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ABSTRACT: This article analyzes the Brazilian response to Covid-19, focusing
on the role of science and expertise in technical decisions made throughout the
pandemic. Based on the recent bibliography, in addition to the analysis of documents
and news articles about the development of the pandemic, we will analyze
characteristics of the governance of the crisis, taking into account the need to 1)
explore the limitations of the concept of denialism to understand the governance of
the pandemic by the Brazilian government; and 2) describe active forms of inaction
and chaos production as a political strategy. We conclude that there was great
effectiveness in propagating uncertainties (political and technical) about aspects of
the national and global scientific consensus, as part of both the scientific and political
strategy of government actors. Such uncertainties also helped to call into question
the most usual and technocratic patterns of the relationship between expertise and
politics in the country.
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RESUMO: Este artigo analisa a resposta brasileira a Covid-19, com foco no papel
da ciéncia e da expertise nas decisoes técnicas tomadas ao longo da pandemia. Com
base na discussdo bibliogrdfica recente, além de andlise de documentos e noticias
sobre o desenrolar da pandemia, analisaremos caracteristicas da governanga
da crise tendo em vista a necessidade de 1) explorar as limita¢oes do conceito
de negacionismo para compreender a governan¢a da pandemia pelo governo
brasileiro; e 2) descrever as formas ativas de ina¢do e produgdo de caos como
estratégia politica. Concluimos que houve uma grande efetividade na propagacgdo
de incertezas (politicas e técnicas) sobre aspectos do consenso cientifico nacional
e global, como parte da estratégia tanto cientifica quanto politica dos atores
governamentais. Tais incertezas ajudaram, ainda, a colocar em xeque os padroes
mais usuais e tecnocrdaticos de relagdo entre expertise e politica no pais.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Covid-19. Expertise. Risco. Governanga da ciéncia.

RESUMEN: Este articulo analiza la respuesta brasileria al Covid-19, centrdndose
en el papel de la ciencia y la expertise en las decisiones técnicas tomadas durante
la pandemia. A partir de discusion bibliogrdfica reciente, ademas del analisis
de documentos y noticias sobre el desarrollo de la pandemia, analizaremos
caracteristicas de la gobernanza de la crisis teniendo en cuenta la necesidad de
1) explorar las limitaciones del concepto de negacionismo para comprender la
gobernanza de la pandemia por parte del gobierno brasilerio; y 2) describir formas
activas de inaccion y produccion de caos como estrategia politica. Concluimos que
hubo gran efectividad en la propagacion de incertidumbres (politicas y técnicas)
sobre aspectos del consenso cientifico nacional y global, como parte de la estrategia
tanto cientifica como politica de los actores gubernamentales. Estas incertidumbres
también ayudaron a cuestionar los patrones mas habituales y tecnocrdticos de la
relacion entre la experiencia y la politica en el pais.

PALABRAS CLAVE: Covid-19. Expertise. Riesgo. Gobernanza de la ciencia.

Introduction: The Failure of Pandemic Governance

The Brazilian response to COVID-19 has been extensively discussed in
current literature, both nationally and internationally, highlighting critical elements
for understanding the multiple dimensions and repercussions of the pandemic.
Noteworthy aspects that set the Brazilian case apart globally include the very high
mortality rate despite the country’s robust institutional and public health capabilities;
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the succession of crises, including a severe political crisis, challenges to democratic
order, and an epidemic of misinformation; and the emergence of an extreme-right
leader whose effectiveness in shaping public debate through misinformation and
initiating severe institutional crises (Daly, 2021; Ricard, Medeiros, 2020) has made
Brazil a key example of a broader democratic and health crisis worldwide.

In this article, we aim to contribute to the debate on Brazil’s response to
COVID-19, focusing on the role of expertise in the technical decisions made by
official bodies. Here, expertise refers to specialized knowledge in a particular area,
grounded in technical training or scientific basis. Thus, the concept of expertise
is always relational: it pertains to a specialty within which a given individual has
specific knowledge; however, it concerns knowledge that does not stand alone but
is particularly used in technical decision-making processes (Collins, 2011; Nelkin,
1975). Our goal is to shed light on the multiple dimensions of the governance of this
crisis, considering how science/expertise was involved in governmental responses to
the health crisis caused by the novel coronavirus, particularly in light of the profound
political disputes during that period in the country.

Based on recent bibliographic discussions, document analysis, and media
monitoring of the pandemic’s progression (as part of the CompCore'), research proj-
ect), we will analyze the governance of the COVID-19 crisis in Brazil with regard to
the need to: 1) explore the limitations of the concept of denialism in understanding
the pandemic’s progression; and 2) describe the active forms of inaction and chaos
production as a political strategy by the Brazilian federal government, then led by
former President Jair Bolsonaro. We conclude that there was significant effectiveness
in spreading uncertainties (political, technical) and false controversies about aspects
of national and global scientific consensus, which challenged the usual technocratic
standards of the relationship between expertise and politics in the country.

We argue that one of the most striking features of Brazilian governance
during the pandemic, and its apparent failure, was how expertise was used and/
or ignored throughout the process. Given that the use of expertise and scientific
knowledge on COVID-19 is one of the most highlighted elements in discussions on
what constitutes adequate risk and health crisis governance (Di Giulio ef al. 2023),
it is crucial to delve deeper into some dimensions of the Brazilian case, specifically
how experts participated (or were ignored) at key moments of the governmental
response to the pandemic. The analysis reveals, as we aim to argue, broader patterns
of how science/expertise is involved or not in decision-making processes in the
country, adding important elements to the debate within the field of Science and
Technology Studies (STS) regarding the relationship between science, politics,
and democracy.

" https://compcore.cornell.edu/
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We also argue that this discussion transcends both the analysis of the
COVID-19 pandemic as a well-defined crisis and issues more closely related to
health crisis governance. Reflecting on the role of expertise at this historical moment,
as noted by scholars, aids in understanding the roles of science and expertise in
contemporary society, as well as the relationship between expertise and democracy.
The pandemic and the Brazilian response have been discussed both as a failure in
the relationship between science and politics and as a significant dimension of the
current crisis of democracy. In this regard, it is still urgent to theorize more robust-
ly the relationships between expertise and decision-making. This is particularly
important because the nexus between risk governance, crises, and democracy has
clearly impacted major contemporary socio-environmental issues, as seen in recent
debates on sustainability and climate change (Barbosa, Alves, Grelle, 2021; Bastos
Lima, Da Costa, 2022; Escobar, 2019; Fleury, Monteiro, Duarte, 2022). Thus, this
discussion aims to shed light on the relevance of democratic contexts and the use of
expertise in addressing crises both in the present and in the future.

The Brazilian Response to COVID-19: Defining a Failure

The Brazilian response to the health crisis caused by the novel coronavirus
pandemic has been extensively discussed, partly due to its significant failure
(Ferigato et al., 2020; Lotta et al., 2020). The failure can be measured in terms
of the inability to protect lives, the existence of a strategy that led to widespread
disease transmission, and the trivialization of death (Ventura, Aith, Reis, 2022); the
effective lack of federal leadership alongside the Unified Health System (SUS) in
a complex arrangement involving different federal entities (Ortega, Orsini, 2020);
the erosion of Brazil’s established vaccination tradition (Fonseca, Shadlen, Bastos,
2021; Machado, de Siqueira, Gitahy, 2020; Martins-Filho, Barberia, 2022; Matos,
Barbieri, Couto, 2020); the federal confusion promoted throughout the pandemic
(Vieira, Servo, 2021), involving the Supreme Federal Court (STF) and the states
in opposition to the federal government; the federal government’s negligence,
marked by a series of omissions, obstructions, and actions (Nunes, 2022); and
the promotion of confusion and chaos as a crisis governance strategy (Di Giulio
et al., 2023).

One of the most visible issues in studies on COVID-19 in Brazil and glob-
ally relates to the so-called infodemic, defined as the excess of information, some
accurate and some not, whose proliferation makes it difficult for any individual to
find reliable sources and trustworthy guidance when needed (Health-PAHO, Health-
WHO, 2020). The proliferation and circulation of misinformation that plagued the
country throughout the pandemic (Cuan-Baltazar et al., 2020; Ramos, Machado,

480 Estud. sociol. Araraquara v.29 n.2 p.477-495 jul.-dez. 2024



Covid-19 in Brazil: governance and the politics of expertise

Cerqueira-Santos, 2022) were prominent in the broader political debate (Ricard,
Medeiros, 2020), but especially contributed to shaping the Brazilian response to
the pandemic. By influencing people’s understanding of the health emergency and
their perceptions of the risks associated with wearing or not wearing masks, getting
vaccinated or not, the multiplication of digital communication strategies, producing
and disseminating uncertainties, false controversies, and misinformation, has been a
major focus in understanding the Brazilian response to this critical moment (Campos
etal., 2023).

Another central issue in characterizing the failure of the response to the health
crisis in Brazil is the way the Bolsonaro government enacted a form of necropolitics
(Mbembe, Meintjes, 2003) directed at the Black population, indigenous peoples,
quilombolas, and other historically marginalized groups in the country (Santos ef al.,
2020). The deliberate decision by this government not to effectively curb the spread
of the virus through robust policies, coupled with delays in vaccination, informa-
tional and managerial confusion, lack of federal leadership, and the proliferation of
misinformation, resulted in avoidable deaths, which many consider crimes against
humanity (Ventura, Aith, Reis, 2022). It is from this perspective, in particular,
that the way the federal government under Bolsonaro managed the pandemic can
be termed a failure. The failure discussed here has as one of its central elements
the deliberately created confusion, in addition to the aforementioned ambiguous
relationship with expertise.

Governance Patterns: From Inaction to Chaos

Governance, in a broader view, refers to actions, processes, actors, traditions,
and institutions through which authority is exercised and decisions are made and
implemented (Baiocchi, 2003; Duit, Galaz, 2008; Fukuyama, 2013; Ostrom, 2002).
Although the term implies different meanings and conceptual arrangements, the
governance paradigm is primarily embedded in societal expectations of inclusion
and participation towards more transparent decision-making (Schweizer, 2021) and
collectively binding decisions (Van Asselt, Renn, 2011). In health emergencies, such
as COVID-19, the complexity of the situation demands a strategic commitment
from national policymakers to manage the responses as effectively as possible. As
O’Riordan et al (2020) recognize, where the COVID-19 pandemic was successfully
combated, strong government leadership with particular attention to the social and
political context can be observed. Additionally, these situations require extraordinary
mobilization of states and societies to better understand and manage associated risks
and prioritize collaborative action (Kruczkiewicz et al., 2021). The so-called risk
governance, in these cases, implies a response process that considers institutional
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structures and sociopolitical aspects in guiding the collective activities of a group
or society when dealing with risk issues (Klinke, Renn, 2021).

Di Giulio and colleagues (2023) analyzed different parameters of risk gover-
nance to situate the Brazilian response to COVID-19 and to conceptualize the idea
of governance through chaos:

The literature describes a set of parameters of risk governance. In this paper, we

focus on five (...): (1) transparency and accessibility of data, (2) risk communica-
tion, (3) negotiation between actors, (4) social cohesion and public participation,
and (5) decisions based on technical and scientific evidence, resources, and
contexts. These parameters were selected because they are closely connected
with conditions considered essential for successful health emergency responses.
They also respond to societal expectations of inclusion and participation towards
more transparent decision-making (...) and collectively binding decisions (...). (Di
Giulio et al. 2023, p. 594, our translation)

In this article, our focus is primarily on item 5: the way decisions are made
based on scientific evidence and specialized knowledge (expertise). Considered
a fundamental aspect of risk governance, particularly in health emergencies such
as COVID-19, the relationship between expertise and decision-making is often
misunderstood or assumed to be naturally linear: access to good expertise would
automatically lead to better decisions. However, crises like COVID-19 demonstrate
that this relationship is neither linear nor given, but rather contested and politicized.
Crisis moments such as a pandemic make these fissures more visible (Jasanoff et
al., 2021) and provide an opportunity to analyze the dynamics of problem-solving
on such a scale.

In the Brazilian case, Di Giulio et al. (2023) reveal that, particularly regarding
decisions and expertise, the federal government, besides adopting strategies and
taking actions contrary to available and consensual scientific evidence, including
recommendations from the World Health Organization (WHO), neglected mass
testing, relying on proven ineffective medications, and obstructed necessary nego-
tiations for vaccine acquisition. Various failures were observed in other parameters
of risk governance. These inconsistencies, combined with delays in urgent decisions,
strategies to divert attention from crucial aspects of the health crisis, efforts to spread
misinformation, and obstruction of those actors seeking to act in favor of combating
the crisis, form a mosaic that, in the authors’ words, clearly indicates a choice for
“governance through chaos.”

On one hand, this form of governance fueled a sentiment associated with
the ideas of “anti-science” and “anti-expertise”; on the other hand, it reinforced
a governing approach that sought to amplify uncertainties, escalate false con-
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troversies, and foster a broader institutional crisis. In the context of COVID-19,
specifically, this governing approach manifested in the existence and actions of
the so-called “parallel cabinet.” The group, composed of doctors, politicians,
and businessmen, contrary to available scientific knowledge and WHO recom-
mendations, advocated for herd immunity and supported the former president in
resisting the implementation of non-pharmaceutical measures (e.g., mask use and
social distancing) and vaccine acquisition. The “parallel cabinet,” according to
the report (Brasil, 2021) by the Parliamentary Inquiry Commission (CPI), estab-
lished by the Federal Senate to investigate Brazil’s response to the pandemic,
also reportedly supported the government’s actions concerning endorsements for
the use of proven ineffective medications and substances, as well as promoted
well-coordinated strategies for the dissemination and circulation of false infor-
mation and news about COVID-19.

Such strategies were also strongly reflected in the actions and omissions of the
Ministry of Health, under the coordination of an army general, who not only lacked
knowledge about the functioning of the SUS (Unified Health System) but also made
decisions contrary to available and consensual scientific knowledge. An example of
this was the launch of the TrateCov application at the height of the pandemic crisis in
Manaus, AM (early 2021), intended to assist healthcare professionals and patients in
expediting the diagnosis and treatment of COVID-19, by recommending the use of
proven ineffective medications for the treatment of the disease, such as chloroquine.

Campos et al. (2023) argue that the denial of scientific rationality would also
constitute a mechanism of self-defense by the federal government. According to
the authors, this mechanism was triggered at various points during the pandemic,
such as in the statistical omissions regarding COVID-19 infections, hospitalizations,
and deaths. Additionally, the insistence on early treatment without scientific support
and authorization from Anvisa, reversing the logic from a remedial to a “superior”
preventive approach (Varella, 2022), was also noted. The claim that some successful
individual experiences were equivalent to scientific evidence and the mobilization of
pseudoscientific discourse, engaging doctors who validated it, are also highlighted
by the authors.

Another possible perspective on the governance of Brazil’s response to the
pandemic comes from Ortega and Orsini (2020), who describe it as a government
absence, an element present in much of the public debate and literature. According to
the authors, the Brazilian failure stems from both the absence of federal government
leadership in responding to the crisis and the refusal to incorporate expertise and
science:

This form of governing COVID-19 stands out for its stunning lack of regard
for public health, and moreover, the Brazilian Presidents concerted attempts
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to undermine public health directives issued at the state and municipal levels,
as well as by global health leaders at the World Health Organization (WHO),
among others. Bolsonaro is not, of course, alone in dismissing the science that
undergirds public health directives, nor is he unique in attacking the WHO, but he
is one of the most strident opponents of decision making that is rooted in anything
resembling evidence, science or expertise. (Ortega, Orsini, 2020 p. 1258, our
translation).

Ortega and Orsini (2020) highlight various aspects of governance by inac-
tion, particularly that of the central government, which refers to the federative
crisis observed at crucial moments of the pandemic, such as at its onset when
mask-wearing mandates were established in various states and municipalities. In
Brazil’s public health system, SUS, which operates under a tripartite governance
structure (municipalities, states, and the central government), the absence of
one of the pillars led to severe decision-making problems and general policy
discoordination in controlling COVID-19. However, the authors emphasize the
political nature of this absence: rather than a crisis of SUS actors, what occurred
was a deliberate action by the Federal Executive in the context of an attack on the
institutions of the public health system and the democratic republic of Brazil in
a generalized manner.

According to the authors, the legacy of the SUS (Unified Health System)
is closely tied to the country’s history of redemocratization, and the logic of
the single system directly opposed the commodification and privatization of
health that prevailed during the military dictatorship. Thus, the attack on SUS
through the adoption of neoliberal policies was associated, during the COVID-19
pandemic, with a weakening of federal leadership in a system heavily reliant
on civic participation. At the same time, they argue, ignorance was mobilized
as a means to undermine the role of science in COVID-19 governance. Policies
such as vertical isolation and the indiscriminate use of hydroxychloroquine are
examples of this, along with the deliberate creation of distrust in consensual
scientific knowledge, which the authors also link to perceptions of science as a
socially constructed entity.

For Ortega and Orsini (2020), the denial of science, in its complexity and
multiple dimensions, was a central aspect of COVID-19 governance in the Brazilian
case, as also established by Di Giulio et al. (2023). However, can the dissonance
between what was done in Brazil and global consensus, expressed for example by
WHO recommendations, be productively analyzed as a denial of science? Is there
another way to analyze this process and reconsider these dissidences as forms of
displacement of the role of expertise?
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The Role of Expertise in Brazilian COVID-19 Governance

The role of science and expertise in decision-making throughout the pan-
demic is a major topic of interest in academic discussions about Brazil’s response
to COVID-19. This interest arises, among other reasons, from the prominence of
the debate over science throughout the pandemic. The dispute over what constituted
scientific evidence in the response to COVID-19, which experts should be consulted,
and how denialism should be addressed, significantly shaped public debate and much
of the analysis of this health crisis.

While some literature points to a denial of science in Brazil’s response, similar
to countries like the U.S., Italy, or France, other works argue that denialism is not
always the best way to characterize or interpret this response. For instance, Duarte
and Benetti (2022) argue that former President Bolsonaro employed an ambigu-
ous discourse: while using a known tactic of exploiting uncertainties in scientific
knowledge to “fight science with science,” Bolsonaro, the “parallel cabinet,” and
his associates leveraged a transcendental image of science, reifying the division
between science and culture, or science and ideology, even accusing their detractors
of being “denialists” for rejecting, for example, the use of chloroquine as an effective
treatment.

Oliveira et al. (2022) corroborate the notion that there was not simply a denial
of science in Bolsonaro’s and his allies’ public discourses. By analyzing the contro-
versies that emerged throughout the pandemic, the authors found that science was
indeed used to validate claims, even when they diverged from or contradicted global
consensus. They identify a form of populism based on science, where Bolsonaro’s
opposition to social isolation was framed as part of a greater mission to protect the
Brazilian economy and people from an elite disconnected from the real world.

What these studies reveal, through the analysis of discourses surrounding
science throughout the pandemic, is that the divergences between Bolsonaro sup-
porters and their critics cannot be simplistically understood as a critique of science
by government supporters who are opposed to reason and driven by anti-intellectual
populist thinking. While there are indeed phenomena that can be interpreted through
an anti-intellectual lens, and populism, in general, is a useful category for analyzing
COVID-19 events, in Brazil, there was less of a critique of science than a mobili-
zation of idealized views of science by those who opposed the scientific consensus.

As Duarte and Benetti (2022) demonstrate, for instance, Bolsonaro and his
supporters frequently invoked scientific studies to support their defenses of vertical
isolation and the use of chloroquine, even though these claims were rejected by
recognized organizations such as the WHO and by a substantial body of scientific
work that formed a global consensus against these approaches. Some authors argue
that there was a process of demarcation between legitimate science, which was
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seen as more reliable because it was proven, and politicized or ideologized science,
which underpinned the actions and discursive positions of Bolsonaro and his allies.
In this sense, both Bolsonaro supporters and their critics can be analyzed as equally
engaged in epistemic demarcation disputes (Fonseca, Ribeiro, Nascimento, 2022),
seeking to separate legitimate knowledge from illegitimate knowledge, arguing that
the science legitimized by each side should be central to the responses to COVID-19.
While Bolsonaro supporters relied on what some authors refer to as “patriotic sci-
ence,” a considerable portion of the academic community, the press, and government
critics advocated knowledge derived from national and global scientific consensus.

Understanding this demarcation work is thus fundamental to understanding
the politics of expertise at play during the pandemic. Therefore, we question how
productive an analytical framework is that focuses on the science/anti-science or
science/denialism divide in analyzing the federal government’s responses to the
pandemic. It seems more productive to consider that, on both sides, there is a simul-
taneous epistemic and political dispute. Demarcating where science begins and ends,
its contours, and how it differs from ideology is, therefore, about defining a correct
approach to the problem, identifying the best experts to consult, and determining the
methods to address it (Keller, 2009; Viglio et al., 2019). Different perceptions and
practices of science, as the COVID-19 crisis shows, were articulated with different
conceptions of how to govern the pandemic response.

Demarcation work, as a form of boundary work (Gieryn, 1983), seeks to
delineate what is considered scientific. As a product of active production, this bound-
ary is not naturally given, inherent, nor does it emerge automatically from nature.
Being a process resulting from disputes and conflicts, this boundary is always subject
to questioning, and this was made quite explicit throughout the pandemic period in
Brazil and other countries. This approach seems more suitable for understanding
the political, narrative, and epistemic disputes between supporters and critics of
the Bolsonaro government than the notion of scientific denialism, as it places the
disputes within the realm of politics rather than framing them as conflicts between
rational actors (supporters of science as something stable and true) and irrational
actors (engaged in defending ideologies and attacking the sacred institutions of
science).

While it is important to understand the attacks on science by Bolsonaro sup-
porters, both within and outside the government, framing them as merely irrational
does not advance the reflection on the lasting impacts of a government that neglected
the pandemic and continues to receive political support among the Brazilian pop-
ulation, despite Bolsonaro’s electoral defeat. Understanding the effectiveness and
adherence of a significant portion of the Brazilian population, including doctors,
politicians, and even some scientists, to the Bolsonaro discourse requires us to think
beyond a simple duality of science/anti-science or rationality/irrationality.
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On the Effectiveness of the Bolsonaro Message

One of the aspects that requires further investigation in the academic debate
on the pandemic is the efficiency with which the Bolsonaro message impacted
public discourse and its potential implications for pandemic governance. Both at the
level of ordinary citizens exposed to incessant messages on social media platforms
(WhatsApp, Telegram, Facebook, etc.) and in the actual implementation of pandemic
control policies based on the so-called ‘patriotic science,’ there was a widespread
and effective dissemination of a specific message about COVID-19 and a manner
of addressing it that broadly contradicted all global scientific consensus and the
expertise embedded in the country’s ministries and research institutes. The rise of
vaccine hesitancy in the country, which was never firmly rooted in Brazil, can be
seen as an example, demonstrating a persistent challenge that extends beyond a
particular government or political moment.

Another example of how the Bolsonaro perspective concretely impacted the
federal response to COVID-19 is the aforementioned TrateCov app, launched in
January 2021 (Pagliari et al., 2023), designed as a digital health solution. Available
for only two weeks through the Ministry of Health, it sparked intense debate due to
its recommendations of treatments not endorsed by scientific consensus for a wide
range of symptoms reported by users, regardless of the disease. The app functioned
based on user-reported symptoms and suggested possible treatments. Pagliari and
colleagues (2023) argue that out of 268 million possible responses on the app, 263
million directed users to take the drugs from the Kit Covid promoted by Bolsonaro
supporters—a combination of chloroquine, azithromycin, and other components
without proven effectiveness. This recommendation was made even for pregnant
women and children.

This effectiveness was not limited to areas directly related to the federal
government. It also occurred in contexts where federal entities such as states and
municipalities organized themselves in defiance of the federal government, as a
counterpoint to its absence in crisis governance. A study by the Institute of Applied
Economic Research (IPEA) (Moraes, 2022) shows that, despite the federal gov-
ernment’s lack of leadership, there was an intense mobilization by other federal
entities, primarily states, to place science at the center of decision-making regarding
COVID-19. However, as the report indicates, this focus on science (referring here to
expertise derived from global scientific consensus) did not exclude patriotic science
from the implemented policies. According to the study, 69 scientific committees,
crisis cabinets, or equivalents were formed by states/districts to serve as knowledge
intermediaries (knowledge brokers), filtering available knowledge for decision-mak-
ing processes.
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As this study demonstrates, there was extensive incorporation of recommen-
dations in state committees, especially in the North region, which can be considered
outside the scientific consensus. Much of this focus was on advocating for the
so-called Kit Covid, as illustrated in Figure 1:

Figure 1: Mapping of the Incorporation of Scientific Evidence by Technical Committees

Recomendacdes ou politicas sem base em evidéncias cientificas

/
[ -2 (sim)
[ -1 (parcialmente)
\ [ 0 (ndo) )

Source: Moraes, 2022, p. 36.

In Figure 1, we see the values assigned by the study’s authors to the assimi-
lation of what they term “recommendations not based on scientific evidence.” The
authors assigned negative values to the incorporation of these recommendations, as
their non-scientific nature could potentially harm the population through the misuse
of medications not proven by science. Regardless of the authors’ perspective, our
interest here is to analyze the prevalence of policies based on knowledge contrary
to scientific consensus, with the Kit Covid being the most notable example, to
reflect on the lasting impact of the Bolsonaro message regarding COVID-19. The
mapping demonstrates that even with the presence of scientific committees, which
were supposedly based on “best science” or the best available scientific evidence for
ensuring more effective pandemic control measures, these committees— or at least
parts of them— disseminated Bolsonaro’s policies, which were based on knowledge
outside global consensus.

Considering that these committees were formed to ensure sanitary deci-
sion-making based on the best available evidence, yet ended up endorsing or
advising the use of approaches rejected by consensual science, underscores the
need to understand more deeply the phenomenon of science criticism by Bolsonaro
supporters and how they managed to persuade significant segments of the population
to adhere to certain treatments despite scientific indications to the contrary.
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Another interesting finding from the IPEA study that reinforces the wide-
spread adherence to Bolsonaro’s treatments was the sale of medications associated
with the Kit Covid. Taking Azithromycin as an example, it is possible to observe
how relevant it was for a segment of the population to perceive these medications
as valid ways to combat the disease, as shown in Figure 2:

Figure 2: Patterns of Azithromycin Consumption

Vendas de azitromicina por 100 mil habitantes: comparacéo das medianas das vendas
nas UFs onde ocorreram recomendagoes para o “tratamento precoce” e nas demais UFs
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inclua dados de meses anteriores ou que se trate de um erro na digitacdo ou tabulacdo dos dados.

Source: Moraes, 2022, p. 40.

Figure 2 provides valuable information: the sales behavior of this medication,
which can serve as an indicator of the adoption of early treatment or the COVID
kit by individuals (not just by committees or federative entities), was no different in
states where the treatment was recommended or not. In other words, there is further
evidence that the Bolsonaro message was effective, as sales of this medication in
states without a recommendation for the use of the COVID kit followed patterns
that were rigorously similar to those in locations where such a recommendation
was present.

It is important to consider the role of Brazilian doctors in this phenomenon:
the adoption of the COVID kit treatment by a significant portion of the medical
community was crucial, especially within the group Doctors for Life (Ferrari et
al., 2022). It can be argued that the doctor-patient relationship helped explain this
adherence. Although we do not have robust data on this aspect, it highlights an issue
that has been little explored in analyses of Brazil’s response to the pandemic: the
way in which the Bolsonaro message spread and gained the support of a significant
portion of the population, beyond the actions of a specific government, should
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remain a focal point in analyses of the relationship between science, expertise, and
politics in the coming years.

Final considerations

As we have sought to demonstrate in this article, the discussion about Brazil’s
response to COVID-19 remains an important and urgent topic in the social sciences,
in debates on emergencies and risk governance, and in the ESCT (Ethics, Science,
and Technology Studies). We have attempted to show that the policies surrounding
the expertise mobilized in this response still need to be better understood so that we
can not only comprehend how this response developed and organized over time,
culminating in over 700,000 recorded deaths by March 2024, but also prepare for
future crises. Understanding the reasons for the inaction of federative entities, the
misuse of information or active misinformation, and the disputes surrounding exper-
tise are fundamental for building more effective social mechanisms to address crises.

As we have argued, far from rejecting science, Bolsonaro supporters sought
to justify their positions based on some understanding of what they considered to
be the “best science.” In this sense, explaining Brazil’s response through the lens
of denialism, while it opens pertinent possibilities, seems to obscure the need to
better theorize the processes of production and demarcation of boundaries between
scientific and non-scientific knowledge that are at play. The analytical perspective of
boundary work (Gieryn, 1983) helps us better situate which expertise and narratives
about expertise were mobilized and how this spread through the state apparatus and
permeated individuals.

The effectiveness of the Bolsonaro message, which challenged global scien-
tific consensuses and relied on the dissemination of treatments with questionable
or unproven efficacy, remains a significant challenge for COVID-19 studies.
Understanding this effectiveness goes beyond theorizing the political dispute
between specific governments and should move beyond a binary discussion of
science versus denialism, which reduces the debate to a simplistic duality and
reinforces a transcendental image of technical expertise, as if it were above and
beyond politics. Focusing on the ‘boundary work’ performed by actors helps to
clarify the narrative disputes without losing sight of the specific rationalities of
the type of message propagated by experts, politicians, influencers, and supporters
of former President Bolsonaro. Understanding this message and how it gained
such widespread adherence is an important challenge not only for addressing the
dynamics of institutional politics but also for the challenges posed to how science
and expertise should relate to decision-making, especially in times of crisis.
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Although many studies make it clear that there was an active production of
ignorance or uncertainty regarding vaccines and mask use, and that this uncertainty
was associated with the creation of institutional crises and the mobilization of a
vast network of social media profiles to disseminate Bolsonaro’s messages, there is
still limited understanding of how this message spread and gained traction across
different spheres. Concrete data indicate that the message propagated by Bolsonaro’s
government and its supporters spread effectively both in technical environments,
where scientific committees were formed to counter the absence of federal govern-
ment leadership, and among individuals, who widely adopted the so-called COVID
kit or early treatment.

These results present challenges for thinking about responses to health crises
(and others) that require better theories and more effective means of reinventing gov-
ernance and the role of expertise in times of complexity, ambiguity, and uncertainty.
This understanding implies not only accusing far-right governments of denialism or
irrationality but also producing a more robust theoretical understanding of the effec-
tiveness of propagated messages and the adherence of individuals to them. In future
crises, how will the adherence of policymakers and citizens, decision-makers and
experts, to globally consensual science be affected, given the presence of strongly
organized and coordinated groups working persistently to question this expertise?
How can a government effectively address a health crisis while needing to counter
alternative knowledge?

Another critical challenge pertains to a better understanding of the use of
information and communication technologies in the production and widespread
dissemination of information and misinformation, as well as in the circulation of
frames. Understanding how platform algorithms function and how they are utilized
by specific groups, as well as situating the predominant frames and those activated
by these actors and their intersections with the responses and policies adopted, is
essential for addressing and combating the effects of infodemic in future crises.
Crisis governance largely depends not only on the quality of expertise underpinning
decisions but also on the communication of actions, recommendations, and policies.
Dealing with future crises may involve, as was the case with COVID-19, confronting
a highly organized ecosystem of misinformation, adding another layer of complexity
to the actions that need to be considered.
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