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 Abstract

This article proposes an analysis of the limits of participation and its eventual political 
instrumentalization in a democratic environment. The thoughts of Arnstein (1969), 
Carpentier (2018), Sharp (2017), and Melo et al. (2019) form the basis of the literature 
review. The research adopts an empirical approach and presents a descriptive case 
study focused on users' participation in X denouncing the coup attempt on January 
8 in Brasília. While the results of the literature review point out that the variety of 
historical, social, and political conjunctures is an obstacle to a unique understanding 
of participation and its relationship with the media, the case study suggests that the 
participation of Brazilian citizens on X is complex, presenting traits of interaction, 
power sharing, and negative participation.
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Introducti on

The theory of parti cipati on is a complex concept studied and debated across various academic 
fi elds. At its core, it examines the ways in which individuals and groups engage themselves with their 
communiti es, insti tuti ons, and politi cal systems, as well as explores the role that parti cipati on plays in 
shaping governance, decision-making, and the development of social norms.

One of the primary debates in the context of parti cipati on theory revolves around defi ning 
"parti cipati on." Some researchers argue that parti cipati on should be expanded to include formal 
engagement arrangements, such as voti ng or att ending public meeti ngs, and informal forms of engagement, 
such as online acti vism, blogging, and community organizing (Cornwall, 2007; Hyman & Tohill, 2017). 
Others argue that parti cipati on should be limited to a formal engagement framework defi ned by the 
government and other insti tuti ons (Pateman, 1970; Dahl, 1989).

A criti cal discussion surrounding parti cipati on theory is the relati onship between parti cipati on 
and power. The ideas that increased parti cipati on can lead to greater democrati zati on in marginalized 
communiti es and that there are forms of parti cipati on that can reproduce existi ng power structures and 
reinforce the status quo are equally debated (Foucault, 1991; Putnam, 2000; Almond & Verba, 1965).

Marti ns (2002), regarding the issue of parti cipati on, views this process "not only as a place where 
the opportunity for parti cipati on is ensured but one that promotes it in every sense, because it invests its 
vitality in it" (p.53). New arrangements, such as online acti vism (Gerbaudo, 2021), allow for the expansion 
of parti cipatory practi ces but also present analyti cal challenges for the fi eld of Communicati on. According 
to Gerbaudo (2021), the internet is sti ll considered a porous arena, open to new discourses, with litt le 
identi fi cati on of the organizati onal dynamics facilitated/intensifi ed by online dynamics. The involvement 
of individuals and groups with posts denouncing the anti -democrati c acts of January 8, 2023, in Brazil 
is related to the state of inclusion of those involved in an online-offl  ine conti nuum (Miller & Slater, 
2020; Leitão & Gomes, 2018) of everyday life in the processes of strengthening democracy, to correct 
the weakened power that this group holds in society—oft en due to the inherent logic of the fragility 
of networked protest (Tufekci, 2017). With the promoti on of parti cipati on under these new formats on 
digital platf orms like X, a movement to adjust these imbalances among various powers can be observed. 
However, we understand that the outcomes of parti cipatory processes inevitably depend on personal 
self-esteem, confi dence, knowledge, skills, status, social involvement, and levels of happiness or justi ce, 
as highlighted by Huesca's (2008) study.

As crucial as this conceptual debate is the recogniti on of the signifi cant implicati ons that such 
approaches present for various academic fi elds, including Politi cal Science, Sociology, and Philosophy. 
Politi cal scienti sts have studied the relati onship between parti cipati on and politi cal effi  cacy, that is, the 
extent to which individuals believe they can aff ect politi cal outcomes. Sociologists have examined the 
impact of parti cipati on on social norms and identi ty formati on. Philosophers have explored the ethical 
implicati ons of parti cipati on, parti cularly in democrati c decision-making. However, in this research, our 
focus is on the concepts and approaches to parti cipati on adopted in Brazil aft er January 8, 2023, when 
supporters of former President Jair Bolsonaro invaded the Supreme Federal Court, the Congress building, 
and surrounded the presidenti al palace in Brasília. On that occasion, they called for military interventi on in 
the Brazilian government, and artworks, furniture, and part of the infrastructure of the site were destroyed.

It is essenti al to highlight that, in 2023, Brazil celebrated 35 years of the Federal Consti tuti on (CF), 
commonly known as the Citi zen Consti tuti on. It was enacted aft er decades of military dictatorship in the 
country. Currently, more than 120 amendments to the CF can be identi fi ed, and some politi cal and social 
rights that had previously been approved have been removed. Recent politi cal changes in the country 
only threaten to increase levels of violence and racism further. The four years of government led by Jair 
Bolsonaro were marked by a reducti on in press freedom, access to public informati on, and especially in 
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forms of parti cipati on.
Thus, the objecti ve of this investi gati on is to analyze the limits of the concept of parti cipati on 

and its politi cal instrumentalizati on in a democrati c environment, using as a case study the parti cipati on 
in the acti ons denouncing the coup att empt on January 8 in Brasília. This is a relevant topic and object of 
study for the fi eld of Communicati on, which has a signifi cant history of studies on parti cipati on in Politi cal 
Communicati on, Communicati on Policies, and Culture, and, to a lesser extent, in the Politi cal Economy 
of Communicati on. However, someti mes, some approaches sti ll understand parti cipati on only from a 
procedural standpoint and not as a consti tuti ve element of democracy itself, which justi fi es a broader 
view of the topic.

Although the fi elds of Politi cal Communicati on and Politi cal Science have developed signifi cantly in 
recent years, with various theoreti cal eff orts to understand parti cipati on in the Brazilian context, we chose 
to focus our analysis on the instrumentalizati on of parti cipati on in a specifi c democrati c environment. 
We recognize that more recent approaches, as discussed by Albuquerque (2019), Miguel (2014), Dantas 
(2002), and Santos et al. (2020), off er valuable insights into digital acti vism, politi cal mobilizati on, and 
network formati on. However, we chose not to directly integrate these discussions into this study, as we 
believe that Parti cipati on Theory already provides a solid foundati on for understanding the limits and 
potenti al of the concept in the investi gated context. This decision was made to focus on the specifi c 
empirical analysis and the politi cal instrumentalizati on of parti cipati on without diverti ng att enti on to 
broader theoreti cal debates.

Finally, a brief literature review on the topic is presented to achieve the proposed objecti ve. Next, 
the anti -democrati c movement (the politi cal-social phenomenon that consti tutes the research object) is 
detailed, the results of the fi rst part of the content analysis are presented, and fi nally, the relati onship 
between the results achieved so far and the observed and characterized mechanisms of acti ve populati on 
parti cipati on in identi fying individuals and groups involved in the acts of January 8, 2023, are analyti cally 
described.

One Word, Many Meanings

The Theory of Parti cipati on refers to the acti ve involvement of individuals in decision-making 
processes and has gained signifi cant att enti on in the fi eld of Communicati on in recent years. It highlights 
the democrati c potenti al of communicati on and how parti cipati on can empower individuals and promote 
social change. In this research, we discuss the works of three authors who have signifi cantly contributed to 
the development of parti cipati on theory: Arnstein (1969), Carpenti er (2018), and Sharp (2017).

Proposed by Sherry Arnstein in 1969, the Ladder of Citi zen Parti cipati on is one of the most 
widely referenced and infl uenti al models in the fi eld of democrati c public parti cipati on. For local leaders, 
organizers, and facilitators who wish to understand fundamental theories of public engagement and 
parti cipati on and how empowered insti tuti ons and public authoriti es deny power to citi zens, Arnstein's 
research is oft en a reference.

Arnstein begins her arti cle (1969, p. 214) with a central questi on: "What is citi zen parti cipati on, 
and what is its relati onship to the social imperati ves of our ti me?" She then provides a detailed answer:

“(...) citi zen parti cipati on is a categorical term for citi zen power. It is the redistributi on of 
power that enables excluded citi zens, currently excluded from politi cal and economic 
processes, to be deliberately included in the future. It is the strategy by which the 
excluded join together to determine how informati on is shared, goals and policies are 
set, fi scal resources are allocated, programs are operated, and benefi ts like contracts 
and patronage are distributed. In short, it is how they can induce signifi cant social 
reform that allows them to share in the benefi ts of a prosperous society... parti cipati on 
without redistributi on of power is an empty and frustrati ng process for the powerless.”
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Arnstein's typology of citi zen parti cipati on (1995) is presented as a metaphorical "ladder" 
(Illustrati on 1), where each ascending rung represents increasing levels of agency, control, and citi zen 
power. In additi on to the eight levels of parti cipati on, Arnstein includes a descripti ve conti nuum of 
parti cipatory power, ranging from non-parti cipati on (no power) to degrees of tokenism (false power) and 
fi nally to degrees of citi zen parti cipati on (real power).

Illustration 1 – Detail of the Ladder of Citizen Participation Model

Source: Arsntein (1995)

Although it is a valuable tool for analyzing levels of parti cipati on in decision-making processes, 
it has some negati ve aspects. First, it simplifi es the noti on of parti cipati on by presenti ng it as a linear 
progression, moving from non-parti cipati on to citi zen control. In reality, parti cipati on is more complex and 
dynamic, with individuals and groups oft en moving between diff erent levels of parti cipati on depending 
on the issue at hand.

Secondly, Arnstein's ladder (1995) can be criti cized for its limited focus on formal parti cipati on, 
neglecti ng the importance of informal parti cipati on, which does not necessarily follow a linear progression. 
Informal parti cipati on can take many forms, such as social media acti vism, community organizing, and 
protests, and can someti mes have a more signifi cant impact than formal involvement.

Finally, the ladder can be seen as prescripti ve, placing undue emphasis on individual parti cipati on 
and ignoring the role of insti tuti onal and structural factors in enabling or restricti ng parti cipati on. It can 
also convey the false impression that citi zen parti cipati on is always desirable and necessary without 
recognizing the potenti al for parti cipati on to reproduce power imbalances, exclude marginalized groups, 
or perpetuate injusti ces.

On the other hand, Carpenti er argues that parti cipati on is a crucial element of democracy to be 
achieved, as it allows diverse voices to be heard. In his words, "parti cipati on is not something given, nor an 
inherent good. On the contrary, it is a fi eld of struggle for power, representati on, and voice, and is always 
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embedded in a specifi c ideological context that shapes and limits its potenti al outcomes" (Carpenti er, 
2018, p. 2).

The author also notes that parti cipati on theory is a complex concept. On the contrary, it is marked 
by theoreti cal complexity and contestati on, shaped by social, politi cal, and cultural factors. Carpenti er 
emphasizes the importance of understanding the ideological context in which parti cipati on occurs and 
how power and representati on are negoti ated through parti cipatory processes.

Conti nuing with Carpenti er's perspecti ve, we fi nd his view on the relati onship between media 
and parti cipati on. "The media plays a crucial role in facilitati ng the democrati c potenti al of parti cipati on. 
This is because it off ers accessible platf orms to diverse audiences, develops public deliberati on, and 
enables collecti ve acti on" (Carpenti er, 2011, p. 75). At fi rst glance, this is a relati vely positi ve and generalist 
approach, as the concept of media adopted by the author is broad and reinforces the understanding 
that eff ecti ve parti cipati on is a democrati c aid, regardless of the type of media used. However, in more 
recent publicati ons (Carpenti er & Mylonas, 2020; Carpenti er & Jenkins, 2022), the researcher focuses on 
observing the diff erent potenti als that each type of media presents and emphasizes the importance of 
analyzing power relati ons in the media and parti cipatory processes.

Sharp's (2017) concept of parti cipati on is multi faceted and seeks to understand how people 
engage with various aspects of society and culture. At its core, parti cipati on is about how people are 
involved in the creati on, producti on, and recepti on of media and other cultural artefacts, as well as how 
they exercise agency and infl uence in various domains of life.

Sharp (2017) argues that parti cipati on should be studied as an embedded practi ce that is 
situated within specifi c contexts and social structures. She emphasizes the importance of understanding 
parti cipati on as a dynamic phenomenon that is related to power relati ons, social hierarchies, and 
inequaliti es. This means that, for the author, the concept of parti cipati on is not just about individuals' 
involvement with media or culture in isolati on but rather how they do so within broader social and cultural 
contexts. Her approach highlights the ways in which parti cipati on can empower or disempower, as well as 
challenge dominant cultural norms and values. Ulti mately, her theoreti cal propositi on off ers a framework 
for understanding the diverse ways in which people engage with media, culture, and society and the 
implicati ons of these engagements for social change and transformati on.

It is possible to identi fy some imprecision in the author's defi niti on, as there is no precise 
specifi cati on of the role or how the parti cipants in the communicati on process are engaged. She defi nes 
parti cipati on as "people acti ng together to achieve a common interest or goal" (Sharp, 2017, p.35). 
However, she does not elaborate on the specifi c level of involvement or infl uence that parti cipants 
have in shaping the outcome of the shared interest or goal. It is sti ll being determined whether those 
parti cipati ng are acti ve agents driving the realizati on of the shared interest or goal, or if they are merely 
passive supporters contributi ng to the eff ort through their mere presence. Furthermore, Sharp's (2017) 
defi niti on does not consider the power dynamics that may exist within a group of parti cipants, which can 
signifi cantly impact the level and eff ecti veness of parti cipati on.

This theoreti cal gap becomes even more evident when we consider the role of digital infl uencers 
in the current landscape of politi cal parti cipati on. Infl uencers oft en act as mobilizati on agents in politi cal 
issues and can transcend passive parti cipati on by acti vati ng their audiences around specifi c causes. In 
Brazil, infl uencers such as Felipe Moura Brasil and George Marques, or even Felipe Neto and Luisa Sonza, 
exemplify this phenomenon by using their platf orms to engage their followers acti vely in politi cal debates 
and social mobilizati ons.

Contrary to Sharp's defi niti on, digital infl uencers invariably play a clear and acti ve role in shaping 
politi cal outcomes, guiding parti cipati on, and shaping discourse and collecti ve acti ons. In the Brazilian 
context, authors like Marti no (2023) and his reinterpretati on of the concept of opinion leaders and politi cal 
polarizati on; Estela (2019) and her analysis of the impact of digital infl uencers in the 2018 electi ons; and 
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Aguiar and Lycarião (2023) and their discussion around the infl uencers of Bolsonarism highlight how these 
individuals use their infl uence to amplify politi cal discussions and, in many cases, lead social movements. 
The ability of infl uencers to transform followers into acti ve parti cipants in politi cal causes demonstrates 
a more complex and signifi cant power dynamic than that observed in traditi onal forms of parti cipati on.

The relati onship between parti cipati on and the work of these infl uencers in politi cal issues also 
challenges traditi onal noti ons of engagement by allowing mobilizati on to occur in a decentralized and 
large-scale manner. Recuero and Bastos (2023) discuss that digital platf orms enable parti cipati on to be 
both broad and meaningful, and politi cal infl uencers play a crucial role in this ecosystem, arti culati ng and 
directi ng acti vism toward concrete goals.

In the case of the denunciati ons of the att empted coup on January 8, infl uencers sought to channel 
popular indignati on and transform it into denunciati on acti ons, revealing how social media acti viti es on the 
internet can materialize into practi cal forms of politi cal parti cipati on. This role of infl uencers, therefore, 
underscores the need for a deeper analysis of the power dynamics involved in digital parti cipati on, 
something that more traditi onal theoreti cal defi niti ons, like Sharp's, may only parti ally capture.

The Coup Att empt on January 8

Although Luís Inácio Lula da Silva took offi  ce for his third term in Brazil on January 1, 2023, the 
peak of these politi cal changes occurred a week later, when Bolsonaro's supporters invaded the country's 
Supreme Federal Court, the Congress building, and surrounded the presidenti al palace in Brasília. While 
they called for military interventi on in the Brazilian government, artworks, furniture, and part of the site's 
infrastructure were destroyed. It is also important to highlight the large number of videos and photos 
produced by the invaders during the att empted occupati on. Immediately, the media, justi ce bodies, and 
third-sector enti ti es created reporti ng channels for the populati on to help authoriti es identi fy those 
responsible for the destructi on and the leaders of the movement. The result was the creati on of social 
media pages, telephone hotlines, and emails, as well as the involvement of digital infl uencers, which led 
to the identi fi cati on of over 1,100 individuals.

The att ack on the Brazilian government buildings in Brasília was not an enti rely unpredictable 
event. Aft er the 2022 presidenti al electi ons, with Lula da Silva's victory in the electronic voti ng machines, 
the voters and followers of then-President Jair Bolsonaro set up camps in various citi es across Brazil. The 
camps were established in front of the Army barracks, where people celebrated their close relati onship 
with the ideological perspecti ve of the defeated politi cian and with ideas of military interventi on. They 
claimed that the electi on had been rigged and, therefore, the presidenti al electi on should be annulled.

It was from these camps, especially those in the Federal District, that supporters marched to 
the Esplanade of Ministries on January 8, 2023, and carried out coup att empts by vandalizing the 
headquarters of the Three Powers. Bolsonaro supporters fi rst invaded the Nati onal Congress, then the 
other headquarters. Rooms were destroyed, artworks looted and vandalized, furniture thrown against 
windows, police offi  cers injured, journalists assaulted, and over 200 people were caught and arrested in 
the act.

The tension surrounding the idea of a coup had always lingered during the four years of 
Bolsonaro's government. We highlight this idea of the coup "looming over" his government because, as 
Bati sta (2021, p. 129) explains, the President of the Republic of Brazil, as well as his politi cal group, are 
"enthusiasti c supporters of revisionism and denialism regarding the dictatorship." According to the author, 
Bolsonarism is structured around a nostalgic revisionism (a way of reinterpreti ng history) that glorifi es 
torture, military repression, and the torturers who used state violence and anti -communism to assert 
themselves in power for over 20 years. One example of this revisionism occurred during Bolsonaro's term, 
with the authorizati on for the Armed Forces to commemorate the anniversary of the Civil-Military Coup of 
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March 31, 1964, by holding ceremonies in barracks, extolling the event and its aft ermath.
As of the writi ng of this arti cle, the att ack events in Brasília are linked to intelligence reports in the 

possession of the Brazilian government, which indicated that 100 buses carrying 3,900 people arrived in 
Brasília with the intent of resuming street protests against President Lula's electi on on Sunday, January 8; 
but also, to the investi gati ons being conducted by the Federal Police (PF) of Brazil. According to the PF, the 
invasion had been prepared by extremists loyal to former President Bolsonaro since January 3, 2023, when 
radicals began to intensively spread messages on apps like Telegram and WhatsApp to bring protesters 
from all over the country to the federal capital, with all expenses paid.

On May 25, 2023, a Joint Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry (CPMI) was established, and its 
acti viti es concluded in October of the same year. The fi nal report, presented by Senator Eliziane Gama, 
recommended indicti ng 61 people, including former President Jair Bolsonaro. Among the accusati ons were 
criminal associati on, politi cal violence, violent aboliti on of the Democrati c Rule of Law, and att empted 
coup d'état. The document argues that Jair Bolsonaro was the mastermind behind the anti -democrati c 
acts, based on evidence obtained through bank, telephone, and telemati c secrecy breaches and fi nancial 
intelligence reports. Additi onally, there is a recommendati on for the indictment of several politi cians and 
military personnel, pointi ng out failures and omissions in handling security forces during the events of 
January 8. However, there were criti cisms of the report from the oppositi on, which claimed a lack of 
concrete evidence for some indictments and accused the rapporteur of protecti ng politi cal fi gures and 
distorti ng the investi gati on's purpose. The oppositi on presented a separate vote, questi oning the legality 
of the proposed indictments and suggesti ng the need for further investi gati ons.

On Empirical Research – Codebook, Forms, and Themes

To achieve the results of the fi rst part of the content analysis, we defi ned the research questi ons 
and hypotheses that guided the methodological design of the study. We then outlined the unit of analysis 
(texts of posts denouncing the anti -democrati c acts in Brazil on January 8 on X) and the sampling unit (the 
denunciati ons of the anti -democrati c acts in Brazil on January 8 that circulated on X). Data extracti on was 
carried out using the X Scraper tool based on the criteria of date (January 8, 2023), ti me (00:00 to 23:59), 
and keyword (coup OR denunciati on). We developed a codebook to identi fy and determine the class 
of tweets (or posts) of denunciati on based on the concept of parti cipati on and to characterize them in 
terms of their mechanism, as well as their narrati ve and agenda. The codebook is a tool that we consider 
signifi cant for identi fying content trends and revealing the focus of att enti on in the analyzed posts. In this 
regard, for this codebook, we created nominal and ordinal qualitati ve categories and variables (Sampaio & 
Lycarião, 2021), considering the object of study in questi on.

Thus, we generated form and themati c variables based on the confi rmati on that the content 
presents or references the acti ve involvement of individuals in decision-making processes. The disti ncti on 
between content circulati ng on social media and content that eff ecti vely references or uses the sense of 
parti cipati on in the denunciati on acti ons of the January 8, 2023 events is made based on the parti cipati on 
variable. Once a positi ve relati onship in the fi rst variable was identi fi ed, we indicated the predominant 
form of parti cipati on according to the predefi ned categories (see Table 1).
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Table 1 – Variables and Categories of Content Analysis in the Codebook

Variable Descripti on and Categories 

Parti cipati on Whether the content presents or 
references the acti ve involvement 
of individuals in decision-making 
processes.                                                                                                                             

No

Yes

Doubt/Ambiguity

Form of Parti cipati on Whether the content adopts any new 
form of parti cipati on.

Post (POST)

Comment (COM)

Hashtags (HAS)

Keyword (KEYW)

Direct Message (DM)

Menti ons (ME)

Conversati ons (CONV)                                                                           

Theme of Parti cipati on Whether the content presents or 
references any theme associated with 
the acti ve involvement of individuals in 
decision-making processes.                                                                                                   

Democracy (DEM)

Identi ty (IDE)

Politi cal Effi  cacy (EPO)

Politi cal Power (POP)   

Freedom of Expression (LIB)

Censorship (CEN)

Military Interventi on (INT)

Impunity (IMP)

Anti -Democrati c (ANT)

Electi on Fraud (FRAU)

Source: Produced by the authors

Regarding the methodological choices, the categories presented here encompass various types 
of parti cipati on, not just those intended for denunciati ons, such as the categories of censorship and anti -
democrati c. In fact, they are equally evident in posts where people make denunciati ons—cases like the 
use of the term "coup" and criti cisms of the forms of denunciati on themselves. However, we clarify that 
although the categories account for a broader analysis, the sampling unit consists of posts that involve 
denunciati ons.  

The themati c variable was developed from an initi al reading of the posts' texts denouncing the 
acts of January 8, which were collected from X. In the process of categorical content analysis, it was vital 
to describe the type of content associated with a theme that should be observed (see Table 2).
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Table 2 – Thematic Categories and Content Description of the Codebook

Descripti on and Themati c Categories

If the content refers to the defence of democracy, democrati c 
insti tuti ons, and democrati c practi ces at all levels.

Democracy (DEM)

If the content refers to the defence and exaltati on of gender, 
racial, and specifi c group identi ti es in the posts.

Identi ty (IDE)

If the content refers to the belief in the punishment of those 
involved in anti -democrati c acts through denunciati ons made 
via social networks and offi  cial reporti ng platf orms (such as 
government and justi ce bodies).

Politi cal Effi  cacy (EPO)

Suppose the content refers to empowerment in the context 
of online acti vism. In additi on to the statements (through 
various forms of parti cipati on), people understand that the 
online environment has the magnitude to allow for this 
empowerment and the expansion of parti cipati on with new 
arrangements. Thus, parti cipants gain the right to politi cal 
speech.

Politi cal Power (POP)

If the content refers to the defence of anti -democrati c acts 
under the justi fi cati on of freedom of expression.

Freedom of Expression (LIB)

If the content refers to the rejecti on of denunciati ons of anti -
democrati c posts, emphasizing the practi ce of censorship.

Censorship (CEN)

If the content refers to posts that emphasize military 
interventi on as a prominent element in the anti -
democrati c practi ces of military insti tuti ons, or even in 
the demonstrati ons held before January 8, and in the anti -
democrati c acts.

Military Interventi on (INT)

If the content refers to posts highlighti ng that denunciati ons 
are useless because justi ce insti tuti ons practi ce derelicti on 
of duty and consequently contribute to impunity. On the 
other hand, they may also scorn denunciati ons because they 
believe in impunity regarding criminal practi ces on digital and 
online networks.

Impunity (IMP)

If the content refers to posts that defend anti -democrati c 
acts in all spheres (down with the STF, the Federal Police, and 
judicial decisions), especially those of January 8.

Anti -Democrati c (ANT)

If the content refers to posts that highlight and defend 
that the Brazilian electi ons were rigged, justi fying the anti -
democrati c acts carried out.

Electi on Fraud (FRAU)

Source: Produced by the authors

Unti l the fi nal format of the codebook, we conducted tests and adjustments. Two people 
performed the coding using a coding form developed in Excel. One of the team members, who was 
experienced in conducti ng this type of method, trained the second coder and verifi ed the results. Aft er the 
material classifi cati on process using the content analysis method, we began the descripti on and analysis 
phase of the obtained results.

Descripti on and analysis of results

For this study, out of more than 1500 collected tweets, 710 (47.20%) consti tute our analysis corpus, 
those which we identi fi ed as new parti cipati on arrangements within the context of online acti vism in 
Brazil. Before starti ng the analysis phase of the collected material, a data cleaning process was conducted, 
in which emojis, links, and interjecti ons were removed. In an initi al exploratory phase, we listed the most 
recurring terms in the corpus to gain a broader understanding of the object of study. The words denúncia 
(denunciati on), Lula, STF (Supreme Federal Court), crime, and você (you) were the fi ve most cited.
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Illustration 2 - Most common terms in the sampled tweets

Source: Produced by the authors

The next step was to defi ne the content formats to be analyzed, which account for the observed 
practi ces, part of the results of the observati on technique applied in the X environment, which is constantly 
updati ng and opti mizing the user experience. The coding revealed that among the categorized forms, the 
comment (COM) is the most signifi cant arrangement in the analyzed corpus, followed by the post (POST) 
and the menti on (ME) of accounts, as shown in Graph 1.

Graph 1 – Distribution of participation formats on X on 08/01/23 in Brazil

Source: Produced by the authors

Social media on the internet plays a crucial role in mediati ng between social systems and everyday 
life, bringing both benefi ts and challenges to democrati c parti cipati on and communicati on. On one hand, 
platf orms like Facebook and X facilitate the mobilizati on and organizati on of social movements, allowing 
for the rapid disseminati on of informati on and the coordinati on of collecti ve acti ons. Additi onally, 
content personalizati on through algorithms can help reach specifi c audiences with messages tailored 
to their preferences and previous behaviours. On the other hand, this same personalizati on can lead 
to isolati on in "fi lter bubbles" (Pariser, 2012; Santana & Neves, 2022), where users are exposed only to 
informati on that reinforces their pre-existi ng opinions, making democrati c debate and the constructi on 
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of broad consensuses more diffi  cult. Figueiredo (2017, p. 2) points out that "social media presents an 
extremely more pervasive mode of colonizati on of everyday life than mass media." The surveillance and 
control exercised by platf orms and governments, as evidenced by mass surveillance scandals, also pose a 
signifi cant risk to individuals' privacy and freedom of expression.

Commenti ng on X can be understood as an act of parti cipati on. Whether by expressing an opinion 
on a parti cular discussion topic, clarifying ideas, spreading informati on, or denouncing acts that people 
consider a risk, even to their form of online parti cipati on. Studies such as Tufekci's (2017), for example, 
have examined the transformati ons brought about by digital technologies in the trajectories of social 
movements and the public sphere and placed this analysis within the context of specifi c possibiliti es of 
giant soft ware platf orms like Facebook, X, and Google, which have become central to the organizati on of 
social movements worldwide. For the author, X is a hub of mechanisms operati ng in the public sphere 
that impact the trajectories and dynamics of networked social movements. Although posts (POST) have 
reached second place in this classifi cati on, we understand they can be considered starti ng points or nodes. 
In the rise of network theory applied to society, as Abbott  (2004) highlights, some social dynamics are 
observed from the connecti ons between individuals (nodes) and their interacti ons (ti es). The dynamic 
of Preferenti al Att achment (nodes with a higher number of connecti ons are more likely to receive more 
connecti ons), as presented in the results exposed. It is also necessary to highlight that content analysis 
indicates that engagement on the network is linked to an idea of politi cal power (POP) acquired and 
exercised by internet inhabitants. In this sense, this dimension is strongly present in comments, in fi rst 
place (49.5%), and in posts, in second place (54.4%), considering that the sample of comments is 410 and 
posts 198, respecti vely (see Graph 2).

Graph 2 – Distribution of Themes in Participation Texts on X on 08/01/2023

Source: Produced by the authors

48.17% (POP) of the practi ces are related to politi cal empowerment (see Graph 3), which is 
further reinforced by the number of parti cipatory practi ces that consider the denunciati ons made on X as 
part of an effi  cient politi cal process, representi ng 21.41% (EPO). Moreover, 69.58% of the content in the 
sample converges on the understanding that politi cal decision-making is part of the parti cipatory practi ces 
of users on this social network.

In the context of using X as a form of civil society expression during an att empted coup d'état, the 
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posts varied widely in content and purpose. An initi al analysis revealed that a signifi cant porti on of users 
uti lized the platf orm to express their opinions and defend their personal beliefs. These users expressed 
their perspecti ves and politi cal positi ons, highlighti ng their convicti ons and appealing for the engagement 
of other users in their causes, which can be understood as mere social interacti on.

Graph 3 – Distribution of themes in the content texts on X on January 8, 2023

Source: Produced by the authors

In the context of using X as a form of civil society expression during an att empted coup d'état, the 
posts varied widely in content and purpose. An initi al analysis revealed that a signifi cant porti on of users 
uti lized the platf orm to express their opinions and defend their personal beliefs. These users expressed 
their perspecti ves and politi cal positi ons, highlighti ng their convicti ons and appealing for other users' 
engagement in their causes, which can be understood as mere social interacti on.

Screenshot 1 – Post Mentioning Offi  cial Accounts on X

Source: Post from the collected sample

On the other hand, it was also possible to identi fy a group of users who, although they wanted to 
denounce the events related to the coup, needed clarifi cati on about how to do so eff ecti vely. These users 
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demonstrated a genuine willingness to contribute to awareness and disseminati on but faced practi cal 
challenges in carrying out their denunciati ons and requested that government bodies provide reporti ng 
channels.

Screenshot 2 – Post from a user unsure of where to report on X

Source: Post from the collected sample

Additi onally, many users were observed demanding offi  cial positi ons and acti ons from politi cians 
and public enti ti es, such as the state Public Ministries. These users sought concrete answers, demanding 
transparency and accountability from the competent authoriti es in light of the developing politi cal 
situati on. In this regard, the number of menti ons (ME), 13.4%, demonstrates this practi ce by menti oning 
offi  cial accounts of insti tuti ons such as the Federal Police, Public Ministry, and the Att orney General's 
Offi  ce, as well as the accounts of the Minister of Justi ce and Public Security, Flávio Dino, federal deputi es 
like André Janones, President Lula, and also the Supreme Federal Court (STF).
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Screenshot 3 – Post mentioning the Supreme Federal Court's account

Source: Post from the collected sample

 Finally, one last important point about the content of the posts concerns the role of digital 
infl uencers. In the context described here, they have signifi cant potenti al in politi cal acti vism and 
collecti ng denunciati ons. Through their large follower base and reach on digital social networks, these 
infl uencers can raise public awareness about ongoing events, highlight democrati c violati ons, and mobilize 
support for the defence of democracy. Additi onally, their ability to collect denunciati ons through direct 
interacti ons with users and to share evidence, such as photos and videos, contributes to the exposure of 
illicit acts and the pursuit of transparency and justi ce. Digital infl uencers like Felipe Neto (Screenshot 5) 
can act as bridges between ordinary users and competent authoriti es, pressing for concrete acti ons and 
accountability of those involved.

It is also worth noti ng that a signifi cant porti on of X users took advantage of the platf orm to 
denounce the ongoing events. They used diff erent strategies, including posti ng photos and videos that 
captured crucial moments of the event. This "gathering of denunciati ons" aimed to highlight accountability 
and demand the punishment of those involved in acti ons that threatened democracy. Users sought to 
amplify awareness and pressure the competent authoriti es to act according to democrati c principles, 
using X as a means to mobilize support and draw att enti on to the violati ons that occurred. These posts, 
loaded with evidence and specifi c menti ons, were fundamental to the search for transparency and justi ce 
during the politi cal crisis.

The tweet from Choquei's informati onal profi le also stands out. Firstly, the visually contrasti ng 
image of the police offi  cers smiling while an anti -democrati c act of invasion of the Supreme Federal Court 
was taking place likely shocked users, highlighti ng an apparent omission or lack of acti on by the authoriti es 
responsible for security. This discrepancy between the gravity of the situati on and the relaxed atti  tude of 
the police offi  cers sparked indignati on and outrage among users. Furthermore, the tweet was signifi cant 
because it raised questi ons about the role of security forces and their responsibility to protect democrati c 
insti tuti ons. The combinati on of impactf ul visual elements, the direct reference to the invasion of the STF, 
and the exposure of the apparently relaxed atti  tude of the police created a context that allowed the post 
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to go viral and provoke a broad discussion about the conduct of the authoriti es in the face of an event of 
politi cal relevance.

Screenshot 4 – Post by Choquei denouncing the Federal District Military Police

Source: Post from the collected sample

Finally, one last important point about the content of the posts concerns the role of digital 
infl uencers. In the context described here, they have signifi cant potenti al in politi cal acti vism and 
collecti ng denunciati ons. Through their large follower base and reach on digital social networks, these 
infl uencers can raise public awareness about ongoing events, highlight democrati c violati ons, and mobilize 
support for the defence of democracy. Additi onally, their ability to collect denunciati ons through direct 
interacti ons with users and to share evidence, such as photos and videos, contributes to the exposure of 
illicit acts and the pursuit of transparency and justi ce. Digital infl uencers like Felipe Neto (Screenshot 5) 
can act as bridges between ordinary users and competent authoriti es, pressing for concrete acti ons and 
accountability of those involved.
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Screenshot 5 – Post by Felipe Neto organizing users' denunciations and forwarding them to the Minister 
of Justice

Source: Post from the collected sample

Final Considerati ons

One of our research questi ons aimed to determine whether the parti cipati on of internet users 
on site X in denouncing the anti -democrati c acts of January 8 is a form of sharing power. The results 
described and analyzed indicate that it is. This identi fi ed parti cipati on as a balanced power relati onship 
can be considered ethical because, according to Melo et al. (2019), it allows individuals to obtain and 
maintain control, to a certain extent, over their daily lives, according to autonomous modes of sharing 
common space.

The relati onship between parti cipati on and power is a complex and multi faceted topic that has 
been studied in various fi elds of knowledge. In the politi cal context, parti cipati on can be seen as a way 
of sharing power, allowing individuals to obtain and maintain control over their daily lives. However, this 
relati onship is not simple and can be marked by nuances of negati ve parti cipati on (Lutz, 2017; Ilany, 2016; 
Quandt, 2022), which can be exemplifi ed by the "lack of trust in citi zens' ability to engage in democrati c 
practi ces, (...) a thought that calibrates the relati onship between the people and their elites" (Carpenti er 
et al., p. 19, 2019).

Arnstein (1969), in her Ladder of Citi zen Parti cipati on, emphasizes that eff ecti ve parti cipati on 
must go beyond tokenism and provide real power to citi zens. In the case of the denunciati ons made on X, 
we observed that parti cipati on was not merely symbolic but a form of real infl uence in politi cal processes, 
refl ecti ng higher levels on Arnstein's ladder, where citi zens have decision-making power and control over 
outcomes.

The analysis of the collected data showed that the reporti ng channels opened by government 
agencies were signifi cantly used by the populati on, refl ecti ng a genuine demand for an eff ecti ve means 
of acti ve parti cipati on. This insti tuti onal response aligns with Sharp's (2017) view, which emphasizes the 
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importance of parti cipati on as an embedded practi ce in specifi c contexts. The use of X for denunciati ons 
demonstrates how social networks can serve as platf orms for civic mobilizati on, allowing citi zens to 
exercise agency and infl uence in contexts of politi cal crisis.

Another issue observed during our research was how the populati on used the reporti ng channels. 
Since the beginning of the events on January 8, various insti tuti ons, including legislati ve, executi ve, and 
judicial bodies, opened channels for the public to report the anti -democrati c acts. This insti tuti onal 
response refl ects society's demand for an eff ecti ve means of acti ve parti cipati on, highlighti ng the crucial 
role of media and social networks in facilitati ng this process. The analyzed data indicated that there was an 
organic, non-capillary response, at least in the fi rst eight hours of content circulati on, involved in identi fying 
and denouncing people in anti -democrati c acts via social networks on the internet. The opening of these 
channels was a demand from society, oft en required by users on X during their monitoring and tracking of 
the events of invasion and vandalism at the headquarters of Brazil's Three Powers.

Finally, it is possible to affi  rm that all the content presented refers to diff erent views of 
parti cipati on. Considering Mouff e's (2013, p. 185) thought, when she says that "the specifi city of modern 
democracy requires the recogniti on and legiti mizati on of confl ict; in democrati c societi es, confl ict can 
never and should never be eradicated," we understand that X was the scenario of parti cipati on as a tool for 
promoti ng diff erent voices (even in a situati on of potenti al confrontati on) and for seeking accountability 
of the anti -democrati c actors.
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