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 Abstract

This article analyzes the coverage of the hospitalization and death of Dona Marisa 
Letícia in the Brazilian TV news Jornal Nacional between January 24 and February 
4, 2017. We understand that the death of public fi gures is a moment to observe the 
ways in which journalism fi ts the memory collective in narrating life from death. The 
way in which the news story narrates her life demonstrates her position in the context 
of Brazil's political crisis, especially the accusations directed at her husband and her, 
but it also reveals a certain maintenance in her mode of media representation.
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Introduc� on

Public personali� es' deaths are o� en an opportunity for journalism to produce biographical 
narra� ves. In our � mes, this prac� ce is linked to the following social changes: the media as media� ng 
sphere in the produc� on of historical meaning and in the framing of the memory on events (Ribeiro, 2003; 
2010; 2012) and also the overvaluing of the biographic in the blurring of borders between the public and 
the private through various media products and processes (Arfuch, 2010; Sibilia, 2008).

In journalism, obituary wri� ng is quite a recurrent ac� vity. It diff ers from death no� ces, which are 
paid and briefl y state about the deceased's life, usually informing on the place of the funeral and burial. 
Obituaries seek, in a brief narra� ve, to detail the life of a recently deceased person, be them famous or 
unknown (Marocco, 2013). These journalis� c obituaries go back to the millenary prac� ce of producing 
narra� ves on the life of monarchs, rulers, bourgeois, important religious fi gures and the military. In 
addi� on, they seek to celebrate a notorious life so that it can con� nue to be remembered in the future 
(Vovelle, 1997). On the other hand, it is not merely about a con� nuous line between Lives — an ancient 
biographic genre that had Plutarch as its main producer and diff user — and contemporary obituaries, 
especially as regards exemplarity. For François Dosse (2009), lives had a social value of moral pedagogy. 
This is clear in the Life of Cato, by Plutarch, a profi le of the Roman military and poli� cian's performance, 
highligh� ng values such as parsimony, frugality, hard work and love for Rome. Those are values and 
prac� ces that should be characteris� c not only of a Roman, but of any Roman ci� zen.

Presently, we experience an intense produc� on and consump� on of biographical products (books, 
fi lms, TV shows, online social networks). Such products seek to build up heroes that "are presented as 
exemplary references in the construc� on of other lives that seem not so heroic and not as worthy of 
serving as examples as they occur'' (Hershmann & Rondeli, 2003, p. 74). In journalism, biographical 
narra� ves that are elaborated a� er famous peoples' deaths usually lead to the construc� on of individual 
paths where exemplarity is not perceived like it was in the past: a par� cular life trajectory is inserted in 
the collec� ve memory to reconstruct some moments of the personal history, in a sen� mentalist way, to 
try to snatch the public interest and to make an emo� onal impact on the death of a public personality 
(Hershmann & Rondeli, 2003).

For Bruno Souza Leal (2012), journalism does not deal with the par� cular death itself, but with 
the episodes related to it, as a means to ensure an impression of truth in its discourse. Death coverage is 
recurring in journalism. Mostly, they become relevant for the circumstances in which it happened (a� ack, 
urban violence, natural disaster). In the case of famous people's deaths, to some extent, this rela� on is 
transformed, as the interest lies in the famous person's life. O� en, it accompanies the process of sickening 
and the passing of a celebrity (Fausto Neto, 1991).

Death of famous people presents an opportunity to analyse the frameworks of collec� ve memory 
in the narra� ve about an individual trajectory. A� er all, “the media appropriates biographical narra� ves 
and builds statements that frame a collec� ve memory referred to in an individual trajectory” (Hershmann 
& Rondeli, 2003, p.77). In this case, the media o� en uses its archive to tell the dead person's life, by 
engaging images, videos, interviews and all the documented material that both exemplifi es the meaning 
a� ributed to the life of such personality and inscribes the media itself on that life history and on history 
itself, legi� mizing itself as an authorized standpoint.

Contradic� ng analysis that highlight only the posi� ve func� ons performed by collec� ve memory, 
in which numerous points of reference such as landscapes, dates, and historical fi gures are treated as 
empirical indicators of collec� ve memory to defi ne what is common to a group and what diff eren� ates it 
from others, on which it supports and strengthens the feelings of belonging and the sociocultural borders, 
Pollak (1989) points to the charge of symbolic violence spent on such memory framing procedures, 
one that is quite appropriate for the analysis of how diff erent processes and actors par� cipate in the 
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formaliza� on of informa� on that will become a source for the construc� on of an offi  cial memory. From 
the analysis of the excluded, the marginalized and minority groups, the author highlights the existence 
of subterranean memories opposing the offi  cial memory, stressing “the destruc� ve, standardizing and 
oppressive character of the na� onal collec� ve memory” (Pollak, 1989, p. 4).

Pollak (1989) also explains that there are degrees in the dialec� c between remembering and 
forge�  ng. A� er all, a remembrance is always framed by the communica� ve situa� on in which it is given, 
by the collec� ve values that conform it, by the social determina� ons and by the demands of the present. 
Yet silence is associated with the unsaid, to what is remembered in a certain way in rela� on to what 
is le�  to be narrated, while silencing relates to deliberate power prac� ces that do not allow us to see, 
hear, understand certain groups, ques� ons and social events from the past. Erasure happens when such 
prac� ces of power and control are so intense that they erase traces of a disturbing past. Forge� ulness, 
in turn, can be characteris� c of the mnemonic ac� vity (we are not able to remember everything we have 
lived and done), but it can also be set up by poli� cal processes of memory management, which have 
specifi c interests. As an enuncia� ve ac� vity, the work of memory, as Maurice Halbwachs (2006) defi ned, 
not only meets the demands of the present, but is a construct situated at the � me of its enuncia� on.

Pollak's concept of framework (1989) is in debt to Halbwachs' concept of nego� a� on (2006), 
considering that for a collec� ve memory to exist, with suffi  cient points of contact between the individual 
memory and the memory of others, it is necessary that “the memory that others bring us can be rebuilt 
on a common basis” (Halbwachs, 2006, p. 12). From this perspec� ve, Pollak proposes that, rather than 
dealing with social facts as things, we should analyse “how social facts become things, how and by whom 
they are solidifi ed and endowed with dura� on and stability” (Pollak, 1989, p. 3-15), understanding then 
that all collec� ve memory is a framed memory.

There are many studies that expand this perspec� ve to observe the logics and enuncia� ve 
opera� ons of framing carried out by the media in general (cf., for example, Ribeiro; Ferreira, 2007; 
Niser; Meyres; Zandberg, 2011) and by journalism, in par� cular (see, for example, Zelizes; Tenenboim-
Weinbla� , 2014; Zelizer, 1992). At great lenght considered as the fi rst dra�  of history, journalism has been 
typically re� cent about going beyond what is topical, instantaneous and � mely. Sustaining the sense of 
itself by which journalism remained dis� nguished, the game for the proximal � me remained the defi ning 
a� ribute of journalism for a long � me. But in an era when performa� ve fi elds are increasingly mixed, 
an era of narra� ves, images and recycled impulses of informa� on (Zelizer; Tenenboim-Weinbla� , 2014), 
of enormous apprecia� on of the past in contemporary culture (Zelizer; 2003), journalism regulates and 
systema� cally par� cipates in the produc� on of  historical meaning for certain events, in the wri� ng of 
the history of facts and in the framework of collec� ve memory. It is important not only to understand the 
complex temporal nuances by which news work, but also to understand the central role of journalism as 
part of the process of building collec� ve memory in all socie� es in which it par� cipates. Finally, journalism 
is defi nitely involved in the building of a framed memory.

This ar� cle's main goal is to analyse the framing of collec� ve memory in the coverage on the agony 
and death of Dona Marisa Le� cia Lula da Silva by Jornal Nacional. We are interested in demonstra� ng 
how this TV newscast frames collec� ve memory while wri� ng the country's history as from the narra� ve 
of Dona Marisa Le� cia's life, in a context marked by the poli� cal crisis and the impeachment of Dilma 
Rousseff . In other words, we understand that in this case the biographical narra� ve is both an opportunity 
to analyse how media writes a story as well as to show how the media takes part in history.

The text is divided in two sec� ons, apart from this introduc� on and the fi nal considera� ons: as 
it follows, the text remarks on the rela� ons between journalism and contemporary meanings and then 
describes Jornal Nacional's coverage on the agony and death of Dona Marisa Le� cia between the 24th 
of January 2017 — when she had a cerebrovascular accident (CVA) and was taken to the hospital — and 
February 4th, 2017 – when her funeral took place. Finally, the text comments on how the history of Brazil 
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and the biography of Dona Marisa Le� cia are both wri� en in the context of this coverage.

The contemporary meanings of death and journalism 

Exploring German thinker George Simmel's (1998) view on the end of life, we have a brief 
threshold of the complexity of the subject for human beings and of the importance that such a theme 
acquires in the social context. In the author's measurements, death is seen as a signifi cant element for 
human beings, because it is from its acceptance that men recognize themselves as such. “In its most 
in� mate aspects, in every era of civiliza� on, life has been in close interac� on with the meaning that is 
a� ributed to death” (Simmel, 1998, p. 177). The concep� ons that men have about life and death are 
related. And acknowledging fi nitude is a factor that can be defi ning for living (Simmel, 1998).

We can clearly see death's meaning as a creator of form. It is not restricted to limit 
our life, i.e. to shape it at the � me of the farewell; instead, death is a formal factor in 
our lives, � n� ng all its contents, and even fi xing its limits. Death exercises its ac� on on 
each of its contents and moments; the quality and shape of each one of them would 
be other if it were possible to override this immanent limit (Simmel, 1998, p. 178-179).

 In her refl ec� ons over the end of life, Françoise Dastur (2002) sets the thought that man's 
rela� onship with the idea of his end is important for the demarca� on of his living. And, for Rodrigues 
(1983), death provides life with meanings and it's also important to diff eren� ate man from other animals.

Ariès (2003) points out that in contemporary Western socie� es, death occurs in a more hidden 
way, which results from the diffi  culty in fully admi�  ng the death of loved ones. There is an a� empt to 
minimize the rites involving the end of life. And death is considered good when it happens discreetly:

But 20th century completely modifi ed these prac� ces of tears, screams and lacera� ons 
that ended by the domain of the collec� ve over the individual void. Expressing pain 
was prohibited, especially in order to spare the collec� vity; mourning was abandoned 
to the individual ini� a� ve and considered almost an aggression against community 
(progressively keeping mourning an individual secret becomes tasteful). From the 
mourning individual, it is expected that he or she will be always able to show a serene 
face, and not displaying pain turns into a sign of emo� onal balance (Rodrigues, 1983, 
p. 186)

Anthony Giddens (1993) coined the expression "sequestrated death" to designate a large process 
of elimina� on of the basic aspects of life's experience from the everyday regulari� es in modernity, with 
specialized ins� tu� ons such as hospitals, mor� cians and others playing such a role. Despite the asser� ons 
of Ariès (2003) and Giddens (1993) about death being treated more discreetly nowadays, mass media and 
social networks prac� ces challenge the authors' perspec� ves and show that there are other confi gura� ons 
of death. Abundant in books, television, cinema, Internet, newspapers and magazines in the 21st century, 
death is extremely accessible. There is a huge visibility of death in the media, including its role and status 
in popular culture and public mourning, seen, for example, a� er Lady Di's death in 1997.

The media as a whole produces memories for the illustrious deaths. Each textual support 
corresponds to well specifi ed uses that reconfi gure forms of tribute. Thus, the development of the periodic 
press in the 19th century off ers a new space for the ritualized prac� ce of the obituary that fl ows at the rate 
of publica� on and provides the reader with a panorama of a society adapted to its so-called interests. The 
discourse about the dead registers, then, the muta� ons underwent by textual forms, involving not only 
the nature of the wri� ngs themselves, but also the modes of circula� on and the use they serve.

We also must take into account a dimension of death in the media that needs a� en� on: dying in 
public (Woodthorpe, 2010). A very well-known case is the press coverage of the young Bri� sh celebrity 
Jade Goody's death by cancer. According to Woodthorpe (2010), she had her death sequestrated by the 
media by an overload of reports and interviews in television and radio shows, magazines, newspapers 
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and websites, showing the dying body. In par� cular, the photos produced and put into circula� on by the 
actress herself, especially those who glamorized her baldness (a result of failed chemotherapy), challenge 
the thesis of sequestra� on of death (Walter, 2009). The reac� ons were complex, with the cri� cism of her 
public death mixed with the cri� cism of her personal life experience as a reality show in general.

The public and private exposure of the new media creates new arenas to disseminate the corporal, 
personal and emo� onal experience of death, at the same � me it blurries the public/private limit so that 
death, including the death of ordinary people, does not remain substan� ally hidden. Images and events 
of death are now completely mediated by visual and communica� on technologies which are used and 
accessed by numerous ci� zens around the world. At the same � me, the prolifera� on and the accessibility 
of images and narra� ves of death do not necessarily mean the Western world has moved beyond the denial 
of death. In fact, death mediated by media — as cinematographic, journalis� c, broadcasted image and 
narra� ve — does not necessarily bring familiarity, and especially does not bring an existen� al acceptance 
of death, while it is experienced in everyday life, through media technologies also.

The agony and death of Dona Marisa Le� cia in the Jornal Nacional 

Born on April 7, 1950 in São Bernardo do Campo (São Paulo, Brazil), Marisa Le� cia Rocco Casa 
became known as Marisa Le� cia Lula da Silva and occupied the posi� on of fi rst lady of Brazil from January 
1, 2003 un� l 1st January 2011. Married for 42 years with the former president of the country, Luiz Inácio 
Lula da Silva, she died on 3 February 2017 at the Sírio-Libanês Hospital in São Paulo. On 24 January 2017, 
a� er having suff ered a Cerebrovascular Accident (CVA), caused by an aneurysm, doctors discovered a 
deep venous thrombosis in the lower members of Marisa Le� cia, which, on the 3rd of February at 6:57 
a.m., caused the death of the former fi rst lady, at 66 years of age.

Dona Marisa Le� cia, as she was known, was not a woman who frequently appeared in the media, 
but her name o� en came up when the media approached the fi gure of former President Lula. Despite 
her personal history of struggles and her humble origins, the former fi rst lady's image was almost always 
associated with the fi gure of the former president. This was even a part of the narra� ve built by the media 
while she was hospitalized.

At that moment, inves� ga� ons were carried out on the suspicion of Lula's acceptance of bribery 
from a contractor called OAS. In 2016, Lula was charged by the Federal Prosecu� on Service under the 
accusa� on of receiving R$ 3.7 million from OAS, as part of agreements made by the Workers' Party (PT) 
in contracts with Petrobras. The sum was equivalent to the holding of a triplex in Guaruja (São Paulo), in 
addi� on to the storage and transporta� on of the former President's collec� on.

The Opera� on Car Wash, started in March 2014 aiming to inves� gate corrup� on prac� ces in 
the Government of the State of Paraná, and acquired, throughout 2015, na� onal reputa� on, with the 
support of the Supreme Federal Court. This opera� on - coordinated between the Prosecu� on Service, 
the A� orney General of Brazil and the Federal Police - has aggravated the poli� cal crisis and the 
"an� pe� smo"1. Notwithstanding the limita� ons and dead ends of the Workers' Party project, the crisis 
which exploded in 2013 with a number of an� -government demonstra� ons (urban mobility, increasing 
public transport fares, an� -corrup� on, popula� on removal due to the World Cup construc� on projects, 
dissa� sfac� on with expenses and delays in the stadium works) was engulfed by conserva� ve sectors and 
by the feeling of dissa� sfac� on with the government. Thus, although Dilma Rousseff 's government sought 
a more transparent and responsive federal administra� on, strengthening of the Federal Police with the 
law of money laundering (12.683/2012), the an� -corrup� on law (12.846/2013) and the rewarded dela� on 
law (12.850/2013) (Svartman & Silva, 2016), it was severely cri� cized for its involvement in corrup� on 

1 The term “antipetismo” refers to the sentiment of opposition to the Workers’ Party (referred to as PT, in 
the acronym in Portuguese).
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schemes. Despite her sudden fall in popularity, President Dilma Rousseff  defeated Aécio Neves (PSDB) on 
the second round of the elec� ons, something that amplifi ed the poli� cal crisis and social malaise started 
with the 2013 demonstra� ons under a rather conserva� ve inclina� on (Domingues, 2015).

The poli� cal crisis, associated with Brazil's poor economic performance, made it possible to break 
the democra� c pact, uncons� tu� onally, with the deposi� on of Dilma Rousseff  a� er she was charged with 
a crime of tax liability and impeached. This fact, in contrast, also concerns the limita� ons of the "coali� on 
presiden� alism" — an expression coined by Abranches (1988) to designate ministries, strategic posi� ons 
in state companies and in the federal public machine granted to congressmen with no ideological affi  nity 
with the government and their allies, in exchanges for votes and support at the Na� onal Congress — 
between the years of 2013 and 2016. Brazilian media's coverage did not act impar� ally and collaborated 
for the crea� on of an atmosphere of compliance amongst the public opinion as to the deposi� on of the 
President, which contributed to the ci� zens' increasing disbelief towards the government, the ins� tu� ons 
and the democra� c system (Vierra, 2017).

Even at the centre of the inves� ga� ons on the "Mensalão" scheme, Lula managed to keep himself 
in offi  ce and strengthen his popular leadership (Biroli & Mantovani, 2014). The context of Opera� on Car 
Wash was diff erent: the spectacular coverage of the poli� cal scandal associated with the enormous feeling 
of dissa� sfac� on with corrup� on for� fi ed the an� pe� smo and, in par� cular, the an� lulismo2 (Cioccari, 
2015).

Something that stands out in the coverage of the hospitaliza� on and death of Dona Marisa Le� cia 
is that, even though Jornal Nacional has associated corrup� on in Brazil with former President Lula in 
their coverage since the "Mensalão" scandal (Fernandes, 2015), images and men� ons of the former First 
Lady had li� le space in some issues of the program during the observa� on period, especially during her 
hospitaliza� on at the Sírio-Libanês hospital. However, as we will see, from the moment that her death was 
reported a narra� ve that delves into issues rela� ng to the life of the former fi rst lady was highlighted. It is 
worth returning to the thought of Marocco (2013), which points out that obituaries seek to briefl y tell the 
life of a person who recently passed away.

The pa� ent's brain death was reported on February 2, 2017, with a live appearance of anchor 
William Bonner, directly from the studio, even before the beginning of the newscast — that was when the 
anchor called reporter José Roberto Burnier, who was live directly from Sírio Libanês hospital, in São Paulo, 
where Marisa was hospitalized since 24 January. This way of calling viewers is quite common on television 
when there is a desire to deliver breaking news: a live entry, interrup� ng the normal programming, so as 
to draw the public's a� en� on to something that is to be explored more deeply in a later, full edi� on of the 
newscast.

 In the last days of January, we iden� fi ed that Jornal Nacional devoted some space in part of its 
edi� ons, informing about Dona Marisa's hospitaliza� on at the Sírio-Libanês Hospital, on January 24, and 
keeping track of her health on the following days. To illustrate this process, we will present a table that 
summarizes what was broadcast by Jornal Nacional over those days. It should be reminded that, in those 
days, press members stood at the hospital door, daily, wai� ng for medical reports that could be issued at 
any� me and could generate news:

2 Similarly to “antipetismo”, the term “antilulismo” refers to a sentiment of anger or rejection towards 
former President Lula.
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Table 1: Jornal Nacional's coverage of Dona Marisa Letícia's hospitalization

Day of the 
Month/ Day of 

the week

01/24/2017
Tuesday

01/25/2017
Wednesday

01/26/2017
Thursday

01/31/2017
Tuesday

Present at the 
JN headlines?

Yes Yes No No

Video's caption 
on JN website

Former First Lady 
Marisa Letícia has 

a CVA

Marisa Letícia 
has intracranial 

pressure 
monitored by 

catheter

Marisa Letícia 
remains 

hospitalized in 
an induced coma 

after CVA

Hospitalized after 
stroke, Marisa 
Letícia has her 

thrombosis 
managed

Field reporter 
live from the 

hospital? Which 
reporter?

Yes.
Reporter: José 
Roberto Burnier

Yes
Reporter: José 
Roberto Burnier

No No

Story duration 
- which section 

of JN?

1 min. 56 
seconds. / 1st 

section

1 min. 25sec. / 
2nd section

16 sec./ 3rd 
section

29 sec. / 3rd 
section

Apart from 
the patient's 

health situation, 
is there any 
reference to 
the presence 

of former 
President Lula 
and/or other 
politicians in 
the hospital?

Yes (Lula) No No No

Does it tell 
Marisa Letícia's 

life story?
No No No No

Does it show 
interview with a 

doctor?
Yes Yes No No

Uses 
infographic to 
explain clinical 

situation?

No Yes No No

Video link on JN 
website

https://
globoplay.globo.
com/v/5599620/

programa/

https://
globoplay.globo.
com/v/5602406/

programa/

https://
globoplay.globo.
com/v/5605333/

programa/

https://
globoplay.globo.
com/v/5617047/

programa/

Source: survey made by the authors.

In the days before Dona Marisa's death, the newscast focused more on the actual health condi� on 
of the pa� ent, without much eff ort in tying the pa� ent to commonplace life situa� ons and to the agenda 
of former President Lula. It is even possible to note that from the day the pa� ent was admi� ed to the 
hospital, on 24 January, un� l the 31 January, the space devoted to the theme was gradually reduced - not 
only the dura� on of daily reports on the theme, but also its signifi cance on the headlines of the newscast. 
We believe that the pa� ent's stable situa� on over the following days caused Jornal Nacional to gradually 
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reduce the � me devoted to the case. The newscast view at Dona Marisa's clinical state evokes Fausto 
Neto's (1991) analysis that there is a follow-up of celebrity's illnesses un� l their deaths.

 At the dates presented above, for two consecu� ve days, we observe an expert's authorized 
voice, the Chief of Staff  in charge of the pa� ent, cardiologist Roberto Kalil Filho, who was invited to talk 
about Dona Marisa's state. What Jornal Nacional insists on repor� ng, on 24 January, during José Roberto 
Burnier's story, is that the doctor stressed that what had occurred was an aneurysm: 

(...) A malformed vein D. Marisa already had broke and caused the bleeding, and 
according to the doctor, this aneurysm was diagnosed about 10 years before, but as 
it was very small, doctors at the � me considered that no surgical interven� on was 
necessary, only clinical follow-up. It is worth men� oning that the former First Lady is 
hypertensive, she has high blood pressure and that is a complica� ng factor (...).3

 We point out here that, in the following days, Jornal Nacional's approach is very similar, focusing 
on the pa� ent's clinical state and on medical opinions. It is also worth no� ng that throughout the 
en� re newscast coverage, 90% of the stories and live on-air reports were performed by reporter José 
Roberto Burnier. Burnier started his career on Rede Globo in 1980. He has extensive background in major 
reportages and in the coverage of large-scale events, as well as experience in covering poli� cal themes, 
having worked at Rede Globo's São Paulo newsroom and par� cipated in the coverage of the Cons� tuent 
Assembly. He also covered the presiden� al elec� ons of 1989, when he was chosen to follow the campaign 
of the candidate Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (PT). In 2004, he accompanied President Lula's offi  cial visits to 
South American countries4. Again, we should refer to Fausto Neto (1991), who points out that media 
follows the health state of well-known people un� l their death.  

 By the end of January and beginning of February, we observe that a slightly diff erent picture is 
presented in the coverage, specially as of Dona Marisa Le� cia's death in early February. On the fi rst day of 
the month, no men� on of Dona Marisa was made. On February 2nd, doctors announced that the pa� ent 
had no blood fl ow to the brain and on February 3rd, coverage � me starts to increase. 5 minutes and 58 
seconds are devoted to the theme on February 3rd, when JN's anchor Renata Vasconcellos announces that 
two exams, performed within six hours, confi rmed the death of the former First Lady. On February 4th, 
Jornal Nacional dedicates four minutes and eleven seconds to the coverage of the funeral.

Our mapping revealed the following scenario, described in the table below:

Table 2: The coverage of Dona Marisa Letícia's death

Day of the Month/ 
Day of the Week

02/02/2017
Thursday

02/03/2017
Friday

02/04/2017
Saturday

Present at the JN 
headlines?

Yes Yes Yes

Video's caption on 
JN website

Doctors announce that 
Marisa Letícia has no 

blood fl ow in the brain 
circulation.

Exams confi rm the death of 
the former First Lady

Out of her 66 years of life, 
Maria Letícia spent 42 next 

to Lula

A crowd says 
goodbye to Marisa 
Letícia during her 
funeral in the ABC 

Paulista region

3 Retrieved in September 3, 2017 from: htps://globoplay.globo.com/v/5599507/program.

4 Retrieved in February 1, 2018 from: http://memoriaglobo.globo.com/perfi s/talentos/jose-roberto-bur-
nier.htm.
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Was there any live 
reports direct from 
the hospital or the 

funeral? Which 
reporter?

Yes
Reporter: José Roberto 

Burnier

Yes. Live.
Reporter: José Roberto 

Burnier

Yes
Reporter: César 

Menezes:

Which was the 
story's duration 

and in which 
section?

2 min. 12 sec. / 3rd 
section

5 min. 58 sec. / 3rd section
4 min. 11 sec./ 2nd 

section

Apart from the 
patient's health 

situation, is there 
any reference to 
the presence of 

former President 
Lula and/or other 
politicians in the 
hospital/funeral?

Yes No Yes

Does it tell Marisa 
Letícia's life story?

No Yes No

Does it show 
interview with a 

doctor?
No No No

Does it use any 
infographic to 
explain clinical 

situation?

Yes No Yes

Video link on JN 
website

https://globoplay.
globo.com/v/5623449/

https://globoplay.globo.
com/v/5626564/programa/

https://
globoplay.globo.
com/v/5628728/

programa/

Source: survey made by the authors.

On February 2nd, 2017, doctors who took care of Dona Marisa Le� cia announced that she had 
no more blood fl ow to the brain and Jornal Nacional included the subject amongst its edi� on's headlines:

Doctors who take care of D. Marisa Le� cia report that the former fi rst lady has no 
blood fl ow to the brain anymore. Lula receives condolences from his greatest poli� cal 
adversary: Fernando Henrique Cardoso. But a possible brain death can only be 
determined within the following 10 hours.5

It is well known that ma� ers selected as headlines in a newscast's opening, as well as cover 
stories on printed newspapers, are those considered by the vehicle of great public interest and which are 
highlighted when the newscast edi� on focus on them.

 With a story of a li� le over two minutes, in the third sec� on of the newscast on that February 
2nd, it was presented to the viewers, along with infographics and a no� ce from the hospital website, 
explana� ons about the medical protocols that would be adopted to handle the pa� ent's clinical state 
within the following hours; a message on social media from former President Lula was also highlighted, 
with the text in which he thanked all the support, displays of aff ec� on and solidarity he received and 
informing that the family authorized the preparing procedures for organ dona� on. In addi� on, the story 

5 Retrieved September 15, 2017, from: http://g1.globo.com/jornal-nacional/edicoes/2017/02/02.html
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had a clear inten� on to men� on and show poli� cians who visited the hospital to show solidarity to the 
former president and his family and, also, referenced ac� ons like the publica� on of notes of condolence 
and solidarity statements dedicated to the former president. On this date, no reference to Marisa Le� cia's 
life history was made, as it is common to observe in journalis� c obituaries.

 On February 3rd, when Dona Marisa's passing is fi nally announced, William Bonner, anchor and 
editor-in-chief of Jornal Nacional, reported live6 from the newsroom, in the early evening, informing on 
the death and called reporter José Roberto Burnier live — stood in front of the Sírio-Libanês Hospital in 
São Paulo — to inform that the death of the former Fisrt Lady was confi rmed by the doctors at 6:57 P.M. 
on that Friday. In a live broadcast that lasted less than a minute, the reporter and the anchor informed that 
more details would be presented in Jornal Nacional's edi� on that night; that is, later that day.

 In the full edi� on of the newscast, in which the death was highlighted in the opening headlines, 
almost six minutes were devoted to the theme. Right in the opening of the third sec� on, anchor Renata 
Vasconcellos presented José Roberto Burnier repor� ng live s� ll from the front of the hospital. The 
journalist gave an account of the medical protocols and guidelines adopted by the hospital, talked about 
the movement and about the visits to the family at the hospital on that day and also briefl y reminded 
the clinical state of the pa� ent over the previous ten days. A� er that, back in the studio, the anchor once 
again called a reportage produced by then journalist Tonico Ferreira, with a kind of retrospec� ve of Marisa 
Le� cia's life. Aside from retrieving an interview with her, given on December 29, 2002, showing several 
excerpts of the interview, it was also illustrated by archive footage. Marisa's personal and professional life 
is a li� le more visible. The story of a strong woman, being a housewife for a long � me and facing many 
diffi  cult moments, including the absence of Lula — who o� en travelled due to obliga� ons as an unionists 
and, later, as President. This retrospec� ve showed her simple origins as a farmer's daughter, someone who 
started working as a nanny at the age of nine. Marisa's life before she met Lula and also a� er marrying 
him is briefl y presented. And also a li� le of Marisa's life as the country's First Lady. Thus, Jornal Nacional 
shared aspects of Dona Marisa's par� cular trajectory with the great audience, ac� va� ng the perspec� ve 
of Herschmann and Rondelli (2003) that biographical narra� ves built with the death of famous people lead 
to the building of individual paths so that the public's interest is seized and that an emo� onal impact for 
the death of a known person is produced.

In the reportage by Tonico Ferreira, s� ll on February 3rd7, one of the excerpts, narrated by the 
reporter himself, tells a brief trajectory of Marisa Le� cia. The story was at � mes illustrated by Marisa's own 
lines in the 2002 interview (but, in the transcript below, we chose not to include them). The off -screen 
narra� on text produced by the journalist to accompany the story goes as it follows:

Shy, averse to the spotlight, D. Marisa Le� cia only agreed to being interviewed for the 
fi rst � me as the First Lady in 2002, a� er a lot of talk and convinced by her husband. And 
she showed a strong personality. (...) It was her steady hand that helped Dona Marisa 
in diffi  cult � mes. While Lula traveled, she raised her four children. She took care of the 
house and the family. Worked in the union. Died T-shirts. Sewed fl ags. When Lula and 
other trade unionists were arrested for organizing strikes during the military regime, 
in 1980, she led the women's demonstra� on. And it was in the metallurgical union, in 
São Bernard do Campo, the young widowers Marisa and Lula met a few years earlier. 
They married six months later. D. Marisa already had a son, Marcos. With Lula, she had 
three more boys: Fabio Luiz, Sandro Luiz and Luiz Claudio. The three births happened 
away from her husband. (...) [presents excerpts from her 2002 interview]. But it was 
necessary for her to understand the husband's absence and support him. That's what 
she always did. D. Marisa, a companion of a life� me, a partner for the unionist Lula 
and later for President Lula. Last year, D. Marisa was accused in two Car Wash lawsuits. 
She always rejected the charges. Lula and D. Marisa were married for 42 years. (Tonico 
Ferreira's narra� on, Jornal Nacional, 02/03/2017)

6 Retrieved September 16, 2017, from: htps://globoplay.globo.com/v/5626217/programa/

7 Retrieved in September 17, 2017 from: https://globoplay.globo.com/v/5626564/programa/
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 The story presented on Tonico Ferreiras's narra� on relates to Herschmann and Rondelli's thinking 
(2003), already pointed earlier, about the construc� on of biographical products, saying that there is a 
search for the produc� on of heroes, off ered as exemplary references for other lives.

The reportage stands out because this was the only story in Jornal Nacional which off ered a brief 
narra� ve on who Marisa Le� cia was: not only as a former First Lady living in the shadow of her husband, 
a former President, but as an autonomous, asser� ve woman. Recalling the 2002 interview, it is evident 
that at � mes Marisa had to take care of the household and the union in her husband's absence, since he 
was regularly commi� ed to his poli� cal ac� vi� es, founding and leading the Worker's Party, and then to his 
many candidacies for the President.

 On February 4th, the day of the funeral, a rela� vely long story, with over four minutes, was 
presented at the opening of the newscast's second sec� on and also highlighted in the opening headlines. 
The report on the funeral did not address Dona Marisa's life history or her personality. This is only 
men� oned in an excerpt of the speech of Deputy Benedita da Silva (Worker's Party)8. The emphasis 
prac� cally contradicts all coverage of the previous days, in which li� le was said about the former First 
Lady's performance in union movements and poli� cal performances. Benedita states: “She was not a 
shadow. She was a backbone, a woman who helped to organize women in the unions". Furthermore, a 
bit later on the video, a statement by former President Lula shows a li� le of his wife's personality: “This 
blondie, who seemed fragile, but when she got hotblooded and spoke up, she made many people afraid".

 If we analyse the whole story, a lot of emphasis is placed on Lula and the poli� cians and poli� cal 
leaders present at the funeral, which happened in São Bernardo do Campo (SP), where Marisa Le� cia was 
born. It also shows a li� le of the pa� ent's health state in the previous days and presents an infographic 
explaining her clinical history, reinforces the family's a�  tude regarding the authoriza� on to donate her 
organs and puts some focus on the crowd who a� ended the funeral of the former First Lady. However, the 
story was mostly inclined to men� on the names of the many poli� cians who were present.

The funeral service, which occurred in the metallurgical union's head offi  ce in the city that Marisa 
was born and where she met and married the former President, was also a� ended by many common 
people who paid their last respects. The emphasis on her husband Lula and the poli� cal visitors he received 
shows that memory building, as discussed by Maurice Halbwachs (2006), is related to the moment of its 
enuncia� on.

 In the end, the story s� ll talks about the legal ac� ons involving the couple and, once again, 
gives a more poli� cal tone to the obituary, associa� ng Dona Marisa's life retrospec� ve to her husband's 
indictment for leading a huge corrup� on scheme and benefi � ng from the acquisi� on of a triplex in Guaruja 
and a ranch in A� baia, in São Paulo. Without dissocia� ng the wife's image from her husband's and from 
poli� cs, she is explicitly taken as her partner in poli� cs, and implicitly understood as an accomplice (or at 
least benefi ciary) of corrup� on.

Then comes a speech from the former President, in the midst of the crowd, in which he says 
his wife died sad and that he wishes to prove the accusa� ons against her frivolous. He then said to the 
microphone, literally in the midst of a crowd, who applauded him just a� er that: (...) I want to prove that 
the bandits that carelessly accused Marisa have, one day, the humility to apologize to her. If anyone is 
afraid of being arrested, I wanna say that this one, who's burying his wife today, is not afraid (...).

 Lula's opinion is that his wife's death was directly associated with the Judiciary and the media's 
prosecu� on crusade against him and his family, forcing on him a major emo� onal instability situa� on.

 Herschmann and Rondelli (2003), in a meaningful way, addressed how the media takes 
possession of biographical narra� ves for the purpose of building collec� ve memory based on references 
of an individual trajectory. The authors' thoughts summarize the discussions about Dona Marisa Le� cia's 

8 Retrieved December 10, 2017, from: https://globoplay.globo.com/v/5628728/programa/
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obituary construc� on in Jornal Nacional.

Final Considera� ons 

The poli� cal content was men� oned at all � mes in the news coverage observed above. Marisa 
Le� cia's fi gure was recurrently connected to poli� cians and li� le emphasis was given on the characteris� cs 
of the Brazilian ci� zen Marisa Le� cia. We also iden� fy, as in most news pieces about public personali� es' 
diseases or medical procedures, the use of visual resources such as infographics to explain procedures 
adopted by doctors. The recurrent use of these graphical resources intends to make it possible for the 
public to understand medical procedures and proposes a less formal language. In the case of former First 
Lady, the visual feature was frequently presented to clarify what and how the pa� ent was treated.

 A� er the revela� on, as from the beginning of her hospital stay on January 24, 2017, that Dona 
Marisa Le� cia already knew about this aneurysm for ten years, the news content did not present great 
surprises to the viewers. As if it indicated that sooner or later this could happen.

 The summoning of the chief of the medical staff  for an interview and the explana� on of medical 
reports on the pa� ent's clinical state was also regularly used to ensure more credibility and importance 
to the journalis� c material that was presented. In addi� on, the constant presence of a reporter on duty 
at the hospital's door, along with several other journalis� c teams, not only gave reality to the material 
presented to the public, but also gave Jornal Nacional the character of a newscast that was willing not to 
miss any new facts that appeared as far as the pa� ent's health condi� ons were concerned.

 As an obituary, the report on February 3 shows quite expected characteris� cs about death 
coverages: the cause of death, death in itself, a brief retrospec� ve of the life history of the one who is the 
main character of the news, the use of archive footage, an interview previously given by the main character 
which is used to illustrate the present material, cita� on of facts experienced by the main character and its 
rela� onship with the world, statements of people who knew her and so on.

 It is also worth no� ng that, like all approaches over those days, Marisa Le� cia's name was 
much more connected to Lula's ac� ons and ac� vi� es than to Marisa herself. Excep� onally in the story of 
February 3rd, some emphasis was placed on Marisa Le� cia as a woman who had wri� en her own history. 
Overall, poli� cal elements, facts and characters were interlocked with the construc� on of Dona Marisa's 
obituary.

The biographical narra� ve about Dona Marisa Le� cia only appears on Jornal Nacional on February 
3rd, when she died. Un� l then, as it is common in journalis� c narra� ves about the death of famous 
people, there was the monitoring of her clinical state. The structure of the biographical narra� ve, in this 
case, briefl y presents her life trajectory. Journalism, at the � me of narra� ng a life, usually reproduces a 
biographical common sense: “the biographical illusion”. Pierre Bourdieu (1998) notes that life organized 
as an account is developed according to a chronological order, which is logical for itself, with a beginning, 
an origin, a star� ng point, but also, at the same � me, with a raison d'être, a primary cause for the 
accomplishment of an end. In the case of the biographical report on Dona Marisa Le� cia, what we observe 
in Jornal Nacional's coverage is Lula's presence. Although she is remembered as a strong, autonomous and 
determined woman by friends and even by her husband, she is presented as the faithful squire and even 
as an accomplice in the corrup� on scheme that would have benefi ted her with the triplex and the ranch, 
for example. In this sense, it is evident that because she was such a close companion to her husband and 
trusted him so much, she ended up being involved with the scheme.

The presenta� on of Dona Marisa Le� cia as a former First Lady in Jornal Nacional reinforces 
other media representa� ons that iden� fy her as discreet, housewife, zealous and loyal to her husband 
(FERREIRA, 2004). Thus, implicitly, aligns with the cri� cism of her absence of poli� cal par� cipa� on in the 
two Lula governments. The comparison with Dona Ruth Cardoso, Fernando Henrique Cardoso's wife, 
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member of PSDB and President of Brazil between 1994 and 2002, was extremely frequent. Marisa Le� cia 
was a housewife, averse to the press and poli� cs; Ruth Cardoso was an intellectual, an anthropologist 
with par� cipa� on in the government. In the story that brigs her biographical report, the comparison is not 
present. However, the memory framework about Marisa Le� cia in Jornal Nacional reinforces these modes 
of presen� ng her in other media narra� ves.

Another important dimension in this process is to consider that Jornal Nacional's memory of 
Dona Marisa Le� cia is also self-referen� al, since it stems from a self-legi� ma� on strategy. The use of the 
interview with Dona Marisa Le� cia in 2002 seeks, on the one hand, to con� nue a common prac� ce in the 
journalis� c produc� on about the death of public personali� es (to use statements given to the TV network 
as a direct form of quota� on) and, on the other, to demonstrate  the par� cipa� on of Jornal Nacional 
and Rede Globo in her history, a woman who was averse to the press, but had given an interview for the 
network.

The presence of the past interview cons� tutes itself as a place of self-referencing, contribu� ng 
to build a self-image of Jornal Nacional, through which it can legi� mize itself. The legi� macy of the Jornal 
Nacional, in this case, is given by values dear to the construc� on of the ideology of modern journalism 
(Ribeiro, 2007) such as pluralism of voices and social actors, although it also legi� mizes itself, in a context 
marked by a wave of conserva� sm and an� pe� smo obscured by a discourse of fi gh� ng corrup� on, for 
implicitly associa� ng the biography subject to the convenience with her husband's alleged illicit prac� ces.
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