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November 2022, Rio de Janeiro: in her living-room-turned-office, the jour-
nalist Natalia Leal starts her daily routine. She is the CEO of Lupa, Brazil’s main 
independent fact-checking agency.1 The night before, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva had 
won the presidency in arguably the most disputed election in the history of Brazil. 
Natalia opens the Lupa website and begins to go through the first fact-checked 
images and video clips of the day. Brazil seems ablaze: video footage depicts armed 
drug gangs taking over cities (Figure 1);2 videos show trucks blocking the high-
ways; posts by “patriots” call for armed military intervention. Other images claim 
to depict the first signs of Lula closing the churches. Most of these images, Natalia 
tells Mihai,3 are photographic or imitate a photorealistic style. They are not nec-
essarily “false,” in the sense that they are not artificially generated or intention-
ally manipulated to alter their initial composition. Nonetheless these images are 
deceptive when taken out of context or strategically associated with other images 
or written texts. “True images,” Natalia explains, “can end up conveying meaning 
divergent from the facts they allegedly portray.”
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Figure 1. Example of a verification label: False.  
Courtesy of LUPA fact-checking agency, Brazil.

While Mihai films her, Natalia describes how deceptive images function as 
disinformation devices. Images spread fast and circulate in uncontrolled ways on 
social media, forming closed informational bubbles. Trust plays a key role in this 
process of viral disinformation: people tend to accept as “true” images coming 
from their “trust circles.”4 Natalia’s words point to an important issue: assessing 
an image of actuality as true depends on more than what the image shows. It 
depends, as we argue in this article, also (or mainly) on what we call the relational 

network in which it is inscribed. 
Natalia next shows Mihai a video verified by Lupa that depicts the civil po-

lice storming the Brazilian Congress. The video circulated online as an account of 
a current fact. But the scene it shows corresponds to past events.5 Removed from 
its initial context, this video has become an instance of networked disinformation. It 
forms part of what Natalia calls “the main false narrative of the Brazilian elections 
of 2022: electoral fraud.”

These images seek to emotionally mobilize the audience to intervene in the 
world. As Natalia says: “They call for future actions.” They are thus performative, 
since they contribute to actualizing the reality they allegedly represent. Such im-
ages are less representations of the world than what we call “anticipatory devices” 
aimed at sparking political imagination and action. 

Weeks after its publication (on January 8, 2022) the potentiality of this image 
was actualized in the biggest antidemocratic event in Brazil since the  military 
coup of 1964: thousands of people invaded the Brazilian Congress (Figure 3) in a 
way that mirrored the United States Capitol attack on January 6, 2021 (Figure 2). 
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“Images can be mobilized to anticipate the future by imitating or revising images 
from quite different social contexts and historical moments,” Natalia stated. Such 
images are usually ones people already know. So the general property of images be-
comes exploited by deceptive anticipatory images: images relate to reality, but they 
do so by relating also to other images. To quote W. J. T. Mitchell (2010, 15), the 
“war of images” is a war of cloning images.

Figure 2 (left). The invasion of the U.S. Capitol, January 6, 2021.  
Source: Anadolu Agency via Getty Images. 

Figure 3 (right). The invasion of Brazilian Congress, January 8, 2022.  
Source: AFP - EVARISTO SA.

This article offers an anthropological discussion of what we will call “alter-
native images.” We define alternative images as images with a deceptive referen-
tial value. While presented as accounts or reliable metaphors of reality, alternative 
images are in fact intentionally misleading. Alternative images do not need to be 
totally false (in the sense of manipulated, altered, or plainly “invented”) to convey 
a deceptive message. The falsity or deception of an image, we show in this article, 
is not a property of the image itself. Rather, the deception forms part of a rela-
tional, multimodal, and contextual network of images and messages. By using the 
term relational here we do not only point to the relationships that people maintain 
with images and through them but also, as the previous example shows, to the 
relationships that images maintain among themselves. These constitute multimodal 
relations. Multimodality here refers to the combination of a variety of communica-
tion elements such as texts, videos, audio messages, designs, emoticons, and GIFs, 
thus constituting semiotic wholes. Hence, alternative images must be analyzed in 
their misleading settings, specific media contexts, and channels of distribution 
(Chadwick and Stanyer 2022). Alternative images make for complex and intention-
ally distorted visual narratives with a performative potentiality that often plays a 
crucial role in disinformation and covert influence operations, two key concepts of our 
article worth defining now.
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The concept of disinformation points to a set of deliberate untruths or mis-
representations, frequently disseminated as “reliable information,” spread with the 
aim of furthering political objectives such as undermining adversaries, disrupting 
policy discussions, swaying voters, exacerbating ongoing social tensions, or gen-
erating widespread confusion and information overload (Bennett and Livingston 
2020). Disinformation is intentional and premeditated. It can have real and disas-
trous consequences for what we commonly understand as democratic elections.

Influence operations, on the other hand, form part of covert networked disin-
formation wherein the delineation of interests steering media content becomes ob-
scured by instilling skepticism regarding the genuineness of the content and the mo-
tives underpinning its dissemination.6 Such influence operations do not necessarily 
make false claims, push propaganda, or launch attacks on adversaries. Rather, they 
present as multimedia content, familiar metanarratives of the kind often seen in 
disinformation campaigns (Gaw et al. 2023). Covert influence operations use alter-
native images to construct a “parallel reality” beyond the false/truth distinction in 
which a (false) sense of “reality” is enhanced by their dissemination and circulation. 
In these ways, alternative images acquire the power to influence common opinion. 

This article has three main sections. In the first, we situate the concept of 
alternative images in the context of a more general debate on disinformation and 
“visual trust” (Canals 2020).7 The second section explores the online circulation 
and modulations of alternative images in the context of Brazilian electoral disin-
formation. Here we look at several case studies that account for the complex se-
mantic and digital structures of alternative images. We also analyze their modes of 
circulation and manifestation in the digital landscape. In the third part, we adopt 
a praxeological approach to disinformation (Lelo 2024) so as to ethnographically an-
alyze actions designed and undertaken to face the political influence of alternative 
images. The specificity of these actions—which vary from carnivalesque embod-
ied manifestations to street interventions and visual verification techniques—lies 
on the fact that they react to alternative images either by creating and mobilizing 
new images or by implementing visual technologies aimed at assessing the reli-
ability of images. In other words, they fight images through images. We propose to 
define these actions as modes of “iconic resistance.” 

PICTURING ALTERNATIVE IMAGES AND DISINFORMATION

The rise of fact-checking agencies like Lupa needs to be framed within a 
tumultuous present in which natural disasters, wars, and pandemics coexist 
with a crisis of information described by authors like Victoria Rubin (2022) as 
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“infodemics.”8 Basically, this concept refers to a new post-truth mediascape (Bar-
clay 2021) in which distorted facts (and images) can produce severe informational 
disorder that affects trust in institutions and mass media, threatening democracy, 
freedoms, and basic human rights (Filimowicz 2022; Grech 2021). As the infamous 
case of Cambridge Analytica illustrates, science and technology can be used to 
influence behaviors, change minds, and manipulate the audience politically (Kaiser 
2019). In addition, the advent of generative multimodal artificial intelligence (AI) 
and the use of algorithms in decision-making processes is redefining politics and 
visual communication as we know it (Bucknall and Dori-Hacohen 2022; Bucher 
2018; Coeckelbergh 2020). In this context, fact-checking agencies portray them-
selves as rigorous, objective, and transparent platforms doing a public service of 
media literacy. They aim to assess the flux of information in different media to 
clearly distinguish objective facts from distorted and false narratives. Among these 
false narratives we find what we call “alternative images.” 

The term alternative images as we use it here paraphrases the expression “al-
ternative facts” coined in 2017 by Kellyanne Conway, an advisor to former U.S. 
president Trump. Conway came up with this term when defending attendance fig-
ures at Trump’s presidential inauguration. The disagreement that led to the term 
alternative facts related to how the event was photographed. Conway accused the 
journalists who made these images of having taken them from a biased, bird’s-eye 
view. According to her, the blank spaces in the images of the crowd resulted in 
a distorted depiction of the large numbers attending the event. Despite the facts 
showing a much larger crowd at Obama’s inauguration (Fandos 2017), Conway 
defended the assertion that Trump boasted the highest number of attendees in 
history. “And that is an alternative fact,” she stated. According to Conway’s logic, 
no images are more “accountable” or “truer” than others. The veracity of what an 
image portrays would be more a matter of belief than a matter of facts.9 

Conway’s “theory” had a big impact in American society. The more it cir-
culated, the more the facts of the presidential inauguration became distorted. As 
Barclay (2021) keenly observed, disinformation spreads in the same manner as folk 
songs: the oral history–like transmission of disinformation narratives tends to en-
rich meanings, forget origins, and add new senses to the initial message. Much like 
Richard M. Dorson’s (1950) concept of fakelore, alternative images and disinfor-
mation narratives rely on the “invention” of new meanings rather than on simple 
repetition or on the principle of “visual traceability” (Canals 2020). 

As Selma Ottonicar (2020) argues, users actively interact with and get at-
tached to images from known or trusted networks. They often end up paying the 
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images forward, potentially making them go viral. Trust thus emerges as a strong 
principle in these processes of image-intensification (Canals 2020). The concept 
of image-intensification refers to the enhancement of the potential meanings and 
functions of images. It is through acts of intensification that images acquire new 
significance and roles, thus recursively affecting the context in which they find 
themselves. The importance of creative circulation and trust in the study of cur-
rent images show that images should not be studied from a static and abstract 
point of view, but, rather, from a dynamic and relational perspective (Freedberg 
1989), focusing on their “iconic paths” (Canals 2020) and analyzing ethnographi-
cally the relationships individuals establish with and through them.10 

The term alternative as we use it in the concept of alternative images comes 
from the same root as altered. Both concepts point to the idea of changing the sta-
tus or nature of someone or something. In this sense, we will focus in this article 
on how alternative images alter reality, thus having a performative nature. Yet our 
objective is not to emphasize (once again) the alleged power of misleading media 
content on the general population. We feel uncomfortable with the already decon-
structed idea of “powerful media and weak audiences” (Livingstone 2019). Images 
do not do things only by themselves. For this reason, inspired by a communica-
tive and imaginative approach to disinformation (Cabañes 2020; Andersen and Søe 
2020), we highlight the role of human agency not only in the creation and circula-
tion of alternative images but also—and especially—in the strategies carried out 
to counter them visually. 

From a methodological point of view, our research is based on a multimodal 
ethnography carried out by Mihai during the 2022 Brazilian presidential election, a 
moment of deep iconic intensification (Canals 2020). Mihai conducted the ethnogra-
phy in both online and offline environments, using collaboration, experimentation, 
intervention, and invention strategies to account for complex media and political 
ecologies (Collins, Durington, and Gill 2017; Dattatreyan and Marrero-Guillamón 
2019). The online/digital research was carried out by observing the circulation of 
alternative images on social media such as X, Instagram, and Facebook, but also in 
several WhatsApp and Telegram groups. Moreover, the network and accounts of 
politicians as well as of campaign managers and popular political influencers were 
followed on main Brazilian TV channels, YouTube, and podcasts. A special focus 
was given to the right-wing politicians and influencers, as they emerged most 
frequently as the agents of disinformation during the 2023 campaign.11 We were 
particularly interested in how these media became distributed, enforced argu-
ments, and instrumentalized images for their political purposes. Images that would 
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support or help disinformative arguments were then archived for further analy-
sis. We followed the movement of online images from the perspectives of visual 
analysis and visual communication (Ledin and Machin 2018; Aiello 2019). To fully 
understand the context of networked disinformation in Brazil, we also tracked im-
ages back from the verification divisions of media outlets such as Folha, UOL, or 
Globo, among others. We surveyed investigative and political analyses on podcasts 
and journal articles on Nexo and Piaui. With this approach, we managed to follow 
the “iconic path” of digital images through fact-checked images debunked by inde-
pendent agencies such as Lupa and Aos Fatos, or by the fact-checking divisions of 
media trusts such as Estadão Verifica and UOL Confere.12 

We used ethnographic cinema to depict some of the above-mentioned move-
ments of iconic resistance. On the streets of São Paulo, Mihai filmed and collabo-
rated with left-wing artivists engaged in visual street interventions as a response 
to the disinformation campaign of Jair Bolsonaro. He also filmed, through both 
an observational and participatory approach, different actions carried out on the 
streets by various political supporters (projectionists, supporters, activists, and 
performers) and gatherings in squares or central areas of Rio de Janeiro and São 
Paulo. We included campaign images and poster bombs in our ethnographic foot-
age, since we considered them agents of iconic resistance themselves. The footage 
that resulted served both as primary ethnographic source for writing this article 
and as the basis for creating a short research film titled Verdade e Mentiras (Truth 

and Lies, 2023) that we will describe and share in the third section. Doing research 
with a camera permitted us to account for the sensory and performative character 
of political events that goes beyond the textual ethnographic description. This re-
search follows a long tradition in visual anthropology that aims at studying images 
through images (Canals 2023). 

Despite the recent and rich amount of literature on post-truth, fake news, 
and disinformation, not much has been said about the role of images in disinfor-
mation strategies. Less has been done in terms of ethnographies of “false images” 
adopting a bottom-up, relational, and qualitative approach. This is where our work 
intervenes from the following section onward in relation to the case of Brazilian 
elections.

ONLINE MODULATIONS OF ALTERNATIVE IMAGES IN BRAZIL

In Brazil, disinformation is a hot topic. As we are writing this article (Sep-
tember 2024), draft law 2630—or the law project (PL) of “fake news”—is still 
being discussed in Brasilia. The project wishes to regulate online disinformation 
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and impose obligations on the big tech platforms that host the dissemination of 
disinformation. The project aims to tackle, not without controversy, the chaotic 
context of disinformation that has taken over in Brazil in recent years. This con-
text started to take shape in 2017 alongside the rise of the far right and the in-
creased popularity of the charismatic figure of Jair Bolsonaro (Gouvêa and Castelo 
Branco 2022; Lapper 2021; Klem et al. 2020). The journalist Patricia de Campos 
Mello (2020, 74) ascribes Bolsonaro’s rise to power to a larger context of global 
“techno-populism” (Bickerton and Accetti 2021; Da Empoli 2019). Campos Mello 
(2020, 10–37) argues that Bolsonaro took power in 2018 with the help of a “dig-
ital militia”—or a “hate machine,” as the journalist calls it. The movement was 
articulated mostly online and relied heavily on the propagation of conservative 
political values. The covert influence operation involved, among other elements, 
the discreditation of mainstream media and journalism and the use of hate speech. 
The scheme relied on a massive spread of disinformation through WhatsApp mes-
sages and social media. According to Campos Mello, this strategy helped Bolsonaro 
win the election in 2018.  

In 2022, it became known that Bolsonaro’s campaign would be based heavily 
on networked disinformation and that most of the false and misleading content 
was to be targeted at his opponent, the former president Lula. The investigative 
journalist Breno Pires explains how the Workers’ Party (PT) reacted to the right-
wing digital militia led by Carlos Bolsonaro (Pires 2022).13 In the February 2022, 

Figure 4. Right-wing digital militia network, according to researchers Fernanda Sarkis  
and Marcus Nogueira and the juridical department of the Workers’ Party.  

Source: The juridical office of the Workers’ Party for Piauí.
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the sociologists Fernanda Sarkis and Marcus Nogueira formed a team with IT 
specialists, marketing experts, and lawyers hired by the PT to help deconstruct 
the right-wing disinformation network (Figure 4). They based their methodology 
on the concept of a “cartography of controversy,” inspired by Bruno Latour’s Ac-
tor-Network theory, according to which, to understand any social actor, you first 
need to understand their behavior within the network. They discovered that “Jair’s 
show”—as the two researchers called it paraphrasing the film The Truman Show 
(Weir 1998)—produced a media ecosystem of disinformation managed by eighty-
one profiles involving three of Bolsonaro’s sons and many other high-profile parlia-
ment members, bloggers, YouTubers, and influencers. 

According to the study, the thematic threads of networked disinformation 
were concentrated around four main axes: criminality and violence; religion and 
customs; electoral system credibility; and the socioeconomic agenda. The false 
narratives used images to show associations between criminal groups, Lula, and 
the PT; false depictions of a non-Christian, communist Lula; images portraying 
Lula as Lucifer in an attempt to create moral panic among Christian voters; deep-
fake videos falsifying electoral research; decontextualized images depicting elec-
toral fraud; and images of political rallies that were either manipulated or out of 
context, to name just a few. 

In the following, we are going to analyze how right-wing networked disin-
formation used alternative images as they appeared in our online research. Draw-
ing on the work of François Laplantine (2015), we use the term modulation to 
refer to a double movement of alternative images: the movement of images “being 
altered” by actual events (and having an influence on them), as well as the one of 
images being altered by users in an endless process of copying and differentiation. 
The former has to do with the principle of referentiality (how images relate to ex-
ternal reality); the second with the one of intensification (how they are transformed 
when put in circulation). 

Bolsonaro’s presidency was marked by frequent attacks on and the cutting 
of state funding for Brazil’s main media trusts. It constituted a coordinated, long-
term attempt to discredit the free press and its institutes (Campos Mello 2020). 
For instance, Folha de São Paulo (Brazil’s most prestigious newspaper) was often 
accused by Bolsonaro of misrepresenting him. Folha’s poll research institute, Data-
Folha, became one of the victims of Bolsonaro’s attacks during the electoral cam-
paign. For the right wing, the “misleading” information from DataFolha needed to 
be replaced with what Bolsonaro called Data Povo (Data People). Data Povo was an 
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expression, a hashtag, and an image used to replace graphic scientific abstractions, 
such as official election-poll data visualizations. 

Our online research consisted of observing on social networks how the pro-
files of top right-wing politicians, including Bolsonaro’s sons, articulated disinfor-
mative narratives and alternative images trough their network of influencers. For 
instance, during the 2022 electoral campaign, Brazil witnessed an unprecedented 
dispute about the “image of numbers,” as shown in election polls and beyond. One 
such example was what is known as “the image of the crowd.” On September 7, 
2022, Bolsonaro invited his supporters in Brasilia to celebrate 200 years of Bra-
zil’s independence. As a national celebration, the events were not supposed to be 
politically biased, and Bolsonaro was not allowed to make campaign declarations 
during them. Yet the event transformed into a right-wing demonstration of force, 
and Bolsonaro used the occasion for his political propaganda. As a consequence, 
the images of the September 7 event were banned from online circulation by an 
order from the Electoral Supreme Court (TSE).14 The images were removed from 
the main social media networks shortly after the event, yet Bolsonaro’s propaganda 
machine found a way to subvert the TSE’s decision. In an X post from September 
8, Carlos Bolsonaro posted a photo of a huge crowd wearing the yellow-and-green 
national football shirts from the event in Brasilia (Figure 5). 

The text accompanying the post reads: “According to DataFolha this is a 
sunflower plantation” (@CarlosBolsonaro, September 8, 2022).15 It echoed a dec-
laration from Jair Bolsonaro’s September 7 speech saying, “I have never seen such 
a huge sea [of people] in yellow and green. Here there are no liars from DataFolha. 
Here is Data Povo [Data People]. This is the truth, and the will of honest, free, and 
working people” (Delgado 2022). 

In an interview about the September 7 events in Nexo, the political scientist 
Jorge Chaloub observes that the events meant to legitimize the discourse of fraud 
against the research pools and electoral system, proving that they do not represent 
the real will of the people. It further advances the conspiracy idea that public and 
private institutions oppose the right-wing movement (Cruz 2022). The image of 
“the sunflower field,” we might add, subverts the image of scientific data with the 
image of an unquantifiable, “infinite” number of people. This shows that alterna-
tive images often constitute subtle ways of “accounting” for alternative facts within 
the context of complex influence operations. They can be “authentic images,” with 
a valid, actual referent to a historical moment, that are nevertheless used to de-
ceive and support a disinformative discourse. 
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Figure 5. A tweet from Carlos Bolsonaro (@CarlosBolsonaro):  
“De acordo com o datafolha isso é uma plantação de girassol!”  

[According to DataFolha this is a sunflower plantation.] September 8, 2022.

The film director Miguel Antunes Ramos (2023) observes how right-wing 
propaganda carefully forged the image of the “Bolsonarist” crowd. These images 
often contain an amateurish framing that produces a view of the crowd created 
by “anonymous authors.” Bolsonaro’s propaganda machine produces images for and 
through his base. The view of the crowd is validated through an aesthetic of au-
thenticity that is recognizable, likeable, and sharable. The perspective of the crowd 
becomes an alternative perspective turned into a political trophy, ready to be taken 
home and archived (McKay 2020). It is a bottom-up propagandistic approach in 
which unknown authorship and “viral sharing” have the power to replace scientific 
data visualizations with politically effective alternative images.

Networked disinformation uses alternative images as misleading social de-
coupages. Like the image of the infinite crowd, visually manipulative techniques 
such as scaling, reframing, or cropping can distort the “bigger picture,” leading 
to misrepresentations of the social context. For instance, on September 1, 2022, 
the self-declared conservative newspaper Revista OESTE published an article titled 
“Indigenous People, Supporters of Bolsonaro Organize an “Indio-ciata” (Redação 
Oeste 2022).16 The paper used the following image as its cover: 
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Figure 6. Frame from a video circulating online showing an alleged gathering of Indigenous 
people in support of Bolsonaro. In Portuguese these kinds of gatherings are named 

“indiociata.” Source: Revista OESTE.

The image is a frame from a video showing what appears to be an Indigenous 
event in support of Bolsonaro. The article argues that the event proves support 
from some Indigenous groups for mining in Indigenous lands. Flavio and Carlos 
Bolsonaro posted the video of the event on X, insisting on the images of the Indig-
enous group carrying the flag. On X, Flavio Bolsonaro shared the image, adding 
the following text: “Our Indigenous people are (with) Bolsonaro.” A day later, a 
report by UOL disclosed a very different story (Audi 2022). The “bigger picture” 
reveals that the video depicts a sacred Xingu ceremony, called Kuarup. The group 
performed this ritual in Xingu Parque to pay homage to the victims of COVID-19. 
The Indigenous local leader and activist Watatakalu Yawalapiti explained for the 
report that the two Indigenous people carrying the flag were not from their vil-
lage and that they were given alcoholic beverages to bring the poster to the ritual. 
She also declared that only a small minority in the Xingu territory supported Bol-
sonaro’s re-election. During the dance, Watatakalu had banned any political man-
ifestations, considering it disrespectful to the victims of COVID and the ritual. 
She believes that the former government’s delay in giving the community vaccines 
was partially responsible for the deaths of her kin. In addition, in the following 
days, the Association of Xingu Indigenous Land (Associação Terra Indígena Xingu, 
or ATIX) launched legal action asking the Supreme Electoral Court, the TSE, to 
remove the misleading tweets. 

Other, more provocative alternative images and messages circulated on-
line and offline during the 2022 campaign, as did memes. Memes have gained 
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importance in the digital political sphere, leading Ricardo González-García (2019) 
to coin the term memecracy. Creating memes is a form of visual creativity that 
may include parodic imitation and ironic camouflage (Shifman 2014; Kien 2019). 
Networked disinformation incorporated memes to emphasize the right-wing nar-
ratives and make them more effective. Our research revealed many right-wing 
memes circulating online. Indeed, as the Brazilian philosopher Paulo Ghiraldelli 
(2019, 104) noted, “nobody else has produced as many memes as Bolsonaro in 
[Brazilian] politics.” Like caricatures, memes use exaggerations and add impact 
phrases to convey a political message. 

Figure 7. A meme circulating online featuring the text:  
“Bolsonaro—Make Brazil great again.”

In this meme circulating among far-right groups, Bolsonaro appears like the 
savior of Brazil, portrayed as a Rambo figure fighting corruption. It reflects an 
ideology that supports the wide availability of weapons and military power. The 
image hints at what João Felipe Gonçalves and Gideon Lasco (2023, 59) call the 
“nefarious affinities” between economic neoliberalism and political illiberalism by 
picturing Bolsonaro as a “neoliberal populist,” that is, as a avenger supported by 
the masses. The meme also conveys the aggressive masculine character common in 
contemporary populist performances (Aciksoz and Korkman 2017). This alterna-

tive memetic image contributes to the construction of a parallel reality of a Brazil at 
war and needing to be rescued by a charismatic, violent, and macho hero. 

But images can hit back, and anti-memes can react to political leaders’ outra-
geous statements using humor or even black humor to convey a subversive political 
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message (as we pointed out at the beginning of this text: images relate to things, 
but they always relate to other images too). 

Figure 8. A screenshot of a Twitter account @da_goiabera portraying a meme  
circulating online. October 6, 2022.

This neo-protestant iconography depicting Jesus and Maria Magdalene was 
posted on social networks and is accompanied by the following text: “I don’t rape 
you because you are not worth it. Signed: Messiah, Jair (Bolsonaro) 2014.” The 
text quotes a statement Bolsonaro made in 2014 to the congresswoman Maria do 
Rosário. The meme not only refers to that particular moment but also attempts to 
subvert the image of Bolsonaro as a Christian athlete with a contradictory analogy 
between the image of Jesus and the politician’s misogynist statements. In Brazil, 
religion as an electoral theme has seen a rise in popularity since 2018. According 
to DataFolha research from August 2022, 49 percent of Brazilians considered the 
subject of religion very important in the 2022 elections (Redação Folha de S. Paulo 
2022). Bolsonaro has built strong support among evangelical voters, and research 
points to a connection between the growing popularity of an evangelical and the 
conservative movement in Brazil (Spyer 2020; Araújo 2019; Alexandre 2020). The 
war of memes and counter-memes shows that memes can play the role of po-
litical radar, which has the power to mobilize the population (especially young 
generations). They may be designed to rail against an illiberal regime (Kallius and 
Adriaans 2022) or to reinforce conservative positions.
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Yet memes materialize beyond the digital sphere (Pink, Ardèvol Piera, and 
Lanzeni 2016). While filming with the artist Julio Djocsar, we encountered the 
following poster bomb on the streets of São Paulo:

Figure 9. Brazilian artivist Julio Djocsar pointing at a poster bomb against Bolsonaro.  
Photo by Mihai Andrei Leaha).

In this poster bomb, quotes from Bolsonaro, including the one about the 
rape, accompany a deformed portrait of the politician wearing a sheep mask. The 
Bible quote reads like this: “Beware of false prophets, which come to you in sheep’s 
clothing but inwardly are raving wolves.” This image blurs the distinction between 
political and religious images, and shows how intensification, as the creative move-
ment of images from one support to another, can be used to fight false narratives. 
We will delve deeply into the question of iconic resistance in the following section.

REACTING TO AND RESISTING ALTERNATIVE IMAGES

Alternative images and disinformation may contribute to producing differ-
ent political effects and emotional reactions. For those who “trust” them, alter-
native images offer fair accounts of or metaphors for reality. For those who do 
not trust them, alternative images are simply visual lies that can provoke indigna-
tion, rage, and a general feeling of injustice. These feelings may lead to actions of 
iconic resistance spreading across offline and online environments. In this section, 
we tackle some of these “iconic paths” by ethnographically depicting how vari-
ous social agents mobilize, multiply, react to, and resist alternative images on the 
streets and beyond. One of the specificities of these movements is that they are 
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not iconophobic: they fight “visual falsity” through images, thus creating visual in-
terventions (Pink 2007) with the purpose of impacting the public sphere, thereby 
blurring the offline-online distinction (Favero 2018). 

Performing Images in the Streets
The first instance of offline iconic resistance to alternative images that we 

analyze relates to the use of the body as a public image in demonstrations, espe-
cially against Bolsonaro. The demonstrations in support of Lula and against the 
spreading of alternative images took place in a general context of emotional inten-
sity. This connects to one of the senses of the term alternative images as we have 
defined it: these are images that have the power to “alter” people. 

In Brazil, due to the electronic voting system, election results are known just 
a few hours after voting has finished. In 2022, Lula was announced as the winner 
in a very close presidential race. Young, middle-class supporters celebrating his 
victory in Rio’s São Salvador Square burst into tears. The crowd was euphoric, 
“altered” or “possessed” by the spirit of national victory. Political and commu-
nication studies rarely consider the agency of the body as an image in a political 
dispute. Taking into account what Laplantine (2015, 65) calls “an anthropology of 
the sensible,” we consider social facts as sensorially determined and emotionally 
performed. In this sense, the role of the individual and the agency of the body 
become politically relevant. 

During the campaigning period, images of Lula and Bolsonaro were exhib-
ited, shown, and performed by supporters in a kaleidoscope of embodied and po-
litically symbolic gestures. On the streets, bodies were performing images as much 
as people were “being performed” by images. For example, at a weekly neighbor-
hood fair in Rio de Janeiro, a life-sized image of Lula “came to life” as passersby 
hugged, talked, and took photos with the image as if it were real, in a clear in-
stance of what we call “iconic intensification.” 

We agree with Tancons (2015, 136) in the idea that carnivalesque manifes-
tations in political manifestations can be read as “organizational devices for the 
creation of new subjectivities prefigurative of participatory democracy through 
transformational processes.” In Campinas (São Paulo state), left-wing supporters 
decided to organize a carnival event for Lula named CarnaLula (Figure 11). Var-
ious carnival blocs—mostly white middle class from Barão Geraldo, Campinas, 
like Berra Vaca, Caxeirosas, União Altaneira, Cupinzeiro—participated in the 
event. One of the organizers explained that they wanted to show to the inhabi-
tants of a peripheral and politically undecided neighbourhood in Campinas that 
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Lula supporters also defended national values and identity, and that they could act 
peacefully and joyfully. This was a reaction to alternative images depicting Lula 
as an anti-patriotic figure. The group was also fighting one of the most important 
disinformation narratives of the campaign, which depicts Lula as a corrupt thief 
connected to crime. The carnival blocks were dancing and playing traditional car-
nival songs, dressed in red and showing Lula’s image either on T-shirts, stickers, 
flags, or drums. Lula’s images became modulated though dancing and performing. 
The bodies of the dancers as well as the voices of the singers turned into agents for 
performing political images. The agency of the body made the images “come alive,” 
while the images “modulated” the body and made it a device for political manifes-
tation. The images of the event were then uploaded online with the hashtag “Lula 
love.” The iconic path of these images continued in the online sphere. 

Iconic Modulations as Interventions 
Across Brazil, groups of visual artists resist disinformation and alternative 

images in highly creative ways. During the electoral campaign, we invited the São 
Paulo–based visual arts collective Arte em Fluxo to participate in a multimodal 
experimental collaboration. It was an inventive attempt to combine ethnographic 
filmmaking and artistic interventions. We had previously discussed with them the 
possibilities of organizing a visual street intervention in which the artists Julio 
Djocsar and Cauê Maia would respond to the avalanche of fake news circulating 
in Brazil. The process would then be filmed and included in a short ethnographic 

Figure 10. Left-wing supporters in a public square interacting with a life-sized image of Lula 
at a local street market in Rio de Janeiro. Photo by Mihai Andrei Leaha.



CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 39:4

550

film. The experiment featured two street interventions. The first one responded 
to Bolsonaro’s questioning of a study by the Food and Agriculture Organisation of 
the United Nations, which revealed that Brazil had once again entered the world 
hunger map as of July 2022. Bolsonaro had attempted to discredit the finding, say-
ing that he did not see any people begging for bread in front of bakeries. The art-
ists felt compelled to respond to the spread of these false statements. Julio, a long-
term practitioner of poster bombs, had the idea of creating a large lambe-lambe 
(the Portuguese name for poster bombs) measuring 2.5 meters, featuring the word 
VERDADE (truth). The intervention consisted of strategically placing these posters 
under bridges, in parks, and on walls in the city center, places frequently passed by 
individuals without stable housing. They were the first ones to be impacted by the 
intervention, and some of them commented on camera about the importance of 
establishing the “truth” about Brazil’s severe social inequalities. The filmed inter-
vention aimed to re-establish the significance of the word truth by linking it to the 
immediate and visible reality of São Paulo. 

In their second intervention, the artists shifted their focus to the antonym of 
truth: MENTIRAS (lies). Cauê Maia forms part of the Transverso Collective,17 and 
he creatively uses the sprawling urban environment of the South American me-
tropolis as a canvas for his politically and poetically charged artistic interventions. 

Figure 11. Images of Lula being performed during the campaign, in the Carna-Lula political 
manifestation in Campinas, Brazil. Photo by Mihai Andrei Leaha.
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Enabled by a portable and adaptable projecting device called “bazooka poetica,” 
designed by Cauê (Baptista 2019), his captivating projections occupy the blank 
walls of São Paulo.18 The bazooka consists of a lantern and a magnifying glass. It 
uses slide-like images printed on transparent plastic paper to negatively project on 
any surface. The user of the bazooka then passes through a process of adaptation, 
reframing, and fitting that aims to fix the urban poetry on the chosen surface. 
Through his poetry, Cauê subverts political messages and turns them into hai-
ku-like short sentences. During the nighttime intervention, he and his collabora-
tors projected poems and images onto various available surfaces of city buildings 
and towering skyscrapers in São Paulo. Their thought-provoking political messages 
serve as a resilient response to the prevalence of far-right ideologies and often ad-
dress issues of social injustice, feminism, and Indigenous rights. The intervention 
was carried out on top of the Minhocão highway/park in the center of São Paulo. 
One specific image included the old blue bird Twitter logo and the following text: 
“The lie has short legs but knows how to fly high” (Figure 12). The intervention 
was this time a subversive form of denouncing Bolsonaro’s networked disinfor-
mation. The projections took images closer to city residents’ windows and then 
uploaded them to social media. The impact of the intervention went beyond the 
outdoor modulations into the online realm. The images the collaborators made 
during the intervention potentially impacted the 16,000 followers of their Insta-
gram account. 

The short ethnographic film Verdade and Mentiras (Truth and Lies) accom-
panying this text complements our ethnography as part of the visual depiction of 

Film Clip 1. Verdade and Mentiras (Truth and Lies), directed by Mihai Andrei Leaha  
(ERC Visual Trust, 2023). https://purl.dlib.indiana.edu/iudl/media/h04d673h0x

https://purl.dlib.indiana.edu/iudl/media/h04d673h0x
https://purl.dlib.indiana.edu/iudl/media/h04d673h0x
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“the sensible” in Laplantine’s sense. The multisensorial qualities of film, together 
with its ability to depict and creatively replicate rhythm, movement, and the cor-
poreal, can account for the modulation of images in the two artistic interventions. 
Modal visual anthropology can be understood as an image-making process that 
implies both collaborative intervention and anthropological knowledge-making. 

Iconic Assessments and Alternative Images
Alternative images circulate both online and offline. They spread so quickly 

that their origin and “iconic path” are hard to identify and almost impossible to 
trace. The rise of fact-checking and disinformation journalism has led to attempts 
to demystify the origins and trajectories of digital images through mixed digital 
forensics techniques (Graves 2016; Gogolin 2021; Sencar, Verdoliva, and Memon 
2022). In Brazil, the fact-checking movement is recent and still struggling between 
economic sustainability and editorial independence (Lelo 2022). These agencies 
form part of international networks that support their “journalistic neutrality.”19 

During the last three weeks of the October 2022 campaign, Mihai filmed 
and observed the work of Lupa agency. Since the pandemic, the team of Lupa 
works from home and connects, organizes, and publishes their articles online. The 
members of the team accepted our invitation to spend the most intense days of 
the campaign with them and accompany their coverage of the campaign. We were 
particularly interested in understanding how fact-checkers assess, verify, and are 
affected by alternative images. 

Figure 12. Brazilian artivist Cauê Maia using his “Bazooka Poetica” to project the poem: 
“Mentira tem perna curta mas voa alto” [The lie has short legs but knows how to fly high].
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Chico Mares, one of Lupa’s fact-checking specialists, explains how the agency 
assesses allegedly false images. They use specific digital software for operating re-
verse internet search tools while trying to determine the online iconic paths of 
the verified image. He claims that once an image is circulating online, it is almost 
impossible to identify the original. When performing so-called visual forensics, 
fact-checkers can feel frustrated before the impossibility of objectively assessing 
images. Nevertheless, looking for past versions of the same image often proves use-
ful. To do so, Mares searches for previous publication dates and contexts and then 
attempts to establish a chronological circulation path for the image. In this way, 
fact-checkers can determine whether an image was taken out of context and re-
mashed, modified, or re-signified to fit disinformative purposes. These techniques 
prove useful when tackling alternative images created through direct image-edit-
ing or montages, because the initial image allows the verifier to assess the changes 
in the image’s iconic path. Mares indicates, however, that images do not allow for 
as direct a verification process as textual information, mainly because they are 
harder to label as false/true or manipulated. “Images are not facts,” he states. 

Images take time to fact-check, and by the time it is done, the harm of disin-
formation may already have been done. This causes frustration among fact-check-
ers, who find themselves in a race against time. The fast-moving circulation of 
alternative images in closed information bubbles makes the verification process 
even harder. Moreover, the Lupa fact-checkers mention that alternative images can 
exert a kind of violence on journalists—they emotionally alter them. Images can 
contain disturbing graphic content that might expose fact-checkers to shocking 
depictions. Fact-checkers also often receive threats from people who consider their 
work biased and feel they have a hidden agenda against their favorite candidate. As 
a countermeasure to this violence, Lupa offers its employees psychological support, 
especially during electoral campaigns.

The main political, ethical, and methodological tenets of Lupa in understand-
ing and countering the affects and effects of visual disinformation in a fast-moving 
and unregulated media ecology align with the thesis presented by Kimiz Dalkir 
and Rebecca Katz in their 2020 work Navigating Fake News, Alternative Facts, and 

Misinformation in a Post-Truth World. The first principle consists in fighting technol-

ogy with technology, mainly by developing innovative software capable of tracking 
down and revealing online visual disinformation. The second principle concerns 
the importance of media literacy. In this regard, after the elections, Lupa shifted 
its main focus from fact-checking to disinformation journalism, with the declared 
intention of educating the public about how disinformation works. Lupa produces 
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almost daily videos and photographic materials for a larger audience, as one can see 
on their website, where each piece of content is designed to fit specific social net-
works and audiences. In 2023, the agency invested in media literacy programs and 
helped create the first university master’s program in journalism and fact-checking 
in Brazil. “This is a long-term commitment,” says Natalia. “And a hard one,” she 
adds, “which needs institutional support.” At a conference on digital journalism in 
Huesca, Spain, in 2023, the Brazilian journalist also advocated for both new laws 
and state regulations to ensure the accountability of social media platforms that 
host disinformation. 

Contrary to the studies that see fact-checkers as part of an iconoclastic 
movement (Andersen and Søe 2020), we interpret them as non-iconoclastic, since 
they do not deny the capacity of images to become reliable sources of informa-
tion. They “just” want to debunk false and misleading ones. Actually, fact-checkers 
are active image-makers, since the act of labeling images (adding to them tags like 
“false,” “true,” or “deceptive) in itself constitutes an act of visual communication. 

Despite its efforts, Lupa felt disappointed with the limited effects of 
fact-checking on voters. Many known political influencers and agents of Bolson-
aro’s networked disinformation group managed to secure a place in the current 
parliament. Natalia advocates for new solutions to tackle disinformation. Accord-
ing to her, updating legislation and state regulations on social networks should 
be complemented by pedagogical programs and explicit support of fact-checking 
agencies and disinformation journalism. The first steps in this direction have al-
ready been taken: the Brazilian law PL2630 is trying to increase the responsibility 
of the platforms and update the laws on digital information.20 Right-wing critics 
have deemed this law a new form of censorship that may threaten fundamental 
human rights such as freedom of expression. 

As we write this article, Bolsonaro has been declared ineligible for office for 
eight years by the Electoral Supreme Court in Brazil (Mendes and Cury 2023). 
The main reason is the propagation of fake news. 

CONCLUSIONS

In this article, we have defined alternative images as intentionally disinfor-
mative visual content aimed at creating a parallel reality. We have delved into the 
context of the Brazilian presidential elections by discussing how alternative images 
contributed to altering the Brazilian electoral mediascape. We have focused on two 
aspects: first, through online research, we analyzed the production and circulation 
of alternative images within the frame of a broader disinformative media ecology; 
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second, through offline visual ethnography, we discussed different reactions to al-
ternative images: from bodily demonstrations in the streets to fact-checking agen-
cies or artistic interventions.21 

We argue that the question of alternative images is intertwined with the no-
tion of “visual (dis)trust.” For images, trust is a relational category (Corsín Jiménez 
2011), a matter of “ordinary ethics” (Lambek et al. 2015). In everyday life, the 
truth stance of images is validated (or refused) within trust circles rather than 
through factual verification. Our online and offline research revealed that alter-
native images play a crucial role in building trust and consolidating disinforma-
tive narratives by creating communities of disinformation. Political influencers as 
agents of covert influence operations play a critical role in building and sustaining 
these trust networks, which are based more on emotional affinities than on polit-
ical rational debate. 

Covert networked disinformation often works through micro-targeting, with 
the help of influencers that can get the messages more precisely to the trust circle. 
In this sense, the sender, as part of a previous network or community of trust, 
endows the image with legitimacy through the act of sharing it (this is an instance 
of what we called “intensification”). Once someone trusts an alternative image as 
we have defined it, the image for this person ceases to be alternative—it becomes 
“credible” or simply “true.” In a nutshell: disinformation needs trust conditions and 
specific networks to function. 

On top of this, trust is a future-oriented concept. The fact of trusting others 
(or trusting images) prompts us to do things. Trust therefore has a performative 
nature (Broch-Due and Ystanes 2016), as the invasion of Congress described at 
the beginning of this article shows: the people who trusted the image of the inva-
sion of the Brazilian parliament ended up invading it. Yet this performative nature 
can be used as an anticipatory device to foresee future events and fight against 
the effects of disinformation. This is also what fact-checkers do. They know that 
when an alternative image circulates uncontrollably, it will likely produce effects 
and turn into reality (as Natalia prophetically announced when she commented on 
the images of the above-mentioned assault before it occurred). More empirical re-
search is needed to fully understand the impact of alternative images within often 
non-homogenous “trust-circles” and among consumers of disinformative content.22 

The aesthetics of alternative images also play an important role in the build-
ing of trust as common imaginary. The meme of Bolsonaro as Rambo, for in-
stance, inscribes itself into a specific conservative aesthetic involving a particular 
rhetoric of disinformation. Judging it strictly from a visual point of view, we might 
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think of the image as an anti-meme, in other words, as a leftist joke working against 
Bolsonaro—but it is the opposite. This proves that images cannot be studied in 
the abstract, as independent visual signs. Their understanding must be rooted in 
complex and dynamic relationships from which they acquire an original meaning 
and may trigger specific actions. 

When analyzing alternative images, we need to focus our attention on what 
we have called “movements of iconic resistance.” We have analyzed three ways 
of reacting to alternative images: embodied performances, artistic interventions, 
and visual verification. They all respond to a general feeling of distrust about im-
ages of actuality circulating in the current Brazilian mediascape (and elsewhere). 
Visual distrust in fact-checkers is mostly based on a kind of epistemological skep-
ticism (they assume that, a priori, no image is totally reliable before a scientific 
verification). In this sense, it differs from the initial distrust that fuels the work of 
artists or carnivalesque public demonstrations, more connected to an action-ori-
ented emotional and political engagement. The three instances of iconic resistance 
discussed also show differences in the way they operate. Artistic interventions or 
public demonstrations are not interested in proving that alternative images are 
“false” or “misleading”; instead, they wish to subvert them through public and cre-
ative acts of image-making and image-intensification. 

From a methodological perspective, we acknowledge the necessity of ad-
dressing disinformation and alternative images not only from a communicational 
or semiotic point of view but also through a bottom-up and qualitative approach, 
combining different modes of doing research. This approach dissolves online/
offline distinctions and focuses on the paths and agency of images in society. We 
advocate for the importance of setting up ethnographies of disinformation aimed at 
understanding how alternative images affect and provoke reactions for specific 
people in concrete historical and sociocultural contexts. We also believe it neces-
sary to study the role of images by using hybrid research and participative meth-
ods, including visual and multimodal ones. 

Lastly, we think that this research on alternative images may recursively 
prompt us to reassess the responsibilities and potentialities of anthropology in 
post-truth cultures and disinformative environments. Do we anthropologists have 
a responsibility to position ourselves against disinformation? What is the reflex-
ive and ethical stance that we should take before the proliferation of alternative 
images? As we have seen, within the debate about fake news and disinformation, 
there is a clear place for journalists, militant artists, and active citizens. Yet what 
would mark anthropology’s place? 
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We have no doubt that networked disinformation constitutes a threat to 
democracy, knowledge, and equality. We also assume that our work consists of 
building ethical relationships and collaborations with our interlocutors through 
which we provide reliable descriptions of reality, which in turn lead us to propose 
new ways of interpreting and imagining it. Like journalists, we anthropologists 
are committed to trust and truth. And like artists, our practice involves creativity, 
imagination, and critical thinking. So, how can anthropology help deconstruct dis-
information through alternative images? 

We consider that a first step in this direction is to foster what we have called 
“ethnographies of disinformation.” This kind of research may contribute to a bet-
ter understanding of how alternative images work—and therefore how to debunk 
them. We also have to commit ourselves to the education about and development 
of visual literacy, along the lines of multimodal and public anthropology. Our re-
search must manage to reach different audiences and have a voice in public de-
bates. We must assume the risks of taking our knowledge beyond academia—to 
collaborate with artists, social movements, and fact-checking agencies.

The anthropological study of disinformation cannot be detached from the 
act of actively counter-fighting it through critical, rigorous, and engaged research.

ABSTRACT
The battle against disinformation played a key role during the Brazilian presidential 
elections of 2022. Supporters of Jair Bolsonaro—and, to a much lesser extent, of 
Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva—generated and disseminated deceptive and false “ in-
formative content” to influence public opinion. To counter the spread of fake news, 
different initiatives emerged. Based on a multimodal and hybrid ethnography, this 
essay discusses different modes of resistance to what we call “alternative images.” This 
term refers to intentionally misleading images with a deceptive referential value that 
are presented as accounts or reliable metaphors of reality. We describe three modes of 
countering these misleading images visually: public demonstrations, artistic interven-
tions, and fact-checking agencies. Each one has its own modes of visual assessment 
and political intervention. The article argues for the importance of carrying out 
ethnographies of disinformation, capable of contributing to actual efforts against 
disinformation and alternative facts, along the lines of public and engaged critical 
anthropology. [disinformation; alternative images; multimodal anthropology; 
fact-checking; images; fake news; artistic interventions] 
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1.	 Lupa (founded in 2015) is an independent media agency from Brazil that defines as a 
hub fighting disinformation. Part of the International Fact-Checking Network (https://
www.poynter.org/ifcn/) and TRUST Project (https://thetrustproject.org), the agency 
uses fact-checking, media education, and disinformation journalism to tackle the ava-
lanche of fake news that has overtaken Brazil in the past decade (https://lupa.uol.com.
br/institucional).

2.	 See the image-verification news on Lupa’s website, https://lupa.uol.com.br/jornal-
ismo/2022/10/30/comemoracao-bandidos-lula

3.	 This article is co-authored by Mihai Andrei Leaha and Roger Canals within the frame-
work of the ERC project Visual Trust: Reliability, Accountability, and Forgery in Sci-
entific, Religious, and Social Images (PI: Roger Canals). The fieldwork was done by 
Mihai Andrei Leaha, a postdoctoral researcher at the Visual Trust project since 2022. 
This fieldwork lasted as long as the presidential campaign period (from June to October 
2022), with a follow-up of main political events until January 2023 and beyond. Brazil 
was not a new context to Mihai, since he had lived and done research there from 2018 
until 2022. He therefore witnessed the rise to power of Jair Bolsonaro and the avalanche 
of fake news that submerged Brazil before and during his presidency. The writing of this 
text has been done collaboratively by the two authors. 

4.	 In this regard, we agree with Thales Lelo (2024) that disinformation must be studied by 
understanding the trust conditions facilitating disinformation. In addition, we urge for 
the importance of understanding what makes people “distrust” some images and how 
they define, assess, and experience the visual fake.

5.	 The video shows a revolt of the civil police from 2017. See the verification on Lupa’s web-
site: https://lupa.uol.com.br/jornalismo/2022/11/01/policiais-civis-invasao-congresso

6.	 See this Internews report about the 2022 Philippines elections. Internews is an in-
ternational nonprofit with thirty offices around the world, including headquarters in 
California, Washington, D.C., London, and Paris, and regional hubs in Bangkok, Kiev, 
and Nairobi. Their declared aim is to train journalists and digital rights activists, tackle 
disinformation, and offer business expertise to help media outlets become financially 
sustainable. See www.internews.org

7.	 The term visual trust refers to the value accorded to images as reliable mediums for 
knowing the world and communicating to others.

8.	 The term picturing disinformation, which appears in the title of this section, paraphrases 
Jay Ruby’s (2000) seminal book Picturing Culture: Explorations of Film and Anthropology. 
His collection of essays argues for a reflexive and more ethical stance in the analysis of 
visual culture. Like Writing Culture (Clifford 2010), Picturing Culture questions the role of 
the researcher in producing or depicting anthropological knowledge.

9.	 As we see it, alternative facts can be connected to the Orwellian term doublethink from 
the novel 1984, where conflicting beliefs and images can coexist regardless of the objec-
tive reality.

10.	 According to Canals (2021, 202), the concept of iconic path does not describe a linear 
and individual process of genesis, formation, and (eventually) destruction of images: it 
rather points to a myriad of interwoven stories connecting heterogeneous images con-
ceptualized differently depending on each “social actor” and historical period.

11.	 According to Lupa, both the Lula and Bolsonaro campaigns used disinformation to 
achieve their electoral goals. Nevertheless, networked disinformation mostly formed 
part of the right-wing campaign. We should refrain from creating a false equivalence, 

http://www.visualtrust.ub.edu
http://www.visualtrust.ub.edu
https://www.poynter.org/ifcn/
https://www.poynter.org/ifcn/
https://thetrustproject.org
https://lupa.uol.com.br/institucional
https://lupa.uol.com.br/institucional
https://lupa.uol.com.br/jornalismo/2022/10/30/comemoracao-bandidos-lula
https://lupa.uol.com.br/jornalismo/2022/10/30/comemoracao-bandidos-lula
https://lupa.uol.com.br/jornalismo/2022/11/01/policiais-civis-invasao-congresso
http://www.internews.org


RESISTING ALTERNATIVE IMAGES

559

although the left also used disinformation during the presidential campaign, at a much 
lower scale. 

12.	 We wish to clarify that this article presents and discusses only a small number of what 
we identified as “alternative images.” Indeed, it is almost impossible to trace the full 
extent of online deceptive images due to the high volume of images that circulate on-
line, and to the consubstantial opacity of networked disinformation (Chadwick and Stanyer 
2022).

13.	 The complete investigation in Portuguese can be seen here: https://piaui.folha.uol.com.
br/materia/o-show-de-jair/ 

14.	 For more information see: https://g1.globo.com/politica/eleicoes/2022/noti-
cia/2022/09/11/ministro-do-tse-impede-bolsonaro-de-usar-imagens-de-atos-ofici-
ais-do-7-de-setembro-na-propaganda-eleitoral.ghtml

15.	 One can consult the exact tweet on X: https://x.com/CarlosBolsonaro/sta-
tus/1567813993477165062 

16.	 The term indio-ciata refers to a typical right-wing manner for organizing marches in 
support of Bolsonaro. Other such marches include motorcycle gatherings, motociatas, or 
car gatherings called carreatas.

17.	 The Transverso Collective was created in 2011 with the purpose of launching poetic 
interventions in public spaces through urban art methods such as poster bombs, visual 
projections, and other techniques. See https://www.instagram.com/coletivotransverso/
Transverso is not the only collective doing interventions of this kind. Projetemos and 
Activist Design (a Brazilian network of independent designers and projectionists), for 
instance, are also experimenting with public projections.

18.	 In May 2024, we replicated this experiment with Cauê in the streets of Barcelona. This 
intervention formed part of the Second International Conference of the Visual Trust 
project. See the section “Research Videos” of the project’s website for a visual account of 
this event: www.visualtrust.ub.edu

19.	 For instance, Lupa Agency forms part of the Trust Project (https://thetrustproject.
org/) and regularly participates in the activities and conferences organized by the Poy-
nter Institute (https://www.poynter.org/), an organization that maintains the Interna-
tional Fact-Checking Network (IFCN).

20.	 The fight for regulation of social media platforms took a new turn in in August 2024. 
The New York Times reported that Brazil banned X following Elon Musk’s defiance of ju-
dicial directives to deactivate specific accounts that propagated political disinformation. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/30/world/americas/brazil-elon-musk-x-blocked.
html

21.	 These are not the only type of iconic resistance movements to networked disinforma-
tion. Other, more iconoclastic movements, like the Brazilian judiciary system and its 
coercive tackling of disinformation and social media’s own curatorial departments, also 
play an important role in fighting and shaping disinformation dynamics.

22.	 It is worth mentioning that bottom-up research about the reception, usage, and rele-
vance of alternative images among consumers is currently being carried out compara-
tively by the authors in a larger geographical context (Brazil, Spain, Romania).

REFERENCES

Aciksoz, Salih Can, and Zeynep Kurtulus Korkman
2017	 “‘Grab ‘Em by the Patriarchy.’” Anthropology News 58, no. 3: e41–48. https://doi.

org/10.1111/AN.430 
Aiello, Giorgia

2019	 Visual Communication: Understanding Images in Media Culture. Thousand Oaks, 
Calif.: Sage Publications.

https://piaui.folha.uol.com.br/materia/o-show-de-jair/
https://piaui.folha.uol.com.br/materia/o-show-de-jair/
https://g1.globo.com/politica/eleicoes/2022/noticia/2022/09/11/ministro-do-tse-impede-bolsonaro-de-usar-imagens-de-atos-oficiais-do-7-de-setembro-na-propaganda-eleitoral.ghtml
https://g1.globo.com/politica/eleicoes/2022/noticia/2022/09/11/ministro-do-tse-impede-bolsonaro-de-usar-imagens-de-atos-oficiais-do-7-de-setembro-na-propaganda-eleitoral.ghtml
https://g1.globo.com/politica/eleicoes/2022/noticia/2022/09/11/ministro-do-tse-impede-bolsonaro-de-usar-imagens-de-atos-oficiais-do-7-de-setembro-na-propaganda-eleitoral.ghtml
https://x.com/CarlosBolsonaro/status/1567813993477165062
https://x.com/CarlosBolsonaro/status/1567813993477165062
https://www.instagram.com/coletivotransverso/
http://www.visualtrust.ub.edu
https://thetrustproject.org/
https://thetrustproject.org/
https://www.poynter.org/
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/30/world/americas/brazil-elon-musk-x-blocked.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/30/world/americas/brazil-elon-musk-x-blocked.html
https://doi.org/10.1111/AN.430
https://doi.org/10.1111/AN.430


CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 39:4

560

Alexandre, Ricardo
2020	 E a Verdade Os Libertará: Reflexões Sobre Religião, Política e Bolsonarismo [And the 

Truth Will Set You Free: Reflections on Politics, Religion and Bolsonarism]. São 
Paulo: Mundo Cristão.

Andersen, Jack, and Sille Obelitz Søe
2020	 “Communicative Actions We Live By: The Problem with Fact-Checking, Tagging, 

or Flagging Fake News—the Case of Facebook.” European Journal of Communication 
35, no. 2: 126–39. https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323119894489 

Antunes Ramos, Miguel
2023	 “O sistema do mito” [The System of the Myth]. Piaui Journal, February 15. https://

piaui.folha.uol.com.br/o-sistema-do-mito 
Araújo, Victor

2019	 “A Religião Distrais Os Pobres? Pentecostalismo e Voto Redistributivo No Brasil” 
[The Religion behind the Poor? Pentecostalism and the Redistribution of Votes in 
Brazil]. PhD dissertation, Universidade de São Paulo.

Audi, Amanda
2022	 “‘Indiociata’: Vídeo Desmente Apoio a Bolsonaro No Xingu” [Indiociata: A Video 

Contradicts Bolsoaro’s Support in Xingu Land]. UOL, March 9. 
Baptista, Cauê Augusto Maia

2019	 “Cada caminho é um risco: o livro de artista como tradução da intervenção 
poética no espaço público” [Every Path is a Risk: the Artist’s Book as a Translation 
of Poetic Interventions in the Public Sphere]. PhD dissertation, Universidade de 
São Paulo. https://doi.org/10.11606/T.27.2019.tde-02082019-112917 

Barclay, Donald A.
2021	 Disinformation: The Nature of Facts and Lies in the Post-Truth Era. Lanham, Md.: 

Rowman and Littlefield.
Bennett, W. Lance, and Steven Livingston, eds. 

2020 	 The Disinformation Age: Politics, Technology, and Disruptive Communication in the 
United States. First ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. https://doi.
org/10.1017/9781108914628 

Bickerton, Christopher J., and Carlo Invernizzi Accetti
2021	 Technopopulism: The New Logic of Democratic Politics. New York: Oxford University 

Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198807766.001.0001 
Broch-Due, Vigdis, and Margit Ystanes, eds. 

2016	 Trusting and Its Tribulations: Interdisciplinary Engagements with Intimacy, Sociality, and 
Trust. New York: Berghahn.

Bucher, Taina
2018	 If . . . Then: Algorithmic Power and Politics. New York: Oxford University Press.

Bucknall, Benjamin S., and Shiri Dori-Hacohen
2022	 “Current and Near-Term AI as a Potential Existential Risk Factor.” In Proceedings 

of the 2022 AAAI/ACM Conference on AI, Ethics, and Society, 119–29. Oxford: ACM. 
https://doi.org/10.1145/3514094.3534146 

Cabañes, Jason Vincent A. 
2020	 “Digital Disinformation and the Imaginative Dimension of Communication.” 

Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly 97, no. 2: 435–52. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1077699020913799 

Campos Mello, Patricia
2020	 A Máquina Do Ódio: Notas de Uma Repórter Sobre Fake News e Violência Digital [The 

Hate Machine: Notes from a Reporter on Fake News and Digital Violence]. São 
Paulo, Brazil: Companhia das Letras.

Canals, Roger
2020	 “Visual Trust: Reliability, Accountability, and Forgery in Scientific, Religious, 

and Social Images.” Anthrovision 8, no. 1. https://journals.openedition.org/
anthrovision/6945 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323119894489
https://piaui.folha.uol.com.br/o-sistema-do-mito
https://piaui.folha.uol.com.br/o-sistema-do-mito
https://doi.org/10.11606/T.27.2019.tde-02082019-112917
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108914628
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108914628
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198807766.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1145/3514094.3534146
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077699020913799
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077699020913799
https://journals.openedition.org/anthrovision/6945
https://journals.openedition.org/anthrovision/6945


RESISTING ALTERNATIVE IMAGES

561

2021	 “The Intensive Image: Transculturation, Creativity, and Presence in the Cult of 
María Lionza.” HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 11, no. 1: 202–17. https://doi.
org/10.1086/714067

2023	 “Research as an Eclectic Assemblage: Notes on a Visual Ethnography of the Cult of 
María Lionza (Venezuela, Barcelona, and the Internet).” In Visual Research Methods 
in the Social Sciences. Awakening Visions, edited by Steven Spencer, 296–308. 
London: Routledge. 

Chadwick, Andrew, and James Stanyer
2022	 “Deception as a Bridging Concept in the Study of Disinformation, Misinformation, 

and Misperceptions: Toward a Holistic Framework.” Communication Theory 32, no. 
1: 1–24. https://doi.org/10.1093/ct/qtab019 

Clifford, James, and George E. Marcus
2010	 Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography. Berkeley: University of 

California Press.
Coeckelbergh, Mark

2020	 AI Ethics. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.
Collins, Samuel Gerald, Matthew Durington, and Harjant Gill

2017	 “Multimodality: An Invitation: Multimodal Anthropologies.” American 
Anthropologist 119, no. 1: 142–46. https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.12826 

Corsín Jiménez, Alberto
2011	 “Trust in Anthropology.” Anthropological Theory 11, no. 2: 177–96. https://doi.

org/10.1177/1463499611407392 
Cruz, Isabela

2022	 “O saldo institucional e eleitoral do 7 de Setembro de Bolsonaro” (The Institutional 
and Electroral Outcome of Bolsonaro’s 7th of September). Nexo Jornal, August 9. 

Da Empoli, Giuliano
2019	 Os Engenheiros Do Caos [The Engineers of Chaos]. São Paulo: Editora Vestigio.

Dalkir, Kimiz, and Rebecca Katz, eds. 
2020	 Navigating Fake News, Alternative Facts, and Misinformation in a Post-Truth World. 

Hershey, Penn.: IGI Global.
Dattatreyan, Ethiraj Gabriel, and Isaac Marrero-Guillamón

2019	 “Introduction: Multimodal Anthropology and the Politics of Invention.” American 
Anthropologist 121, no. 1: 220–28. https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.13183 

Delgado, Malu
2022	 “O uso da máquina num novo patamar na disputa pelo Planalto” [A New Level of 

Using the State Apparatus in the Race for the Panalalto]. Nexo Jornal, September 9. 
Dorson, Richard M. 

1950	 “Folklore and Fake-Lore.” American Mercury, March.
Fandos, Nicholas

2017	 “White House Pushes Alternative Facts. Here Are the Real Ones.” New York Times, 
January 22.

Favero, Paolo S. H. 
2018	 The Present Image. Cham, Switzerland: Springer International Publishing. https://

doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-69499-3 
Filimowicz, Michael, ed. 

2022	 Deep Fakes. London: Routledge.
Freedberg, David

1989	 The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response. Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press.

Gaw, Fatima, Jon Benedik Bunquin, Samuel I. Cabbuag, Jaose Mari Hall Lanuza, Noreen H. 
Sapalo, and Al-Habbyel Yusoph

2023	 “Political Economy of Covert Influence Operations in the 2022 Philippine 
Elections.” Internews.

https://doi.org/10.1086/714067
https://doi.org/10.1086/714067
https://doi.org/10.1093/ct/qtab019
https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.12826
https://doi.org/10.1177/1463499611407392
https://doi.org/10.1177/1463499611407392
https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.13183
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-69499-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-69499-3


CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 39:4

562

Ghiraldelli Jr., Paulo
2019	 A Filosofia Explica Bolsonaro [Philosophy Explains Bolsonaro]. São Paulo, Brazil: 

LeYa.
Gogolin, Greg, ed. 

2021	 Digital Forensics Explained. 2nd edition. Boca Raton, Fla.: CRC Press. https://doi.
org/10.1201/9781003049357 

Gonçalves, João Felipe, and Gideon Lasco
2023	 “Anthropology, Democracy, and Authoritarianism: Reflections from Brazil 

and the Philippines.” Current Anthropology 64, no. 1: 27–48. https://doi.
org/10.1086/723300 

González-García, Ricardo
2019	 “Fakes e memecracia: Ficciones artísticas contemporáneas de una imagen digital 

interferida” [Fakes and Meme-ocracy: Contemporary Artistic Fictions of an 
Interfered Digital Image]. ASRI—Arte y Sociedad: Revista de Investigación 17: 153–
71.

Gouvêa, Carina Barbosa, and Pedro H. Villas Bôas Castelo Branco
2022	 Populist Governance in Brazil: Bolsonaro in Theoretical and Comparative 

Perspective. Cham, Switzerland: Springer International Publishing. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-030-85022-7 

Graves, Lucas
2016	 Deciding What’s True: The Rise of Political Fact-Checking in American Journalism. New 

York: Columbia University Press.
Grech, Alex, ed. 

2021	 Media, Technology, and Education in a Post-Truth Society: From Fake News, Datafication, 
and Mass Surveillance to the Death of Trust. London: Emerald Publishing.

Kaiser, Brittany
2019	 Targeted: The Cambridge Analytica Whistleblower’s Inside Story of How Big Data, Trump, 

and Facebook Broke Democracy and How It Can Happen Again. New York: Harper 
Collins.

Kallius, Annastiina, and Rik Adriaans
2022	 “The Meme Radar: Locating Liberalism in Illiberal Hungary.” Cultural Anthropology 

37, no. 4: 679–706. https://doi.org/10.14506/ca37.4.04 
Kien, Grant

2019	 Communicating with Memes: Consequences in Post-Truth Civilization. Lanham, Md.: 
Lexington Books.

Klem, Bruna, Mateus Henrique de Faria Pereira, Valdei Lopes de Araujo, and Universidade 
Federal de Ouro Preto, eds. 

2020	 Do fake ao fato: Des(atualizando) Bolsonaro [Do fake ao fato: Des(atualizando) 
Bolsonaro]. Vitória, Brazil: Editora Milfontes.

Lambek, Michael, Veena Das, Didier Fassin, and Webb Keane
2015	 Four Lectures on Ethics: Anthropological Perspectives. London: HAU Books.

Laplantine, François
2015	 The Life of the Senses: Introduction to a Modal Anthropology. Translated by Jamie 

Furniss. London: Bloomsbury.
Lapper, Richard

2021	 Beef, Bible, and Bullets: Brazil in the Age of Bolsonaro. Manchester: Manchester 
University Press.

Ledin, Per, and David Machin
2018	 Doing Visual Analysis: From Theory to Practice. London: Sage Publications.

Lelo, Thales
2022	 “The Rise of the Brazilian Fact-Checking Movement: Between Economic 

Sustainability and Editorial Independence.” Journalism Studies 23, no. 9: 1077–95. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2022.2069588 

2024	 “Introducing a Praxeological Framework for Studying Disinformation.” 
Communication Theory 34, no. 1: 18–28. https://doi.org/10.1093/ct/qtad017 

https://doi.org/10.1201/9781003049357
https://doi.org/10.1201/9781003049357
https://doi.org/10.1086/723300
https://doi.org/10.1086/723300
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-85022-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-85022-7
https://doi.org/10.14506/ca37.4.04
https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2022.2069588
https://doi.org/10.1093/ct/qtad017


RESISTING ALTERNATIVE IMAGES

563

Livingstone, Sonia
2019	 “Audiences in an Age of Datafication: Critical Questions for Media 

Research.” Television and New Media 20, no. 2: 170–83. https://doi.org/10. 
1177/1527476418811118 

McKay, Deirdre
2020	 “Decorated Duterte: Digital Objects and the Crisis of Martial Law History in 

the Philippines.” Modern Languages Open, August 4. https://doi.org/10.3828/mlo.
v0i0.316 

Mendes, Lucas, and Teo Cury
2023	 “Por 5 a 2, TSE Torna Jair Bolsonaro Inelegível Por Oito Anos” [By 5 to 2, Superior 

Electoral Court [TSE] Rules Bolsonaro Ineligible for 8 Years]. CNN Brazil, June.
Mitchell, W. J. T. 

2010	 Cloning Terror: The War of Images, 9/11 to the Present. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press.

Ottonicar, Selma Leticia Capinzaiki
2020	 “Brazilian Policy and Actions to Fight against Fake News: A Discussion Focused 

on Critical Literacy.” In Advances in Media, Entertainment, and the Arts, edited by 
Kimiz Dalkir and Rebecca Katz, 204–21. Hershey, Penn.: IGI Global. https://doi.
org/10.4018/978-1-7998-2543-2.ch009 

Pink, Sarah, ed. 
2007	 Visual Interventions: Applied Visual Anthropology. New York: Berghahn Books.

Pink, Sarah, Elisenda Ardèvol Piera, and Débora Lanzeni
2016	 Digital Materialities: Design and Anthropology. London: Bloomsbury.

Pires, Breno
2022	 “‘O Show Do Jair’ Como o PT Enfrentou a Milícia Digital Bolsonarista.” [Jair’s 

Show: How the Workers’ Party Faced the Bolsonaro Digital Militia]. Piaui Journal 
195. https://piaui.folha.uol.com.br/materia/o-show-de-jair/ 

Redação Folha de S. Paulo
2022	 “Datafolha: 49% Dizem Dar Muita Importância à Religião Para Decidir o Voto” 

[Datafolha: 49% Find Religion Important in Their Voting Decision]. October 15. 
Redação Oeste

2022	 “Indigenas Apoiadores de Bolsonaro Lançam ‘Indiociata.’” [Indigenous Supporters 
of Bolsonaro Launch “Indiociata”] . Revista Oeste, January 9.

Rubin, Victoria L. 
2022 	 Misinformation and Disinformation: Detecting Fakes with the Eye and AI. Cham, 

Switzerland: Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
030-95656-1 

Ruby, Jay
2000	 Picturing Culture: Explorations of Film and Anthropology. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press.
Sencar, Husrev Taha, Luisa Verdoliva, and Nasir Memon, eds. 

2022	 Multimedia Forensics: Advances in Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition. Singapore: 
Springer Singapore. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-16-7621-5 

Shifman, Limor
2014	 Memes in Digital Culture. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.

Spyer, Juliano
2020	 Povo de Deus: Quem São Os Evangélicos e Por Que Eles Importam [People of God: Who 

are the NeoProtestants and Why do They Matter]. First edition. Rio de Janeiro: 
Geração.

Tancons, Claire 
2015	 “Carnival.” In Truth Is Concrete: A Handbook for Artistic Strategies in Real Politics, 

edited by Florian Malzacher, 136–138. Second Edition. Berlin: Sternberg Press.
Weir, Peter, dir. 

1998	 The Truman Show. Paramount Pictures.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476418811118
https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476418811118
https://doi.org/10.3828/mlo.v0i0.316
https://doi.org/10.3828/mlo.v0i0.316
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-7998-2543-2.ch009
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-7998-2543-2.ch009
https://piaui.folha.uol.com.br/materia/o-show-de-jair/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95656-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95656-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-16-7621-5

	RESISTING ALTERNATIVE IMAGES: An Ethnography of Visual Disinformation in Brazil
	PICTURING ALTERNATIVE IMAGES AND DISINFORMATION
	ONLINE MODULATIONS OF ALTERNATIVE IMAGES IN BRAZIL
	REACTING TO AND RESISTING ALTERNATIVE IMAGES
	Performing Images in the Streets
	Iconic Modulations as Interventions 
	Iconic Assessments and Alternative Images

	CONCLUSIONS
	ABSTRACT
	NOTES
	REFERENCES


