
INTRODUCTION

Brazil Reframed

In 1989, during Brazil’s first full-fledged presidential election1 since the 
end of the military dictatorship’s twenty-one-year reign, Fernando Collor 
de Mello (National Reconstruction Party, PRN), then Governor of Ala-
goas, faced off against Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (Lula) of the leftist Work-
ers’ Party (PT). After Collor’s weak performance during the second presi-
dential debate, TV Globo2 edited the proceedings to favor the governor. 
As Collor himself later admitted, he benefited from his relationship with 
TV Globo, Brazil’s largest and most-watched broadcast network, and with 
its owner, Roberto Marinho, who was concerned that a Lula victory would 
usher in an era of Communism (Sereza, 2009).3 When the dust had set-
tled, the relatively little-known Collor, from a small, impoverished north-
eastern state, became Brazil’s thirty-second president, defeating Lula by 
a mere 6 percent of the vote. Only months after taking office, President 
Collor faced numerous allegations of impropriety. On March 24, 1992, 
in an interview with Veja, a weekly magazine similar to Newsweek, Pedro 
Collor accused President Collor, his brother, of corruption. The following 
day, TV Globo reported the story in detail on its Jornal Nacional, the most-
watched national news program in Brazil. Over the next six months, the 
network continuously featured the ever-evolving story, which reached its 
apex on September 29, 1992, when Collor became the first Brazilian presi-
dent to be impeached and removed from office.
 After numerous other attempts, in 2003 Lula finally broke through 
in his long-standing quest for the presidency, serving the first of two 
wildly successful terms. Toward the end of his second term, President 
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Lula tapped Dilma Rousseff, his chief of staff, to be the Workers’ Party’s 
2010 presidential nominee. Despite questions surrounding her experi-
ence in high-level politics, Rousseff became Brazil’s first female president. 
In 2014, President Rousseff ran for reelection against the politically sea-
soned and well-funded Aécio Neves, former governor of and senator from 
Minas Gerais. Rousseff eventually won reelection, though by the slimmest 
of margins (3%).
 Less than a year into her second term, within the context of an eco-
nomic downturn and the unfolding of Brazil’s largest-ever corruption 
scandal, Lava Jato (Car Wash), President Rousseff was accused of break-
ing budgetary laws. As had occurred with President Collor nearly twenty-
five years earlier, the House brought impeachment proceedings against 
Rousseff. Although she maintained her innocence, she was stripped of 
her duties in August of 2016. Though no longer in office, Rousseff made 
headlines in 2017 and 2018 for her critiques of two major players in the 
Brazilian mediascape.4 In the first of the two, Rousseff called out TV Glo-
bo’s coverage of the Car Wash corruption scandal. She contended that TV 
Globo was practicing “jornalismo de guerra” (journalism as warfare) as a 
“weapon against democracy,” designed to manipulate “the opinion of the 
Brazilian people” (Brasil 247, 2017).5

 In the second critique, President Rousseff turned her attention to 
the recent release of the first season of the Netflix original series, O me-
canismo (The Mechanism)  Created by the award-winning and polemical 
filmmaker, José Padilha, The Mechanism offers an intricate, fictionalized 
account of the Car Wash corruption scheme. Disturbed by what she saw 
as the fabrication and dissemination of “fake news,” on March 26, 2018, 
only days after the series was made available on the streaming service, 
President Rousseff published an open letter on her website, “Dilma: presi-
denta eleita do Brasil” (Dilma: Brazil’s Elected Female President), whose 
title takes a shot at her impeachment. In the letter, Rousseff addressed 
her removal from office—which she refers to as a “coup”—and what she 
believed to be Padilha’s dishonest portrayal of both the corruption scandal 
and the roles she and President Lula supposedly played in it:

Under the guise of telling the story of the Lava Jato investigation 
in a series “based on real events,” the director José Padilha distorts 
reality and spreads all sorts of lies to attack me and President Lula. 
The series, The Mechanism on Netflix, is underhanded and full of lies. 
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The director invents facts. He doesn’t merely reproduce fake news. 
He has turned himself into a creator of fake news . . . In my case, the 
director uses the same character assassination techniques used by 
the Brazilian press, spreading lies in the TV series, some of which 
are so blatant that even the big national media companies haven’t 
had the courage to even hint at them. (2018)

In support of President Rousseff’s position, many Workers’ Party mem-
bers or sympathizers campaigned to boycott the streaming service. This 
led to the creation of #CancelaNetflix (#CancelNetflix) and #OMecanis-
moCausando (#TheMechanismStirringThingsUp), the latter of which 
quickly became the most commented topic on Twitter in Brazil. Around 
the same time, President Rousseff doubled down on her critique, taking 
aim not only at Padilha and his series but at Netflix itself, suggesting that 
the foreign streaming service, whether consciously or not, was undermin-
ing Brazilian politics. During a press conference, Rousseff admonished 
Netflix for taking part in what she referred to as political campaigning 
(Nogueira, 2018). President Rousseff also told reporters that she would 
act by contacting political leaders from other nations to warn them of 
Netflix’s potentially transgressive and subversive behavior. As she saw it, 
the California-based streaming service had strayed too far from its own 
backyard, consciously or unconsciously doing even more damage to local 
politics than Brazil’s most prominent national media outlets.
 While Rousseff was taking a stand against TV Globo and Netflix, presi-
dential hopefuls were on the campaign trail in search of votes. Among 
them was the ultraconservative Jair Bolsonaro. After serving for nearly 
thirty years as a congressman from Rio de Janeiro, the former army cap-
tain set his sights on the country’s highest office. Inspired by Trump’s 
success in the United States, Bolsonaro employed Twitter to disseminate 
his outlandish, homophobic, misogynist, nationalist, and racist politics.6 
Although initially many political commentators believed Bolsonaro’s ex-
treme, hate-filled positions left him with little chance of even competing, 
Bolsonaro eventually emerged as the frontrunner—especially after the 
leading candidate, former President Lula, was jailed on questionable cor-
ruption charges in the middle of the election cycle—and easily defeated 
Fernando Haddad, Lula’s handpicked replacement.
 Throughout the election, Bolsonaro and TV Globo maintained a con-
tentious relationship, not unlike the one Trump cultivated with those 
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media outlets not Fox News. However, whereas TV Globo’s favor played 
an important role in Collor emerging to win the 1989 presidential elec-
tion, and its disfavor, at least according to President Rousseff, intensi-
fied her political marginalization, the network’s fairly explicit, adversarial 
stance against Bolsonaro’s candidacy was not enough to, in Rousseff’s 
words, “manipulate the opinion of the Brazilian people” to vote against 
Bolsonaro (Brasil 247, 2017). Indeed, leading up to the decisive vote, Arick 
Wierson, Bolsonaro’s campaign manager, summed up their media strat-
egy and their understanding of the contemporary Brazilian mediascape: 
“The Brazilian voter is tired of the traditional formats that produced old 
and outdated content . . . Allotted a mere seven seconds of television air-
time, it is not possible to emphasize adequately any of Jair’s many quali-
ties. But he did not need television to become the leader in the polls . . . Jair 
is not trying to fool anyone, and some people are frightened by his frank-
ness. With the growth of social networks, lies and false promises are soon 
unmasked” (Dantas, 2018, emphasis mine). Wierson’s words suggest that 
Bolsonaro’s campaign essentially dismissed television as a whole. How-
ever, considering the campaign’s mutually beneficial relationship with the 
conservative broadcast network, Rede Record, it is safe to assume that 
what Wierson really means is that, unlike past elections where TV Globo 
served as the primary gatekeeper to the television audience and elector-
ate, Bolsonaro focused primarily on disseminating his messages through 
upstart social media services and applications like Facebook, Twitter, You-
Tube, and WhatsApp.7

 Despite what the preceding examples might suggest, this book is not 
about postmilitary dictatorship politics in Brazil. Rather, they help to 
illustrate the extent to which the Brazilian mediascape has undergone 
foundational shifts in recent years. When President Collor was elected 
to office in 1989, it would have been almost unthinkable that he—or any 
candidate, for that matter—could have been successful without access to 
TV Globo and its tens of millions of spectators. At that time, pay-televi-
sion and the Internet had not yet arrived in Brazil. In this period of lim-
ited competition, according to every meaningful measure, TV Globo far 
outpaced all other Brazilian over-the-air broadcast networks. In short, TV 
Globo was the hegemonic media company in Brazil. Broadly speaking, the 
same was true for the elections that followed. Though the mediascape be-
came more competitive between 1989 and 2011, when President Rousseff 
was elected for the first time, the overall status of the field had changed 
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little. That is, pay-television and the Internet were still largely available 
only in affluent households, and TV Globo remained the dominant leader 
in terms of audience share, production, and advertising revenue. How-
ever, by 2016—the exact year in which President Rousseff was impeached 
and future President Jair Bolsonaro announced his intention to run for 
office—legal, technological, and economic developments, both local and 
global, were busy pushing the Brazilian mediascape into a new era.
 This book focuses on these changes through the creation, production, 
distribution, and consumption of a selection of television and Internet 
fiction, exploring the new Brazilian mediascape that has taken root since 
2011. The objective is not to predict what that mediascape will be in the 
coming decades but to shed light on the emergence and the consequences 
of the post-2011 mediascape as a particular conjuncture.8 Ultimately, I 
argue that the ongoing transition from the nearly five-decade, TV Globo–
dominated Network Era (1968–2011) to the increasingly competitive and 
fragmented post-2011 mediascape has given way to fundamental changes 
to the economic models, modes of production, producers, distribution 
windows, and consumption that have largely defined the Brazilian me-
diascape since the late 1960s. Such changes, I contend, also have major im-
plications for the symbolic construction of the national social imaginary.

Television, TV Globo, and the Nation

Audiovisual production the world over is experiencing significant shifts. In 
the United States, for example, industry-wide pivots resulting from tech-
nological advancements have given way to new economic, production, and 
distribution models. Such developments have dramatically transformed 
the television landscape, ushering in the early stages of what Amanda D. 
Lotz (2014) has referred to as the Post-Network Era. The confluence of 
novel forms of technology, distribution, and reception has taken root to 
alter what the industry creates, what the audience receives as content, and 
the channels through which it is received (Lotz, 2014: 4). Consequently, 
excluding live sporting events such as the Super Bowl or the FIFA World 
Cup, the spatiotemporally fixed and collective viewings of content that 
defined the Network Era in the United States are now largely a thing of the 
past. Instead, the solidification of the digital era and the multiplication of 
screens have freed television viewing from domestic confinement and pre-
established linear programming, providing viewers with greater control 


