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Focused on how Brazilian migrants experienced the national elections of 2022 through everyday digital prac-
tices, this paper engages intimate online spaces as key — yet underexplored - sites for long-distance citizenship.
Migration and media scholars have for long examined the infrastructural character of digital networks for how
transnational families perform presence and care across long distances. Drawing on in-depth interviews with
Brazilians living abroad during the electoral period of 2022, I argue that online spaces shared with family and
friends are also central to how migrants negotiate and perform political duties and subjectivities. As the article
shows, upholding electoral commitments and caring for personal relationships are practices that coexist and
collide in transnational citizens' digital every day. Intimate entanglements of the personal and the political
during times of contentious politics, therefore, inform careful approaches to online exposure, new forms of
etiquette for mediated interaction, and micro-targeted tactics of electioneering. Though grounded in the nar-
ratives of Brazilians abroad, the analysis suggests that engaging intimate digital spaces as key sites of politics —

diasporic or otherwise — may deepen our analyses of transnational citizenship and kinship elsewhere.

1. Introduction

“After the elections, meetings with friends and family will be called
reconciliation hearings”, stated a JPEG image shared into one of my
family WhatsApp groups, in bold capital letters. Forwarded many times,
according to the messaging app, the meme found me one week before
the first round of the 2022 Brazilian general elections, in the same closed
digital space where, from Amsterdam, I had both engaged and evaded
instances of political disagreement in recent years. More humorous in
tone and less neutral in positioning, a WhatsApp sticker sent by a
London-based friend poked fun at related tensions. In the image, which
had reached her through a WhatsApp group of left-wing Brazilian mil-
itants in the UK, the suited main character of the series Mad Men smiled,
with a cocktail glass to his lower lip, framed by the sentence: “True ‘chic’
is not having a Bolso-minion in the family”. Written in the all-caps white
font so often used in memetic content, the words referenced supporters
of the then far-right president, Jair Messias Bolsonaro, and political
polarization as a theme that most Brazilian families had been grappling
with, even if reluctantly.

While the content of the two images indexed the weight of political
distances on close relationships, the means and range of their circulation
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added important layers to the narrative. Anchored to an exceptionally
contentious period in Brazilian national politics, the memes moved
transnationally, across the digital spaces through which migrants — like
my research interlocutors and I — had become used to performing long-
distance familial duties, friendship bonds, and political obligations. This
article delves into these digitally mediated convergences, arguing that
organic and tactical (dis)entanglements of intimate and political at-
tachments shape experiences of long-distance citizenship and trans-
national social and familial networks. Furthermore, it suggests that
these context collapses and collisions (Davis & Jurgenson, 2014; Mar-
wick & boyd, 2011) have an important temporal dimension. As the
findings show, cumulative experiences of contentious ‘times of politics’
(Barreira, 2006) shape how migrants make sense of and craft their
exposure to digital content, codes for online etiquette, and electioneer-
ing micro-tactics.

The findings that support the propositions above stem from 20 in-
depth interviews with Brazilian citizens living in Europe, carried out
between July and December 2022, and complemented by digital media
content shared by research interlocutors. The argument builds on and
extends two debates that bring together digital and migration geogra-
phies: namely, the growing literature dedicated to how ICTs are enrolled
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in the making and maintenance of transnational families, and recent
scholarship on long-distance citizenship that highlights its mediated
dimension.

As Loretta Baldassar (2007, p. 276) explains, research on trans-
national families was effective in challenging understandings of family
as a formation fundamentally bounded to a fixed location. The global
circulation of caring practices and expectations amongst those who
‘leave’ and those who ‘stay’ has been a central concern of this inter-
disciplinary debate (Baldassar & Merla, 2013). Central in this literature
and key for the piece at hand are the ordinary ways of staying present at
a distance that changing ICT landscapes afford (Ahlin, 2023; Alinejad,
2019; Cabalquinto, 2020; Demirsu, 2022; Francisco-Menchavez, 2018;
Madianou, 2016, amongst many others). In studies of transnationalism's
more intimate circuits, ubiquitous digital technologies have emerged as
parts of “transnational care collectives” (Ahlin, 2023, p. 16), and ana-
lysed through the “ambient”, “ordinary”, and “careful” forms of co-
presence they afford amongst distant loved ones' (Madianou, 2016;
Nedelcu & Wyss, 2016; Alinejad, 2019, respectively). In this article, I
join and extend this conversation by showing how the same digital
circuits that enable the real-time maintenance of close relationships
across long distances become sites that challenge these very bonds, in
times of contentious politics.

In the second debate that this article builds on, migrants' political
subjectivities and communities are more prominent, but generally de-
tached from their personal and familial commitments. The growing
capillarization of digital devices and interfaces has radically altered
experiences and circumventions of distance vis-a-vis political commu-
nity formation and maintenance. While lacking a single, agreed upon
definition (Ponzanesi, 2020), the notion of digital diaspora has therefore
gained currency in recent years. The term has served analyses of dia-
sporic politics as sociotechnical processes (Madebo, 2024), fed argu-
ments on the positive relation between digital public spheres and
diasporas' political agency (Nedelcu & Wyss, 2016), and fuelled ques-
tions on the material, affective, and everyday dimensions of mediated
diasporic cultures (Ponzanesi, 2020; Candidatu & Ponzanesi, 2022).
While their growing relevance in recent years is hard to contest, infor-
mation and communication technologies have mattered for the long-
distance maintenance of national citizenship since the 1990s
(Anderson, 1992; Conversi, 2012). Even when left implicit, ICTs have
been infrastructural to performing “membership in a political commu-
nity that stretches beyond the territorial borders of a homeland” (Glick
Schiller & Fouron, 2020, p. 4).

When explicitly considered at all, in the literature concerned with
diasporic citizenship, family relations have appeared as receptacles for
the long-distance reproduction of national values, or as metaphors in
blood-based imaginaries of national belonging (see Glick Schiller &
Fouron, 1999; Glick Schiller & Fouron, 2020). Many parallels can be —
and, at times, have been (see Baldassar, 2007) — drawn between the
obligations attached to long-distance nationalism and the duties asso-
ciated with the transnational “doing” of family (Nedelcu & Wyss, 2016).
In this article, however, I aim to show that, at the level of migrants'
everyday digital lives, practicing ‘good’ diasporic citizenship and
maintaining long-distance familial and social ties are not simply com-
parable, yet separate, commitments. Drawing on the empirical-electoral
context flagged above and detailed further on, I pursue this aim by
answering the following question: How did Brazilian migrants navigate
the maintenance of their political commitments and personal relation-
ships through their everyday digital practices, during the electoral year
of 2022?

In my answer to this question, I show how the political and the

! Even if care has been this literature's more prominent concern, recent
scholarship has also grappled with the surveillant affordances deployed for
spousal control (Hannaford, 2015) and the haunting digital doubles of deceased
relatives (Sanchez-Querubin, 2023).
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personal are contexts that periodically collapse into each other in online
spaces (to echo Marwick & boyd, 2011), bringing conflicting commit-
ments into digital view. While triggering preventive and reactive stra-
tegies of audience segmentation (Costa, 2018), these mediated junctions
also encourage users to intentionally limit what they are exposed to
themselves. Additionally, they generate tactical collisions (to add to Davis
& Jurgenson, 2014), which render intimate digital spheres sites for the
pursuit of electoral agendas. Throughout the analysis, I pay specific
attention to the sociotechnical and spatiotechnical imaginaries
(Williams et al., 2022) through which research interlocutors made sense
of their mediated encounters with electoral politics and personal re-
lationships, teasing out the temporal dimension central to their
narratives.

The next section fleshes out the theoretical vocabulary indicated
above, with attention to its resonance with feminist approaches to (geo)
politics and technology that make room for citizenship and care in an-
alyses of everyday digital practices. I then situate the 2022 Brazilian
general elections in terms of its stakes and broader context. In addition
to setting the political scene within which this exploratory research
project took place, this section also details the fieldwork process and
reflects on the methodological avenues that electoral periods widen and
obstruct. What follows, then, is the data-based core of the article,
divided in three sub-sections and structured by three core themes:
exposure, etiquette, and electioneering. In the conclusion, in addition to
discussing the findings vis-a-vis the article's key contribution, I highlight
their relevance beyond electoral times and Brazilian politics.

2. Caring about and for transnational politics and intimate
bonds in digital spaces

The questions and answers developed in this article take up the
analytical space carved out for intimacy and domesticity within the
(geo)political by feminist geographers (e.g., Barabantseva et al., 2021;
Jackman & Brickell, 2022; Massaro & Williams, 2013; Mountz &
Hyndman, 2006). Conceptualizing the intimate as “embodied social
relations that include mobility, emotion, materiality, belonging, and
alienation”, Mountz and Hyndman (2006, p. 447) argue for its inextri-
cability from the global. Furthermore, they suggest, these different
scales should be understood relationally, rather than as entirely separate
realms. More recently, Barabantseva et al. (2021) — drawing on feminist,
queer, and postcolonial theoretical traditions — have offered affective
attachments and relationality as lenses through which to refract mac-
rolevel power relations. The ‘global intimacies’ that this literature brings
to light inspire my own attentiveness to how personal and political
commitments are performed relationally across scales, through the sit-
uated interactions that digital media affords.

This focus on ordinary mediated encounters is also oriented by
feminist approaches to technology that have privileged every day,
positioned, and intimate digital practices, while decentring large-scale
techno-revolutions (Schurr et al., 2023). In recent years, this scholar-
ship has explored how multiplying digital devices implicate the intimate
spaces of users in dynamic landscapes of labour (Richardson, 2018),
city-making (Leszczynski & Elwood, 2022), surveillance (Datta, 2020;
Maalsen & Sadowski, 2019), and caregiving (e.g., Schwiter & Steiner,
2020; Striiver, 2024). In this context, and importantly for this piece, care
has not only figured as an empirical entry point (i.e., the practical labour
of caring for others), but also as a conceptual frame through which to
understand emerging technologies. Thinking with feminist scholars such
as Joan C. Tronto (1993) and Maria Puig de la Bellacasa (2012; 2017),
Sophia Maalsen (2023, p. 202) has interrogated what it might mean to
theorize algorithms in relation to care — not as a romantic ideal, but as
“practice, politics, and ethics” that enrol human and non-humans.

As the scholarship on transnational families evoked in the previous
section corroborates, shifting communication technologies have been
deeply consequential to how humans care for one another across long
distances. In addition to involving much more than the dispositions of
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agentic individuals, care is further complicated by contradictions at its
core — which are often obscured by reductionist hegemonic ideals of
caring and carers (Puig De La Bellacasa, 2017, p. 10). In an expansive
characterisation of the term, Fisher and Tronto (1990, p. 40) present
care as a human activity made up of “everything that we do to maintain,
continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as
possible”. In their formulation, ‘caring about’ and ‘taking care of’ are
two amongst four components of caring. While the former consists of
“paying attention to our world in such a way that we focus on continuity,
maintenance and repair”, the latter entails “responding to these aspects
— taking responsibility for activities that keep our world going” (Fisher &
Tronto, 1990, p. 40). The neatly composed breakdown is not without
inherent conflicts, however. As the authors themselves note, clashes
occur within and between these different dimensions. Thinking in the
scalar terms that the section started with, this piece teases out the fric-
tions that emerge as migrants navigate how to care about and for trans/
national politics, intimate attachments, and oneself, across long dis-
tances. In the next sub-section, I outline how this approach is actualized,
in relation to ordinary digital practices.

2.1. The political affordances, contexts, and imaginaries of digital
platforms

Grappling with what different digital platforms and devices afford
(Davis, 2020) is one way to engage how caring about and for ‘the world’,
loved ones, and oneself shapes digitally mediated action and inaction.
Engaging platform affordances through the everyday practices of
research interlocutors, for instance, allowed Costa (2018) to talk back to
the universality of ‘context collapse’ ideas that had become mainstream
in media studies debates (Davis & Jurgenson, 2014; Marwick & boyd,
2011). This notion pointed to how pervasive social media platforms
collapsed different social contexts, gathering audiences that were typi-
cally separate and, hence, challenging users' capacities to tailor their
self-presentation to a specific segment of imagined interlocutors
(Marwick & boyd, 2011). The ideas of context collision and context
collusion (Davis & Jurgenson, 2014) further refined this framing by
differentiating the unintentional clashes of context that platforms
afforded, and the willed bringing together of distinct networked realms.
By describing how social media users in Mardin, Turkey, crafted sepa-
rate online spaces that mirrored ‘offline’ social boundaries, Costa (2018)
revealed the involuntary collapsing of different contexts and audiences
as a social media affordance that does not necessarily shape users' ex-
periences of all online-offline contexts. In addition to illustrating the
value of conceptualizing ‘the digital’ from the intimate spheres of
everyday use, this intervention sheds light on platformed affordances of
audience and privacy management. While platform architectures do not
determine everyday digital uses and effects, app- and device-specific
features — e.g., modular privacy settings — are still key for what they
enable and constrain, encourage and discourage (Davis & Chouinard,
2016).

In the last few years, platform-specific sensitivities have cut across
conceptual and empirical contributions surrounding the perceived
expansion of networked authoritarianisms around the world. Drawing
primarily on the Brazilian context, Leticia Cesarino (2022) proposed
“digital populism” as a new strand of a familiar notion, afforded by
current media infrastructures, such as WhatsApp. In addition to being a
taken-for-granted staple in the everyday life of most Brazilians con-
nected to mobile networks, the platform had been central to Bolsonaro
and supporters since the campaigns of 2018 (Johns et al., 2024). As
Cesarino notes (Cesarino, 2022, p. 121), like other instant messaging
apps, WhatsApp may be part of a broader ecology of platforms — that
includes Facebook and YouTube, for instance — in which algorithmic
recommendation systems afford a wide range of targeting practices.
However, the widespread usage of private messaging groups composed
of family, friends, and acquaintances means that part of this “micro-
directing” work is carried out by actual humans, based on their existing
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knowledge of networks and individuals (Cesarino, 2022, p. 121). This
human labour, which David Nemer (2021, p. 408) calls WhatsApp's
“human infrastructure”, was significant for the spreading of bolsonarista
disinformation campaigns, even if folded into orchestrated systems of
content production and automated dissemination (Chagas et al., 2019;
Rossini et al., 20212).

Recent work on how ‘political talk’ travels through private
messaging groups in India — where the app is similarly ‘infrastructural’
(Johns et al., 2024) — suggests that these dynamics are not Brazil-specific
(Williams et al., 2022). Drawing on ethnographic methods, a recent
India-focused study argues that intimate messaging groups engender
new articulations of kinship and party politics, which are consequential
to everyday political life beyond the (touch)screen (Williams et al.,
2022). In this context, “the digital living room” is proposed as a “spa-
tiotechnical imaginary” that associates private groups shared by kin,
friends, and acquaintances with safety and domesticity, even when the
intimate encounters and exchanges they afford work to uphold power
structures, and majoritarian state ideologies in the everyday (Williams
et al., 2022). This conceptual proposition adds an explicitly spatial
dimension to earlier formulations of the sociotechnical imaginaries
around platforms, data, and algorithms enacted amongst ordinary users
(Bucher, 2017), automated processes and designers (Schulz, 2023), and
activists (Kazansky & Milan, 2021).

As will become clear in this article's empirical sections, the affor-
dances and sociotechnical imaginaries shared by my research in-
terlocutors deepen our understanding of how political and personal
attachments collude and collide in the lives of transnational citizens. In
addition to their spatial character — as discussed by Williams et al.
(2022) -, these digital practices and imaginaries are shaped by a
distinctive temporal dimension, revealed by the time-based markers that
structured the experiences shared by interviewees. What the electoral
year of 2022, specifically, intensified in the Brazilian political landscape
is what the next section briefly presents.

2.2. Ordinary digital practices, extraordinary electoral times

Electoral years make up episodic times of politics — or tempos da
politica — during which “what is named as politics” becomes particularly
visible in cities, and affectively closer to citizens-voters (Barreira, 2006,
p- 177). Electoral periods, in general, tend to intensify citizens'
engagement with partisan politics, magnifying ideological chasms
within electoral zones and homes. In 2022, Brazilian voters and analysts
converged around the exceptional intensity of that year's general elec-
tions. The then far-right president, Jair Messias Bolsonaro, was up for re-
election and Luiz Inécio Lula da Silva — then former president of Brazil
(2003—2011) — was his main contender. The race, which followed the
devastating effects of how the Covid-19 pandemic was managed in the
country, was marked by episodes of political violence and disinforma-
tion campaigns orchestrated by the ‘anti-system’ incumbent and his
supporters. Fronting a broad centre-left alliance, Lula, the best-known
member of the Workers' Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores, PT), won
the race in two rounds, and by an uncommonly small margin.

In the months counting down to this narrow victory of the PT, the
feeling that these consisted of “the most important elections of our
lives”, as one interviewee put it, was widely shared amongst voters who
feared a far-right re-election. After all, Bolsonaro's years-long commit-
ment to calling the trustworthiness of the country's electoral system into
question — which often fell back on sociotechnical imaginaries that
vilified the electronic ballot boxes in use since the 1990s — only inten-
sified as the elections drew closer. As evidenced by Facebook's vast
archive of presidential lives — one of Bolsonaro's preferred channels for

2 Rossini et al. (2021) have shown that private messaging groups also afford
modes of social disciplining, even as they contribute to the spread of misin-
formation related to ‘political talk’.



C.M. Frossard

addressing the public — electoral fraud talk became more frequent and
more radical half-way through his first and only term, preparing the
country's discursive terrain for democratic backsliding in case of victory
or defeat (Piaui, 2022). On January 8, a week after Lula's inauguration,
an attempted coup carried out by far-right supporters proved that pre-
empted threats to Brazil's democratic institutions were far from fan-
tasy. Following a lengthy investigation and widely publicized trial, Jair
Bolsonaro was convicted for his involvement in plotting the coup — in
articulation with military and civilian allies —, and sentenced to 27 years
in prison (Phillips, 2025).

While studies of elections as ritual (see Barreira, 2006) have largely
focused on the local or urban scales, the heightened intensity of electoral
years is also felt at a distance (Boccagni & Ramirez, 2013), and 2022 was
a notable example of this. According to data from the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs shared by key informant Carlos,” during an interview held at the
Brazilian Consulate in Amsterdam, the countdown to this race saw an
increase of 39% in the total number of voters registered abroad.” This
temporal window of opportunity set the scene for the research project
“It's election year everywhere: The digital politics of elections and
electioneering amongst Brazilian abroad”. Carried out during the second
half of 2022, this exploratory project focused on how digital networks,
practices, and repertoires shaped Brazilian migrants' electoral experi-
ences and mobilization. While the relevance of intimate digital spaces
shared with family and friends for how migrants experience and nego-
tiate political-electoral commitments was the resulting argument, its
starting point was more generally oriented towards mediated experi-
ences of diasporic citizenship under ‘electoral acceleration’.

This project's core questions were explored through 20 semi-
structured, in-depth interviews with Brazilian citizens living in the
Netherlands (17), the United Kingdom (2), and Germany (1), including a
key informant interview with an officer of the Brazilian consulate who
had been part of organizing the Dutch electoral zone, and complemented
by digital media content haphazardly shared by interviewees. The final
set of interlocutors resulted from a process of ‘polycentric’ snowballing
that started with and branched out from my personal contacts, leftist
militant groups, and organized networks of diasporic representation.
The fact that I have been living and working in Amsterdam for the past
several years, coupled with my preference for face-to-face interviews
over videocalls, accounts for the fact that most of my research in-
terlocutors were also living in the Netherlands. My place of residence
was not the only aspect of my own positioning to affect this project's
outcomes, however. Most interviewees were part of a transnationally
mobile and highly educated sub-set of Brazilian migrants who — like me
—had moved to Western Europe to pursue job opportunities or advanced
degrees, or to accompany a partner in one of the two circumstances.
Their mobility was most often afforded by work visas aimed at ‘highly
skilled’ migrants and their families, student visas predicated on access to
sizable funds, or by possession of an EU passport on top of the Brazilian
one.

Additionally, most of the interlocutors pseudonymized in the sec-
tions to come were explicitly positioned towards the left end of the
political spectrum — at least in relation to the electoral landscape briefly
described above. When developing the project's information brochure
and interview guides, I was intentional in avoiding direct questions on
electoral preference. This choice was meant to leave participants room

3 All names attributed to interviewees are pseudonyms.

# For those who have been following the last decade of national elections in
Brazil, it is easy to spot correlations between particularly contentious races and
the number of new external voters. The 2014 elections, which culminated in a
face-off between incumbent Dilma Rousseff (PT) and Aécio Neves (PSDB) saw
an increase of 77% in registrations for voting outside Brazil, according to the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Even though Rousseff was re-elected, the first
presidential race after the wave of protests that spread across Brazil in 2013 was
marked by emerging talks of ‘polarization’ and electoral fraud.

Digital Geography and Society 10 (2026) 100166

to disclose as little or as much as they liked of their own voting behav-
iour, as they described or walked me through the digitally mediated
practices through which they consumed, shared, and produced electoral
content. These interviews, however, did not take place in a controlled,
neutral environment, but during a heated electoral dispute, marked by
starkly contrasting positions. As a Brazilian citizen and external voter
myself, any effort to avoid being slotted in one of the two sides would
have been futile. Furthermore, the value and purpose of ‘the university’
was a particularly divisive topic between the left and the right. Like
other contexts that have witnessed similar right-wing turns in recent
years, Brazil's public institutions of higher education in general, and the
social sciences and humanities in particular, had been circulating as
vilified breeding grounds for radical leftist movements, and ‘cultural
marxism’ strategies (Da Silva et al., 2021). I, therefore, suspect that my
standpoint as a social scientist researching electoral politics in ‘real time’
had greater influence over perceptions of the project — and of me, as a
left-wing voter — than my carefully worded presentation, or open-ended
phrasing of questions.

The interview encounter as a zone of contact between my partici-
pants' electoral situatedness and mine was, thus, productive of different
forms and levels of relatability. Research participants who were either
passively hoping or actively mobilized for Lula's return to the presidency
were quick to enact me as a like-minded compatriot, who could relate to
the electoral experiences and anxieties they shared. In these cases, I
returned their candidness by being open about my own anti-Bolsonaro
stance, and how it had shaped personal relationships and political
engagement in recent years. Reacting to the same contextual cues I
embodied, the two interviewees who were vocal Bolsonaro supporters in
public facing social media channels - e.g., a weekly podcast — were
generous with their time but kept their electoral preferences implicit or
vague, even when detailing digitally mediated tensions with close rel-
atives due to contrasting political views. When this was the case, I too
spoke around my left-wing positioning and support of Lula, while
indicating my first-hand experiences with intimate polarization.
Furthermore, and unsurprisingly, being perceived as someone with
contrasting electoral hopes is likely to have prevented potential research
participants from actualizing their initial agreement to take part in the
project. In a few different occasions, initial expressions of openness and
enthusiasm about participation devolved into WhatsApp-based
‘ghosting’ a well-known and widely used affordance of the
messaging app.

The reflection above does not only situate the interview data that this
article draws on but also sheds light on the specific challenges of
interview-based methods during particularly contentious ‘times of pol-
itics’ (Barreira, 2006). In these temporal windows, the lines that sepa-
rate citizens' differing worldviews and standpoints become sharper, and
diffuse aspirations congeal around personalized — and antagonistic —
political projects. This dichotomous thinking, which is enhanced during
electoral periods, limits research efforts that, albeit explicitly positioned,
aim at crossing electoral divides and capturing their everyday mainte-
nance. The same limitations that may contribute to a less diverse sample
of interviewees, however, are also findings in themselves. The difficulty
of creating a fleeting, but meaningful, zone of contact with those who
perceived me as an electoral other resonate with what Leticia Cesarino
(2022, p. 14) has termed “bifurcated recognition” — the us-versus-them
mode of thinking that capillary platform logics expand and deepen, in
Brazil and beyond.

3. Intimate digital spaces, long-distance citizenship, and (self-)
care

Shifting to a data-based gear, this section zooms in on how my in-
terlocutors negotiated their electoral subjectivities and intimate re-
lationships through everyday digital practices. I structure the analysis
around three main themes: (1) exposure, (2) etiquette, and (3) elec-
tioneering. The first one captures research participants' mediated
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exposure to electoral otherness and like-mindedness, including their
willed attempts to filter what and who found them through online net-
works during electoral times. The second sub-section focuses on the
online etiquette demanded by the sites and times they were in - or the
norms of digital behaviour that research participants imposed on
themselves and others for the preservation of their own well-being,
personal relationships, or both. Lastly, the third sub-section engages
how militant migrants approached intimate online spaces as sites of
electioneering — or their tactical collisions with close electoral others for
the harnessing of votes. Throughout the three sub-sections, I draw on the
socio- and spatiotechnical imaginaries (Williams et al., 2022) evoked by
my interlocutors, teasing out the temporal markers that shaped their
narratives and practices of digital mediation.

3.1. Exposure

Here, exposure captures two aspects of users' digital routines. On one
hand, it encompasses a recurring theme in the literature on context
collapses, collisions, and collusions (Costa, 2018; Davis & Jurgenson,
2014; Marwick & boyd, 2011): namely, what online users choose to
expose of themselves online, and how actual and imagined audiences
shape what makes it onto timelines and feeds. More important here, and
much less present in the relevant scholarship, is what research in-
terlocutors felt particularly exposed to in their digital routines, as elec-
toral periods — and other moments of contentious politics — drew near.

One or two weeks before our conversation, which took place at the
West-Amsterdam student residence where she had recently settled,
Helena had just decided to “close” her social media accounts. Not in the
sense of deactivation or erasure, but of limiting the visibility of what she
shared to existing or explicitly authorized followers. With the first round
of 2022 less than two weeks away, she expected her online environments
to become particularly contentious and sought to prevent the attacks
and threats that shaped previous electoral experiences. In 2018,
threatening reactions to her anti-Bolsonaro content seeped in through
Facebook and Instagram, sometimes sent from people she knew:

“This was very painful to me. So, for the sake of my mental health, I
decided that after 2018 I was going to exclude people that harmed
me in any way from my social networks. So I created my bubble. 1
stopped using Facebook and some people I disagree with and with
whom I don't have a very good dialogue are still there.”

According to her, since this experience, Instagram already func-
tioned as her “academic bubble”, a “very comfortable” space in which
she saw and was seen by fellow students and researchers. The temporal
proximity to election day, in her view, merited additional measures of
audience segmentation, however. As someone with a practice of active
content production — on YouTube, as well as on social media platforms —,
it made sense for Helena to use privacy settings as a prophylactic against
unwanted audiences. There is another aspect of her bubble-making,
though, that connects to other, much more passive uses of digital plat-
forms - e.g., not using Facebook, but keeping people “there”, even in the
aftermath of clashes experienced as harmful. The crafting of bubbles for
specific online activities did not prevent the existence of digital re-
positories of personal connections, which maintained channels open,
even if unused — a theme that will resurface under the Etiquette sub-
section.

Unlike Helena, however, most other interlocutors did not relate to
having an audience, but with being audience. This position led to
different tactics for keeping online exposure to electoral otherness
aligned with the extent of one's “tolerance”, as lara, phrased it. Perhaps
due to her background in journalism, the profession that led to her de-
parture from Brazil around three decades prior, she expressed her belief
for the importance of diversifying sources. Nevertheless, there was an
affective limit to how much she could tolerate.

In the words of Ana, who had recently returned to Amsterdam after
years in Lisbon and a period in Sao Paulo, “the world” already brought
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plenty of bad things, but her timeline was a site where she could “filter”
some of it out. As Fernanda, a left-wing militant who had for long been
active in transnational networks of Brazil-focused activism, said matter-
of-factly: “I live in an Instagram bubble, I lived in a Facebook bubble, I
live in a bubble everywhere. I'm conscious of that”. And puncturing this
bubble for the sake of exposure to content she felt was detrimental to her
mental health demanded a level of intentional effort that she had no
desire to exert.

As Helena's story exemplifies, the countdown to the 2018 elections —
when Bolsonaro was elected president, after defeating Workers' Party
candidate Fernando Haddad in the second round — was a watershed
moment for many interviewees' senses of exposure to unwanted political
content, and the filtering tactics that ensued. According to Fernanda,
2018 was when the Facebook page ‘Brazilians in Holland” became “total
chaos”. “There was confusion, there was fighting, there were insults”,
she said, which led to the splintering of the group, and the creation of a
parallel Facebook-based page: ‘Antifascists in Amsterdam’. Rather than
a platform for political discussion, the group was an all-purpose page for
the politically like-minded. Years later, both groups are still active.

While online interactions with other Brazilian migrants at times
figured as part of my interlocutors' mediated experiences of 2022, con-
tent about Brazil stemming from Brazil-based networks was most often
at the centre of their narratives. Marina spoke of “fear” as a central
theme of the 2022 elections: “It was the first time I saw people afraid to
vote. Fearing violence because of your political and electoral opinion”.
Living outside of Brazil since 2017, her worries were not for fellow
emigrants, but a fruit of her sustained concern for democratic processes
in her country of origin. During our December conversation, she
described October as a heavy month, in which work had been side-
tracked by the electoral heat and its igniting of activity in the WhatsApp
groups she shared with Brazilian women in the UK, and close family in
Brazil. After pointing to the fear of political violence, the risks of a coup,
and “the very low level” of electoral discussions revolving around which
candidate was a “satanist”, Marina sighed: “End of October, we were
very tired”.

Julio, a researcher from Rio de Janeiro living in the Netherlands for
almost a decade, also shared how much the general scenario had
affected him, narratively linking the previous electoral period with the
one we were then living through:

“I feel that it affects me a lot. Election time, you know? I feel bad, I
feel real bad. In the elections of 2018, I felt bad too, you know? I
couldn't believe what was happening. I used to go to work ashamed
of being Brazilian.”

As he recalled how he had felt four years prior, Julio's facial
expression indexed the sudden resurfacing of worry. He spoke of his fear
for the Brazilian democratic system itself, since “They started saying that
the elections aren't valid”. Since leaving Brazil, he felt much less exposed
to unfiltered content reflecting views that contrasted sharply with his
own: “I feel that in Brazil I was exposed to more diverse content than
here. Here [in the Netherlands], I choose more. In Brazil you're exposed
to television, radio.” Due to his presence in WhatsApp groups that
gathered friends and family, however, content that Julio associated with
bolsonarism's sociotechnical infrastructures continued to reach him at
times. By observing what he received from different people and groups,
striking patterns came into view: “They [his grandmother and step-
father] repeat the same things and I keep wondering where they heard it.
They must be in a network that I am not part of.”

Similarly to Julio and others, Bruna's WhatsApp family group served
as an outlet for large volumes of pro-Bolsonaro content. Living in the
Netherlands since 2018, she felt accused of left-wing-ness whenever she
typed a critique of the far-right candidate, and pressed ‘send’, instead of
erasing. During the interview, she laughed out loud at the recurring
insinuation: “People, for the love of God, how can I be a leftist? I work at
[a sportswear brand]. How can a person say that I'm left-wing if I sell
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sneakers made in China?” As an external voter who had registered
abroad specifically for the 2022 elections, Bruna revealed herself sen-
sitive to content that evoked place of residence in relation to the legit-
imacy of one's electoral position. On Instagram, for instance, memes
telling critics of Bolsonaro's Brazil to move to Venezuela felt particularly
uncomfortable. In an instant message from an old friend, she had
recently received a variation of: ‘Who are you to talk? You don't even
live here’. For Bruna, the same WhatsApp chats that afforded real-time
connection to family and friends, became sites in which her political
position as a transnational citizen was negotiated and questioned, dur-
ing electoral times.

Pointing at related tensions, Gabriel — an academic from the state of
Sao Paulo who had been living in the Netherlands for over two decades —
shared the origin story of his first Facebook account: “More distant
cousins, uncles, aunts, and so on” — with whom he had limited contact
while living abroad — “were there, all of a sudden”. In his narrative, the
distance-shrinking platform would, years later, afford feelings of
estrangement. Around the time of Dilma Rousseff's contested impeach-
ment/coup, in 2016, what started as a window into the life milestones of
extended family members and old friends became a site for political
engagement: “I entered a bit more, engaged a bit more, because I saw
things that I couldn't accept. And it was when it started to become
polarized [a coisa foi ficando polarizada] and I started to feel the extent to
which I could not communicate, or exchange ideas with some people,
people I used to love [adorava]”. If, initially, Gabriel's Facebook afforded
the long-distance tracking of “who was born, who got married, how
they're growing up”, from 2016 it exposed who had been interpellated
by a rising right-wing wave.

In 2022, the anti-Lula memes that found him conveyed a strikingly
familiar electoral message:

“Now, it's ‘if Lula wins, Brazil will become a Venezuela’. (...) It's like
that story [from past electoral races] ‘if Lula wins, they'll enter your
house, they'll seize your house, everyone will live in your house’. It's
the same logic. They're using the same narrative in the current
context. And I heard this at a dinner from my upper-middle class
cousin. [She said] ‘Ah, things are complicated with Bolsonaro, but
with Lula this will become a Venezuela, everything will disappear
[from supermarkets], people will need to leave’. Where is this
coming from? When you stop to look, there are memes and things
kind of constructing this narrative.”

In the quote above, Gabriel describes electoral narratives that con-
trasted with his own reading of what was plausible and desirable in
2022. His exposure to this content was brought about through memes
and family gatherings, two circuits that were closely connected in his
imagination of how long-standing political logics re-emerged in current
contexts. Like others quoted throughout this article, he limited the vis-
ibility of opposing views and people on his timeline — “I'm not a
masochist to just stay there and accept everything”, he said. In his view,
being spared of political content he found abhorrent required little
effort, since “the algorithm” did much of the work.

As the narratives clustered here illustrate, Brazilian migrants' phys-
ical distance to their country of origin did not prevent them from
mediated exposure to political otherness, during times of contentious
politics. ‘Bubble talk’ was present in most interviews and served to
describe online spaces associated with a homogeneity of electoral po-
sitions. In this context, digital ‘bubbles’ emerged as a recurring spatio-
technical imaginary forged by a combination of individual agency, and
algorithmic filtering. Thanks to “the algorithm”, according to a few
different interpretations, unwanted electoral content from relatives,
friends, or strangers were hidden from view. And this was not seen as a
necessarily negative, disempowering platform affordance, since it re-
flected willed acts of muting, hiding, and filtering aimed at caring for
oneself during electoral periods.
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3.2. Etiquette

In this sub-section, I unpack the codes of online behaviour that my
research interlocutors devised for protecting their intimate online spaces
— or the relationships they existed to maintain — from the divides
intensified by elections. Broken bonds that had not been sutured when
interviews took place were certainly part of the stories of some: “My
husband lost his best friend in the last elections”, shared Luisa, an aca-
demic who left Brazil over a decade ago with her partner, “because all of
a sudden he [the best friend] was a bolsonarista”. However, four years
after the digitally mediated reveals and clashes of 2018, most migrants I
talked to had devised an etiquette for navigating the often-uneasy in-
tersections of partisan politics, personal networks, and digital media
platforms. As I discuss below, these codes for online interaction they
agreed upon - implicitly or explicitly — were a way of preserving their
own well-being, and the relationships they valued, or felt obliged to
uphold.

In the last several years, the ‘family group’ — or ‘grupo de familia’ —has
been circulating widely as a central part of how Brazilians experience
and imagine their online routines. In the same semantic field, the
‘WhatsApp aunt’ or ‘WhatsApp uncle’ [tia/tio do Zap] is a sociotechnical
trope that effectively captures the coming together of digital media,
family, and politics in imaginaries of contemporary Brazil (see Castelli-
Rosa & Lins, 2023). The trope, mobilized pejoratively to describe
extremely online older relatives who flood closed messaging groups with
unchecked content or generic GIFs and greetings, is a stereotypical
representation of the human infrastructures of digital populism (to echo
both Nemer, 2021, and Cesarino, 2022). Elis, who moved to London
with her partner around the start of Dilma Rousseff's second presidential
mandate, evoked the trope to describe her WhatsApp-based relationship
with her mother-in-law: “My mother-in-law now only sends ‘tia do Zap’
content”.

In 2022, this had come to mean unspecific variations of ‘good
morning, group’, but, in previous electoral years, the digital files had
been much more disruptive. In the group that Elis and her partner shared
updates of their London life with their Rio-based families, her mother-in-
law used to circulate political content she mentally tagged as “bizarre™:
“So my sister left the group.” As time passed, however, her in-law gave
up on the genre: “In this group we don't share anything political”, Elis
explained. This particular family group was one amongst many
described by my research interlocutors as sites for electoral clashes and
related losses in recent years. Groups shared by old friends were not
immune to similar dynamics. Julio, for instance, spoke of having left a
group with childhood friends, because he couldn't bear it anymore: “I
still talk to the people, but I just couldn't be in that environment”, he
said, chronicling his reaction to 2018's effect on the intimate digital
space.

However, Elis' group was not the only one to have undergone a
human-generated muting of contentious content. Referring to his own
family groups, which he never left, Julio shared a similar experience: “it
seems like everyone learned from the 2018 elections”. The lesson, it
seems, points to effective tactics of affective (self-)management and
conflict avoidance, performed during the Bolsonaro years and tested
when the 2022 elections came around.

A report by InternetLab and Rede Conhecimento Social (2022),
drawing on data collected in 2021, suggested that this “lesson” had
resonated widely across instant messaging app users and groups in
Brazil. A generalized feeling of digital fatigue brought about by political
clashes popularized what they termed as an “ethics” of conflict avoid-
ance within such spaces (InternetlLab & Rede Conhecimento Social,
2022). Thinking with my research interlocutors, and the transnational
family scholarship discussed previously, I suggest that, rather than an
ethical stance, situated norms for online behaviour — an etiquette — afford
the maintenance and repair of personal relationships challenged by
political and geographical distances.

Clara, who was living through her second cycle of Brazilian
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presidential elections abroad when we met, at the hip Amsterdam café
where she worked, shared a story evocative of this last point. Knowing
the political preferences of her family, she had flat-out refused to ever
join the family group, even while living in Brazil, despite the insistence
and frustration of her mom. “I told her, I'm not going to join, I'll fight
with everyone if I do, they'll kick me out”, Clara recalled. When her
daughter was born, however, she created a dedicated group, free from
political talk — together with her parents, and even aunts and uncles - so
that they could witness her growing, despite separation. Even though
Facebook was not a platform that she used much - it was not even an app
on her phone -, she had chosen to preserve her account: “I didn't want to
deactivate it. Since I live abroad, I want to keep it for some of the people
who want to see my daughter getting older”.

Thinking with the spatiotechnical imaginary of WhatsApp as a digital
living room, which Williams et al. (2022) unpack through its positive
connotations and tense associations, I suggest the digital dinner table as
an apt metaphor for the intimate digital spaces and relationships affor-
ded by a situated digital etiquette in times of contentious politics. This
temporally situated spatial metaphor also highlights its contingency, or
the ever-imminent possibility of disruption — from leaving the table
altogether or staying under different terms.

3.3. Electioneering

Turn the vote of your neighbour, turn the vote of your family
Fathers are turning their votes because of their daughters
Turn votes on WhatsApp, Facebook, and Instagram
Turn a vote today, think of tomorrow
(Vira Vira Voto [Video], 2018)

Partially and imperfectly translated to English above, ‘the vote
turning samba’ was released online shortly before the second round of
the 2018 presidential face-off. In light of the looming likelihood of a far-
right victory, the catchy song incentivized citizens towards changing
minds amongst the right-leaning and the undecided. As the excerpt
shows, family relations and social media are listed as key sites for the
dedication of left-wing voters' best electioneering efforts.

In this section, I engage my research interlocutors' imaginaries and
practices of digitally mediated electoral mobilization. I zoom in on two
dimensions of this: their assessment of online allies, and their own long-
distance attempts at influencing electoral outcomes.

“There are over a 100 people in my militant [WhatsApp] group, and
not a single son of a bitch is able to make cool digital content”, com-
plained Elis. “The Instagram account is a piece of shit, it's embarrassing.
They upload a video and it's 7-minutes long. Dude, edit it down to a
minute and let it rip, you know?” When Elis and I spoke, in December
2022, Lula had already defeated Bolsonaro in the second round of the
presidential elections. Her annoyance at the online presence of her
transnational militant networks was still palpable, echoing a widespread
sociotechnical imaginary of ‘the left’ as inept, when it comes to the
effective production and circulation of digital messaging. Other Brazil-
ian migrants following online electoral allies from near and far shared
different versions of this sentiment: “I have a critique of the left and the
centre-left and it's that they do not know how to create narratives”.

Diego, a researcher who had recently moved to Amsterdam from the
South of Brazil, used to be a militant member of the Workers' Party,
which he associated with the offline repertoires of lengthy political as-
semblies. “One of the things I remember from that time [when Dilma
was re-elected, in 2014] was the extent to which we underestimated
social media, how we thought it wasn't important, wasn't relevant.”
Many years later, from a distance, his critique included the affective
dimension of digital spaces that brought together political allies, com-
plaining about the “whining” [“choradeira”] he at times observed in
closed WhatsApp groups of left-wing militants: “And then you enter that
spirit, which is the contrary of optimism, it's a pessimist pessimism, you
know?”
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For Fernanda, the same one who chronicled the 2018 splintering of
the biggest Facebook group for Brazilians in Netherlands, the left had
been learning about social media messaging in recent years. In her
timelines, the making of Lula into an icon made this evident. Out of
principle, Fernanda was critical of the idea, or ideal, of the “politician
who'll save the nation” [“politico salvador da patria”]. In her view,
however, these appeals to voters' affective registers were a rational
choice, which made tactical use of the viralisation affordances of social
media platforms: “I see that we are crawling, learning how to deal with
what's happening on social media (...) What's happening with Lula's
image, I think, is part of this learning process”, she pondered.

Through individual and collective strategies, the more militant
amongst my research interlocutors did not only assess their online allies,
near and far, but devised mediated strategies for turning votes from right
to left. In Brazil, the effort was most often symbolized by taking to
strategically located streets — sometimes with coffee and cake (Sa, 2022)
—, with the goal of reaching across urban and algorithmic enclaves.
Outside national territory, however, militant networks and fleetingly
committed ‘vote turners’ often turned their efforts towards relatives and
friends they were digitally connected to.

“I turned my mother's vote”, Clara shared, proudly, in reference to
the first round of the 2022 elections, which had taken place roughly a
week before our conversation. She had also been busy with a young
voter in her extended family network, which had recently reacted to one
of her recent Instagram posts via direct message, saying he did not like
Bolsonaro, but couldn't bring himself to vote for Lula. Seizing it as a
vote-turning window, Clara mobilized the best arguments she could
think of: “It was a good debate in the end. He told me he was getting
ready to leave the country [Brazil], so I told him: if it won't make a
difference to you, vote for that person who can't leave Brazil, who needs
a government like Lula's. You don't even have to tell anyone; you can
keep it to yourself.” Shortly after, he had gotten back in touch to tell her
about having abstained altogether.

While Clara spoke of very personalized, one-on-one tactics for digi-
tally mediated vote-turning at a distance, tailored strategies for closed
family groups were sometimes the theme of collective discussion within
online communities of pro-Lula/anti-Bolsonaro militants. In Marina's
WhatsApp group with other UK-based Brazilian women - a large
network she did not exactly know personally —, all participants were
anti-Bolsonaro, so political discussions were “preaching to the con-
verted”: “So there were lots of discussions about strategies for vote-
turning, changing the vote of family members, and things like that.”
Elis, who was similarly UK-based, spoke of how moved she had felt by
the moments of willed collision between familial and militant contexts —
especially on account of the emotional risks she associated with the
practice. “People, how have you argued this topic? How do I respond to
that?”, she chronicled, trying to capture moments in which like-minded
strangers turned to their bubbles for arguments they could raise around
the digital dinner tables where they sat with electoral others. “People
were risking their closest connections for the chance of turning a single
vote.”

Zooming in on how my most militant research interlocutors viewed
and performed anti-Bolsonaro electioneering in 2022, this section shed
light on the interfaces that were purposefully created between personal
relationships and political aims. Rather than being unwillingly exposed
to mediated political clashes resulting from digital context collapse, the
Brazilian migrants evoked here engaged close electoral others through
tactical collisions. In their theorization of context collapse, Davis and
Jurgenson (2014) propose that we differentiate between intentional
collusions that are purposeful in gathering different social circuits, and
the unintentional collisions between them. Here, by calling attention to
the intentional collisions enacted by individuals and collectives for
electoral purposes, I propose a further refinement of how porous social
and political boundaries are crossed, upheld, and dissolved in online
spaces. Furthermore, the electoral sense of urgency that triggered the
tactical collisions narrated above also point to the importance of taking
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temporal contexts into account in our analyses of what and how social
contexts collide.

4. Conclusion

Drawing on the contentious electoral year of 2022, this article delves
into how Brazilian migrants navigated the maintenance of political
commitments and personal relationships in their everyday digital
practices. As the interdisciplinary scholarship on transnational families
has established, ubiquitous information and communication technolo-
gies have for long afforded long-distance performances of kinship and
care (Ahlin, 2023; Alinejad, 2019; Cabalquinto, 2020; Demirsu, 2022;
Francisco-Menchavez, 2018; Madianou, 2016, amongst many others).
At the same time, growing attention to the digital lives of diasporas,
more generally, have been calling attention to the online infrastructures
shaping migrants' political agency, communities, and subjectivities
(Madebo, 2024; Nedelcu & Wyss, 2016; Ponzanesi, 2020; Candidatu &
Ponzanesi, 2022). This recent debate sheds light on how central digital
technologies have become to experiences and performances of long-
distance nationalism (Anderson, 1992), or how migrants make sense
of and enact their “membership in a political community that stretches
beyond the territorial borders of a homeland” (Glick Schiller & Fouron,
2020, p. 4). When explicitly considered, in the literature concerned with
diasporic citizenship, family relations have appeared as receptacles for
the long-distance reproduction of national values, or as metaphors in
blood-based imaginaries of national belonging (see Glick Schiller &
Fouron, 1999; Fouron & Schiller, 2001). Within these bodies of schol-
arship, the long-distance maintenance of personal relationships and
experiences of transnational political citizenship have been kept
analytically separate.

Joining in the conversation, this article has shown that these expe-
riences often collapse into each other in migrants' digital every day,
triggering the careful crafting of online exposure, new codes of etiquette
for intimate digital spaces, and micro-targeted tactics of electioneering.
Informed by feminist approaches to ‘global intimacies’ (e.g., Bar-
abantseva et al., 2021; Mountz & Hyndman, 2006), technologies (e.g.,
Maalsen, 2023; Schurr et al., 2023), and care (e.g., Fisher & Tronto,
1990; Puig De La Bellacasa, 2017), I have foregrounded ordinary soci-
otechnical arrangements and imaginaries as sites for long-distance citi-
zenship and kinship. Rather than as separate coexisting attachments,
caring about electoral outcomes emerged in tense relation with caring for
friendships and familial ties — to echo Fisher and Tronto (1990).

Throughout the analysis, transnational citizens' sociotechnical and
spatiotechnical (Williams et al., 2022) imaginaries — and the practices
they inform - have served to deepen our understanding of how migrants
navigate their intimate and political commitments, at a distance, in
times of contentious politics. In relation to timeline-based platforms, the
spatiotechnical imaginary of ‘the bubble’ appeared at an interesting
juncture; as user-made islands of online comfort, and algorithm-
determined spaces. Thought-out decisions to scroll past, or prevent,
mediated encounters with electoral otherness were, thus, compounded
by what the algorithm was perceived to ‘do’. Closed WhatsApp groups
were another story, however, since their lack of algorithmic filters often
made them the ‘anti-bubble’. In Brazil, when it came to groups shared by
family members, intergenerational political tensions during election
times were, for many, a certainty — as the memes that open the article
exemplified. If, more generally, messaging groups can be imagined as
“digital living rooms” (Williams et al., 2022), moments that call for a
spatially and temporally specific code of behaviour conjure the imagi-
nary of the digital dinner table. Amongst militant migrants and collec-
tives, this highly sensitive interface also presents political opportunities,
serving as sites for intimate, micro-targeted electioneering — potentially
risking the relationships they were assembled to maintain.

To close, I propose that this piece's core question should retain its
conceptual relevance if taken elsewhere — beyond Brazilian politics, and
beyond the experiences of transnational citizens, families, and
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friendship circles under periods of electoral intensity. More broadly, I
suggest, if we are to understand the myriad interfaces between digital
networks, rising right-wing tides, and growing political divides, the
intimate spheres of citizens' everyday lives and relationships should
become more central to our analyses. Affective polarization as a digital
media affordance has been a growing interest of multi- and interdisci-
plinary debates across different contexts — e.g., the United States
(Holliday et al., 2024), Turkey (Bulut & Yoriik, 2017), Malaysia
(Choong, 2025), to name just a few. While the digital infrastructures and
discursive trends fuelling felt political divides are recurringly under
scrutiny, we have seldom grappled with their effects on the intimate
circuits of digital life, where personal and political attachments inter-
sect. As this article has shown, engaging the spatially and temporally
situated ways in which users navigate contending commitments to
people and politics does not only offer a digital geography of rupture and
estrangement. It also charts already tread paths of mediated mainte-
nance and repair.
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