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The Good, the Bad and the Ugly: the representations of O Estado de São 

Paulo newspaper about the three main presidential candidates in the 

1989 elections1 

 

Thaíze Ferreira da Luz* 

 

Abstract: This article proposes to analyze of the representation of political figures in the print 

media. From the point of view of representations, newspapers are able to provide information not 

only about society but also about the constitution of the social. The objective of this paper is to 

verify how the construction of the image of the three main presidential candidates of 1989, 

Fernando Collor de Mello, Leonel Brizola and Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, was made by the 

newspaper O Estado de São Paulo and how these representations elaborate a symbolic construction 

of these candidates. For such, it was observed the use of the images in the pages of O Estado de São 

Paulo and the discursive construction of the periodical, in the same edition. 

Keywords: Political representation; Fernando Collor de Mello, Leonel Brizola e Luiz Inácio Lula 

da Silva; 1989 elections.  

 

Representations in the media: a case study about the figure of the politician 

Political History, after a few decades of discredit, in the last 30 years has drawn the 

attention of historians. Many works are produced based on this theme, so it is not 

appropriate to make a retrospective on this field of history, as we believe that the growing 

academic production is enough to justify our interest in the subject. 

We can say that the studies of the History of the Present Time go back to the very 

renewal of the studies of Political History. According to Reinaldo Lohn, “more than ever, a 

history committed and challenged by the present is facing questions that involve the interaction 

between historical narrative and the political field” (LOHN, 2019, p.11) 

Thinking about this perspective of the renewal of Political History studies based 

on the History of the Present Time, we find that the media, especially newspapers, end up 

being a field of intellectual construction and a space of dispute, where they elaborate 

 
1 I would like to thank Professor Marlise Meyrer, from the Graduate Program in History at PUCRS, for her 
valuable contribution to this work. 
* PhD student in History at PUCRS/CAPES, Master in Geography (FURG) and Degree in History (FURG) 
e-mail: thaizefl@gmail.com; This work was carried out with the support of the Coordination for the 
Improvement of Higher Education Personnel - Brazil (CAPES) - Financing Code 001; This study was 
financed in part by the Coordination for the Improvement of Higher Education Personnel - Brazil (CAPES) 
- Finance Code 001. 
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“forms of translation referred to both to the horizons of understanding and to the habitus, as 

discourses and practices that act as references for social interaction, the definition of objectives and 

desires and the fixation of meaning”. (LOHN, 2019, p. 18). 

We understand that in order to understand the functioning of regimes and 

institutions, it is essential to study the political field and its social and cultural 

implications, as part of the process of consolidating democracies. Knowing the elements 

that form and bound the political2 culture of a society is a fundamental task to understand 

how its political institutions work and the factors that legitimize the political agents that 

control that society. 

In this sense, we will work with the definition of “political” of the French School, 

defended by Pierre Rosanvallon: "The political is not an instance or a domain among 

others of reality, but the place where the social and its representation are articulated, the 

symbolic matrix where the collective experience takes root and is reflected at the same 

time" (ROSANVALLON, 1995, p. 30). And to understand this concept, it is necessary to use 

documentary sources considered until recently as “less important”, such as the press, 

pamphlets, popular literature, lawsuits, etc. 

We believe that newspapers constitute a universe formed and constructed 

through speeches and representations of the political world, capable of “informing” the 

reading public about politics with the aid of instruments and techniques peculiar to the 

journalistic medium that, in most cases, do not match the reality. According to Jodelet 

(2001, p. 17-18), “The observation of social representations is natural on multiple occasions. 

They circulate in the speeches, are brought by words and conveyed in media messages 

and images, crystallized in behaviors and in material and spatial organizations”. 

In this way, newspapers become important study objects for the study of political 

representations through the analysis of their speeches. In them we can have a local 

explanation of the meaning of the political world and, being an important source of 

information, their influence on the public scene as opinion makers is undeniable.  

From the point of view of representations, newspapers are able to provide 

information not only on society but also on the social constitution: 

 

 
2 On the concept of political culture, we will work with the following definition: “political values, attitudes 
and procedures are reinforced from the interaction between the behavior and the functioning of political 
institutions, something that implies both processes of learning how to use them and of political re-
socialization induced by experience, but both are based on the time and with the continuity of the processes 
that constitute the political systems” (MOISÉS, 1995, p. 94) 
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Social representations are complex phenomena that are always 

activated and in action in social life. In its richness as a phenomenon, we 

discovered several elements (some sometimes studied in isolation): 

cognitive, ideological, normative information, beliefs, values, attitudes, 

opinions, images, etc. However, these elements are always organized 

under the appearance of knowledge that says something about the state 

of reality (JODELET, 2001, p. 21). 

 

The communication process is fundamental for us to understand social 

representations: 

The processes that shape and transform social representations are 

intrinsically linked to communicative action and social practices in the 

public sphere: dialogue and language, rituals and productive processes, 

the arts and cultural patterns, in short, social mediations. Thus, the 

analysis of social representations must focus on those processes of 

communication and social life, which not only produce them but also 

give them a peculiar structure (JOVCHELOVITCH, 2000, p. 80)3 

 

The specific structure of the journalistic activity, allows a discursive analysis 

capable of understanding how its performance and influence as a form of opinion is 

legitimated, capable of interfering in the public scene, being also an instrument of 

politicians and at the same time, a political agent.  

 

Theoretical and methodological aspects 

We propose to make a documentary analysis through the representation made by 

the newspaper O Estado de São Paulo (OESP) of the three main candidates who ran for the 

1989 presidential election, using the September 5, 1989 edition. This is not a broad analysis 

on the topic, but an analysis of imagery and discursive elements present in a single edition 

of the aforementioned newspaper. In our research, we worked with the present periodical 

between the years 1987 to 1992. For this work, our choice was because it was an edition 

that showed the agenda of the three candidates on the same day, that is, it was possible to 

 
3 We understand here that the term “public sphere” used by the author is not the most appropriate, 
considering that in the case of the formation of opinion and social representation made by the mass media, 
it is not possible to apply the Habermasian concept of public sphere. In the case of this type of 
communication vehicle, we consider the term “public scene”, developed by Gabriel Tarde (TARDE, 
Gabriel. A opinião e as massas. São Paulo: Martins Fontes, 1992.) 
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verify in the same edition, the type of message passed on the electoral agenda of each of 

the main candidates for the presidency of Brazil in 1989, as well as the way in which the 

imaginary construction of each one took place in the pages of OESP. In three reports, 

showing each of the candidates, ten days before the start of the free electoral time for radio 

and television, where it was possible to identify a different treatment used by the 

periodical in the presentation of the three candidates, whose analysis we will do in the 

next topic of this article. 

In this sense, we will work here with the concept of representation by Roger 

Chartier, that all representation, "represents something". According to the same author:  

Such representations are not simple images, true or misleading, of a 

reality that was external to them. They have their own energy that 

convinces that the world, or the past, is really what they say it is. 

Produced in their differences by the distances that fracture societies, 

representations, in turn, produce and reproduce them. Therefore, 

conducting the history of written culture, making it the cornerstone of 

the history of representations, is to link the power of written texts that 

make them read, or listen, with the socially differentiated mental 

categories that they impose and are the matrices of classifications and 

judgments. (CHARTIER, 2010, p. 67). 

 

We reached this conclusion by looking at the discursive and imagery elements 

presented by OESP, where the choice of images, the position of the news on the 

newspaper page and the text used, show the intention of its speaker, clearly seeking to 

form the opinion of the recipient of that information. Although, due to the heterogeneity 

of the reading public, we obviously have no way of specifying the scope of the discourse 

used.  

Still on OESP, here is a brief presentation of the analyzed journal. Founded on 

January 4, 1875, still in Imperial4 Brazil, it was called “Província de São Paulo”, having its 

name changed to O Estado de São Paulo with the implantation of the Republic. Its founders 

were Américo Brasiliense de Almeida Melo and Manuel Ferraz de Campos Sales. In the 

year 1885, Júlio César Ferreira de Mesquita joined the newsroom, who soon became 

 
4 For this information we also use the collection of the journal itself, available at 
https://acervo.estadao.com.br/historia-do-grupo/decada_1870.shtm, accessed in June 2018 and the CPDOC 
FGV entry file, available at https://cpdoc.fgv.br/sites/default/files/verbetes/primeira-
republica/ESTADO%20DE%20S.%20PAULO,%20O.pdf, accessed June 2018. 
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director. To this day, the newspaper's management remains in the Mesquita family. Its 

orientation maintained the tradition of placing in his editorials a stance that combines 

conservatism and liberal policies.  In the 1980s, it took on a neoliberal stance, due to the 

current international context, with the end of the Cold War and the beginning of 

globalization (SODRÉ, 1999, p. 226-227). 

The analysis of the discourse and its discursive formations is a way of identifying 

and understanding cultural, symbolic and value elements that form a universe of 

meanings, capable of showing how social groups understand the world that they are 

inserted in.  

 

The development of mass media means that the direct encounter for the 

establishment of conversation and discussion, as well as the exchange of 

information, is increasingly irrelevant. The mediation of the mass media 

produces a shift in public experience and, at the same time, shapes the 

possible knowledge that this experience develops about itself. By 

becoming the most widespread form of social communication in 

contemporary societies, the mass media inform and shape the public 

sphere. They do so in such a way that information and representations 

about the public sphere replace any and all experiences in the public 

sphere (JOVCHELOVITCH, 2000, p. 86).5 

 

If in the past, political debate was held in coffees shop and lounges, nowadays with 

an increasingly individualistic society, the media end up bringing together “virtual” 

groups of people who share similar ideas, even though they are not present in the same 

physical space (TARDE, 1992, p. 29). The mass media end up occupying the public scene.  

In turn, the use of image in the journalistic medium has as its starting point the 

search for the objectivity of the profession and a way of "proving" that a certain fact 

happened. However, like words, an image does not always accurately translate the reality 

it is intended to represent. This is because: 

 

The transmission of elements of the past to the historian by the 

photographic message, however, should not be limited to the scope of 

pure and simple communication. It is precisely the search for the logic 

 
5 Same earlier note on public sphere. 
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of such elements in a given time and space that makes them acquire a 

meaning that can both inform material aspects [...] as well as to reveal an 

image/monument: what, in the past, society wanted to perpetuate itself 

for the future. [...] In this sense, the production of the photographic 

message is linked to the control of the technical means of cultural 

production which, until around the 1950s, was still an almost exclusive 

privilege of sectors of the ruling class (MAUAD; CARDOSO, 1997, p. 406-

407 ).  

 

Thus, our interest in this work is to make a discursive and imagery interpretation 

of the selected news, in order to problematize the way OESP built the image of each of 

the three main candidates for the 1989 presidential election, since the choice of the type 

of photo presented (clothing worn by candidates, body expression, being was close or full 

body) to the words used in describing the news and the relationships made with the 

candidates' stance and their election campaigns. 

In this case study, we made an analogy to the famous film The good, the bad and the 

ugly, in which three gunmen come together in a race to find a hidden treasure. The film's 

proposal is that the three should help each other, considering that each one has the partial 

location of the treasure. However, the desire to keep the prize is greater, so that each of 

them tries all the time to find the reward alone. 

In the 1989 election, the “treasure” is the victory in the election. In the case of an 

electoral dispute, the winning candidate will be the one who can best sell his ideas and 

pass on a better image to the electorate. In this perspective, analyzing the way in which 

OESP presented the three main candidates in the 1989 electoral race, we can perceive, by 

the selection of images and texts to support the reports and news made for each of the 

candidates, a different intention. From this, we identified the following characteristics, 

from the perspective of OESP on the leaders of the electoral polls of 1989. 

OESP, as a representative of the “interests of the people”, throughout the 1989 

electoral process, tried to pass an image of impartiality and impartiality, the most effective 

way to legitimize his speech as an opinion maker on the public scene. However, although 

it presented space for all candidates in the electoral election, for this analysis, we chose to 

speak only of the three candidates with the most intentions to vote. It is possible to identify 

that the way he used his space, words and images, is able to show that two of the three 
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projects presented to occupy the chair of the presidency of Brazil, clearly did not please 

the liberal project of the periodical. 

 

Fernando Collor de Mello: The Good 

 
FIGURE 01: OESP, 09/05/1989 p. 5 – Politics 

 

The report made with the advice of Fernando Collor de Mello, candidate for the 

National Republican Party (PRN) published by OESP on 09/05/1989, appeared on page 5 

of its policy section. The text occupies the entire upper left corner. To the most inattentive 

reader, this simple information may pass unnoticed, however, our experience in studies 

with the press as an object, teaches us that this is the reading preference of newspaper 

consumers. Thus, the layout presented by the journal already highlights the figure of 

Collor. 
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The textual elements occupy two large columns on the left and right and two small 

columns below Collor's photograph. The title - "Collor seeks victory in the first round with 

a new team" - is written in bold, in medium font. Below, we have the supporting text - 

“PRN's advisory in Brasilia is reinforced by three personal friends of the candidate” - is 

written in small text, also in bold. 

The content of the report highlights the arrival of three personal friends of 

Fernando Collor de Mello to his advisory team: Zélia Cardoso; Marcos Coimbra and 

Marcos Coimbra Filho. The first responsible for the economy and the last two for the 

press office. Everyone will move to Brasilia, as candidate Collor believes in victory in the 

first round and wants to focus his campaign on winning the votes of undecided voters. 

Marcos Coimbra will graduate from Instituto Vox Populi, the body responsible for 

conducting opinion polls and dedicating himself exclusively to Collor's electoral 

campaign. The certainty of victory in the first round comes from there. In surveys carried 

out by the institute at the request of Collor, a profile of undecided voters was drawn up 

and on the eve of the start of the free radio and TV election hours, Collor will spend more 

time in Brasília, devoting himself to the production of programs whose purpose is to 

conquer of these specific voters. At the end of the report, the candidate stresses that in his 

program he does not intend to attack President Sarney or his political opponents, he is 

only focused on showing the solution to Brazilian problems and winning over the 

undecided electorate. 

The imagery content shows Collor in a suit and tie, with a serene and confident 

image. In his left hand, he takes notes and government plans, and in the other, a clenched 

fist, as a symbol of struggle and determination.  

From the combination of textual and iconographic elements, we have a 

representative image of Collor, made by OESP, as a worker, focused, confident that the 

result of his work will be victory and that his campaign does not intend to reach the image 

of the other candidates or the current one head of government. Definitely, THE GOOD 

candidate! 
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Leonel Brizola: The Bad 

 
FIGURE 02: OESP 09/05/1989 p.4 

 

The report made with Leonel Brizola, was published by OESP on 09/05/1989, on 

page 4 of its policy section. The text occupies the upper right corner. This position on the 

newspaper page already shows that the candidate of the Democratic Labor Party (PDT) 

does not deserve so much credit for the periodical. The textual elements occupy a large 

column. The title - "Brizola tries to change the image and tells jokes" - is in bold and medium 
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font. Below, we have the support text in small font: "After a week of rudeness, the 

candidate adopts good humor from opponent Maluf". 

In addition to the main story text, we also have two columns below Brizola's 

photograph, on a second subject. In this, the candidate's concern is to have his audience 

in a political program disturbed by the broadcast of a football match, at the same time, by 

another broadcaster. 

The main story text highlights a change in attitude adopted by Leonel Brizola. 

"The candidate Leonel Brizola, abandoned his scowl and since yesterday, he plunged his 

campaign into a phase of good humor". This report was produced the day before its 

publication on the occasion of Brizola's meeting with businessmen at a dinner at the 

Commercial Association of Rio de Janeiro. 

At the meeting, Brizola repeated his positions on the main economic issues that 

concern entrepreneurs in that state: foreign debt; privatization of public companies and 

government interference in economic matters. Despite “innovating” by telling jokes, 

using a copy of the formula established by Maluf in his electoral campaign, for OESP, 

Brizola did not convince the businessmen present at the meeting, being presented by him, 

almost in a caricature.  

Even including this new way of addressing people, the journal is emphatic in 

highlighting that Brizola did not innovate in relation to its main positions. You don't want 

to privatize public companies; it will limit the investment of foreign capital in the country 

and intends to adopt an interventionist model in the financial system. Thus, the 

entrepreneurs ended up defining Brizola as a candidate who “does not deepen his ideas. 

It does not innovate and does not renew its positions, considered to be staticizers”. 

The imagery content shows a close-up of Brizola's face, where we can see that he 

is wearing a dark suit and tie. It is not possible to identify the location where the photo 

was taken. His image shows the attempt to smile, however, “without showing his teeth”, 

that is, for OESP, Brizola remains the old “warlord”, who tries to use the artifices of 

another candidate, however, without convincing the electorate and entrepreneurs. . It is 

the BAD example to be followed. 
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Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva: The Ugly 

 

 
FIGURE 03: OESP, 09/05/1989 p. 4  

 

The report made with Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, from the Workers' Party (PT) was 

published by OESP on 09/05/1989, on page 4 of its policy section. The text occupies the 
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bottom right corner. This position on the newspaper page is one of the least privileged 

from the point of view of journalistic strategy, used to publish subjects of lesser relevance, 

demonstrating that the newspaper is not very interested in highlighting Lula's campaign. 

The textual elements occupy a large column. The title - “PT gives dissidents an 

ultimatum” - is in bold and medium font. Below, we have the support text in small font: 

"The Socialist Convergence and the Workers' Cause may have their days numbered 

within the PT". 

The report made with the candidate shows Lula's "concern", as evidenced by 

OESP, in losing allies in a decisive stage of his election campaign. The militants of 

Socialist Convergence and the Workers Cause are unhappy with the stance taken by the 

leadership of the Workers' Party. This is causing friction and threats for these two currents 

to stop supporting him, very close to the beginning of free election propaganda. 

For OESP, the central point of this dissatisfaction, revolves around the choice of 

the candidate for the vice-presidency of the PT, senator José Paulo Bisol. The impasse is 

because the militants of the Workers' Party have a different stance than Bisol's regarding 

the vision of housing policy. 

In the report, Lula says that if necessary, an investigation will be opened to solve 

the problems that threaten the loss of support for the party at a crucial moment in his 

electoral campaign.  

Lula's image shows the candidate on the electoral committee of the Workers' Party, 

with pants and shirt, holding a diary in one hand, without a suit and tie like the other two 

candidates presented by the newspaper. Another difference is that while Collor and 

Brizola were presented only showing the upper back, Lula's image is full-length, in an 

unreliable and sloppy posture. His face looks worried and uncomfortable with the 

situation he needs to resolve at this stage of his campaign, in the decisive race to remain 

in contention in the second round of the elections. 

Passing a frown of Lula, OESP represents the candidate as someone who has no 

security about the future of the party itself, let alone, about the future of a country. Unable 

to convince his allies of militancy, Lula is the UGLY example, which should not be followed, 

much less, should the electorate deposit their vote of confidence in this candidate. 
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Conclusion 

In this article, we seek to make an analysis, even if introductory and punctual, of 

the representation made by the media, especially the printed media, with the OESP 

newspaper in this documentary study, raising some methodological aspects to 

understand the choice of certain discursive and imaginary elements by the periodicals. 

It was possible to realize that both linguistic and iconographic elements can be 

used in the service of the media to elaborate a representation of political reality, even if 

this is not the “true reality”.  

The good, the bad and the ugly appear personified in the figures of the three main 

candidates for the 1989 presidential election, by Fernando Collor de Mello, Leonel Brizola 

and Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva. The country's economic policy in that context, along with 

the friction of politicians considered traditional and the persecution of populist and 

socialist models, made the press occupy a prominent place, acting significantly, bringing 

to its pages the disputes of the political arena. 

The election of Fernando Collor de Mello to the presidency of Brazil in 1989 and 

later his fall in 1992, are milestones of the country's political history. Marked by the return 

of political and civil liberties, this period brings new elements to the political arena, such 

as, for example, greater participation and popular demand in public affairs, also resulting 

from the Citizen Constitution of 1988; and the resumption and need on the part of the press, 

to be a more participative agent in this process, that is, the institutional role of the press 

in issues related to Brazilian politics. However, the economic scenario at the time of his 

inauguration was the worst possible: inflation reached the rate of 80%. This was one of 

his government's greatest demands. Marked by failed economic plans, scandals and 

corruption, Collor, in addition to being the youngest elected president, also became the 

first to be impeached. 

The newspaper O Estado de São Paulo is a representative of the great Brazilian press 

that, from the 1950s, gradually took on a business structure. His writing began to introduce 

new writing techniques, guaranteeing this vehicle a significant growth, especially between the 

years 1950 - 1970, enabling him the ability to become an important opinion maker6. 

Using textual elements and editing resources, ranging from the choice of image, 

the candidate's best angle and face expression; clothes; gestures; even the position that 

the report occupies on the newspaper page, it is undeniable that the mass media, occupies 

 
6 According to Aquino (1999); Barbosa (2007); Ribeiro A. (2003) and Ribeiro L. (2004). 
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an important and even worrying role in the public scene. Thus, we believe that the study 

of politics with the press as the object of research, provides us with interesting debates on 

the subject, in addition to a very rich field of analysis.  
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ANNEXES 

ANNEX I - Support text for figure 01 - Fernando Collor de Mello 

 

 

Y
E

A
R

 X
, 
N

º 
2
0
, 
D

e
c
e
m

b
e

r/
2
0

1
9
  
  
  

  
  
  
  

  
IS

S
N

: 
2
1
7
7
-9

9
6
1
 

  



 

192 
 

 

 

 

Y
E

A
R

 X
, 
N

º 
2
0
, 
D

e
c
e
m

b
e

r/
2
0

1
9
  
  
  

  
  
  
  

  
IS

S
N

: 
2
1
7
7
-9

9
6
1
 

  



 

193 
 

ANNEX II - Supporting text figure 02 - Leonel Brizola 
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ANNEX III - Supporting text figure 03 - Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva 
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