarchy and official information about
the royal family. To escape the censorship imposed by Portugal, in the same year

another newspaper, Correio Braziliense, was founded in London by Hipolito da
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Costa, who was born in Brazil an educated in Portugal, where he was persecuted for
his connections with the freemasonry (Marques de Melo, 2009). The publication was
shipped regularly to Brazil. As it was not printed in the colony, it was initially
tolerated by the Royal Press Office, an administrative office that had to consent to

any publication (Candiani, 2009).

As a monthly newspaper, Correio Braziliense was intended for the still insipient
public sphere in Brazil. It was a critical publication, attacking authorities in the
colony, questioning religious beliefs and spreading European liberal ideals, such as
the doctrine of freedom of the press. Interestingly, it did not support the
independence from Portugal at that time (Sodré¢, 1966; Martins, 2008; Marque de
Melo, 2009). Still, some contemporary scholars defined it as “alternative” (Aguiar,
2008). More critically, Sodré highlights the fact that Correio Braziliense was
moralizing and ethical, although not radical (1966). As Uribe-Uran notes, “individual
freedoms and liberties that today we take for granted were foreign to the colonial
world” (2000, p.428). We can, therefore, point out an early articulation of resistance
in an environment largely dominated by oppression, but newspapers such as Correio
Braziliense were not yet concerned with the struggle to empower ordinary citizens.
Only later, when a series of small and short-lived newspapers were launched in the
wake of liberal revolts in Europe, they would adopt a more critical approach against
the Portuguese rulers (Lustosa, 2003). In a society with low rates of literacy, it was
under the influence of the Enlightenment that the first Brazilian journalists were
identified as intellectuals, often exposed to the European education or to the
humanist ideology of the Catholic Church (Candiani, 2009). Consequently, a public

opinion that was able to challenge the power of Lisbon was emerging, shaped by the
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thoughts of leading bourgeois segments of society. According to Candiani (2009),
these new intellectuals found in the newspapers a space to disseminate public debate

in the colony and to show their erudition.

In that context, some argue that media in Brazil was alternative from the start.
Indeed, newspapers that proliferated at that time offered an alternative view to the
official sources of the Royal Court. They helped to spread a nationalistic sentiment
among Brazilians, and some celebrated the nature of the tropics and the
miscegenation of races to counterbalance the Portuguese discourse that classified
Brazilians as “savages” (Lustosa, 2003). Still, the debate was not open to all. Brazil
was a land of illiterate majority, with half of the population being slaves or their
descendants (Skidmore and Smith, 2005), completely excluded from the public
debate. The influential Correio Braziliense, for instance, was concerned with
discussions of colonial issues with an analytical point of view. It fought for the
Brazilian interests with a moralizing and ethical purpose but not with revolutionary
ideals (Sodré, 1966). Hence, the publication ceased to exist when the Brazilian

Independence was declared.

When in 1822 Brazil became independent from Portugal, the printed circulation was
already uncontrollable and censorship had been abolished (Morel, 2008). To
understand the birth of the Brazilian press, Albuquerque (2005) notes that it is
essential to differentiate the Brazilian colonization process from that of the
colonization of the United States. While the ideal of “building a new world” enabled
the early American settlers to enjoy a considerable freedom of thought, the Brazilian

society was controlled by Portugal on the economic and political realms
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(Albuquerque, 2005, p.488). Besides that, the American independence required a
violent rupture with the British Crown, while Brazilian independence process “was
an elite-level arrangement” that maintained the monarchy till 1889 (Albuquerque,
2005, p.489), as well as the social structures of an agricultural economy supported by
two tiers: the aristocracy (landowners) and their slave labour force (Skidmore and

Smith, 2005).

3.1.1 The pasquins

In sum, in its early days, the Brazilian printed media was essentially an alternative to
the colonizers but faced limits to challenge the establishment. Still, an interesting
radical-popular element existed. It is Sodré (1966) who provides a rare account of
these early forms of popular publications in Brazil. According to him, the first half of
the nineteenth century saw the birth and the death of dozens of small opinionated
newspapers — the so-called pasquins — in the former colony, especially during the
Regency Period (1831-1840). These handicraft publications were characterized by a
broad range of political ideologies. Their pages, sometimes no more than a
pamphlet, were made by one man or by small groups representing what we would
call today the civil society in formation. Pasquins were extremely ephemeral, and
used virulent language and satires to advocate their causes, mocked individuals or
institutions and share their political ideologies. According to Barbosa (2013), it was
as if all the literate Brazilians have suddenly decided to print and distribute their
opinion. They could represent both left views in some cases and right in others, often
reflecting the brutal division between liberals and conservatives (Lopes, 2008).

Historically, though, they were judged merely by their radical aesthetics.
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Interestingly when analysing the birth of the Brazilian media, scholars have
condemned these publications as “spurious, meaningless and marginal
manifestations” (Sodré, 1966, p. 200). This tendency seems to persist today (Chagas
Amorim, 2007). Instead, Sodré argues that those old satirical newspapers represented
a democratic content that should not be dismissed:

Its plebeian form, naturally, awakens the dislikes of the aristocratic
intelligence that judges and condemns it. However, its forms translate
with exemplary fidelity the best of the time, what was more
expressive, most genuine, most popular, most democratic. It
corresponds, on the other hand, to the artisan period when it was
possible to produce a newspaper alone. (Sodré, 1966, p.207 — my

translation)

Although these publications were not defined by previous studies as “radical” or
“alternative”, it is possible to place them within the sphere of alternative media
studies. The more, pasquins can be related to the radical underground publications
from the eighteenth and nineteenth century that offered a revolutionary platform for
certain minorities both in Britain and the United States (Downing, 2001). Downing
(2001) describes abolitionist news pamphlets, minority ethnic newspapers and the
first women’s suffrage publications as early examples of how print media has
embraced different forms of radical communication in the western world:

Its counterhegemonic impact has varied from the imperceptible—
especially out of context—and the long-term, to the instantaneous
shock of humor and outrage. Radical print media have overflowed
borders, clothed themselves in the external pieties of patriarchy and
religion, and still repeatedly brought down retribution on the heads of
the activists who produced and distributed them—and even on the
heads of those who were merely found reading them (Downing, 2001,

p.156)
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A counter-hegemonic impact, as Downing describes here, can also be claimed for the
pasquins. Sodré emphasizes the creativity and authenticity of those publications, and
even claim that the period from 1830 to 1850 constituted “the greatest moment of the
Brazilian press” (1966, p. 206). After this brief time of unprecedented freedom that
led to an increase of publications in Brazil, a wave of technological developments
transformed the media landscape in the second half of the nineteenth century.
Newspapers began to be treated as a business, following an earlier trend of Europe

and America.

To put this historical account into perspective, one should note that by the end of the
seventeenth century the general European public was already receiving a regular
supply of news, a dynamic that played a crucial role in the creation of public opinion
(Allan, 2010). According to Habermas (1989), as early as in 1814 The Times was
being published on a high-speed printing machine, and around the middle of the
nineteenth century a number of newspapers were already large commercial
enterprises. In turn, in Brazil education was limited and printing facilities were only
allowed after 1808; economic activities were restricted; censorship silenced dissident
voices and illiteracy; inequalities and lack of urbanization also limited public access
to information. Due to those historical reasons, the process of keeping the public

informed had a late development in Brazil (Targino, 2009; Albuquerque, 2012).

The following section examines how the Brazilian media system developed after the
end of the monarchy, setting the stage for rapid commercialisation of the media

industry.
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3.1.2 The modern press

On November 15" 1889, Brazil was officially declared a Republic. News
publications, reflecting the ideals of the new political order, fervently supported the
modernization and the accelerated urban transformations, while conservative and
aristocratic values of the Court still prevailed (Martins, 2008). Media conglomerates
had begun to consolidate in those years, sustained by political propaganda and
advertising. The artisanal period of the press was over. A new era, dominated by
profound technological and economic changes, was beginning, along with the rise of
the bourgeois. “The newspaper as individual enterprise, as an isolated adventure,

disappeared in big urban centres”, states Sodré (1966, p.315).

Scholars who have studied the industrialisation of the press emphasize that the early
journalism practiced by the first Brazilian news corporations was not driven by
commercial interests but by partisan interests. The so-called First Republic (1889-
1930), a presidential regime dominated by oligarchs from the rich and powerful
states of Sao Paulo and Minas Gerais, constantly interfered in the newspapers’
editorial line. Nevertheless, this period saw the emergence of the political cartoons as
a vehicle of criticism, a feature that would remain strong in all the major Brazilian

newspapers to this day (Lustosa, 1989).

It was only from the late years of the nineteenth century on that the news production
began to emerge as an industry. O Estado de Sao Paulo, for instance, is one example.
Still one of the largest newspapers in Brazil and owned by the Mesquita Family, it

was founded in 1875. De Luca (2008) describes this expansion of the news industry
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as a key moment for the Brazilian media system, in which innovations demanded
larger and more professionalised staffs, including writers, critics, reporters, designers
and photographers. In this context, advertisement and paid subscriptions became
essential to guarantee the survival of newspapers and magazines, a business model

that remained vital throughout the whole twentieth century.

Special interests allowed magazines to show their expertise in social issues, sports or
religion, or to focus on women or children’s publications (Cohen, 2008). They also
served as a means of communication for the greatest writers and intellectuals of the
country to express their ideas, often mixing journalism and literature. But if on the
one hand the press was experiencing a growing financial independence, on the other
republican authorities cracked down on freedom of expression. Different

governments put the urban centres under state of siege (Eleutério, 2008).

3.1.3 Small publications from the margins

In that atmosphere of commercial expansion on one side and political pressure on the
other, small publications had few chances to survive. The academic literature on
media that challenged the discourse of dominant groups and sought to represent
minorities in Brazil at that time is not vast. In History of the press in Brazil (Historia
da Imprensa no Brasil, 2008), edited by Ana Luiza Martins e Tania Regina de Luca,
the development of national media is analysed by different authors. The emergence
of printed publications aimed towards specific communities is mentioned Cohen
(2008) as an example of oppositional press. Stern refers to workers, anarchists and

community-based printed media that, in the first half of the twentieth century,
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fiercely fought to raise their voices and confront elites and the government. And not
only workers, also other groups from social margins, such as former slaves and their
descendants, produced small-circulation papers. They addressed racial discrimination
and offered a rare space to share information coming from Afro-Brazilian
communities, e.g. O Menelick, A Chibata, Quilombo. Small and ephemeral, these
efforts to represent ordinary people could rarely out-live the idealism of their

founders (Cohen, 2008).

Greater scholarly attention was given to the proletarian movement (Sodré, 1966;
Prado, 2008; Escudero and Teixeira, 2009), which produced independent
publications to mobilize workers against the oppressive conditions inside the
factories and to strengthen the workers’ unions that began to spread in the first
decade of the twentieth century, many of them led by immigrants. They were
influenced by the anarchist ideals disseminated by European citizens who moved to
Brazil in search of work. The anarcho-syndicalism movement, which aimed to form
self-governing collectives based on trade unions to replace state organizations
(Williams, 1983), produced small newspapers to discuss poor working conditions

(Lopes, 2008).

Workers’ media point of view was the opposite of the romanticised image of the
progress provided by commercial publications. Produced by and aimed at
immigrants (mainly Italians, Spanish and Portuguese who used their mother tongue
to disseminate their views), workers’ papers were a rare space of contestation and
critical thinking. They had an impact on major strikes in Sdo Paulo, where most part

of the immigrants was placed in the first decades of the twentieth century (Escudero
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and Teixeira, 2009). Publications dedicated to workers’ causes, such as La Bataglia
(published between 1904 and 1913 in Italian) and Terra Libre (published 1905-1906
in Spanish) provided a social, political and cultural network to break through the
immigrants’ isolation in a foreign country (ibid, 2009). Examples like these can
surely be linked to Rodriguez’s theory on citizens’ media (2001) discussed in the
previous chapter. They incorporated resistant community strategies to reshape their

social environment and to democratize the media space.

However, they faced brutal repression. The government did not tolerate anarchist and
socialist political agitation (Sodré, 1966; Cohen, 2008). It is beyond the scope of this
research to focus on this specific period of the Brazilian history. Instead, this brief
outline of historical studies supports the argument that there was always a radical-
popular mediated effort to oppose the establishment in Brazil, albeit fragmented and

impermanent.

While small publications dedicated to marginal causes struggled to remain relevant,
the mainstream also did not stand still. A government news agency, Departamento
de Imprensa e Propaganda (Press and Advertisement Department), would soon
dictate the official version of the news when the first republican era of Brazil came to
an end in 1930, with a revolution led by Getalio Vargas. Supported by military
leaders, Vargas became a dictator after a coup in 1937. The Estado Novo (New
State), “Brazil’s milder version of Europe’s fascist mode” (Skidmore, 2007, p.31),
lasted till 1945. Under Vargas’ authoritarian rule, all media were under censorship
and had to reinforce a nationalistic identity of a unified country (Bailey and Barbosa,

2008). Vargas used financial incentives to explore cultural production as a

64



propaganda tool (ibid). These historical circumstances deepened the steadily
intertwinement of the interests of the state with the commercial conveniences of
private businesses, which would mark the Brazilian media system until the Second

World War.

Controlled by outside actors, such as political parties, Brazil fall into what Hallin and
Mancini (2004) describe as media instrumentalization. This theory sustains that
journalists rarely control media organisations, but they have autonomy; they follow
journalistic norms and they claim the ethic of public service. Such independence,
though, is affected when there is political intervention, as we have seen so far in
different moments of the Brazilian media’s history. Then, according to Hallin and
Mancini, the practice of journalism and media “serve particular interests rather than

functioning as a public trust” (2004, p.37)

Hallin and Mancini’s influential model to compare media systems will be addressed
later in this chapter to better understand the contours of journalism’s development in
Brazil. But before that, the following section will turn to broadcast. Journalistic
corporate norms were embraced after the Second World War, while the rise of the
television industry consolidated the power of large media organizations. In looking
into the media developments of the second half of the twentieth century, we review
the relationship between media and power in Brazil and question the place of an

alternative form of journalism.
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3.2 THE EMERGENCE OF THE BROADCAST INDUSTRY

Different studies stress the role of the broadcast media in the expansion of private
and/or state interests in Brazil (Straubhaar, 1996; Waisbord, 1999; Bailey and
Barbosa, 2008). The first radio station in the country, Radio Sociedade do Rio de
Janeiro, was founded in 1923 with equipment bought by the government (Bailey and
Barbosa, 2008). The most powerful Brazilian radio station, Radio Nacional, was
founded in 1936, combining public funds and advertisement. It pioneered the launch
of radio soap operas in the 1940s and started to broadcast to all of Brazil in 1942.
The station was considered a Brazilian Hollywood, producing soap operas that were
not only enormous commercial successes but also helped to shape behaviours and
attitudes (Azevedo, 2003). Radio Nacional became state owned under the first
Vargas’ regime (1937-1945). And even though there were private broadcasters, they
were also dependent from the state as they needed an official licence to operate. Only
after the end of Estado Novo and the Second World War, Brazil approved a new
Constitution, ending the tight control over mass media. However, the state kept the
prerogative of granting radio licenses (Bailey and Barbosa, 2008). The rise of the
television industry reinforced this media-state interdependence, especially during the

military dictatorship (1964-1985).

According to Albuquerque (2012), especially in the democratic period from 1946 to
1964, Brazilian newspapers supported particular political groups. Partisanship was
the rule. For instance, the aforementioned O Estado de S.Paulo supported Vargas
since the 1930’s; while O Globo, owned by the Marinho family, represented the

opposition (Azevedo, 2006). And Ultima Hora, another relevant newspaper,
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defended Vargas legacy even after his suicide, in 1954. Diérios Associados, the
country's largest media group up to the military regime, consisting of 90 companies
(among them newspapers, magazines, radio and TV stations), also supported
Vargas's return to power in the 1950’s. Its owner, Assis Chateaubriand, was elected

senator and later nominated ambassador (Laurenza, 2008).

Albuquerque (2005) points out an apparent inconsistency: During and after the
Second World War, the influence of an American type of journalism, that is a
journalism theoretically driven by facts and not by opinions, became more evident in
Brazil. But, at the same time, the Brazilian media system did not develop under the
same solid market conditions as the American system, and private groups maintained
an undeniable link with the official power. Still, Brazilian journalists adopted
professional norms that came from the liberal model, such as the informative style

text and the ideal of objectivity.

Interestingly, Albuquerque notes that the development of professional journalism in
Brazil established “an unspoken alliance” between owners of conservative papers
and a large number of leftist journalists (2012, p.82). On the one hand, publishers
needed journalists who could innovate the news production with a style that was less
literary and more fact-centred. On the other, leftist journalists, including members of
the Communist Party, were in need of jobs and political protection.

By providing some stability to the newsrooms, communist journalists
helped ensure that the conditions for the transformation of Brazilian
journalism were met. The language of professionalism was
convenient for both owners and journalists. It allowed them to
communicate, notwithstanding their different beliefs and objectives.

(Albuquerque, 2012, p.83)
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In parallel with this transformation, the rise of the television industry has reinforced
the role of a corporate and non-diverse commercial media system in the country.
Different authors have discussed how the military regime (1964-1985) invested in
the telecommunication infrastructure, benefiting the interests of Brazilian large
media organizations, in particular TV Globo, the most important medium owned by
the Marinho family, also one of the world’s largest television networks (Straubhaar,
1996; Bailey and Barbosa, 2008). Hence, on the one hand the military government
placed media under a strict censorship, but on the other supported the
communication industry through investment on infrastructure and advertisement,

allowing the expansion of private oligopolies.

3.2.1 A concentrated media system

TV Globo was founded in 1962 and by 1971 was already the most popular station in
the country producing high quality entertainment programs (Straubhaar, 1989). The
corporation understood the consolidation of the Brazilian consumer market from the
70’s and stablished a new television standard, distributing content with high
international quality (Nassif, 2003), largely driven by an entertainment focus
exemplified by the telenovelas. Globo defeated the competition and became the
largest media company in Brazil, a title that it holds until today. Accordingly,
Martin-Barbero defines the 70’s as a time when “the economic apparatus took
possession of the media” (2016, p.456). For Waisbord (1999), a concentrated media
system driven by the interests of the political and the business left a legacy of power

inequalities in terms of access to the means of public expression. Azevedo (2006)
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adds that it was only with the expansion of the television market that Brazil really

entered the era of mass communication.

Within this landscape, news sources that differed from the hegemonic ones had
scarce chances to penetrate the mainstream thinking. Since this chapter is primarily
concerned in identifying alternative forms of journalism throughout the Brazilian
history, the next section focuses in the brutal period of the military regime, which

used repression and censorship to stay in power for 21 years.

3.3 THE ALTERNATIVE PRESS VERSUS THE DICTATORSHIP

It is not the aim of this chapter to detail the role played by established media
corporations in supporting the overthrow of the leftist president Jodo Gourlart in
1964. Rather, we discuss here how the opposition to the military dictatorship that
followed the coup led to a unique multiplication of alternative publications in Brazil.
Between 1964 and 1980, in a moment of unprecedented political repression, and
while media oligopolies consolidated their influence, Brazil saw the rise and decline
of 150 news periodicals that opposed the dictatorship, according to Kucinski (1991).
These publications were sold at newsstands, by subscription or, in some cases, were
distributed for free and clandestinely. A broad range of them lasted only for a very
brief period, but some had a significant political and journalistic impact as spaces for
the articulation of a “resistance communication” (Festa, 1986, p.10). Furthermore,
they managed to register and tell the trajectory of different social movements

throughout the 70’s in spite of all the limitations and pressures they had to face
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(Festa, 1986). These small newspapers and magazines were called “alternative press”

or, more specifically, “imprensa nanica” (tiny press).

For Kucinski (1991), alternative publications were the result of the articulation of
two social forces: leftist groups who were fighting for the end of the military regime
and journalists who were prevented from telling their own version of the news in the
mainstream media. In its political and ideological combat to the dictatorship, the
alternative press also represented different groups and social movements, such as
feminists, students’ movements, workers, gay movements and environmentalists
(Woitowicz, 2009). It is not possible, therefore, to point out one single approach to
news reporting in a time of widespread violations of human rights, including massive
arrests of opponents of the regime, torture, censorship and murder. Still, one can
claim that these groups have represented the “voiceless” in an era known as “Anos
de Chumbo” (“Years of Lead”). In contrast, Bailey and Barbosa (2008) describe how
mass media, under the control of the military government, helped to support the
state’s ideology:

The psychosocial control of the population was exercised through
massive use of the media, particularly television, use of an extensive
network of intelligence services, widespread censorship, the reduction
of civil rights, and the control of labor and political organizations.
Despite this, the structural changes introduced by the military
government in the telecommunications sector, particularly the
building up of a modern infrastructure for national and international
telecommunication services, constituted a decisive factor in the
development of the broadcasting industry in Brazil. (Bailey and
Barbosa, 2008, p.55).
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Different authors have described how censors were put inside the newsrooms to veto
anything that could be seen as a challenge to the military. Repression and censorship
increased after December 13™ 1968, when Institutional Act Number 5, known as Al-
5, was enacted, and the Congress was shut down. Words such as “communism” and
“torture” could not be published (Aguiar, 2008), for instance. Forbidden to leave a
blank in place of censored material, newspapers had to fill their pages with harmless
texts such as cooking recipes. In turn, the official discourse was deconstructed by
small underground publications, which openly demanded a return to democracy and

criticised the military development policy (Kucinski, 1991).

The first alternative publication to raise the voice against the military regime
embraced humor as the language of resistance. Launched just one month after the
military coup, the magazine Pif-Paf was produced in Rio de Janeiro by writer,
cartoonist and humorist Millor Fernandes. It lasted merely three months, but its
cartoons and political satires influenced the alternative way of doing journalism
under the dictatorship (Kucinski, 1991; Kushnir, 2004). Kucinski claims that
financial vulnerability was one of most common traces of the alternative press:

It had as a basic component the repudiation of profit and, in some
newspapers, there was even contempt for administrative,
organizational and commercial issues. Paradoxically, the insistence on
an uneconomical national distribution, the inability to form large
bases of subscriber-readers, a certain triumphalism over the effects of
censorship, all contributed to making the alternative press not a
permanent formation, but a temporary, fragile and vulnerable thing.

(Kucinski, 1991, p.13 _ my translation)
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This point confirms a consistent element of alternative media, in that it is common to

see self-managed, short-lived, underfunded initiatives, as discussed in Chapter 2.

3.3.1 An iconic symbol of the alternative press

Indeed, O Pasquim, launched in 1969 and to this day a symbol of counterculture in
Brazil, disregarded basic rules of business administration (Kucinski, 1991), even
though the weekly newspaper reached an impressive circulation of 250,000 copies
(Gaspari, 2002). Although this circulation was phenomenal for an alternative
publication, its founders preferred not to see themselves as managers but as a group
of bohemian friends from Rio de Janeiro (Kushnir, 2004). Such arrangement
reflected a concern with challenging the hierarchical corporate model of mainstream
media. Thus, besides the critical tone of their content, these non-mainstream
publications were also alternative in their search for a democracy within the structure

of their newsrooms (Pereira, 1986).

The alternative press never had the financial and material resources to actually
compete with the traditional media (Abramo, 1988). Entrepreneurialism was not part
of their vocabulary. Furthermore, the political repression made the survival of
alternative media almost impossible. Every content was subject to prior censorship.
Additionally, non-mainstream publications could not count on any form of official
advertisement. Still, these obstacles did not prevent some publications from having
an impact on the history of journalism in Brazil. Through political and social satire
and unconventional modes of production, which exempted, for instance, the figure of

a chief-editor (Silva, 2013), O Pasquim was an important milestone of political
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humour and journalistic experimentation that mocked not only the dictatorship, but
also the conservatism of the middle class. It was influenced by the American
Counterculture of the 1960s and by Existentialism. Produced in Rio de Janeiro by
renowned journalists and cartoonists, some of whom had lost their jobs in traditional
media, O Pasquim faced censorship and the arrest of its team by the military, in
1970. Still, through a colloquial language, this weekly newspaper had an influence
on the journalistic and advertising narrative. Letters to the editors, often replied by
the writers through mockery or irony, created “a direct communication, of the
horizontal type, so often proposed by alternative projects and rarely achieved”
(Kucinski, 1991, p. 109). Controversial themes portrayed in the newspaper’s pages,
such as women’s emancipation, sex and drugs, made O Pasquim one of the greatest

national references of the 1960s counter-culture (Barros, 2003).

One particular interview was a milestone that should be looked into here in more
detail, as its impact would lead to the introduction of prior censorship in the country.
On December 15", 1969, O Pasquim published an interview with Leila Diniz, a
young and famous actress known as a libertarian woman who despised the
conservative behavioural patterns of the time. In the interview, Leila widely
supported liberal attitudes towards sex and women’s rights, giving voice to a free and
critical thinking that was exactly what the military regime was trying to repress. In
the interview, the actress said 71 dirty words, which were not published to avoid
problems with the censors (Ferreira dos Santos, 2014). Instead, they were replaced
by asterisks, an irreverent way of provoking the military regime. This very
significant interview was attacked by both leftist activists, who considered a

discussion about sex a banality in the midst of widespread political repression, and
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also by feminists, to whom the actress’s supposed vulgarity was not helpful (Ferreira
dos Santos, 2014). Two months after the interview (Figure 3.1), the authoritarian

regime approved the system of prior censorship for all media content in Brazil.

Figure 3.1: Interview with Leila Diniz at the cover of the O Pasquim (reproduction)
- e R

3.3.2 The portrait of a “tortured Brazil”

The episode is an example of the impact of the alternative press in a key historical
moment for Brazil, when non-dominant journalism fulfilled a political role that
established media outlets could not attain. The confrontation with power structures
was unavoidable. However, the alternative press was able to develop different forms
of resistance to the hegemonic control, fuelled in part by the dissatisfaction of
journalists who were unable to tell the truth about the repression in traditional media.
The weekly newspaper O Movimento, launched in 1975 and known as “the
newspaper of the journalists”, is another relevant example. It was entirely produced
and run by journalists (Kucinski, 1991). Financially, however, O Movimento was
never a success, partly due to the oppressive practices of the censorship (Miani,

2009). O Movimento (Figure 3.2) was funded by donations and for three years
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suffered several censorship cuts. Its editorial line, in defence of democracy, was
aimed at reaching more popular sectors of the Brazilian society, specifically the
working class, opting for a less intellectualized tone than other representatives of the

alternative press of the time (Kucinski, 1991; Miani, 2009).

Figure 3.2: Cover of the alternative newspaper O Movimento (reproduction)

apresenta cenas da vida e os problemas dos
posseiros, arrendatarios ¢ pequenos proprietarios
b33 B
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ALIDEREAMULH
< Ultima pagina

Miani points out how O Movimento employed cartoons to construct a counter-
hegemonic discourse, exploring humour to attack the authoritarian regime and
pervasive social injustices (2009). Illustrations and texts vetoed by the military
government were published with a black stripe, making the censorship explicit. One
interesting aspect of the project was its heavy aesthetics, as Aguiar (2008) describes:

One of the goals of the newspaper was to denounce the existence of a
real, suffering, indebted, tortured, plundered Brazil, against the Brazil
of the government and of the traditional press, which at that time had
the television as its flagship, happy, full of achievements (...). It then
systematically opted for heavy illustrations, ruled by the grotesque, a
style that denounced what words could not say (Aguiar, 2008, part III,

chapter 4 — my translation).
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In line with Couldry and Curran’s notion of alternative media (2003), we can argue
that non-mainstream media of the dictatorial times were challenging the
concentrations of media resources. Accordingly, under repressive regimes, Downing
observes that the counter-information model of alternative media could “try to

disrupt the silence, to counter the lies, to provide the truth” (2001, pp. 15-16).

It is interesting to note how oppositional publications such as O Pasquim and O
Movimento adopted professionalised or semi-professionalised modes of production,
but never tried to embrace a corporate traditional model. These newspapers, thus,
acted as agents for political change, but also subverted the hierarchical organisation
of corporate media, an aspect that guides contemporary alternative outlets, as it will
be discussed later in this research. Editorial decisions, based on political conditions,
were taken by editorial boards that included the participation of social movements’
representatives (Festa, 1986). This does not mean, however, that there was a
complete democracy among the internal structures of alternative media. Woitowicz
avoids the trap of over celebrating alternative media by pointing out that feminist
groups, for instance, were considered too individualistic by leftist sectors engaged in
the critical content production (2009). Although small publications paved the way for
discussions related to the feminist movement that spread throughout the western
world in the 1960’s and 1970’s, in general leftist groups treated women’s claims as
“petty bourgeois issues” (Woitowicz, 2009, p.45). Therefore, to address matters
related to specific minorities, more niche-oriented alternative publications had to be
created. That was the goal of Beijo (1977), the first alternative newspaper for the gay
community in Brazil, and later Lampido (1978), which dedicated a large space for

readers’ letters (Lima, 2009).
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The emergence of specific social discourses, which went beyond the political
struggle against dictatorship, took place when the military government began to
allow a slow movement towards democratisation. However, regardless of its
ideology, alternative media could not survive the gradual transition to democracy.
First of all, they paid a price for its counter-hegemonic discourse. Journalists were
arrested, alternative newsrooms were bombed and newsstands that used to sell
alternative publications were attacked by forces of repression. Between 1978 and
1981, agents of the military government blew newsstands in a wave of political terror
to prevent the circulation of alternative publications (Pereira, 1986). Nonetheless
Kucinski (1991) argues that it was not only the brutality of the regime that prevented
the survival of this type of alternative press. With the political opening and the
strengthening of popular and union movements in the late 1970s, another type of
alternative media began to emerge defending specific interests of the entities that
sponsored these newspapers, such as unions or left-wing political parties. Kucinski
explains:

With the emergence of new tactical and strategic possibilities
in the political field (...) the journalistic fronts were broken
amid deep divergences among its participants. The formal
mechanisms of internal democracy in alternative newspapers
have not resisted ideological sectarianism and the ethics of
party interests. As space for party re-articulations opened up,
the enforced aggregation of journalistic fronts was

meaningless (Kucinski, 1991, p.98 — my translation).

The gradual decline of the dictatorship, amid the economic crisis of the late 1970’s,

strengthened the critical role of the traditional media in Brazil. Some campaigns and
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ideals that were defended only by the alternative press during the dictatorship were
also taken over by the traditional media. With the return of democracy in the 1980s,
a new phase of Brazilian journalism began, thus closing this unprecedented period of
self-managed alternative printed journalism in the country. Pereira (1986) argues
that the alternative press not only contested the repressive policies of the military, but
also offered a resistance to the regime’s economic development based on massive
international investments and loans that favoured the elite sectors and multinational
corporations and alienated the working-class. Thus, he prefers the term “democratic-
popular press” rather than “alternative” to define this type of print publications

(Pereira, 1986).

3.4 THE BRAZILIAN MEDIA POST-DICTATORSHIP

With the end of the military regime, the state of the Brazilian media changed
profoundly. Free from the constraints of censorship and oppression, media
corporations embraced the watchdog role, appropriating the American rhetoric of the
“Fourth Branch” (Albuquerque, 2005). It was a gradual transformation. Weakened
by economic problems and internal divisions, the military government relaxed
censorship and slowly allowed a transition to a democratic regime. On January 15",
1985, the Congress elected the first civilian president of Brazil in two decades. The
election of Tancredo Neves through an indirect voting system represented the victory
of the opposition against the dictatorship. The direct vote was not approved by the
Congress, but Neves, leader of the opposition and a moderate politician, was chosen
by an Electoral College, with widespread support from the media, including Globo

Television Network, until then aligned with the armed forces (Miguel, 2001;
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Albuquerque, 2005). Hours before the inauguration day, Neves was hospitalized, and
died six weeks later. José Sarney, his vice, became president. With the resumption of
democracy, most leading Brazilian media corporations adopted the Fourth Power
discourse (Albuquerque, 2005), claiming a mediating role between the three
constitutional branches (Executive, Legislative and Judiciary) and between the
government and the citizens. “The echoes of Watergate were alive in the mind of

every young Brazilian journalist” (Nassif, 2003, p.23).

As an example of this shift, investigative journalism helped to bring down the
presidency of Fernando Collor de Mello in September 1992. In 1989 Collor de Mello
won the first direct presidential election since the end of the military regime, but did
not finish his term. Mainstream media exposed the corruption scandal known as
Collorgate that led to the president’s resignation. In his analysis of Veja and Istoé,
two traditional weekly news magazines that covered the case, Waisbord (1997)
argues that the magazines opted to frame corruption as an isolated crime but missed
to examine corruption from a broader perspective as a public problem (1997).
Nonetheless, the Collorgate allowed news organizations to join forces in a
belligerent watchdog coverage that strengthened the independence of journalists
from the state, giving them the status of new adversarial political force (Hercovitz,
2004). In contrast, Moretzsohn (2002) argues that the notion of journalism as a
public service in fact hides the ideological and political character that is intrinsically

linked to the journalistic activity.

Matos (2012) points out another aspect of the transformation of the Brazilian

journalism during the 1990’s, when democracy was strengthened. For her, “the
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romantic militant journalist declined and gave rise to the market-driven journalistic
model” (2012, p.106). Similarly, Nassif argues that after the investigation that led to
Collor’s impeachment process, Brazilian journalism became “addicted to scandals”
(2003, p.64), leaving aside, in some cases, a rigorous check of the facts in the name

of sensationalism, while broadcast media kept entertainment as a priority.

Although it is possible to recognize transnational similarities in the shape of media
content that follows the patterns of a global economy, Brazilian media does not
easily fit into classic categories developed to study Western media systems. Hallin
and Mancini (2004) developed three models to describe the relationship between
media and political systems: 1) The Democratic Corporatist model, as can be found
in Germany, is marked by state intervention to defend the plurality of media, a public
broadcasting service and a solid mass press with strong professional associations. 2)
The Polarised Pluralist model, found in countries such as Spain, France, Italy and
Portugal, is dominated by the instrumentalization of the media system by political
and economic interests, with a low circulation press targeting a small elite and an
undeveloped professional journalistic culture. And 3) The Liberal Model, which
prevails in the Anglophone countries, is characterised by an information-oriented
journalism and a market driven media system with high circulation and strong
professional culture. However, many of the features of the Brazilian media cannot be
explained by these models, which is why Albuquerque (2012) argues that they
represent an overly western perspective. Firstly, as he states, contemporary Brazilian
news organisations can take explicit political positions, but their agendas are not
dependent on the ideology of political parties. Secondly, professionalism is important

for Brazilian journalism as pointed out earlier, although this professionalism is not a
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faithful copy of the Western model. And thirdly, privately and not state-owned
telecommunication networks are a crucial aspect of the Brazilian market. Regarding
the role of the state, official subsidies were key for the development of large media

conglomerates, but the companies are in private hands.

Summing this up before examining in depth the emergence of new forms of
alternative journalism in the following chapters, we can now say the following: the
democratisation of Brazil led to the expansion of the mediated public sphere, a freer
press and a growing professionalisation of journalism as part of the mass media
industry development. Journalism evolves according to the transformation of society
and culture (Dahlgren, 2009). However, as it occurred in other countries of Latin
America, the consolidation of liberal democracy coincided with growing
concentration of media ownership, thus the return of democracy did not guarantee
widespread access to media production. For small media it became more difficult to

survive “in an environment ruled by media behemoths” (Waisbord, 1999, p.51).

3.4.1 Grassroots and community media

If during the struggle against authoritarianism alternative journalism was associated
with anti-government stances (Aguiar, 2008), after the democratisation alternative
media continued to contribute to different forms of counter-hegemonic spheres
aimed at social interests that do not fit into the market logic.

This alternative view connects to the goals of grassroots media as a space for civic
interaction. Various scholars (Couldry, 2000; Downing, 2001; Atton, 2002;

Dahlgren, 2009; Harcup, 2011; McQuail, 2013) have defined alternative media for
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its concern with a wider participation of ordinary citizens in media production. For
Couldry (2000), alternative media allows a de-naturalization of dominant media
practices. These theories resonate with the ideals of independent channels of
communication that have expanded in Brazil since the end of the 1990’s. Peruzzo
(2008) defines them as community media or community communication, that is

(...) built in the praxis of popular movements, community
associations, trade unions, progressive church sectors, grassroots
NGOs and other third sector organizations. Even if it is not possible to
identify them as specific communities, these actors seek to transform
the conditions of oppression and suffering of segments of the
Brazilian population aiming the implementation of a world in which
everyone can have dignity and respected citizenship rights. They have
something in common, from which one could glimpse the constitution

of a “community of ideas”. (Peruzzo, 2008, p.5 my translation)

Such emphasis on community is also highlighted by Bailey, Cammaerts and
Carpentier (2008) on their analysis of the media and communicative strategies of the
Landless Rural Workers’ Movement (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem-
Terra, MST) in Brazil. MST is one of the most important grassroots organizations in
Latin America. The movement was launched in 1984 to fight for land distribution.
Small farmers and agricultural workers face poor living conditions, while a small
elite owns large areas of cultivable land. MST managed to attract the attention of
mainstream media with a series of actions that included occupations and mass
demonstrations during the first mandate of liberal president Fernando Henrique
Cardoso (1994-1998). When Cardoso’s second mandate (1995-2003) was marked by
the settlement of thousands of landless rural workers on expropriated land, MST still
remained a crucial oppositional force against the government and its neo-liberal

policies. Media played a crucial role in the construction of the movement’s identity
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as well as in its struggle for visibility. MST produced a newspaper, a magazine, radio
programs and website to disseminate a broad range of critical views:

They provide an important frame, outside the views of the mainstream
media, for readers and writers to make sense of the world of the
landless people. The reader is invited to enter the everyday life
experience of landless people as they negotiate agrarian reform in the
context of neo-liberalism. This is not simply a question of publicity

and public relations. (Bailey, Cammaerts and Carpentier, 2008, p.117)

Although the struggle for land reform has lost importance in the political agenda in
the last decade, MST’s communication strategies remain a relevant example of how,
in the aftermath of the totalitarian regime, alternative media could provide a vital
space for contestation in a country where journalism is often undertaken within large
private and commercialised media organisations. While media organisations follow a
certain set of rules, procedures and norms to decide what is news (McQuail, 2013)
what is outside dominant media seeks to oppose these conventions in different ways.
In that sense, Pereira (1986) argues that the direct heirs of the alternative press of the
dictatorial years were the publications of left-wing parties and labour unions, which
were strengthened in Brazil with the gradual resumption of democracy. Ultimately,
there was a dispersion of the once strong alternative press, so the concept of what
was an alternative journalism became less evident for the Brazilian society (Levy,

2018).
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3.5 CONCLUSION: CHANGING FORMS OF THE ALTERNATIVE

This chapter provided a brief historic overview of the Brazilian media system to
describe its main characteristics and transformations over time. Without any claim to
completeness, this examination presented a constantly evolving media landscape,
developed within an intertwinement of authoritarianism, political oligarchy, market
forces and foreign influence (Bailey and Marques, 2012). Brazilian journalism was
shaped by government interventions, political instability and the imperatives of the
market. However, within the activity of news gathering, reporting and publication
there were always distinctive forms of doing of journalism. This chapter pointed out
efforts of a non-dominant approach, from anti-colonial newspapers to spaces of
resistance to dictatorship to grassroots media. Thus, the notion of “alternative” has

also changed over the course of Brazil’s journalistic history.

For mainstream journalism, external influences, such as European liberal ideals and
elements of the American journalism, played a role in the construction of Brazilian
journalists’ identity. In the case of alternative groups, counter-hegemonic
manifestations demonstrated a progressive change in different historical moments
with the aim to provide a space of opposition to the commercial structures and the
political discourse of established media. Although there are many gaps in the
historical accounts of alternative journalism in Brazil, it is possible to identify
limitations in these activities, which were invariably short-lived experiences. The
precarious aspects of this type of media resonate with today’s alternative producers’

concerns, as we will see later on. Underfunded and, in some cases, unorganized
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collective lines have always presented a challenge to the survival of independent and
alternative media amid the consolidation of neoliberalism and within an economy of

concentrated media ownership.

Despite the fact that the development of the mainstream media in Brazil has always
attracted more academic interest, alternative publications managed to create relevant
spheres of contestation in the struggle to challenge hegemonic discourses and
representations, even though they were ephemeral and fragmented. In spite of being
historically dismissed as meaningless, old satirical newspapers from the first half of
the nineteenth century, for instance, may be considered pioneers of alternative media
practices. In the first half of the twentieth century, marginalized social groups, such
as immigrants, found space to raise their voices in small print publications. And
during the military government (1964-1985), alternative press reached its peak and
constituted an emblematic example of resistance as well as journalistic innovation.
Newspapers such as O Pasquim (1969-1991) filled a gap left by mainstream media,
which was unable to confront the government either due to censorship and repression
or to private interests. They differed from mainstream media not only in regard to
their content, but also in terms of organisational structures, characterised by

principles of collectivism and horizontality.

Nevertheless, although to this day it is frequently pointed out as one of the greatest
symbols of the alternative press in Brazil before the digital age, O Pasquim was
produced by intellectuals and professional journalists from Rio de Janeiro. It offered
a creative social counterpoint to conservative ideologies, but it did not necessarily

seek the participation of ordinary citizens. This example suggests, thus, that the
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historical trajectory of alternative journalism in Brazil should not be focused

exclusively on an emphasis on media produced by non-professionals.

At any rate, alternative publications never had the necessary financial resources to be
considered a real option to the traditional press (Abramo, 1988). The alternative
press of that time earned recognition, triggered new narratives and shed light to
social movements, but did not survive the transition to democracy. A lack of solid
financial structures and internal ideological sectarianism contributed to the
disappearance of this type of publication, while mainstream news organizations

adopted a stronger watchdog role and reinforced its journalistic identity.

With the return of democracy (1985), Brazilian journalism appropriated the
discourse of the Fourth Estate and got closer to the watchdog role of the idealized
Anglo-American journalistic model. At the same time, alternative forms of
journalism were maintained through the strengthening of community and grassroots
media. Their goal was to promote an active citizenship while civil rights and press
freedom were gradually restored. Article 220 of the Brazilian Constitution abolished
censorship in 1988. Brazilian media system is not under control of the state, but its
market-driven approach and the consolidation of media concentration create an
environment that favours a homogeneous discourse. Outside the views of
mainstream media and in a time of unparalleled access to information, alternative
journalism, whose critical coverage is currently facilitated by digital technologies,
can provide a plurality that objects to traditional business models and journalistic

norms. The extent to which these new forms of alternative journalism are
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challenging the principles of journalism in Brazil to counterbalance dominant

accounts on the country’s reality is the main focus of this research.

The following chapter explains how this investigation was designed and conducted.
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Chapter 4

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

This chapter explains the main criteria for the present research. Based in a
triangulating approach, this study combines semi-structured interviews with
alternative media producers and qualitative content analysis from a sample of four
case studies. In their exploration of qualitative methodologies for mass
communication, Jensen and Jankowski (1991) suggest four analytical levels to be
followed in any investigation: (a) the theoretical framework; (b) the methodology;
(c) the analytical apparatus or methods; and (d) the object of analysis. Given that
Chapter 2 examined the main theories that inform the understanding of alternative
media and alternative journalism, and Chapter 3 reviewed the history of alternative
journalism in Brazil, this chapter explores, thus, the reasoning for choosing a
qualitative methodology and the criteria to choose the participants and conduct the

overall analysis.

The choices of methods for the research design started with one key question: who is
producing alternative journalism in Brazil? To narrow down the focus, the
participants selected for this study, or in other words, the object of study (Jensen and
Jankowiski, 1991), are involved with the production of online news media that are
critical to dominant forms of doing journalism. The outlets whose profiles are
detailed here do not repeat the traditional business model of mainstream mass media,
which is based on the combination of advertisement and subscription, nor their

organisational arrangements. In exploring operations that are not-profit oriented and
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are focused on expanding the voices of underrepresented groups in society, this
empirical investigation contributes to the understanding of emerging forms of
alternative journalism in a context of increasing digital participation in Brazil. While
different studies on contemporary forms of alternative journalism in the country take
into account few cases or very specific types of media, for instance, investigative
outlets, media from the favelas or the participatory journalism of Midia Ninja
(Bentes, 2009; Carvalho, 2014; Davis, 2015; Rodrigues and Baroni, 2018), this study
aimed to fill the gaps in the literature by combining a variety of groups that critique,
from different perspectives, “the epistemological basis of mainstream news

production” (Atton, 2004, p.60).

This chapter narrates the research design from the beginning. It starts from the choice
of a qualitative investigation. Then it explains how the participants were selected and
how the interviews were conducted and analysed. The following sections also
address how the case studies were chosen and which were the elements that guided

the qualitative content analysis (QCA).

4.1 CHOOSING A QUALITATIVE APPROACH

The research questions introduced in Chapter 1 are concerned with the following
aspects of alternative journalism in Brazil: the role played by alternative media
producers (1); their approach to sustainability (2) and the extent to which these
practices are breaking journalistic boundaries (3). As specific methodologies depend

on the purpose and area of inquiry (Jensen and Jankowski, 1991), a qualitative
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approach was chosen to reach what Ritchie and Lewis consider “an interpreted

understanding of the social world of research participants” (2003, p. 3).

Considering the aim to (a) investigate a variety of new approaches sought by
alternative media practitioners in Brazil and to (b) understand to what extent
practitioners of alternative journalism are redefining the practice of journalism, this
study can be situated in the field of qualitative scientific enquiries that are not based
on hypothesis testing, but on the production of descriptive data and inductive
analysis (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). Without underestimating the importance of
studying the fast transformations affecting large media organisations, this thesis is
more concerned with identifying which are the essential aspects of non-mainstream

journalism, leaving aside a focus on critical analysis of corporate media in Brazil.

First of all, this research had to go further in the discussion of how to differentiate
alternative and mainstream media. The fact that “the people formerly known as the
audience” (Rosen, 2012) are now engaged in the production of media content makes
this distinction even more complex. The ability of non-professionals to disseminate
information, sometimes contributing to mainstream material, has changed
preconceived ideas of what journalism is and who journalists are (Deuze, 2005;
Deuze, 2008; Meikle and Redden, 2011; Tong, 2018). Consequently, the subject
matter here is not data that could be merely quantified or measured, but something to
be interpreted through questions about experiences and perspectives. As Brennen
observes, “qualitative research is interdisciplinary, interpretive, political and
theoretical in nature” (2013, p.4). Jensen and Jankowski (1991) add:

(...) where quantitative analysis would focus on the concrete,

delimited products of the media’s meaning production, qualitative
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approaches examine meaning production as a process which is
contextualized and inextricably integrated with wider social and

cultural practices. (Jensen and Jankowski, 1991, p.4)

While a quantitative approach would be more suitable to give a numerical overview
of the state of alternative media in Brazil or identify a specific problem to be
investigated, the qualitative research, as Travers suggests, “can go further by
describing what people are doing on the ground” (Travers, 2001, p.180). More
specifically, in the field of media studies, qualitative researchers are interested in the
diversity of meanings and values (Brennen, 2013). Accordingly, the focus of this
investigation is in “understanding people from their own frames” (Taylor, Bogdan
and DeVault, 2015, p.7). Furthermore, qualitative research has proved that
“statistical sophistication” is not the only route to data quality and collection (Bauer,

Gaskell and Allum, 2000, p.8).

Moreover, in qualitative research, even the researcher’s subjectivity, in the form of
reflections, impressions and observations, become data (Flick, 2009). This is not to
say, however, that quantitative and qualitative designs should be treated as
incompatible (Creswell, 2009; Schreier, 2012). Since this research includes content
analysis, some kind of counting is involved, but the goal was to apply complex

interpretations and simple ways of counting (Boréus and Bergstrom, 2017).

Therefore, on researching the content of Brazilian non-mainstream websites in the
very first phase of this research, it appeared that listening to the practical experiences
of their producers, through interviews, would offer a valuable perspective of how

they position alternative journalism within the current increasingly fragmented media
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environment. However, after the first round of interviews, it became evident that data
should be complemented with a different method to assure the validity of research.
Hence, qualitative content analysis of four case studies was included in the design to
provide a more comprehensive account of what alternative journalists are doing.
Triangulation was considered as a suitable proposition to achieve “confirmation” and

“completeness” (Arksey and Knight, 1999, p.21).

Since there is a consensus among different scholars that there is not a single
definition for alternative media, as discussed in Chapter 2, a social constructivist
assumption guided this investigation, which also addresses historical and cultural
settings of media producers in Brazil and their own perception of alternative media.
Creswell (2009) explains this philosophical stance in opposition to a positivist
approach:

The researcher’s intent is to make sense of (or interpret) the meanings
others have about the world. Rather than starting with a theory (as in
postpositivism), inquires generate or inductively develop a theory or

pattern of meaning. (Creswell, 2009, p.8).

Consequently, starting out from the previously presented research questions and the
philosophical assumptions described above, the different phases of the collection and
qualitative analysis of data were designed as shown below in Figure 4.1. Each of the
stages of the research process will be addressed in a reflexive manner in the

following sections of this chapter.
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Figure 4.1: Guide used for conducting the research

STAGE 1 ‘

 Pre-search

STAGE 2 } STAGE 3 ‘ STAGE 4 } STAGE 5 } STAGE 6 } STAGE 7
« Pilot « Interviews « Analysis of « Collection of  Text coding o final
. the data for analysis
Liiepicns interviews QCA

Next, I explain the function of semi-structured interviews, how the participants were

selected and how the themes of the interviews were organised (stages 1, 2 and 3).

4.2 THE SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS

Among the five methods involved in qualitative research, that is, observation,
interviewing, ethnographic fieldwork, discourse analysis and textual analysis
(Travers, 2001), interviews were chosen as the primary data-collection technique for
investigating contemporary forms of alternative journalism in Brazil. Qualitative
interviewing is found over a large number of social scientific researches for its
versatility and value (Gaskell, 2000). It has been previously used in different studies
on alternative media that served as a reference for this research (Atton, 2002; Forde,

2011; Harcup, 2011; Levy, 2018).

The main goal of the interviews was to provide insights into the experiences of
alternative media practitioners who were trying to maintain sustainable alternative
spaces for news distribution. Participants go beyond merely opinion giving blogs or

social media groups that were not necessarily concerned with long term projects.
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Assuming that without a degree of legitimacy new news sources will not survive in
the long term (Couldry, 2010), this study sought to understand producers’
descriptions of their dynamics, motivations, challenges and values through in-depth
interviews, a useful approach to construct knowledge through interaction between

the interviewer and the participants.

Kvale (2007) defines interviews as a structured conversation, whose purpose is
determined by the interviewer to obtain knowledge through a careful questioning.
Drawing on this flexible approach, interviews’ questions were structured to seek
meanings on a concrete level rather than on general opinions. According to Jensen
and Jankowski, “in qualitative interviewing a form of interpersonal communication,
language is both the tool and the object of analysis” (1991, p.32). Correspondingly,
in exploring diverse types of alternative news outlets, semi-structured interviews
allowed flexibility with a developed focus to attempt a precision in the interpretation

of data (Gillham, 2005).

According to Kavle (1997), semi-structured interviews are not the same as an open
everyday conversation, but at the same time do not result in a rigid questionnaire.
Hence, the interviews were built upon a pre-established set of questions to all
respondents, but the order of the questions varied and follow-up questions to clarify
answers were naturally made. This flexibility was necessary primarily because the
study involved different types of alternative groups, as well as interviewees with
distinct backgrounds and also different functions, such as reporters, editors and
columnist. Therefore some questions elicited more extensive responses from some,

while others simply did not engage in certain discussions and preferred to focus on
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different points. In this case, a closed questionnaire, for example, would have been a
limited tool since the research aimed at obtaining descriptions of alternative media
practices. Therefore, to engage with the producers’ point of views and dynamics I
purposely looked for the openness that derives from semi-structured interviews

within a set of themes.

It is also important to clarify that the initial intention of the research proposal was to
use ethnographic methods as a research strategy to observe how practitioners of
alternative media work in a daily basis, and to describe and interpret their behaviour,
goals and attitudes. Dawson (2009) notes that participant observation can be carried
out within any community, culture or context. An “immersion” within communities
to detect how alternative outlets act on the observed ground has been tried in many
different media studies. Just to mention a recent study that took place in Brazil,
Barsotti (2014) employed ethnography to examine to what extent online journalism
maintains the role of the gatekeeper. However, since this thesis involves a broad
range of outlets, with producers of different backgrounds and from different
Brazilian regions, the criterion of practicability was crucial to eliminate the option of
a participant observation (Rock, 2001). An immersion into the production
environment of alternative journalists would not be feasible, since a great number of
alternative projects, as will be discussed later, do not take place in a determined
single physical space. Not all the organisations analysed here have, for instance, an
office or what could be considered as an “alternative newsroom” in which a first-
hand examination could take place. Besides that, participant observation would not
necessarily provide a better insight into the realities of alternative media groups in

different parts of Brazil. In turn, an engagement with their discourses and content
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production was chosen as the most suitable method to provide a more focused
investigation into their views, adding knowledge to the field of alternative media in a

developing nation.

Here it is important to address too my own professional background, which also
admittedly had an influence in the methodology choice. As a journalist with more
than 25 years of experience in traditional newsrooms, the nature of interviewing, as
an interaction between two individuals with potential benefits and drawbacks
(Galletta, 2013), was not considered an approach that needed to be mastered.
Nonetheless, very early on in the process of collecting data I became aware that my
assumptions of what an interview should entail ignored the scientific rigor required
by academic research. Without neglecting the efficiency of an interview conducted
for journalistic purposes, it was necessary to adapt my skills to a more systematic,
reflexive and grounded in theory way of conducting interviews. Guidelines by
Galetta (2013) for semi-structured interviews helped to put aside journalistic habits
and to understand the different stages of qualitative research. Galletta discusses the
idea of the researcher as an instrument:

Reflexivity requires the researcher to be vigilant, always anticipating
ways in which research methods and ethics may be compromised.
Interference of some kind is predictable in both quantitative and

qualitative research. (Galletta, 2013, p.93)

In addition, the self-presentation of the researcher has an impact on the relationship
with the participants (King and Horrocks, 2010). Thus, I considered it vital to
identify myself as a journalist, emphasizing, however, that [ was there as an

independent researcher from a British university. At first | wondered whether the fact

96



that I have worked and actually continued to collaborate as a freelancer for one of the
largest Brazilian newspapers, O Globo, could provoke some kind of resistance on the
part of the interviewees. But it soon became clear that a thorough explanation about
the academic research and my independent status contributed to an atmosphere of

trust during the interviews (ibid).

4.2.1 Selection of participants

During the first year of the research, I gathered a list of groups that were seeking
non-traditional forms of online news gathering and maintaining a constant practice of
reporting, not restricted to times of crisis. The list includes a diversity of voices and
purposes, but the groups have the following aspects in common: (1) interest in news
events; (2) critical approach to dominant narratives; (3) organised as a collective or

not-for-profit organisation.

Although there is no consensus on how to define journalism as a professional
activity, here journalism is simply understood as “the concerted activity of reporting
and commenting on recent human activity, disseminated in well-crafted forms for the
benefit of others more often engaged in other activities” (Calcutt and Hammond,
2011, p.169). Accordingly, this investigation is concerned with news production that
not only thrives in moments of crisis but pursue a longer-term engagement with
communities (geographic communities and communities of interest) to allow the

formation of an active counter-public sphere (Fraser, 1992).

In the internet era, digital technologies expanded the modes of media production to

the point that the traditional gatekeeping role of news media organisations is now
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challenged by the audiences they serve (Bowman and Willis, 2003). To some,
anyone now can be a journalist (Gillmor, 2008). Nonetheless, not all content
produced outside conventional newsrooms can be classified as journalism. In
attempting to define the main elements of alternative journalistic practices, this study
moved away from blogs or social media pages written with the only goal of giving
an opinion, even if the authors call themselves “journalists”. A strong notion of
social responsibility (Atton, 2003) is an element often present in alternative
publications. In this sense, the present research gets closer to the concept of “writer-
gatherers” proposed by Couldry (2010), as seen in Chapter 2. The term is intended to
describe new “source-actors” who use digital media “to expand the news landscape,
either directly or by altering the sources from which mainstream news typically
draws” (Couldry, 2010, p.139). Moreover, since the definition of alternative media
applied here implies the opposition to the commercialised economy of corporate
journalism, as suggested by Atton and Hamilton (2008), creative arrangements to
overcome obstacles such as lack of resources and visibility were also considered. By
looking at not-for-profit outlets, this study aims to shed light on the possibilities and
limitations of digital outlets that avoid the economic model of their corporate

counterparts.

Accordingly, people selected as respondents had two main qualifications:

1) They were involved with alternative media practice in Brazil when this research
took place;

2) They have recently engaged with the creation of alternative publications, although

they were not part of the outlets any more when this research took place.
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Outlets included in this research represent projects that have drawn the attention of
academic studies, media experts or the mainstream media. They were examined, for
example, by organisations such as the Knight Center for Journalism in the Americas,
Nieman Lab at Harvard University, and SembraMedia, who monitor innovations in
the journalistic arena. Regarding the mainstream media, this research also looked at
alternative outlets who were mentioned as sources for news stories, both for
Brazilian and international newspapers. Another relevant source was an interactive
map on new journalistic initiatives in Brazil launched by Agéncia Publica, an
independent news outlet that covers mainly violations of human’s rights (available at
https://apublica.org/mapa-do-jornalismo/). This survey records, in principle, projects
that produce online journalism and are not linked to major media corporations,
companies or politicians (Agéncia Publica, 2016). However, it is not possible to
confirm the source of funding of every project listed by Agéncia Publica. Besides
that, the term “independent” is used to encompass a broad range of initiatives that do
not necessarily challenge the mainstream viewpoint. There is a tendency among
pundits in Brazil to classify as “independent” any small-scale operation that is not
located within a traditional media company. The result is a confusing portrait that
gathers from left-wing activists to for-profit agencies that provide services to
mainstream broadcasters and publishers, as well as start ups that simply reproduce
the traditional business model and hierarchical structures of corporate media. This
research made an effort to avoid this confusing combination but, nonetheless, the

map was a useful tool as a starting point for a deeper fieldwork.

In summary, the respondents contacted for this study were linked to heterogeneous

types of autonomous organisations with a not-for-profit status. The reason for
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choosing experiences that are not guided solely by the goal of profit was driven by
the desire to explore alternatives to the privately owned media model that prevails in
Brazil, which operates on profit through subscription and advertisement.
Nonetheless, the selected projects were concerned with economic sustainability to
ensure a continued existence. This means, as we will see in Chapter 6, that some of
these media are involved with commercial initiatives in order to maintain its
operation. This thesis assumes that being commercially minded does not mean that

profit is the main goal (Kenix, 2011).

As Requejo-Alemén and Lugo-Ocando explain, the term “non-profit” may suggest
that these initiatives are “freed from the pressures of capital flows and the
requirements for profitability” (2014, p.523). However, this is not the case. As the
authors state, self-sustainability or simply sustainability are the key words (ibid,
2014). Investigative journalism, for instance, consumes a great amount of resources
and, therefore, outlets engaged with this type of reporting need to have a financial
plan for their operations, albeit in different ways from mainstream media. In
selecting only non-profit media, I was able to limit the scope of this research,
excluding media that are not owned by large corporations, but on the other hand is
entirely driven by commercial interests. Partisan media, funded or explicitly working

for a particular political party, were also excluded from the study.

A first frame employed six elements of alternative media proposed by Atton (2002a)
to achieve a list of outlets to be analysed, although it does not mean that each of them
possesses all of these attributes:

1. Content that is politically, socially or culturally radical;
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2. Innovative aesthetic form;

3. Reliance on new technologies;

4. Alternative forms of distribution;

5. De-professionalized forms of organization;

6. Horizontal form of communication

To start with, a preliminary set of five one-to-one-face-to-face-semi-structured
interviews was conducted in Rio de Janeiro in July 2016. After transcribing this first
set of interviews, a closer reading of the data revealed the need for additional
questions as well as a better understanding of the thematic categories of the main
topics to be addressed. As Galletta observes, in the early phase of data analysis,
“uncertainty is acceptable, and indeed very necessary” (2013, p.126). Furthermore,
this exploratory fieldwork in the first year of the research enabled me to gain a sense

of the challenges that this investigation could face in its course.

Overall, from July 2016 to August 2018, potential participants of 20 groups were
approached by email or social networking sites. They were located in different parts
of Brazil, so that this research was not limited only to the two largest cities of the
country, Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo. Below (Table 4.1) are the groups of which
one or more participants agreed to be interviewed face-to-face or online. Although
face-to-face interviews were the preferred method, time, financial constraints (travel
costs) and logistic matters were taken into account to adopt online methods as a
viable option to reach the ideal research sample, a procedure that has become

commonplace in social science research (Deakin and Wakefield, 2014).
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The fact that some of the participants needed to be interviewed over Skype, due to

logistical reasons, was not considered a problem, since all of them had easy access to

the software.

All participants who could not be interviewed face-to-face were offered the option to

choose the time when they would have more flexibility to talk, without the

constraints of a working environment, for instance. The choice for the method of

interviewing over the internet draws on the assumption that online interviewing is a

valid supplement or replacement to face-to-face interviews (Deakin and Wakefield,

2014).

Table 4.1: List of groups interviewed for this research (alphabetical order)

Outlet Definition/Mission Participants/
interview
type

1. Agéncia Publica Investigative journalism with a focus 1 face-to-

(apublica.org) on human rights face

2. Amazoénia Real Non-profit independent news site 2 Skype

(amazoniareal.com.br) focused on the Amazon region

3. Aos Fatos Data Driven journalism 1 face-to-

(aosfatos.org) face

4. AzMina Feminist magazine aimed at covering 1 face-to-

(azmina.com.br) gender inequality face

5. #Colabora News site that proposes a broad 1 face-to-

(projetocolabora.com.br) discussion on sustainability issues face

6. Capitolina Feminist magazine focused on 1 face-to-

(revistacapitolina.com.br) teenagers and young women face

7. Enraizados Website aimed at portraying cultural 1 face-to-

(enraizados.com.br) manifestations of the periphery face

8. FaveladaRocinha.com Group of citizen journalists from 1 Skype

(faveladarocinha.com) favela da Rocinha favela

9. Marco Zero Network of journalists from the 1 Skype

(marcozero.org) Northeastern region

10. Meu Rio Organization aimed at involving Rio’s | 1 face-to-

(meurio.org.br) citizens into local activism face

11. Mulheres 50+ Website that discusses issues related to | 2 face-to-

(mulheres50mais.com.br) older (over 50) women face
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12. Mural Blog da Periferia Citizen journalists from the peripheral | 1 face-to-
(agenciamural.com.br) communities in Sdo Paulo face

13. N6s Mulheres da Periferia | Group of women journalists living in 1 Skype
(nosmulheresdaperiferia.com.br) | the peripheral regions of Sdo Paulo

14. Papo Reto Community based activists from 1 WhatsApp
(100ko.wordpress.com) favelas of Complexo do Alemao (Rio) | video call
15. Ponte Jornalismo Collective of journalists covering 1 Skype
(ponte.cartacapital.com.br) public security and human rights issues

16. Reporter Brasil NGO advocating for worker’s right 1 Skype
(reporterbrasil.org.br) and covering human rights violations

17. Uma Gota no Oceano NGO focused on social and 1 face-to-
(umagotanooceano.com.br) environmental issues face

18. Vozerio Online magazine focused on Rio’s 1 face-to-
(vozerio.org.br) social problems face

The selected participants make it clear that it was not the aim of this research to point
out a single genre of alternative journalism, or a “one-size-fits-all” definition (Forde,
2011, p.4). During the research process, I have constantly visited the websites of the
organisations listed above to gain a better knowledge of their content and diverse
interests, including their editorial policies whenever they were available in the ‘about
us’ section. One may question what is the relation between an outlet of investigative
journalism such as Agéncia Publica and, for instance, citizen journalists covering the
daily life of a favela (slum) without professional training. Without dismissing the
differences among the working practices of these outlets, this research is concerned
with the heterogeneity of alternative media. Nonetheless, the selected groups have in
common a primary concern with functioning as a counterweight to the often-
homogeneous topics and perspectives of traditional media. Hence, exploring the

hybridity of the outlets was key to portray a media landscape in transformation.

Furthermore, since this study is not only focused on content, but also on

organisational structures and practices, the alternative media projects analysed in the
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following chapters are all informed by an effort to democratise media in two ways

explained by Uzelman (2012):

a) Their aim is to distribute marginalised or critical discourses, which implies

different strategies;

b) They are concerned with the transformation of dominant relations and practices

within the process of media production.

They may provide, thus, an attempt to shape a new form of journalism. The extent to
which they are achieving effective ways to disseminate news accurately is what is

under discussion in this study.

4.2.2 Ethical considerations

All participants were informed of the overall aim of the study and have received a
consent form and an information sheet (Appendices A and B). In making a decision
not to name the participants in their direct quotes, it was considered more vital to
identify the nature of the alternative outlets and not necessarily their members.
Moreover, throughout this research, political polarisation in Brazil has intensified
and journalists from both traditional and alternative media have been attacked by Jair
Bolsonaro’s supporters, as it was reported by the National Federation of Journalists

(Fenaj). Although this research does not draw on the political instability in Brazil, I
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opted to provide only the information considered relevant for the study. Nonetheless,

a complete list of the interviewees can be found on Appendix C.

Regarding the distribution of gender of alternative journalists, it was not the focus of
this investigation to address possible imbalances, more precisely because the
composition of members of the outlets varies very often. However, it is relevant to
note that women founded 50% of the outlets listed above. As this thesis is concerned
with discussing alternative journalism from the perspective of the organisations’ role,
their methods of sustainability and their potential to challenge traditional concepts of
journalism, I considered it more important here to discuss how the gender inequality

in Brazil is portrayed by some of these groups.

4.2.3 Overview of the Research Questions

After selecting the method of interviewing (individual semi-structured interviews),
designing the strategy for the recruitment of respondents and receiving positive
answers, the next step was to conduct the interviews (Gaskell, 2000), but firstly a set
of questions was prepared based on the goals of the research. Keeping in mind that
some flexibility would be necessary to change the line of questioning as the study
progressed, I prepared a list of sub-research questions. Each of them required another
set of related questions, as shown below (Table 4.2). Overall, questions covered
different aspects of alternative media practice, such as motivation; organisational
structures; values; approach to journalistic concepts; audience’s participatory

features and sustainable models to maintain steady operations. They were informed
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by the literature on alternative media, as discussed in Chapter 2, assuming that to suit

the purpose of this study, it was necessary to question alternative producers not only

about the content they publish, but also how they organise and sustain their

operations.

Table 4.2: Arrangement of questions used to guide the interviews

Central Questions

Examples of sub-research

questions

Examples of related questions

1) What are the contemporary
roles played by alternative
media producers in Brazil in
relation to its media
landscape?

Main topic: role of
alternative
journalists/producers and
motivations

a) How does alternative
journalism challenge the
portrayal of social reality by
the mainstream media?

b) The internet allows a
conversation with the
audience that analogue media
do not allow. How does this
conversation take place in
alternative outlets?

¢) What are the main
elements that set these
initiatives apart from
mainstream media?

a) How would you describe your
main goal? How would you
describe the journalistic content
that you publish?

b) How do you incorporate
audience’s participation? Does
your organization work both
with professional and amateur
journalists?

¢) Do you consider what you do
a direct challenge to mainstream
media? What is different about
what you do?

2) How are these alternative
media projects seeking to
overcome the lack of
resources and funds, which
has so far been a defining
characteristic of non-
mainstream practices?

Main topic: Sustainability

d) What is the main funding
model?

e) How do they try to reach
broader audiences?

f) Is there a convergence with
traditional media?

d) Do you have a long-term
plan? What are the main
challenges you face to remain
viable?

¢) Can you describe your social
media strategy?

f) Do you cooperate with
traditional media?

3) To what extent is this
practice breaking journalistic
boundaries?

Main topic: new journalistic
practices and epistemology
of news

g) Does alternative journalism
mean activism?

h) How do alternative
journalists intersect with
traditional values such as
objectivity and impartiality?

g) What’s your relationship with
social movements?

h) Does the content that you
produce go through an editing
process? Do you practice a
partisan journalism?
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After deciding where potential respondents would be found, what questions would be
asked and effectively starting the data gathering, it was crucial to ask how many
interviews would be needed. According to Galletta (2013), the number of
participants is determined by practicalities such as time and cost, but ideally a
researcher should continue to recruit participants until no new thematic patterns
emerge. My original intention was to conduct 20 to 25 interviews. This goal was
achieved with 20 interviews (12 face-to-face; 8 online). In two of the interviews a
pair of participants from the same outlet answered the questions. Interviews ranged

from a minimum of 45 minutes to a maximum of 90 minutes in length.

The next section explains the qualitative process of the interviews’ analysis.

4.2.4 Analysis of the interviews

All interviews were digitally recorded with the consent of the respondents and were
conducted in Portuguese. The content was, then, fully transcribed in Portuguese and
the main topics were imported into spreadsheets alongside quotes from the
interviews related to each category. This coding was an initial analysis in itself

(Kvale, 2007), enabling a constant comparison of all the interviews.

To achieve a good level of methodological quality (Malterud, 2012,), I repeated the
reading of the transcriptions following the strategy of “meaning condensation”, as
suggested by Kvale (2007) on the basis of Giorgi’s (1975) phenomenological studies.
The analysis followed, thus, five steps (Figure 4.2) in an effort to make results

comprehensible to others and replicable (Krippendorff, 2004). After transcribing and
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reading the texts (1), I selected “meaning units” (2) or text fragments related to the
research questions (Malterud, 2012). The units were, then, identified by themes (3).
The fourth step was the interrogation and interpretation of the meaning units and,
finally, the fifth step consisted of summarising the essential content of each interview

in a descriptive statement.

Figure 4.2: Strategy of meaning condensation

eSelection of meaning units

N
| ; eTranscription and reading

/
| A\

eThemes

eInterrogation and interpretation

eSummary of the interview

Flick argues that coding is simply a “combination of very fine analysis of some parts
of the text and a rough classification and summary of other parts” (2009, p.330). This
approach is in parallel with my understanding of qualitative interpretation of data and
led me to nine main categories to guide the interviews’ coding, which are related to
the research and subresearch questions: 1) Goal of the alternative outlet; 2)
Identification with the term “alternative media” (as it will be discussed in Chapter 5,
the term is not easily acceptable to people involved with independent media
production); 3) Type of journalism practiced by the outlet; 4) Relation to traditional
values of journalism; 5) Relationship with mainstream media; 6) Funding; 7)

Professionalisation; 8) Audiences’ participation; 9) Organisational forms. Each of
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these themes allowed me to make connections with previous studies on alternative

media, as well as comparisons between the groups.

This procedure that identifies common themes emerging from the data is similar to
what some scholars describe as thematic coding or thematic analysis. Braun and

Clark (2006) explain:

Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting
patterns (themes) within data. It minimally organizes and describes
your data set in (rich) detail. However, frequently it goes further than
this, and interprets various aspects of the research topic. (Braun and

Clark, 2006, p.79).

At this point, it is important to acknowledge that I agree with Braun and Clark (2006)
when they argue that there is no ideal theoretical frame to conduct qualitative studies.
Therefore, this research was concerned in choosing methods that match what the
research questions were looking for. To this end, the transcription of the interviews

were read several times to identify recurrent themes, as other media studies have

done before (MacNair and Frank, 2017).

Given the large amount of data from the interviews with 20 participants, I opted to
translate to English only the quotes that were relevant to the research main topics and
which could be included in the final writing. To validate some of the claims of the
interviewees and add different aspects to the investigation on alternative media the

semi-structured interviews where followed by qualitative content analysis (QCA)
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from a sample of four case studies, which were defined after the interviews were

conducted.

The following section explains the use of qualitative content analysis for developing

case studies.

4.3 QUALITATIVE CONTENT ANALYSIS OF CASE STUDIES

The use of mixed methods, or a multi-method approach, to reach a more accurate
analysis of a social phenomenon is a widely accepted strategy in social science
(Kohlbacher, 2006). Considering the broad range of non-mainstream projects
addressed through the interviews, I opted to use case studies as a purposive sampling
strategy (Bryman, 2012) to provide a holistic knowledge of the field of alternative

media production in Brazil.

Hartley defines case study as “a detailed investigation, often with data collected over
a period of time, of phenomena, within their context” (2004, cited in Kohlbacher,
2006, p.323). The aim of the case study is to enrich the understanding of a context
and theories. Yin suggests that the need for case study arises (a) when “how” and
“why” research questions are being posed; (b) the researcher has little control over
the events and (c¢) a contemporary phenomenon is investigated within its real-life
context (2003, p.1). Yin challenges the common misconception that case studies as a
research strategy are only valid for the exploratory phase of a research, but stresses
that the selection “should be significant, must display sufficient evidence and must

be composed in an engaging manner” (2003, p.163).
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Accordingly, the selection of case studies for this present research was not pre-
specified. It came from insights gained from the analysis of the interviews. Rather
than considering this fact as a lack of rigid structure that may pose problems, it is
worth nothing that the qualitative design is deliberately flexible and decisions
regarding data collection can be made as the actual process of the research develops
(Taylor, Bogdan and DeVault, 2015). In spite of recognizing that qualitative
research and case studies have weaknesses (Diefenbach, 2009), this study is aligned
with the defenders of qualitative research’s values, such as Taylor, Bogdan and
DeVault (2015). They argue:

A qualitative study is not an impressionistic, off-the-cuff analysis
based on a superficial look at a setting or people. It is a piece of
systematic research conducted with demanding, though not

necessarily standardized, procedures. (Taylor, Bogdan and DeVault,

2015, p.10)

The analysis of the transcripts of the verbal interactions with alternative media
producers combined with a systematic analysis of the content they produce aimed to
reach efficient and empirical grounding (Krippendorff, 2004) to discuss current
practices of alternative journalism in Brazil. As the interviews included very
heterogeneous groups, a deeper understanding of specific cases was helpful to
address what is in the core of this investigation, that is, to generate evidence of how

alternative journalists are acting in this specific regional context.

The replicable aspect of content analysis (Krippendorft, 2004), in contrast with a
broader subjectivity involved in the interviewing process, is what led me to attempt

this mixed approach. Such form of analysis has been broadly used by researchers
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focused on online journalism. For example, Jane B. Singer (2005) applied the
method to investigate journalism norms and practices of 20 blogs dealing with
politics or civic affairs and concluded that journalists who became bloggers tend to
keep the traditional role of gatekeepers of information. Joanna Redden and Tamara
Witschge (2010) analysed how different online spaces, traditional and alternative,
covered five types of news stories. Their findings indicate a lack of diversity within
mainstream news site, while the alternative ones (Current TV; Indymedia and
OpenDemocracy) did provide unique content. Andrew M. Lindner et all (2015) also
conducted a content analysis of citizen journalism websites in the United States to
call into question their independence from mainstream media. Helton Levy (2018),
in turn, combined framing analysis with interviews to address how digital media
producers are fighting for social justice in Brazil. These studies, among others,
served as an inspiration for applying content analysis to make sense of what

alternative journalists produce in Brazil and how they disseminate their content.

4.3.1 Characteristics of the case studies

The alternative outlets were purposively chosen (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003) for
encompassing various types of departures from what traditional news corporations
do, an essential criteria of this study. In addition, they had proven to have an impact
on their public spheres, which could be verified through social media platforms.
Firstly, they are digital native and independent, which means the outlets do not
belong to large media corporations. Secondly, they have at their heart a critical
content that proceeds from dissatisfaction with “conventions of news sources and

representations”, as mentioned by Atton and Hamilton (2008, p.1). Thirdly, they
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challenge the normalised process of gathering and distributing news. Finally, they

have been publishing content in a systematic way for more than two years.

The cases were selected from the preliminary sample frame that informed the
interviews. During the interview process, this investigation gained advanced
knowledge of potential samples for the content analysis (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003).
After analysing the interviews and tracking the production of the selected groups on
their homepages and social media accounts, the choice of the case studies was aimed
at reaching a comprehensive understanding of alternative journalism within outlets

with different editorial identities. Thus, the sampled ones were the following:

a) Agéncia Publica (apublica.org): Non-profit agency that distributes
investigative reports with a focus on human rights. Two female journalists,
mirrored at the experience of The International Consortium of Investigative
Journalists (IC1J), founded the agency in 2011. It has since won national and
international awards. Editors are based in Sdo Paulo, but the agency
maintains a house in Rio de Janeiro that serves as a cultural centre for
journalism. They promote a mentoring programme that includes
microscholarships for reporting, providing resources and guidance for
freelance journalists. Main source of funding: Grants from the Ford

Foundation through the Advancing Media Rights and Access Program.

b) Amazoénia Real (amazoniareal.com.br): Independent news site focused on
stories from the Amazon region. Founded in 2013 by two female journalists,
it is produced by professional journalists. The goal is to portray the reality of
a very complex and strategic region that usually makes into the mainstream,

nationally and internationally only when there is a major crisis. Invisible and
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stigmatized social groups gain voice in Amazonia Real, such as indigenous,
immigrants, environmental activists, and the riverside population. Main
source of funding: Grants from Ford Foundation through the Advancing

Media Rights and Access Program.

¢) Coletivo Papo Reto (Facebook.com/ColetivoPapoReto): Community-run
media from Complexo do Alemao favela, a group of 16 different favelas in
Rio de Janeiro. The collective, which began in 2014, is formed by non-
professional journalists who were driven by the desire to counterbalance the
coverage of favelas by the mainstream media. One of the main focuses is to
report abuses committed by security forces. Activists rose to prominence in
2015 when they documented the death of a ten year-old boy fatally shot by a
policeman. Participants work as volunteers, and are not trained journalists.

Main source of funding: no regular source of funding.

d) Nos, Mulheres da Periferia (nosmulheresdaperiferia.com.br): Collective of
women from the outskirts of Sdo Paulo. Dissatisfaction with the mainstream
coverage of the peripheries and their female population led to the creation of
the network. Founded in 2014, the group is formed by seven female
Jjournalists who live in regions often neglected by public officials. Thus, they
cover the reality of the periphery and discuss gender policies from a personal
perspective. They maintain a news website, produced a documentary and
promote workshops on independent media production. Participants work as

volunteers. Main source of funding: Funding for municipal projects.

As seen above, the case studies are illustrative of what has been produced outside
traditional newsrooms in Brazil. This sampling represents a heterogeneity that is in

parallel with the understanding of alternative journalists as practitioners that are not
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“cut from the same cloth” (Atton and Hamilton, 2008, p.42). Though the four of
them involve small digital media operations, their different approaches to news and
their diverse formats reflect the growing hybridisation of the alternative media

ecology, populated by professional and non-professional journalists.

Regarding their similarities, they are “not a simple expression of social movements”
(Hamilton and Atton, 2001, p.125) and they make an effort to “privilege the
powerless and the marginal” (Harcup, 2013, p.77). These aspects correspond to the
literature on alternative media that provided the framework for this research.
Purposely, I did not choose outlets that only thrive in limit situations. Rather, I
selected groups that have been able to ensure a continued existence (Kenix, 2011).

Next, I explain the process of qualitative content analysis (QCA).

4.3.2 Data collection and analysis

The QCA was applied to data published by the four selected outlets over a period of
six weeks, from August to September 2018. Sample material was retrieved weekly
and collected into a spreadsheet. For each site I have collected 30 articles, or six
randomly chosen per week, totalling a dataset of 120 stories. The sample was
retrieved from the outlet’s homepage, with the exception of Coletivo Papo Reto. For
this particular outlet, the analysis was conducted via its Facebook page. The reason is
that the group does not update its homepage on a regular basis and uses Facebook as
its preferred platform for the dissemination of news. Yet, as the aim of the content
analysis was to focus on the output of the alternative outlets, this thesis considered

both opinion pieces and news articles. Monitoring the content of the four cases
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every week, I selected the main stories from the homepages and the Facebook feed,
in the case of the Coletivo Papo Reto. It is important to note that a few stories from
the homepages were not necessarily “new”. The date of the production of the story
was not considered relevant. As long as it was highlighted on the homepage, for
instance through a hyperlink to another page of the website, the material was
considered appropriate for the purpose of the analysis. Moreover, since Coletivo
Papo Reto does not make daily publications, to reach the sample of 30 stories it was
necessary to extend the analysis until the first days of October just for this particular

casec.

The data gathering took place over a period that was deliberately chosen as relevant
for the aim of this study. Brazil was preparing to hold presidential elections in
October 2018. Hence, it was a time of extreme political tension in the country. As
previously explained, this thesis is not concerned in studying the work of traditional
media. However, because mainstream media tend to cover the same stories during a
particular news cycle (Boczkowski and Santos, 2007; Redden and Witschge, 2010),
the examination of alternative sites could bring light to the nature of non-mainstream
content when a particular event had an unmistakable impact on news coverage.
Given that this research investigates the role of alternative journalists and to what
extent they redefine journalistic codes and the very understanding of what news is,
the period for the QCA was understood as relevant in relation to the Brazilian

political context.

After collecting the data and doing a close reading of the text, I imported each

article’s headline and hyperlink into an Excel spreadsheet. In the case of Coletivo
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Papo Reto, posts were fully pasted into Excel. Considering that the coding frame of
QCA is partly data-driven, I followed a flexible theoretical frame, drawing on some
concepts of alternative media theories. In addition, I compared the content with the
main topics identified in the interviews. Thus, the coding frame was built around the
key aspects that emerged from the interviews, which in turn were analysed in line
with the research questions. The retrieved stories were coded for the following “main
categories” or “dimensions” to specify different meanings in the material vis-a-vis
the research questions (Schreier, 2012, p.61).

1) News topic

2) Main sources

3) Form of news text

4) Audience’s participation

5) Level of subjectivity

6) Funding or campaign

Following what Schreier (2012) suggests as essential steps to make sense of data in a
QCA, I identified subcategories to each of the main dimensions (Table 4.3). The

articles were coded as follows:

Table 4.3: Coding frame of case studies

Categories Examples of questions to identify
subcategories
Topic Hard or soft news? About public policy?

Violence? Economy? Education?
Environment? Human Rights? Women’s
Right? Politics? Disaster?

Source Government official? NGO? Ordinary
citizens? Politician? Expert? Mainstream
media?

Form Inverted pyramid? Long-form reporting?

Image based-story? List? Interview?

Audience User-generated content? Tools to encourage
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discussion and involvement (e.g. polls;
invitations to send contributions)?

Subjectivity Opinion piece? Fact based story?
Propaganda? Call for mobilization? First
person essay?

Funding or campaign Reference to any source of funding or

particular campaigns that fit into the agenda
of the organisation? (e.g. events, workshops,
donation request, references to sponsorship)

Having RQ1, RQ2 and RQ3 in mind, the qualitative content analysis aimed to
examine what drives the alternative media producers, how they inform their
audiences and what are their commercial practices (if there was any indication of that
in their stories). That said, looking closely at the content disseminated by alternative
outlets is a way to determine what is news for alternative journalists and how
different their production is from mainstream sites. In their study of news values
within published pieces of mainstream journalism, Harcup and O’Neill (2017) found
that news stories must satisfy one or more of the following requirements: exclusivity,
bad news, conflict, surprise, audio-visuals, shareability, entertainment, drama,
follow-up, the power elite, relevance, magnitude, celebrity, good news, news
organisation’s agenda. These criteria could not be strictly followed to analyse
alternative media, which certainly take different values in their selection of news.
However, this taxonomy helped to understand the values that dominate the
mainstream content, thus facilitating the examination of media that defies these

concepts.

It is worth noting that a pilot phase was conducted for two weeks, before the actual
data analysis started. As suggested by Schreier (2012), the coding frame was tried to

allow adjustments to categories that proved to be difficult to apply. This trial
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occurred in July 2018, therefore, the selected material for the pilot phase was not
included in the QCA that came later (August-September 2018). Nonetheless, the trial
coding was useful to verify if the categories and subcategories could be easily
identified in the news material retrieved from the web pages of the four case studies,
and mainly as a means of grasping the difficulties of a method with which I was not
yet familiar with. Even after the main coding took place, I found myself returning to
the coding material many times during the writing up phase of this research in order
to confirm some of the interpretations. Accordingly, Ritchie and Lewis state that “the
ability to move up and down the analytical hierarchy, thinking conceptually, linking
and nest concepts in terms of terms of their level of generality, lies at the heart of

good qualitative analysis (2003, p.215).

4.4 LIMITATIONS OF THE METHODS AND RELIABILITY

The mixed method approach of this research presents limitations as any scientific
investigation. Firstly, in spite of the scientific rigour required to analyse data, semi-
structured interviews cannot avoid concerns with validity and reliability. As Gillham
(2005) points out, interviewers inevitably interpret the answers of interviewees and,
even if it is done systematically, it means that there is always a certain level of
subjectivity involved. Such subjectivity is an integral part of qualitative studies (King
and Horrocks, 2010), but my hope here is that the qualitative content analysis of
selected case studies served as a guard against the risk of basing this research entirely

on the responses provided by alternative media producers.
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Furthermore, I have assessed the reliability of the coding frames, both for the
interviews and the case studies, in terms of “comparisons across points in time”
(Schreier, 2012, p.167). Instead of employing a second coder to review a sample of
the interviews and stories, which would have required a Portuguese-speaking
researcher, I have double-checked the same units of coding in two different moments
of this research to confirm the findings. Between the first and second analyses there
was a time period of at least three months, employing “stability” as the underlying

concept of reliability (ibid, p.167).

I have opted not to calculate a coefficient, as other qualitative studies have done
before, whereas this research required a good amount of interpretation. In the belief
that “reliability does not guarantee validity” (Krippendorff, 2004, p.213), I have
drawn on Elo et all (2014) to argue that the quality of this analysis can be confirmed
by the representativeness of the data itself, as well as by a clear description of the

analysis process.

Nevertheless, this investigation does not intend to be seen as a full description of
alternative journalism in Brazil. Firstly, in terms of regional diversity, achieving a
complete picture would not be feasible in a country with such huge dimensions,
divided into 26 states. Key regions, such as the North and the Northeast part of
Brazil, were targeted with the goal to examine different socioeconomic conditions,
although access to participants from groups that emerged in Rio de Janeiro and Sao
Paulo proved to be more practical and, thus, constitute the majority of the present
sampling. I recognize, thus, that the selection of the participants does not completely

overcome the imbalance of media concentration in the richest and biggest Brazilian
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urban centres.

Secondly, although I have justified above the reason not to use ethnographic
observation, without this method this thesis will not be able to advance the
knowledge on the complexities of specific alternative media, such as media from the
favelas. Here, this type of citizen’s media is addressed as part of the overall
phenomenon of digital alternative journalism in Brazil in contrast with previous
studies that focus more deeply on the effects of media production on marginalized
communities. My argument is that there is a need for empirical research into the
working practices of alternative producers in Brazil, while further studies on the field
of alternative media could usefully stress the characteristics of very specific media,

for instance media from the favelas or feminist magazines.

4.5 CONCLUSION: APPLYING QUALITATIVE METHODS TO DESCRIBE

EMERGENT JOURNALISTIC PRACTICES

This chapter has outlined the qualitative analytic methods employed in this study to
answer the research questions. Given that the goal of this research is to build
knowledge and understand new journalistic practices outside large media
corporations in Brazil, a qualitative approach was deemed as the most appropriate
type of investigation. Thus, this chapter explained why and how 20 semi-structured
interviews were combined with QCA of four case studies to examine the values, the
dynamics and economic arrangements of alternative outlets. I have described here
the main steps of the investigation; the selection of not-for-profit alternative projects

to be analysed and how the interviews were conducted and later coded. Then, the
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chapter explained the reasoning for the selection of four case studies and the process
of analysis of their content. The case studies differ between them, although they have
the common goal of covering communities or issues that are outside the “radar” of
the mainstream media. Therefore this methodology follows the assumption that
alternative media and, more specifically, alternative journalism is a phenomenon

marked by heterogeneity, as already discussed in Chapter 2.

For there to be points in common between the producers interviewed for this
research and between the case studies, the initiatives listed in this chapter are all
small-scale outlets concerned with news production, even if not all of them naturally
identify themselves as “journalistic” groups. Also, they do not replicate the
advertisement and subscription-based model that dominates the operation of big
media institutions. The combination of semi-structured interviews and qualitative
content analysis provides an attempt to theorise the performance of a non-
commercial kind of journalism. While the semi-structured interviews allowed a
flexibility that I believe was needed for this type of investigation, the content
analysis aimed to corroborate the findings from the interviews, thus diminishing the

subjectivity that is involved in any qualitative research.

Throughout this chapter I have reflected on the steps taken during this investigation
to overcome the challenges of studying practices that actually take many different
forms and which are constantly shifting. Far from idealising the modus operandi nor
the output of alternative outlets, an empirical assessment of a core set of practices of
non-mainstream journalists in Brazil may help to study attempts to establish

alternative forms of news gathering that reject commercialism, assessing to what

122



extent they maintain or break up with the patterns of past experiences.

For the above-stated reasons, statistical inquiries were never the main motivation
driving this research. Rather, I was interested in engaging with alternative forms of
doing journalism in a context of intense technological transformation. Looking at the
academic literature and after reviewing the history of past experiences in Brazil
(Chapters 2 and 3), it was clear that little is known about what alternative journalism
means for the current Brazilian media landscape. In narrating the research process in
this chapter, I explained why the flexibility allowed by semi-structured interviews
was appropriate to cover the diversity of alternative groups. The case studies,
therefore, entered a later stage as a way of validating and extending the

interpretations of the interviews.

The four outlets chosen for the qualitative content analysis (Agéncia Publica,
Amazonia Real, Coletivo Papo Reto and Nos, Mulheres da Periferia) were
considered as representative of the heterogeneity of the field that is privileged here.
Their main elements are listed below (Table 4.4):

Table 4.4: Summary of the main elements of the case studies

Outlet/Location Profile Participants
Agéncia Publica (Sao Investigative journalism Professional journalists
Paulo) Focus: human rigths
Amazonia Real (Manaus) Local journalism Professional journalists from
Focus: Amazon region the region
Coletivo Papo Reto (Rio de | Community media Non-professional journalists
Janeiro) Focus: Favela
Nos, Mulheres da Periferia | Community media Professional journalists from
(Sao Paulo) Focus: Women in the the periphery
periphery
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In the next chapter, I start the empirical part of this research by looking at the roles of

alternative journalists in Brazil.

124



Chapter 5

THE ROLES AND SELF-POSITIONING OF ALTERNATIVE

JOURNALISTS IN BRAZIL

This first of the empirical chapters of this study discusses goals and viewpoints of
alternative news producers in Brazil. By examining key elements of their work and
the nature of their outlets, this chapter looks into distinctive possibilities for these
social actors to exert their dissatisfaction with the dominant forms of journalism. The
focus is on how alternative producers, both professional and amateurs, perceive
themselves as new entrants to the regional media landscape. Drawing on their
critique of traditional ways of doing journalism (Atton and Hamilton, 2008), this
section is concerned with the motivations and ideological influences behind the

practices of alternative journalists.

The self-perception of alternative producers is the starting point of this empirical
discussion. The way they describe their aim sheds light on the type of newsgathering
they attempt to practice and, ultimately, their role in society (Forde, 2011). This
qualitative analysis is based on the semi-structured interviews detailed in Chapter 4.
The first question asked in that direction was simply: How do you define the main
purpose of your outlet? Then, the participants were asked to define their occupation
in relation to journalism. Do they consider themselves as alternative journalists,
simply journalists, activists or do they have any other self-identification? The

responses, combined with insights provided by other answers throughout the
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interviews, allow a critical discussion based on alternative producers’ self-
perceptions, which helps us to reject the simplistic binary opposition between
mainstream and alternative media, as other scholars have done before (Downing,
2001; Atton, 2002; Harcup, 2005; Kenix, 2011). At the heart of this analysis is an
effort to answer how and why alternative journalism can play a relevant role in the
contemporary Brazilian media landscape, despite remaining vulnerable to market
pressures. This enquiry is related to the first research question (RQ1) of the present

dissertation: What is the role of alternative journalists in Brazil?

The chapter transitions to the discussion on how alternative outlets challenge the
mainstream media representation of certain communities and issues, for instance
dwellers of the favelas, indigenous populations and women'’s rights. This theme is
directly linked to the role of alternative journalism and emerged as a recurrent theme
on the analysis of interviews. Next, the chapter examines to what extent independent
producers are challenging journalism’s traditional norms. Once again I argue that this
discussion is connected to the basis of alternative journalism and to the investigation

of its news values.

The last section reviews the assumption that alternative media is always “partisan”,
introducing the argument that emergent alternative outlets want to avoid looking like
spokespeople of particular political parties or groups in order to be accepted as
legitimate forms of public communication, although they are open in terms of their
social agenda. This chapter is based on the analysis of the interviews and not on the
content analysis, which will be explored later on. Even so, examples of illustrative

content were added to provide a better contextualisation of alternative practices.
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5.1 SELF-DEFINITION AND MOTIVATIONS

Data from the interviews show that people producing news reporting outside
mainstream media in Brazil come from very different backgrounds. There are
professional journalists who left large media corporations; journalists who maintain
their jobs in traditional media but contribute to alternative experiments; and ordinary
citizens who felt misrepresented and disempowered by mass media and decided to
produce their own media without any formal training nor claim to be acknowledged
as “journalists”. The 20 interviews conducted for this research confirmed a growing
hybridization of alternative journalism, with very different goals, routines and

outlets’ composition.

According to the data collected, when asked about how they identify themselves, the
largest proportion of producers, 14 out of 20, said that they were professional
journalists. The definition of professional refers to those who have a formal training
on journalism. They emphasised the desire to be acknowledged simply as
“journalists” as opposed to “alternative journalists”, although they were working full
time or contributing to alternative media at the time this study was carried out. The
reason behind this is that some interviewees rejected the term alternative. They
perceive it as a label of a somewhat “marginal” type of journalism. For others,
alternative is associated in the collective memory with the small print publications
that challenged the military dictatorship, as previously discussed in Chapter 3. The
image below (Figure 5.1) shows types of self-identity among practitioners

interviewed for this study:
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Figure 5.1: How respondents identified themselves
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Although the majority of the participants have identified as journalists, there is not a
consensus on how to label the type of journalism being practiced by small digital
native outlets. For example, the term “independent” was problematized by this
journalist from a non-profit institution focused on covering violations of fundamental
rights of workers:

It is not possible to talk about a complete independence, is it?
Traditional media also claims to be independent, for instance. I think
that journalism is always born with this vocation of looking at the
world from an independent perspective. Being independent is the
basis of any form of good journalism, but this aspect is not exclusive
to new digital organisations that are emerging outside the corporate
system. I prefer to define these outlets simply as emergent groups that
are trying to practice a good journalism based on different

management models. (IN/18)

This founder of an outlet focused on issues related to sustainable economy reiterated
the same idea (the italics are mine):
I do not like the term independent, since no one is totally independent.
Independent from what? From a large media corporation? From a

political party? From the market? If you look closely, no one is
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absolutely independent. And what bothers me the most is that when
you rate one part of the media as independent, you are saying that the
other part is dependent. Since people tend to simplify things, they
may conclude that independent is good and dependent is bad, but the
reality is not like that. In spite of many problems, there is a lot of
good content in traditional media and a lot of bad things being done
by the so-called independent media, and vice versa. Power is in the
hands of the reader, not the producer. It is up to us to select what we

want to read and in what to believe (IN/6).

While producers see themselves as practitioners of a critical journalism, these
respondents did not feel completely comfortable with the “alternative” label:

We note that many of the initiatives labelled as alfernative are linked
to a cause. Some people even identify us as journalists with a cause.
In some studies, our outlet has been framed as entrepreneurial
journalism or as the new Brazilian journalism. But we prefer to see

ourselves simply as investigative and independent journalists. (IN/2)

I prefer to be referred to as independent journalist because if we use
the term alternative, it seems that there is only one way to practice
journalism, that is, the traditional hegemonic way. In that sense, we
would be seen as an alternative to the mainstream, but actually we do

not think about ourselves in that simplistic way. (IN/10)

The alternative press in Brazil arose at the time of the dictatorship,
when alternative publications contested the official discourse of the
traditional media. At that time it made sense to have this binary logic.
The alternative media privileged information that was not disclosed
by the mainstream media because of censorship. Nowadays the
context is different. I do not like the term alternative. It assumes that

one thing excludes the other, as if alternative media exists only to
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publish what is excluded. Actually, we see ourselves as a complement

to traditional media. (IN/4)

Trained journalists who were members of independent outlets when this study was
conducted made the statements above. Their discourse had a moderate tone in
regards to a critique to mainstream journalism, which can be interpreted as an
attempt to reject the dichotomy of the “we” (alternative journalists) against “them”

(mainstream).

5.1.1 Challenging the tag of “journalist”

In turn, producers who do not identify themselves as professional journalists (six of
the 20 interviewees) presented a more critical discussion over how standard norms of
journalism affect the anti-establishment nature of what they do. In dismissing the tag
of “journalist”, they showed a deeper dissatisfaction with mainstream media, as seen
in the following testimonials:

I do not see what we do specifically as a contraposition to the
traditional media, but we know for sure that we don’t want to do what

they do. (IN/8)

I don’t even know how a traditional newsroom operates. But if [ were
to follow the mainstream media script, [ would immobilise our
website with a plaster. Moreover, I would have to train people to
follow traditional journalistic codes and we don’t want that at all.

(IN/8)

I have graduated in International Relations and I describe myself more

widely as a writer and more specifically as a publisher. We define our
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website as an independent digital magazine for young women. We
don’t have any sponsorship. But I could not possibly identify myself
as a journalist because I do not see the content that I publish as
conventional news stories. Rather, our focus is on a very personal

type of writing made by women. (IN/7)

I do not define myself as a journalist. Nowadays anyone is a content
producer, and journalism has very specific principles that are not
followed by all of these new content producers. I have respect for
journalism, but I do not consider myself a journalist. I consider myself

a political communicator because that is my field of action. (IN/11)

The attempt to be included in a “box” specifying one particular type of journalism,
whether traditional or alternative, was discarded by one of the producers who covers
the daily lives of one of the largest favelas in Rio de Janeiro as follows:

Perhaps it is more accurate to talk about a media made by ourselves.

(IN/16).

The expression used below (“made by ourselves”, translated from Portuguese) marks
a position of resistance to the mainstream media stereotype of favela’s dwellers,
often depicted as criminals or paternalistically approached as poor people abandoned
by the state (Levy, 2018). Here I take note, once again, that the emphasis set in
relation to a professional status varies according to the background of the producers:
while experienced journalists working for alternative outlets wanted to be legitimised
as practitioners of good journalism, producers who had never held professional
credentials placed less emphasis on the premises of traditional journalism. Instead,
they expressed a desire to be acknowledged as authoritative and credible voices in
the media landscape. For instance, outlets produced by citizens who live in the

favelas or peripheral areas want to be seen as the legitimate experts of their own
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realities. Similarly, young women feel the need to tell stories that would not be
deemed newsworthy by legacy teens’ magazines, while a website founded by a
rapper is concerned with serving as a reference on the cultural production of

marginalised neighbourhoods.

Overall, I interpret the discourses seen so far as a challenge to the boundaries of
journalistic practices. Trained journalists challenge the strict dichotomy between
mainstream and alternative, whilst amateurs contest the assumption that only
professionals can be acknowledged as society’s storytellers. In addition, I see this
lack of consensus in relation to the identity of alternative news producers simply as a
reflection of the expansion of the media environment in Brazil, where there is a
growing interaction of different media players. As previously stated, this research is
not concerned with finding a unique terminology that may encompass all forms of
alternative media. Rather, what matters here is to understand the purpose of
alternative producers and to what extent they are breaking free from norms that result
in a homogeneous flow of news. Next, I further examine the main points of their

discourses that emerged from the semi-structured interviews.

5.2 TACKLING THE REPRESENTATION GAP

In explaining what they aim, the participants interviewed for this research showed a
concern in exploring digital media to provide accounts that oppose a stigmatized
representation of peripheral communities. Drawing on the concept as periphery both
as a geographical notion and a social construction (Levy, 2018), peripheral here is

mostly related to disadvantaged communities that reflect Brazil’s inequalities, not
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infrequently framed in a negative or unrealistic way on mainstream media. For
example, this is how a veteran journalist who launched a multimedia blog produced
by residents of Sao Paulo’s poor neighbourhoods explained the aim of his project:

There is a gap in the news coverage. Traditional media doesn’t cover
Sdo Paulo’s outskirts. When there is news coverage, it is always
stigmatised. The reporter will go to a particular peripheral area just for
a brief period of time to report on a violent incident, a shooting or a
murder, for example. We aim to offer something else. We may talk
about young entrepreneurs or a poetry event in the periphery, for
instance. Participants of this project act as community correspondents.
In that sense, they may even speak of violence and social deprivation,
but they will always provide their own accounts of the stories, and not
an outside view from top to bottom. This is a rejection of the typical
middle-class journalist who is parachuted into a community to report
on something that he had never experienced, and, afterwards, he will

never go back to this place. (IN/14).

The testimonials illustrate dissatisfaction with the way journalists from corporate
media portray marginalised urban areas. The perception that poor neighbourhoods
can only make headlines when there is a violent incident to report was also
mentioned as one of the main reasons that led to the creation of a website to
disseminate news about cultural production in the outskirts of major Brazilian cities,
mainly related to the hip-hop movement. This is how the founder of the site
Enraizados, himself a rapper from Baixada Fluminense, a region in the state of Rio
de Janeiro with a reputation for crime, poverty and low levels of public investments,
defined his project as a space to disseminate positive and cultural news about the
periphery (Figure 5.2):

In a conversation with a journalist from a major newspaper from Rio,

he [the journalist] challenged me to find a headline about Baixada
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Fluminense that was not related to crime, death or robbery. He
admitted that the good things that happen here are not newsworthy for
his news organisation. In our portal, in turn, positive stories will
always be published. Our job is also to raise the self-esteem of those

who live in this region (IN/8).

Figure 5.2: News about a rap festival at Baixada Fluminense, from the website

Enraizados (snapshot)

i

/
Click By: Igor Freitas Lima

Em aniversario de 2 anos RapFree Jazz presenteia
a Baixada Fluminese

Although coming from a different background, an experienced journalist working for
an alternative outlet that focuses on public security and human rights in peripheral
neighbourhoods of Sao Paulo echoed a similar discontent with the agenda of
mainstream media and how it prioritise an elite perspective:

In the area of public safety, race and social class is what frames
mainstream media coverage. Perhaps only in lifestyle journalism there
is as much social prejudice as in the crime beat. We aim to take off
the veil of invisibility that covers the discrimination of race and lower
social classes in Brazil. (...) We would like to see a society that feels
outrage, for instance, when policemen kill a young black man on the

outskirts of a big city. (IN/17)
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The journalist was referring to the fact that black people are the main victims of
violence in Brazil, according to official data (Cerqueira et al, 2018). Previous studies
have shown that afro-descendants are underrepresented by the mass media, besides
being portrayed in a way that reflects the social stigmas of the Brazilian society
(Acevedo and Nohara, 2008). The quote above, therefore, suggests the intention of
disseminating news that defies racial and social stereotypes. How can it be done?
The same journalist insisted on a counter-representation:

The violence that affects the poorest, especially the violence
committed by agents of the state, is absurdly absent from the major
newspapers. Being a journalist, I have the feeling that there are
important news stories that people need to know about, but they are
not reported, as they should. That’s what we want to offer. Some of
these stories are in the mainstream media, but often in a superficial
way or without continuity. Mainstream media only provides a
continuous coverage of crimes that affect white middle-class people.
But there is no such continuous attention to the victims of violence in

the poorest areas. This is what we want to do. (IN/17)

In addition to not feeling sufficiently visible in traditional media, residents of low-
income neighbourhoods, such as favelas, express a will to be “seen” by society
through narratives produced from “within”. This member of a collective from
Rocinha, one of the largest favelas in Rio de Janeiro, explained:

Media cannot show only one side of things, the side of violence.
People want to be shown as they really are. This is what led me to be
a communicator inside the favela, to show new narratives that are

created here. (IN/9)
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5.2.1 Storytellers on the ground

Overall, participants of alternative outlets that provide local or hyperlocal news do
not necessarily claim to speak as a community “spokesperson”. On the contrary, they
demonstrated an understanding that it is not possible, for example, to report on the
Amazon forest or the periphery of Sdo Paulo as if these regions were homogeneous
spaces, just to mention some of the geographical locations covered by the outlets
studied here. Instead respondents showed concern to avoid the position of a “special
envoy”, that is, a professional journalist who is sent by a large media group to report
on a crisis or a conflict for a very short period of time. According to producers,
however well meaning and well trained correspondents or “special envoys” can be,

as outsiders they have a limited perception of the reality of distant communities.

This assumption is very noticeable in the case of community media as well as in the
case of outlets covering specific regions outside major urban centres. As the
following statements show, alternative journalists, either trained ones or amateurs,
argued about the necessity of expanding the angles of the news:

Our goal is to report what traditional media do not cover, narrating
with our very own look, from the viewpoint of those who are from the
favela. The reporter who comes to cover a shooting, for instance,
stays at the entrance of the favela, and does not understand what

actually happens inside. (IN/9)
We understand that our place in society is that of journalists who tell

stories about women from the periphery from the very viewpoint of

women from the periphery. That is our difference. (IN/15)
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Our coverage privileges stories from the perspective of those who live
in the outskirts of Sao Paulo. I have always encouraged participants to
use their own cultural references without trying to force or push my
own prejudices on them. We have to understand that communication
in today’s world is horizontal. If you try a top-down or a patronising

approach, it will not work. (IN/14)

We give voice to issues of the Amazon region that no one finds in the
national newspapers or TV channels. And even if such topics happen
to appear in those spaces, we will cover the same subject differently,
through an in-depth report, always prioritising the narratives of the
indigenous populations, the riverside populations and the

quilombolas®. (IN/2)

The statements above refer to local realities that producers consider invisible on
mainstream media. Among the 18 groups analysed in this research, ten are dedicated
to local news. However, this thesis is not focused only in the peripheries or
geographical communities, but also on communities of interests. In that sense, we go
back to Fraser’s (1992) notion of parallel discursive arenas to create subaltern

counter-publics, as discussed in Chapter 2.

5.2.2 Fighting the “impossible version” of women

Therefore, producers also weighed in on the coverage of other types of stigmas
against minorities by mainstream media. The underrepresentation of women or
women’s issues was a topic frequently raised by members of alternative outlets. The

way mainstream media frame particular discussions on human-environment

* Quilombolas are communities made by the descendants of Afro-Brazilian slaves.
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relationships was also pointed out as an opportunity for alternative media to convey
counter-hegemonic versions of realities. Independent producers have criticized even
the way day-to-day politics is covered by traditional channels of communication. For
them, an excessive focus on statements from politicians and on political negotiations
leaves aside a deeper discussion of public policy issues that directly affect the

population.

For example, an editor of an online magazine for young women said that, although
she was not a professional journalist, she decided to create a digital publication to
challenge the stereotyped portrait of women in the media. She explained how she
was driven by dissatisfaction with sexist ideologies reproduced by commercial
magazines focused at female readers, especially the younger ones:

Traditional magazines cast an impossible version of girls, an
imaginary ideal of beauty that is not realistic. No teenager in the
world is like the adolescents featured in a magazine such as

Capricho’. They simply don’t exist. (IN/7)

Alternative digital magazines or sites produced by women have been gaining
visibility with the increase of feminist media activism in Brazil (Costa, 2019), a
country wherein indexes of violence against women remain extremely high. The aim
of this particular alternative digital magazine is to offer a space in which adolescents
and young women could express their viewpoints free from the stereotypical body
type ideal and related topics often promoted by commercial teen magazines.

Similarly, a website that focuses on women over 50 challenges myths and taboos

* Capricho was a popular commercial magazine for Brazilian adolescents, especially in the
80’s and 90’s. The printed version ended in 2015.
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about the female ageing process. One of its founders, a veteran journalist with large
experience in legacy newspapers, complained about the lack of representation of
older women in Brazilian media in general. Her website aims to counter-balance the
depiction of gender:

Traditional media always speak about longevity more generally.
When women over 50 are mentioned, it is usually to impose the idea
that a woman has to look younger, has to be beautiful, wonderful, hot,
regardless of her age. Magazines are concerned with clothes or
makeup for women over 50. We noticed that there was a unique
formula in the media, as if every mature woman has to be beautiful
like Jane Fonda. As a consumer, I don’t feel represented in the media

(IN/12).

The responses above demonstrate an intention to diversify the news agenda to ensure
a representation of communities that fell unrepresented by traditional media.
Whereas the examples mentioned in this chapter are very distinct, they are related to
contents that are relevant to specific audiences, for instance, news from the hip-hop
cultural scene, or from a particular favela in Rio de Janeiro or news designed to
teenagers or women over 50. However, the focus on the “niche” was seen by
producers not as something to be dismissed as “insignificant” compared to the
broader reach of traditional media. Rather, they stressed that their relevance lies

exactly in the attention they give to fragmented and diverse voices, often unnoticed.

Since this chapter is concerned with the role of alternative journalists, I asked

participants about how they engage with conventional norms of journalism, even if

some of them do not identify themselves as journalists.
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5.3 JOURNALISTIC PRACTICES: SETTING THEIR OWN AGENDA

The interviews conducted for this research included questions related to traditional
concepts of journalism, mainly its core concept of “objectivity”, as well as questions
about news values and sourcing. The majority of the interviewees (16) claimed to be
committed to some of the fundamental traditions of journalistic practices. Once
again, it is possible to identify a greater emphasis on certain professional codes by
trained journalists, who defended that all sides of a story should be heard to ensure a
truthful account of reality, for instance, thus attempting to differentiate themselves

from activists or propagandists who only have one side to report on.

For example, groups that practice investigative journalism claim that their goal is to
report in a balanced way, as different producers stated:

We care to provide as many facts as possible and it includes all sides
of a controversial story. We have commitments, but they are the ones
that every journalist should have. We always prioritise the point of

view of the weakest, the unprivileged, and the minorities. (IN/17)

Listening to all sides of a story is very important and in fact [ have
never worked in a place that takes it so seriously. Even for the sake of
legal issues. Since we investigate many corporations and we release
unpublished information about how they treat their workers that can
invariably result in a legal process. So we have to play by the book in

terms of careful verification of information before publishing. (IN/18)
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We present ourselves as a collective of investigative journalism, and
within this we are very concerned with ethical issues. Objectivity is an
unquestionable value of journalism. However, [ will not say that
objectivity is defined as impartiality. Even in the universities today
we have this discussion about the myth of impartiality in journalism.
But we do seek to be fair and to do a journalistic investigation in the

traditional way. (IN/10)

The quotes above indicate an approach to news that reproduces the discourse of
traditional journalism in terms of accuracy or a fair representation of facts. Trained
journalists working for alternative media reiterate norms that are the basis of
professional journalism’s legitimacy, even assuming that different levels of
subjectivity will always be present, as expressed by these journalists:

Some stories follow the principle of objectivity because this is our
way to investigate and write a conventional news story. Other stories,
however, are supposed to be subjective, such as first person
narratives, points of view, and stories written from the unique

perspective of women. (IN/13)

I don’t believe that anything can be totally impartial. But I have a very
big commitment with presenting both sides of a controversial story.
For example, we published stories on the pollution of the Sepetiba
Bay (Rio de Janeiro). So we heard the authorities on what they have
been doing to solve this problem. However, it does not mean that I’'m
not going to be critical. We do a critical journalism, but we have to

justify our critique with data, with information. (IN/20)

We do journalism in a very traditional way. However, as we cover
human rights issues, we are not interested in delivering a rigid, dry

narrative of the facts. The reporting has to be engaging and detailed. It
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has to be engaging. But we do hear all sides of a story. In activist

journalism there is no real commitment to do that. (IN/1).

5.3.1 Contesting the myth of neutrality

Considering that not all producers are trained professionals who have previously
worked in traditional newsrooms, questions about journalistic codes have received
more nuanced answers in terms of what really matters in a news account. Participants
of community media, for instance, have a very specific approach towards the concept
of balanced reporting, as we will see below. At the same time, all participants

showed a clear concern to avoid the spread of lies or inaccurate reporting.

A citizen journalist from Rocinha favela explained that, having to deal very
frequently with disinformation and rumours usually related to situations of violence,
his collective had to adopt fact-centred techniques to avoid contributing to the spread
of panic among locals. He talked about the pursuit of accuracy in their news
reporting:

There are 200,000 people living in our community. There are rumours
and fake news circulating all the time. Our main job is to determine
what is credible and what is not. In a moment of threat to security,
you can’t ignore any information, but our function is to verify the

facts before publication. (IN/9)

Likewise, a producer from another favela in Rio de Janeiro emphasized the need to
double-check information before publishing it on social media, even though his

collective is not run by professional journalists:
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We have a filter. We rarely publish something that comes directly
from the residents without double-checking the information. It would
be pretentious to claim that we are inventing a new form of journalism

without considering some of its traditional methods. (IN/16)

The statements demonstrate, thus, a concern to be seen as disseminators of
information with credibility to establish themselves as authoritative voices on the
issues they are covering. Most interviewees explicitly manifested commitment to the
practices of verification of information, regardless of being open about their
motivations, such as feminism, human rights advocacy and counterculture
movements. It is clear that most of the outlets are concerned with social change, and
therefore they are driven by a particular agenda. In this context, it can be noted that
alternative producers are not interested in drawing a false moral equivalence in terms
of news sources. This becomes evident when alternative journalists claim to give a
fair hearing to opposing sides of a story, while acknowledging prioritising “the point

of view of the weakest, the unprivileged, and the minorities” (IN/17).

The element of accuracy can at times also lead to question the understanding of what
“balance” means. If mainstream media leaves a gap in the reporting of certain topics,
“filling the gap” can become an issue of “balance” as some interviewees pointed out.
This has been the case for a veteran journalist, who lives in the Amazon region and
helped to launch Amazonia Real, an outlet that systematically covers the reality of
the region’s populations:

To do investigative journalism, you cannot listen to only one side of a
story. You have to hear everyone. But why are we interested in
covering indigenous populations? Because they don’t have space in

traditional media. As journalists from Amazonia, we have always
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thought this way. But if you are part of a large newsroom, as I have
been before, there are many limitations to report on these issues since
news corporations are profit oriented. Our outlet’s priority, on the
other hand, is to listen to these types of sources. If you read our
stories, you will see that we give voice to everyone. Legacy media
produce unequal stories, and here we have banned this inequality in

terms of source representation. (IN/3)

What is explicit in this response is a criticism of the supposed neutrality of traditional
media, which the respondent saw as disseminators of biased accounts in regards to
the emphasis given to elite groups in society. When the above-mentioned journalist
claimed to favour stories about indigenous populations (Figure 5.3), she is arguing
that the way traditional media cover the Amazon region is far from impartial.
Therefore, an outlet that challenges repeated sourcing formulas and offers different

perspectives actually represents a counterbalance.

Figure. 5.3: Headlines about indigenous populations at Amazonia Real (screenshot)

5.3.2 Promoting non-dominant sources

The same logic applies to citizen journalists from favelas, who do not accept the

weight given to the voice of police authorities in discussions about violence in these
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