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Latin America 2.0. Social media and politics in Brazil and Puerto 

Rico 

 

The forms of politics have suffered a lot of change in recent years. The advent of 

smartphones and social media had impressive repercussions in the public and private life 

of the ruling class. This has been a phenomenon that has been only partly a new process. 

In the past, in fact, several times the irruption of new forms of communication had radically 

changed political action: at first there were newspapers, then there was the advent of radio 

and, finally, that of television. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, social networks 

launched a new technological revolution that push toward Copernican revolution in political 

arena. A revolution that also crosses Latin America and in recent months has shown some 

significant epiphenomena1. The reference is to the latest events that took place in Puerto 

Rico and in Brazil, where private chats were held between leading politicians and social 

actors who shed a new light on existing power relations. It is therefore not a question of 

the mixture of public forum and private forum. In other words, we are not faced with a 

politicization of private life that leads many political figures to make public aspects of their 

private lives on the main social networks. Even more. It is not a question of the massive 

use of private messaging programs (WhatsApp and Telegram, in everyone's head) during 

important electoral campaigns (as it happened in 2018 during the presidential elections of 

Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil2 or as it is happening these days in Argentina in support of the 

presidential candidate Mauricio Macri3) which, thanks to the use of big data techniques, 

move towards a personalization of political messages addressed by candidates towards 

the electorate. The cases that emerged in recent weeks in Puerto Rico and Brazil are 

different because the use of these new technologies is undermining the solidity of national 

political institutions. In these two contexts, the publication of private communications 

(intercepted between important political leaders) has sparked heavy protests against the 

political order. This, without any doubt, undermines the credibility of National institutions 

especially for these two scenarios (the Puerto Rican one and the Brazilian one) which for 

some years have shown important criticalities, not only in the political scenario but also in 

the economic and social sphere. And this clashes particularly with the initial intentions of 

the two main protagonists of the political life of these two countries. Both Jair Bolsonaro, 

President of Brazil, and Ricardo Rosselló Nevares, Governor of Puerto Rico, in fact, 

                                                           
1  On the relation between social media and politics in Latin America, see, among others:A. Dávila, Y. Rivero (eds.), 

Contemporary Latina/o Media: Production, Circulation, Politics, New York, New York University Press, 2016;  R. 
Salzman, «Understanding Social Media Use in Latin America», in Palabra Clave, a. 18, n. 3, july/septiembre 2015, 
pp. 842-858.C. Tadáguila, F. Benevenuto, P. Ortellado, «Fake News is Poisoning Brasilian Politics. WhattsApp Can 
Stop It», in The New York Times, 17/10/2018 [disponibile on line a  

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/17/opinion/brazil-election-fake-news-whatsapp.html, ultimo accesso 27/07/2019]. 
2  C. Tadáguila, F. Benevenuto, P. Ortellado, «Fake News is Poisoning Brasilian Politics. WhattsApp Can Stop It», in 

The New York Times, 17/10/2018 [available on line at  https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/17/opinion/brazil-election-
fake-news-whatsapp.html, last access 27/07/2019]. 

3  D. Bio, «Cómo evolucionaron las campañas de Alfonsín a Macri», in Infobae, 7/07/2019 [available on line at  
https://www.infobae.com/politica/2019/07/07/del-marketing-politico-a-la-big-data-como-evolucionaron-las-campanas-
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collected a good part of their consensus (the first in 2018 and the second two years 

before) asking for a vote to put an end to the political corruption of their respective 

precedent administrations (that of the Partido dos Trabalhadores for the Brazilian case, 

that of the Partido Popular Democrático for the Puerto Rican case)4. Putting the two crises 

into dialogue, another aspect of great interest emerges: while Rosselló has abandoned 

power, the position of the Brazilian President does not seem to have been affected by the 

publication of the chats. Which shows how long the honeymoon between Bolsonaro and 

Brazil is still on the subject of the battle against corruption. 

 

The fatal chat: the fall of the governor of Puerto Rico 

At the beginning of July, the Investigative Periodical Center (CPI), an NGO that has 

long been working to increase information freedom in Puerto Rico (Free State associated 

with the United States), has started to publish on its web page excerpts of a chat of 

Telegram which included the governor of the Caribbean island, Ricardo Rosselló Nevares, 

important figures of the Puerto Rican executive and public figures not belonging to 

government institutions. In the following days, then, the chat was published entirely, 

showing sexist comments and massacres aimed at both political figures (including the 

Mayor of the Capital, San Juan, Carmen Yulin Cruz, exponent of the party opposing 

Rosselló) both against public figures, among these the Puerto Rican singer, Ricky Martin5. 

The reaction was almost unanimous. The publication of these conversations has caused 

vibrant protests that have push a part of the population to show their protests in the most 

important streets of the country. A population already frustrated by the fact that the 

consequences of the hurricane Maria (which in 2017 caused more than 4000 deaths on 

the island) not yet fully addressed. A further critical issue for Puerto Rico came from the 

economic crisis, which broke out in 2016, when governor Rosselló declared the island's 

default with a debt that exceeded 70 thousand million dollars. The consequences were 

clear: an unpopular cut in public spending and control of accounts was imposed by the 

Junta de Supervision Fiscal, an entity created by US federal institutions to face the 

economic crisis (with particular reference to the question of debt restructuring)6. In the last 

few months, then, the Rosselló administration has been hit by corruption investigations 

involving former members of the state administration and the business world for about 17 

million dollars. These have led to the arrest of various officials accused of theft, fraud and 

money laundering7.  

                                                           
4  R. Banuchi, «“Soy el gobernador, no puedo desvincularme”», in El Nuevo Día, 7/10/2016 [available on line at  

https://www.elnuevodia.com/noticias/politica/nota/soyelgobernadornopuedodesvincularme-2249030/, last access 
27/07/2019], J. Soares, A.de Souza, J. De Carvalho, «Na posse, Bolsonaro de ve explorar combate à corrupção e 
enxungamento da máquina pública», in O Globo, 1/01/2019 [available on line at  https://oglobo.globo.com/brasil/na-
posse-bolsonaro-deve-explorar-combate-corrupcao-enxugamento-da-maquina-publica-23338080, last access 
27/07/2019]. 

5  L.J. Valentín Ortiz, C. Minet, «Las 889 páginas de Telegram entre Rosselló Nevares y sus allegados», in Centro de 
Periodismo Investigativo, 13/07/2019 [available on line at  http://periodismoinvestigativo.com/2019/07/las-889-
paginas-de-telegram-entre-rossello-nevares-y-sus-allegados/, last access 30/07/2019]. 

6  H. Feliciano, «La salida de Ricardo Rosselló es solo el pricnpio para Puerto a Rico», in The New York Timeses, 
2/08/2019 [available on line at  https://www.nytimes.com/es/2019/08/02/puerto-rico-renuncia/, last access 3/08/2019]. 

7  «Crisis en Puerto Rico: el escándalo del chat del gobernador Ricardo Rosselló que provocó una crisis institucional en 
la isla», in La Nación, 15/07/2019 [available on line at  https://www.lanacion.com.ar/el-mundo/crisis-puerto-rico-

escandalo-del-chat-del-nid2267782, last access 30/07/2019]. 
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In short, the publication of chats by the Cpi was nothing but a further critical issue for the 

governor's public image, already widely questioned. In other words, it was the final blow to 

Rosselló's political career. The square demanded and obtained the resignation of the 

Governor, announced last July 24th, to avoid the impeachment procedure, ventilated by 

several actors8. Beyond the sexist content, as stated by the Cpi executive director, Carla 

Minet, «These conversations took place between the governor and his cabinet secretaries; 

people from Rosselló who have no public office, businessmen who have economic 

interests and who have sought contracts with the government have also participated [...] 

Their content reveals the presence of a dynamic in which people close to the governor 

only because of an emotional, reliable or even family connection they had access to 

confidential or, at least, privileged information that allowed them to benefit their clients in 

private industry»9. In this sense, the messages and chats brought to the attention of public 

opinion by the Cpi throw a sinister light on the relations between institutional 

representatives and the private world in Puerto Rico - a country that today seems unable 

to emerge from a spiral of corruption. 

 

The judgment chat: politics and justice in Brazil 

The year was 2014 and a Brazilian judge, Sergio Moro, from the Curitiba district 

started, an investigation into money laundering, which immediately took the name of Lava 

Jato. It was Brazil that for more than ten years was ruled by the Partido dos Trabalhadores 

(Pt), first with the Presidency of Lula da Silva and then with Dilma Rousseff as President.  

It was Brazil that, by now, had become a World player, not only economically, but also 

politically (leading the Latin American sub-continent) and social (with the improvement of 

the living conditions of millions of Brazilians in just over ten years). Today, Brazil seems to 

have changed politically. The operation Lava Jato has uncovered a Pandora's box of 

corruption that has reached the highest offices of the state, showing a dense network 

between business and the political world. Due to a nine-and-a-half-year sentence for 

corruption, Lula is in jail. Dilma Rousseff was dismissed by the Parliament which started 

an impeachment procedure in 2016. The PT lost the presidency in favor of Jair Bolsonaro 

also elected thanks to an electoral campaign centered around the criticism of corruption 

promoted by Pt. Sergio Moro has abandoned the judicial career and became Minister of 

Justice. 

Last June, the web page «The Intercept-Brasil» started to publish chats (dating back 

to the period of the Lava Jato investigation) intercepted between the Judge Sergio Moro 

and the prosecutor Deltan Dallagnol, who carried out the case against the former 

President of the Republic Lula10: in particular, from the messages emerged, as «The 

Intercept-Brasil» wrote, that «the then federal judge went far beyond his role when he 

worked at Lava Jato. In several previously unpublished private conversations, Moro 

                                                           
8 O. Laughland, «Puerto Rico governor clings to power amid threat of impeachment», in The Guardian, 25/07/2019 

[available on line at  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/24/puerto-rico-governor-faces-threat-of-
imepachment-as-he-refuses-to-resign, last access 30/07/2019]. 

9 «Crisis en Puerto Rico: 3 claves para entender las protestas “sin precedentes” que precipitaron la caída de Rosselló», 
in BBCmundo, 25/07/2019 [available on line at  https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-49053142, last 
access 30/07/2019]. 

10 «A mesagens secretas da Lava Jato», in The Intercept-Brasil, june-agost 2019 [available on line at 

https://theintercept.com/series/mensagens-lava-jato/, last access 30/07/2019]. 
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suggested to the public prosecutor to change the order of the Lava Jato phases, showed 

agility in new operations, provided strategic advice and informal investigative clues, 

anticipated at least one decision, criticized and proposed support to the Public Prosecutor 

and scolded Dallagnol as if he [Moro] was a hierarchical superior of public prosecutors and 

federal police ": Judge Moro, in light of what was claimed by the journalists of «The 

Intercept-Brasil», went far beyond his competences invading the investigative action of the 

public prosecutor who "implemented as an auxiliary to the prosecution" and not as the 

main actor11. 

These accusations did nothing but confirm the de-legitimized criticisms that Lula, 

Rousseff and the PT launched towards the Lava Jato operation and the action of the 

Curitiba judiciary. Lula's lawyers have revived the idea that the investigation and the 

sentence had «a political objective», «violating constitutional guarantees and legal 

certainty»12. However, the reaction from Moro and Dallagnol did not wait. In the first 

instance, the Federal Public Prosecutor of Paraná has delegitimized «the criminal action of 

a hacker who has carried out the most serious attacks on the activity of the Public 

Prosecutor, the privacy and security of its members»: «an action vile» which has made 

public «illegally copied» information13. Even Sergio Moro went on the attack not only 

underlining the illegal form in which the chats were collected but above all revealing that 

«no anomaly [...] can be glimpsed, although [the chats] have been removed from the 

context and the sensationalism of the stories, that ignore the gigantic corruption scheme 

revealed by the Lava Jato operation»14. The case that could definitively undermine the 

action of the Bolsonaro government, however, has been channelled into the rails of justice: 

four orders of arrest have been imposed and, moreover, an attempt is made to verify 

whether there have been suspicious transactions on the accounts of the arrested . If to get 

news of the judicial conclusion of the case we still have to wait some time, the political 

conclusion seems to be closer. At the moment, in fact, the publication of Moro's 

communications with Dellagnol and other representatives of the Public Prosecutor in the 

Lava Jato case does not seem to affect the action of the national government. 

 

                                                           
11  R. Moro Martins, A. de Santi, G. Greenwald, «Não è muito tempo sem operação’», in The Intercept-Brasil, 9/06/2019 

[available on line at https://theintercept.com/2019/06/09/chat-moro-deltan-telegram-lava-jato/, last access 
30/07/2019]. 

12  «Brazil’s Lava Jato: Recordings questioned impartiality from Sergio Moro and prosecutors in sentencing Lula da 
Silva», in Mercopress.com, 10/06/2019 [available on line at https://en.mercopress.com/2019/06/10/brazil-s-lava-jato-

recordings-questioned-impartiality-from-sergio-moro-and-prosecutors-in-sentencing-lula-da-silva, last access 
30/07/2019]. 

13  «Força-tarefa informa a ocorrência de ataque criminoso à Lava Jato» press release appeared on the webpage of 
Ministerio Público Federal – Procaduria da República no Paraná, 9/06/2019 [available on line at 
http://www.mpf.mp.br/pr/sala-de-imprensa/noticias-pr/forca-tarefa-informa-a-ocorrencia-de-ataque-criminoso-a-lava-
jato, last access 30/07/2019]. 

14  «Moro divulta nota sobre as matéricas com a troca de mensagens entre ele e Dallagnol», in O Antagonista, 
9/06/2019 [available on line at https://www.oantagonista.com/brasil/moro-divulga-nota-sobre-as-materias-com-a-
troca-de-mensagens-entre-ele-e-dallagnol/, last access 30/07/2019]. 
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