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Another ‘Fourth Branch’
Press and political culture in Brazil

! Afonso de Albuquerque
Fluminense Federal University, Brazil

A B S T R A C T

American journalism has been taken as an almost universal standard for comparative
journalism studies. Most of those focus on the adoption of American-born rhetoric and
practices by other countries’ news media and journalists. This article maintains that this
approach is misleading, because first, it minimizes the fact that American journalism is
a cultural artifact too; and second, it offers a very simplistic model of the influence of
American journalism on other countries. By analyzing the Brazilian news media, and
the specific way it appropriates the American ‘Fourth Branch’ rhetoric, I maintain that
the relationship that other countries’ journalisms establish with the American type of
journalism must be understood as a creative adaptation, rather than a simple
adoption.

K E Y W O R D S ! adaptation ! Americanization ! Brazil ! comparative
journalism ! cultural approach ! Fourth Branch ! government
! journalism ! Poder Moderador ! objectivity ! news media ! United States

In the last few decades, American journalism has been considered to be an
almost universal standard in relation to which other countries’ journalism is
evaluated. In most cases, American influence has been positively evaluated:
Americanization is associated with values such as professionalism, independ-
ence and democracy. Following this premise, three basic types of analysis have
been made, focusing on:

1 the improvement – or modernization – of a given country’s journalism, as a result
of the adoption of American-like practices and rhetoric. Examples of this view are
the analysis of the changes in Chinese journalistic values that followed the
market reforms promoted by Deng Xiaoping (De Burgh, 2003), the rising of a
more overt American-like journalism among a political and economic crisis in
Indonesia (Manzella, 2000); and the role of the new independent media in
sustaining democracy in Africa (Tettey, 2001);

2 the reasons that restrain the full adoption of American-like practices and rhetoric
by the journalists of a given country (and in consequence, discourage the
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improvement – or modernization – of local journalism). Authoritarian political
systems (Amin and Napoli, 2000); political clientelism (Hallin and Papathanasso-
poulos, 2002); a too strong party politics system (Chalaby, 1996); weakness of the
market economy (Waisbord, 2000); and the presence of diverse opposing cultural
values such as Afrocentrism (Tomaselli, 2003) or the unconscious influence of
Kotodamaism on Japanese society and media (Maeda, 2003) are some of the
mentioned causes;

3 the contrast between the American-like rhetoric that the journalists of a given
country adopt, and their effective journalistic practices, suggesting an incom-
plete incorporation of American values (Lee, 2000).

Notwithstanding their numerous differences, these analyses all focus on
the same question: the relative success or failure of the process of adoption of
American values by other countries’ journalists. But . . . may foreign values be
transferred from one culture to another at all? Or, alternatively, must they be
re-elaborated in order to fit the demands of the cultures that ‘import’ them? In
this article, I espouse the second option. I focus on the Brazilian press and
demonstrate that it has appropriated the American journalistic rhetoric and
practices, adapting – rather than adopting – them to their own cultural
environment.

The focus of this article is on the way that Brazilian journalists refer to the
American model to explain the Brazilian press political role and, in particular,
on the way they reinterpret the American argument that attributes a ‘Fourth
Branch’ to the press. I sustain that the ‘Fourth Branch’ rhetoric has deep roots
in Brazilian political history. Its origins go back to the creation of the Poder
Moderador (Moderating Branch) by the first Brazilian Constitution, from 1824.
The creation of the Poder Moderador reflects a very ambivalent attitude about
the liberal institutions and procedures. On the one hand, they were thought to
be sine qua non requisites to the recognition of Brazil as a civilized, respectable
country. On the other hand, there was a strong feeling that, left to their own
devices, those institutions would produce anarchy and chaos. According to
this view, the existence of three independent branches in the government was
good in principle, but dangerous in practice, because it could generate an
imbalanced government. The existence of an outside force was necessary to
correct these possible imbalances and to conciliate the actions of the three
traditional branches. The Poder Moderador would be such force.

I sustain that an ambivalent attitude to the liberal political institutions
has been a permanent trait of Brazilian political life and, on many occasions,
different institutions claimed (or were invited) to play the role of a ‘Fourth
Branch’. I suggest that, mainly since the 1980s, the press has claimed to play
that role, recurring to an American-like rhetoric to justify its claims.

This article is divided into four sections. In the first, I compare some
aspects of the development of the political culture in Brazil and in the United
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States, in order to emphasize the differences between them. The second
section centers on the origins of the Poder Moderador, and its importance to the
political system during the Brazilian Empire era (1822–1889). In addition, I
discuss some evidence about the survival of the Poder Moderador as a cultural
model to Brazilian politics throughout the Republic (1889 to the present). The
third section focuses on the differences between Brazilian and American
journalistic cultures. I assert that the conditions that allowed the development
of an independent journalism model in the United States have been mostly
absent in the Brazilian history. I also discuss the influence that the American
model of journalism has exerted in Brazil since the decade of the 1950s, and
the reactions against it. The last section explores the ways that Brazilian
journalists have appealed to the American ‘Fourth Branch’ rhetoric to legiti-
mize their very particular demands of political authority.

Political culture

To understand better the differences between Brazilian and American political
cultures it can be useful to start off by considering the very different nature of
their colonization processes. The colonization of the United States was
strongly influenced by the ideal of building a new world, wherein people
would be endowed with freedom of thought and choice. The United States is
often described as a promised land, a new Israel, in opposition to Europe/Egypt
(Bellah, 1967). In addition, the early American settlers enjoyed a considerable
autonomy in the administration of their local businesses.

The colonization of Brazil was, above all, an economic adventure. Its key
purpose was the exploration of the Brazilian natural resources in the benefit of
its Portuguese masters (Hollanda, 1936; Faoro, 1979). To achieve this, Portugal
tried by all means to restrain Brazil’s economic and intellectual autonomy.
Brazilians were forbidden to make manufactured products and to have print-
ing facilities (Sodré, 1999). This situation began to change only in 1808, when
the Portuguese Court moved to Brazil, in order to escape the invasion of
Portugal by Napoleon. For a short time, Brazil was the core of the Portuguese
Empire – but Portugal itself became strongly dependent on the United King-
dom to maintain its Colonial Empire (Maxwell, 2000). All in all, the nature of
the Brazilian colonization process provided a very hostile background to the
development of an autonomous Brazilian leadership and stable political in-
stitutions.

There have also been huge differences between the two countries’ inde-
pendence processes. American independence implied a violent rupture with
the British Crown, and required broad popular support. On the other hand,
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the new American government benefited from its previous experience in self-
government, under the British ‘limited monarchy’ rules (Arendt, 1973).

The Brazilian independence process was an elite-level arrangement. Pedro,
the Prince Regent of Brazil and firstborn son of João VI, the king of Portugal,
proclaimed the independence of the country in 1822, and was crowned Pedro
the First, Emperor of Brazil. In the absence of previous self-governing experi-
ence, and fearing a Haiti-like destiny resulting in the fragmentation of the
huge Brazilian territory (as happened elsewhere in Spanish America), the
Brazilian elites opted for maintaining the only model they thought able to
assure political order: the Portuguese monarchy model (Carvalho, 1996).
However, it was necessary to put the old wine in a new bottle. Given the recent
political and economical dependence on the United Kingdom, it was thought
wise to give to the new government the appearance of a ‘limited monarchy’. In
order to do this, in 1824 Brazil adopted its first Constitution, under which
monarchy survived until 1889.

Not surprisingly, there are also huge differences in the way that Americans
and Brazilians represent and interact with their political institutions. As
Tocqueville (1969) has insightfully noted, American political institutions are
deeply rooted in the United States’ culture. They are perceived as genuinely
native and constitute a very important trait of national identity.

In Brazil, on the other hand, political institutions and values have long
been perceived as having an alien origin (Hollanda, 1936). As a result, political
disputes have been pretty much about which foreign models to adopt. When
the Republic was proclaimed in 1889, there was a major dispute to decide
about which political model should be adopted: the French Jacobinism, the
French Positivism or the American-like Liberalism (Carvalho, 1990).

A further effect is the ambivalent attitude towards these institutions and
values. They are considered good in principle, but not well suited to the
Brazilian cultural environment. Thus, their adaptation to Brazil is seen as both
a problem and a solution. A practical way to solve the dilemma is to adopt the
foreign-born institutions and values in a very formal way – as signs of
modernity and civilization – while, actually, very different native rules are put
into practice. 1 This is the case of the Poder Moderador.

The Poder Moderador

The origin of the Brazilian Poder Moderador lies in the Constitution of 1824.
Besides the Executive, the Legislative and the Judiciary branches, the Constitu-
tion added a fourth, the Poder Moderador, to arbitrate the conflicts between the
other three. From a contemporary perspective, this system may look exotic,
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but it had a solid basis in the political philosophy of its time, particularly in
the work of French philosopher Benjamin Constant. Constant compared the
Executive, the Legislative and the Judiciary to ‘three strings that must cooper-
ate, each one doing its part, to the general movement’ (1872: 178). When the
strings cross and trammel, an outside power is needed to restore their correct
position, and allow them to play their correct role. This power should be
neutral, and Constant proposed that, in Constitutional Monarchies, it would
be performed by the Pouvoir Royal.

The Brazilian ‘Fourth Branches’ system was not a literal application of
Constant’s ideas, however. The Brazilian-adapted model concentrated two
powers – the Executive and the Moderador – in the hands of the Emperor. This
way, the concrete effect of the Poder Moderador was to reinforce the Executive
against the Legislative and the Judiciary, rather than merely balance them
(Faoro, 1979).

For nearly seven decades, the Poder Moderador had been the fulcrum of the
Imperial political system, providing the Executive with the means to keep
control on both the Legislative and the provincial leaders. Its sudden end, with
the proclamation of the republic, created a political vacuum. The provisional
government and the first civilian presidents faced robust challenges from the
Legislative and the local elites, which threatened to drown the country in
political troubled waters. It was only under the government of Campos Salles
(1898–1902) that some stability was achieved, thanks to the ‘Politics of
Governors’, an oligarchic pact. In the terms of the pact, the federal govern-
ment would support the permanence of the ruling state oligarchies ahead of
their states, and, in exchange, they would warrant the support from the state-
based Legislative representatives. According to Lessa, such an arrangement can
be understood as ‘a search of a functional equivalent of the Poder Moderador’
(2001: 53).

The division of powers remained a key dilemma in the republican period.
On the one hand, it is thought to be a prerequisite to democracy; on the other
hand, it is thought to be a focus of political unrest and administrative
inefficiency. Two solutions have been repeatedly proposed to avoid these
problems: strengthening the Executive or appealing to an outside power in
order to warrant the correct operation of the system of division of powers. The
first solution is more in accordance with the reality of the monarchic Poder
Moderador practice; the second solution is more in accordance with the Poder
Moderador principle. Given the purposes of this article, I focus on the latter
solution.

To be accurate, explicit references to the Poder Moderador as a solution to
the republican government have been rare. 2 Nevertheless, the argument that
the system of division of powers is inherently fragile, and requires an outside
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force, neutral and a-political, in order to work correctly has become deeply
rooted in Brazilian political culture. It became particularly evident at the end
of the Second World War, when, thanks to the prestige they got for their role
in overthrowing the authoritarian Estado Novo (1937–1945) and their partici-
pation in the war alongside the Allies, the armed forces were assigned the role
of main keepers of the democracy and ultimate interpreters of the Constitu-
tion (Coelho, 1976). Between 1945 and 1964, civilian politicians often called
the military to arbitrate political disputes and to ‘restore the public order’.
Sometimes they did it, sometimes not, but in the end the civilian authority
was always restored. In 1964, the golden rule was broken: in the name of order,
the military took power for themselves, and ruled the country until 1985. In
this way, the military changed their role from ‘neutral’ Poder Moderador to
strong Executive actors.

At the end of the military regime, it became obvious that the armed forces
could not simply return to their previous Moderating role. Yet the dilemma
concerning the division of powers persisted, as did the traditional solutions:
the strengthening of the Executive and the appeal to a fourth, neutral power.
The perception that presidents must be strong enough to impose their political
agenda on the Legislative remains very influential. 3 Similarly, the belief in the
need for a neutral, outside force to restore order to the three branches system
is still influential, and new players have presented themselves to perform that
role. I maintain that the press is one of these institutions, and it uses the
American ‘Fourth Branch’ rhetoric in order to justify its intentions. Before
getting to this point, however, it is necessary to provide some information
about the origins and development of the press in Brazil, and the influence
that the American model has exerted on it.

The Brazilian journalism

While in the United States most journalists and vehicles assert a belief in
objectivity, and try hard to put it in practice (adopting a not-adjectival, restrained
style, paying fair attention to the various sides involved in a question), in Brazil
everyone says they are objective, but almost no one really is. (Silva, 1991: 101)

This sentence expresses a common view about Brazilian journalism: it is
presented as an incomplete or frustrated version of an American original. The
corollary of this perspective is judging Brazilian journalism on the basis of its
supposedly absent qualities, and investigating the reasons for their absence. In
other words, aiming to elucidate which reasons have, historically, undermined
the adoption of an American-like journalism in Brazil. A classical explanation
attributes the cause of this attitude to the psychological differences between
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Latin and Anglo-Saxon people: ‘Latin people love the tragic side of life much
more than English and American people do’ (Jobim, 1992: 134). Their pas-
sionate character would naturally lead Latin people to reject the norm and
practices of objectivity.

To Silva, the author of the passage quoted above, the cause of the problem
is historical and economic, rather than psychological or cultural. Notwith-
standing Silva’s claim that his purpose is analyzing the American influence in
Brazilian journalism (1991: 22), in practice he discusses the reasons why this
influence has failed. The inconsistencies that he identifies in Brazilian journal-
ism are explained chiefly as a result of the country’s economic underdevelop-
ment. According to Silva, even the best intentions to develop an American-like
journalism in Brazil have been doomed to failure in face of the ‘lack of
conditions of the local economy’ (1991: 63).

Those perspectives have two main problems. First, they say a lot about what
Brazilian journalism is not, but too little about what it really is. Second, they
minimize the fact that American journalism is also the product of a specific
historical and cultural background. 4 To begin with, American journalism is
deeply rooted in an individualistic culture.5 News is ‘about individuals rather
than groups or social processes’ (Gans, 1980: 8). Even investigative journalists,
who pay heed to broad themes, such as racism, police violence, or corruption in
public institutions, focus mostly on individuals and concrete episodes in order
to give them a human dimension (Ettema and Glasser, 1998).

The adoption of objectivity as the key value by American journalism
(Schudson, 2002) is also a consequence of very particular social, cultural, legal,
economic and political conditions, which were largely absent from the history
of other countries, at least if we think about them as a whole. They include a
solid market economy, which allows the press to enjoy more autonomy
regarding the government and the political parties (Schudson, 1978); the
‘almost religious’ reverence to the freedom of the press (Soifer, 1985); the
weakness of the political parties system (Hallin and Mancini, 1984); the rise of
the professional ideal, under the influence of the Progressive Movement
(Schudson, 1982); and the invention of fact-centered discursive practices,
which allowed journalism to get independence from the literary field
(Chalaby, 1996). These conditions allowed the American journalists to claim
to play a very distinctive role as mediators between the common sense of the
lay public and the specialized discourse of institutional agents (Campbell,
1991), or between the ordinary citizens and the government (Hallin and
Mancini, 1984).

Thus, the real question is not why Brazilian journalists failed to adopt the
American model, but, on the contrary, how they could do that. Here, I
maintain that historical and cultural differences hamper a simple transfer from
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American-born values and practices to Brazilian journalism. For this reason, it
is necessary first to understand the development of the Brazilian press environ-
ment and, only later, to analyze the range and the limits of the influence of the
American model on it.

It was only in 1808 that printing became a legal activity in Brazil; until
1821 the press operated under the strict control of the government. Wide-
spread illiteracy, the predominant rural character of Brazilian society, and the
absence of a solid public sphere were some of the factors that delayed the full
development of the press in this country. During the monarchic period,
Brazilian press titles were basically short-lived, irregular, and closely tied to
political factions and causes (Lustosa, 2000).

A more solid, regular press came to exist only by the end of the 19th
century, mainly in the capital, Rio de Janeiro. The town was experiencing
remarkable changes. Its population almost tripled, from 275,000 in 1872 to
811,000 in 1906 (Chalhoub, 1986). Even more important, the new republican
elites were putting in practice a nation-building project, whose main objective
was to turn Brazil into a ‘civilized’ country, erasing its ‘colonial’ past
(Chalhoub, 1996). As the country’s capital and main city, Rio de Janeiro
should be the living symbol of the new times: a modern, cosmopolitan town,
a tropical version of Paris.

A fervent street life and a huge number of newcomers concurred to
stimulate the development of a new kind of journalism, more interested in
everyday life. Brazilian journalists were deeply influenced by the French Belle
Époque. They used to consider themselves as literates, and dreamed of taking
part in a République des Lettres. Unlike their French counterparts, however,
Brazilian intellectuals lacked a wider public: Only 15 percent of the population
could read, and the percentage of people that used to read books was much
smaller. Brazilian literates felt isolated from the public and ignored by the
oligarchies (Sevcenko, 1983). While in France journalism was regarded as a
minor literary genre (Chalaby, 1996), to Brazilian literates it was one of the
best chances they had to exert their craft.

The American influence on Brazilian culture had been very modest until
the end of the 1930s. There was strong resistance to American culture among
the French-oriented Brazilian elites. 6 Things started changing in the next
decade, however. At the beginning of the 1940s, the United States became
interested in strengthening its ties with Latin American countries, in order to
fight the growing influence of Nazi Germany on them. To accomplish this
task, the United States formulated a new Inter-American policy – the Good
Neighbor Policy – and, in 1940, created the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-
American Affairs (OCIAA) to manage it. Cinema and radio were the two main
media through which the OCIAA propagated the American Way of Life and
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American-biased news (Tota, 2000). The OCIAA also invested considerable
resources to publish news in the Latin American press and to finance trips to
the United States for Latin American journalists (Silva, 1991).

At the end of the Second World War, the effort to promote the American
Way of Life – and the American model of journalism – gained global scope
(Blanchard, 1986). At this time, Brazilian newspapers were becoming more
commercial organizations, and some newspeople, attracted by the American
journalistic rhetoric and techniques, began a movement to reform Brazilian
journalism. The newspaper Diário Carioca led the movement. Two of the main
architects of the reform of the Diário Carioca, Pompeu de Souza and Danton
Jobim, had been trained within the American model with support from the
OCIAA (Silva, 1991).

The Diário Carioca was the first Brazilian newspaper to adopt a style book
and to create a body of reviewers whose role was mainly a disciplinary one: to
ensure the conformity of texts to the newspaper style. The value of the reforms
must not be exaggerated, however. In spite of their modernization, Brazilian
newspapers were still strongly dependent on the State for their economic
survival. Besides that, they placed themselves as weapons at the service of
political factions rather than as purely informative vehicles, and fought fierce
battles against each other (Goldenstein, 1987). Given such conditions, it is not
correct to say that Brazilian journalists simply adopted the American journal-
istic rules. Instead, they had creatively adapted those rules in order to adjust
them to the Brazilian reality.

Two aspects of this process of adaptation deserve more careful attention.
First, the American journalistic norms and practices were, in large measure,
imposed on the Brazilian journalists by their editors, rather than sponta-
neously accepted by them. To many journalists for whom journalism was a
form of literary activity, the American techniques had, as one of their main
consequences, impoverished the verve of Brazilian journalism. Nelson Ro-
drigues, a famous journalist and literate, used to call ‘objectivity idiots’ those
journalists who ‘live by the facts, depend on the facts, would drown without
the facts’ (Ribeiro, 2003).

A second major wave of influence by the American model occurred in the
1980s, as a consequence of a process of formation of media conglomerates that
began in the 1960s (Taschner, 1992). The ‘Folha Project’, carried out by the
newspaper Folha de S. Paulo, is its best example. Its main purpose was to create
a ‘professional’ journalistic culture where supposedly there was previously
none. In the words of the man responsible for the project, the editor-in-chief
of Folha de S. Paulo, Otávio Frias Filho:

Professionalism does not emerge as a result of a spontaneous generation. It
emerges as a consequence of the extraordinary effort of a little group of persons,
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that forms other people, adopts an exemplar attitude, corrects, demands, criti-
cizes, modifies them. (Quoted in Silva, 1988: 96)

The setting up of the ‘Folha Project’ was a very harrowing process. In the
face of strong resistance by the journalists, the newspaper’s managers im-
plemented several disciplinary measures, described as ‘authoritarian’ (Ribeiro,
1994: 65–6) and ‘draconian’ (Frias Filho, 2003). Between 1984 and 1987, 447
journalists resigned or were fired because they did not fit the requirements of
the project. This figure is particularly impressive when we consider that the
newspaper had about 360 journalists in its newsroom at that time. The
turnover rate was 32 percent in 1984, 44 percent in 1985 and 55 percent in
1986 (Silva, 1988; Ribeiro, 1994: 65).

Given the authoritarian means by which the American model was im-
posed on Brazilian journalists, it is not surprising that its adoption has been
largely a formal gesture. A very explicit example of this can be found in the
way that the style book of Folha de S. Paulo defines objectivity:

Journalistic objectivity does not exist. When a journalist selects an issue, writes a
text and edits it, he makes decisions that are largely subjective, influenced by his
personal opinions, habits and emotions. However, this does not exempt him
from the duty to be as objective as possible. In order to report the facts accurately
and reproduce their form, circumstances and repercussions, the journalist must
face the facts with a detached and cool attitude, but with neither apathy nor lack
of interest. To talk to other journalists and to research about analogous facts that
happened in the past are some procedures that enlarge the possible objectivity.
(Folha de S. Paulo, 1992: 19)

Here, objectivity is not really a value, given that journalists are not
supposed to believe in it. Neither is objectivity is a method, even in the soft
sense that American journalism gives to the word ‘method’: there is no
reference to the ritual procedures that define the ‘web of facticity’, such as the
use of quotation marks, the presentation of ‘both sides’ of a subject, and the
use of detached third-point perspective (Tuchman, 1978; Campbell, 1991).
Rather, objectivity is associated with common-sense personal virtues such as
honesty and dedication to the job. In this case, the use of the term ‘objectivity’
seems to be associated with an authoritative strategy that ascribes values to the
American model only to validate practices that are very different from them.

Another example shows how the adaptation of the American model is
actually put into practice. It refers to a very unorthodox adaptation of the
technique of interview, which became institutionalized in Brazilian journal-
ism. Conti (1999) credits the journalist Élio Gaspari for this adaptation. In the
beginning of the 1960s, the Brazilian capital moved from Rio de Janeiro to
Brası́lia, a newborn town. The first years were a period of transition: while
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some federal government agencies had moved to Brası́lia, others still remained
in Rio de Janeiro. Politicians were forced to live in transit between the two
towns and, in consequence, the Galeão Airport became an important beat for
Rio de Janeiro’s political reporters. As a young journalist, Gaspari was ap-
pointed to interview politicians in the airport. He soon realized how hard his
task was: while he interviewed one representative, he used to miss three
others. His solution was to write the entire interviews – the questions and the
answers – and offer them to the politicians. The only thing they needed to do
was agree to undersign the statements that Gaspari attributed to them. It was
a good deal for both parts. Gaspari was able to send four times more interviews
than before to the newspapers. For the politicians, the deal would secure fine
media coverage, and, given that Gaspari was an inspired phrase-maker, it
would make them look more intelligent than they really were.

The technique became institutionalized. Veja, the leading Brazilian news
magazine, used it for years, not only for time-management purposes, but also
to give some color to the news. Adopted when Gaspari was Veja’s editor, the
technique was kept in use after he retired (Ribeiro, 1994). Conti – also a former
Veja editor – says that the method, although somewhat tricky, ‘was inside the
limits of the journalistic norms, because nobody was forced to take credits for
a declaration’ (1999: 101).

In its original form the interview is a key fact-centered journalistic practice
(Chalaby, 1996). The interview technique allowed the journalists to maintain
a more institutionalized, less personal relationship with their sources. The
rules of interview allowed the journalists to ask the interviewees questions
without having to answer them in exchange. This was made possible because
the interviewees’ answers were supposedly being directed to the audience,
rather than to the journalists (Schudson, 1994). The method created by
Gaspari adapts its practice to a far more literary-oriented journalism. It tries to
conciliate the demands of an industrial rhythm of work with stylistic demands
that indicate the maintenance of older literary standards. These demands set a
greater value on the quality of the news text composition than on the accuracy
vis-a-vis the facts. According to this view, it is acceptable to sacrifice some
factual aspects of the story in the name of a better literary news text.

Additionally, the argument used by Conti to validate the method as
ethical suggests that, as do their Italian colleagues (Mancini, 1991), Brazilian
journalists perceive themselves as mediators between the political elites, rather
than between the elites and the audience. The ethics of this kind of interview
involves an agreement between the journalist and those people that accept to
take the credits for the ‘interviews’, but does not appeal to the audience’s right
to know.
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The Brazilian press and the Fourth Branch

The American notion of a ‘Fourth Branch’ is inseparable from the ‘checks and
balances’ doctrine of division of power. According to this doctrine, the divi-
sion of power does not create three completely independent branches vying
for power, but three interdependent branches sharing power. As Fisher notes,
‘there is little that one branch can do without the active cooperation and
support of the other’ (1989: 136). In practice, this division of power system
needs communication between the branches, and between the government
and the public, and the news media are the main way to accomplish that role.
This is why Douglass Cater suggested that American news media work as a
Fourth Branch of the government. The exercise of that role does not imply an
active, explicit political role. American journalists see their institutional role as
implying a commitment with the Constitutional order, and with the ‘check
and balances’ system as a whole, rather than with particular views, causes or
branches. As Cook observes, ‘It is not in spite of, but because of, their
commitments to norms of objectivity and impartiality that journalists are
nowadays important political actors’ (1998: 5).

Given the differences between the separation of powers doctrine in the
United States and in Brazil, it is not surprising that the Fourth Branch rhetoric
has been adapted in a very particular way by the Brazilian journalists. In this
article I assert that, mainly in the last two decades, Brazilian journalists have
employed the Fourth Branch rhetoric in order to legitimize their role as a kind
of Poder Moderador.

It was only after the end of the military regime, in the mid-1980s, that the
Brazilian news media got the necessary conditions to aspire to exert the role of
a ‘Fourth Branch’. In part, this was the result of economic changes: at that
time, the main Brazilian news companies were more solidly rooted in the
market, and, in consequence, less economically dependent on the state (Wais-
bord, 2000). Added to this, they played a key role in the late period of the long
transition to democracy. In 1984, Folha de S. Paulo joined in the Diretas-Já
campaign, whose purpose was to assure the return of the direct vote for
President of the country in the elections that would happen in the following
year. When the popular adherence to the campaign became evident, other
media followed Folha and joined in the campaign too. The popular mobiliza-
tion was not sufficient to warrant the direct election, but it resulted in the
election of the moderate opposition candidate, Tancredo Neves, by the Elec-
toral College, in a coalition with dissident members of the government party,
and having broad support from the news media. Even Globo Television Network,
until then one of the most loyal allies of the military regime, adhered
enthusiastically to the opposition candidacy (Guimarães and Amaral, 1988).
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Neves was elected by the Electoral College, but he did not swear in as
President of Brazil. On the eve of the inauguration day, Neves was hospitalized,
dying six weeks later. As a consequence there was an institutional impasse.
Who should be inaugurated? José Sarney, the vice-president in Neves’ ticket,
and a former leader of PDS, the military supporting party? Or Ulysses Guimar-
ães, the president of the Chamber of Deputies, and the first in the constitu-
tional order of succession, who was a historical member of the MDB, the
opponent of the military regime? Given that the elected president was not
sworn in, could the elected vice-president do it? In the absence of concurrent
legitimate agents, the news media took upon themselves the task of arbitrating
the dispute. Thanks to its enormous audience (more than 70% of the total
audience at that time), Globo Television Network played a central role in mobiliz-
ing a national consensus behind Sarney (Guimarães and Amaral, 1988).

On many occasions in the following years, the Brazilian news media
claimed authority to arbitrate disputes between the three constitutional bran-
ches, in the name of political stability. In most cases the Brazilian news media
supported the Executive branch against the Legislative and the Judiciary. This
was particularly evident in the case of the economic plans and reforms
implemented by the Executive in the 1980s and 1990s, particularly the
Cruzado Plan in 1986 (Pinto, 1989), the Collor Plan in 1990 (Lattman-
Weltman et al., 1994) and the Real Plan in 1994 (Rubim, 1999). The three
economic plans were designed to curb inflation, considered to be the country’s
worst problem at that time (235% in 1985 and 1477% in 1990). While the
economic measures they instituted differed radically, in all cases the news
media played a key role in mobilizing popular support for the plans, and
pressured the Legislative and the Judiciary to accept uncritically the terms
imposed by the Executive, in the name of the national interest.

There have been occasions when the news media have stood against the
Executive, however. The best example is the behavior of the leading Brazilian
news media regarding the charges of corruption against the President Fer-
nando Collor de Mello, which culminated in his impeachment in December
1992 (Lattman-Weltman et al., 1994; Waisbord, 2000). The scandal blew up in
May 1992, when Veja published an interview in which Pedro Collor de Mello,
the younger brother of the President, accused the President of being head of a
huge corruption scheme, involving the traffic of influence within the govern-
ment. Other news media – mainly Folha de S. Paulo and the IstoÉ news-
magazine – played a key role in the episode, exposing several facets of the
scheme and contributing to the collapse of the authority of the President. As a
Brazilian scholar has noted, the news media gave an anticipated condemna-
tory sentence to the President, pressing the representatives to vote for the
impeachment (Fausto Neto, 1994).
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The episode is even more noteworthy when we consider that Collor had
been elected with broad support from the news media, since he was considered
as the most viable alternative against two much feared leftist candidates: Luis
Inácio Lula da Silva and Leonel Brizola. In further evaluations, journalists did
a mea culpa, and said the news media failed in not revealing who Collor really
was, and so allowing him to win the Presidency. But, according to them, the
news media have partially corrected their misbehavior by helping the people
and the Congress to remove him from the Presidency (Albuquerque and
Soares, 2004). The behavior of the news media vis-a-vis Collor reveals much
about the way they take their Fourth Branch role. It has to do with keeping
order so as to lead the constitutional branches toward the national interest,
rather than being a factor of balance between them.

Journalists do not play the Fourth Branch role alone, however. The Con-
stitution of 1988 gave the Ministério Público – the Public Prosecutor’s Office – the
means to work with considerable autonomy in relation to the three classical
branches. Given this autonomy, some people have suggested that the Ministério
Público became an institutional Fourth Branch of the government (Abreu, 2002).
As with the news media, the Ministério Público plays its role, denouncing
wrongdoings; unlike the news media, however, the actions of the Ministério
Público have direct consequences – they give origin to legal actions.

Journalists reacted ambiguously to the new attributions of the Ministério
Público. To some of them, it is just another government branch, whose
misdoings can also threaten the institutional order. Alberto Dines, the Editor-
in-Chief of the Observatório da Imprensa, the main Brazilian media criticism
organization, has a different opinion. According to Dines, the Ministério
Público is nowadays the true ‘Fourth Branch’, whose specific goal is to protect
the citizens. The news media are now, at best, a ‘fifth branch’, and their duty
is to help the Ministério Público to watch over the other three branches.
‘Otherwise’, he concludes, ‘we would be left with only three branches – and
they are not enough’ (Dines, 2000: 9).

Conclusion

Many recent studies have dealt with the adoption of the American model of
journalism in other countries. They analyze cases of the successful adoption of
American values by other countries’ news media, identify the causes that
prevent the adoption of such values, or even identify the contrast between
discourse and practice as evidence of the incomplete adoption of the American
model of journalism. In this article, I have argued that this point of view can
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be misleading. First, it minimizes the fact that the American model of journal-
ism is also the product of a specific culture, thus it cannot be taken as an
universal standard for other countries’ journalisms.

Second, it simplifies the influence of the American journalism model on
other countries, as having to do with the mere adoption of American values
and practices by them. By analyzing Brazilian journalism, and, in particular,
the way that Brazilian news media assume the American ‘Fourth Branch’
rhetoric – having as an implicit reference the Poder Moderador tradition – I
sustain that the relationship that other countries’ journalisms establish with
American journalism must be understood as an adaptation, rather than a
simple adoption (whether it is successful or not), in order to fit the cultural
demands of the societies that ‘import’ it.

Notes

1 Carvalho’s analysis of the Imperial ‘Conselho de Estado’ (State Council), which
was created in 1841 and lasted until the end of the monarchy, provides a good
illustration of this argument. According to him: ‘The records clearly reveal an
euro-centered standpoint. We can say that the counselors were convinced that
Brazil pertained to the sphere of the Christian European civilization, and they
should make all efforts to conform the country to these standards of civilization
standards. (. . .) We can say that there was some consensus about the correctness
of seeking out the ideal of civilization, but the disagreements used to begin as
soon they started discussing the means to do it. Even the counselors more willing
to doctrinarian attitudes used to become more flexible when they dealt with
concrete problems’ (1996: 334–6).

2 During the debates leading to the Constitution of 1934, Borges de Medeiros
(1933) argued explicitly in favor of the creation of a Fourth Branch – the
Moderating Branch of the Republic – to be exerted by an elected president. His
proposal was not accepted. In the plebiscite of 1993, the monarchic proposal
included the return of the Poder Moderador, to be exerted by the Brazilian
monarch (Miguel, 2002).

3 In order to accomplish that goal, the Executive gets a very powerful instrument,
created by the Constitution of 1988: the provisional measures, whose declared
purpose is to allow the Executive to create emergency legislation. Its use has been
very immoderate, however. Thanks to it, the Executive has exerted a quasi-
monopoly of legislative activity: roughly three-fourths of the laws approved
between 1989 and 2001 were initiated by the Executive Branch (Pessanha,
2002).

4 Some authors, for example Lipset (1996), use the expression ‘American excep-
tionalism’ to argue about some very particular characteristics of the American
political institutions and culture.

5 An insightful analysis of the individualistic basis of American culture can be
found in Bellah et al. (1996). Brazilian culture, on the other hand, deals with
individualistic principles and practices in a very ambiguous way. They are
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thought to be right in principle, but too rigid to be strictly followed. This is why
a parallel set of standards is put into practice, in order to soften and ‘humanize’
them (see Da Matta, 1978).

6 In 1939 Carmen Miranda was accused of having become ‘Americanized’ when
she returned from a successful excursion to the United States because she sang
some songs from her American excursion repertory in her first show after
returning to Brazil (Sá, 2002).
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brasileiras: teoria e prática’, in Luiz Werneck Vianna (org.) A democracia e os Três
Poderes no Brasil, pp. 141–94. Belo Horizonte/Rio de Janeiro: Editora UFMG/
IUPERJ/FAPERJ.
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