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Discursive media strategies in the journalistic construction of
schistosomiasis in Jaboticatubas, Minas Gerais
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Using media discourse analysis for material published by the press on schistomisasis in the city of Jaboticatubas,
the possible determining factors of narrative and discursive constructions in the diffusion of information are dis-
cussed. It was observed that media discourse treats schistosomiasis in 1962 as something from the natural order. By
1997 and 1998, the media discourse strategies reveal ideological treatment in favor of certain social segments.
Situations are identified in which social agents in specific contexts construct the meanings of this endemic disease.
It was concluded that the economic organization of space was a determining factor in the production and circula-
tion of the media discourses.
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The interaction between health and communication is
currently translated into a multidisciplinary field, which
can disclose the relations and real possibilities for learn-
ing in both areas of knowledge (Minayo 1995). In the same
way, Rondelli (1995) argues that the means of communi-
cation are the place for enlarging the exchange of dis-
courses constructed in various fields of knowledge, which
find in the media their place of divulgation, amplification,
and repercussion. The relation between the means of com-
munication and health, as media discourse appropriates
the health/disease process, has especially been an object
of various discourses (Schall & Modena 2005).

In health, the spaces in the media for defending inter-
ests are formed as networks through which cooperation
and the visibility/invisibility conflict pass, and where sub-
jects are situated socially and symbolically. According to
Pitta (1995), these networks are built upon profound so-
cial inequality and, in the same way, in areas also unequal
in the concentration of communication technologies,
speed of access to information, speed of decision-making
power, internal activities, and silences.

With respect to the health/disease process, individu-
als are first of all both subjects and objects: subjects,
because they are responsible for transforming the pro-
cess and making it dynamic as a “process”, and object,
because it is in them that transformations are observed.
Individuals, therefore, find in the communications media,
in media discourse and given opinions, a broad spectrum
of influence on their attitudes and behavior, which can
obviously determine important aspects of guidance ac-
quired by a specific disease event (Bevilacqua et al. 2000).
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In general, based on the reflections of Thompson
(1995), the media can be defined as a complex cultural
system that has a symbolic dimension, with a constant
play between signs and meanings. The idea of this dia-
logue includes the (re)construction, storage, production,
and circulation of products replete with meanings both
for the media that produce them and for those who con-
sume them. The media as a cultural system also includes
a contextual dimension, since media products are social
phenomena situated in specific contexts.

According to the author, the media in our time has a
determinate place in the process of construction and cir-
culation of events, especially owing to their abundance
and their influence on everyday social life. They confer
visibility on events and information, reducing spatial and
temporal barriers, reshaping borders between space and
time, and making possible new communication beyond
face-to-face interaction.

In the same way, for Schröder (2000) we are inserted in
an increasingly symbolic reality. The capital with the pre-
dominant value nowadays is symbolic capital. And it is
the communications media that creates and legitimates
this capital.

With the interactions between health and communica-
tions regarded in this way, this study aims at identifying
the determinants and representations in the discourse of
the print media on schistosomiasis in Jaboticatubas.

METHODOLOGY

A survey was made of the articles published dur-
ing the period 1997-1998, in the newspaper Estado de
Minas, the main vehicle of the press in the capital of Minas
Gerais.  The research was carried out using articles pre-
served on microfilm by the managers of  newspaper docu-
mentation, from where the material published in 1962 in
the magazine O Cruzeiro was also obtained.

The content of the articles and the central idea of the
titles were classified according to Thompson’s proposal
(1995). The first step was identification, starting from the
expressions or phrases of the units of meaning. The units
of meaning that had semantic similarities were grouped
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into categories. From these discursive expressions, inter-
pretation took place within the model of ideology pro-
posed by Thompson (1995), which distinguished five gen-
eral modes, with their respective strategies, through which
ideology may work, according to the Table.

region, he returned the question to the reporter, in this
way: “Before you speak, I want to ask you a question.
Why all this show now? This has been known for a long
time!” By appropriating this question, we intend to show
how the press saw schistosomiasis at distinct historical
moments.

On discussing the media and the mystification of
health technologies, Oliveira (1995) writes that discourses
are socially situated and are always the result of a sym-
bolic set of forces that attempt to name, question, place in
a hierarchy or activate social subjects. It is for this reason
that we cannot consider the discourse (the textual expres-
sion of the messages) as a mere transmission of informa-
tion, but rather as a reality that can only be made explicit
in certain conditions by those who have the competence
to question distinct social agents. The real aspect of this
discourse is ideologically and aesthetically constructed,
the role of the media being ideological promoters of social
space (Coimbra 2001).

Media discourse strategies - From 1997 on, the media
texts have an alarmist and intimidating character, associ-
ated with affective and cognitive aspects. Various meta-
phors are employed. A few titles of articles are here tran-
scribed:

“The Serra Pelada of Tourism”: Estado de Minas
(Feb 22, 1997),  p. 8

“Suicide Tourism”: Estado de Minas (Feb 23, 1997), p. 7
“New Year’s Eve Accusation”: Estado de Minas (Feb

22, 1997), p. 8
“Vitality Ill”: Estado de Minas (Feb 23, 1997), p. 7
“Pact of Silence”: Estado de Minas (Feb 22, 1997), p. 8
“End of Feudalism”:  Estado de Minas (Feb 23, 1997),

p. 7.
“The area needs every one of us, before it dies and we

die with it from its sadness and the schistose of our igno-
rance” (Editorial 1997).

For Alves and Rabelo (1999), imagistic conceptions of
metaphor are based on the principle that the function of
metaphor is to create an image of a given reality endowed
with emotional significance. Thus, metaphor has affec-
tive roots and the relation between its terms basically
expresses an emotive content: “Metaphors do not simply
constitute an isomorphic mapping of one conceptual
scheme onto another. They go beyond analogy insofar as
they transform the topic by interaction with sensory, af-
fective, cognitive aspects of the juxtaposed elements”
(Kirmayer 1993: 172).

A metaphorical statement has a communicative inten-
tionality, and every communicative intention necessarily
involves the transmission of a message between a sender
and a receiver. “The metaphor necessarily emerges at the
core of the interaction,  in social situations, and its com-
prehension is not only a projection of the autonomous
and reflective activities of the interlocutors. The compre-
hension of a metaphorical utterance always takes place in
the terms of what is given in the situation of the commu-

The criterion was to select certain symbolic forms that
clearly carried ideological meaning, understanding by ide-
ology the production of meaning at the service of power.
For Thompson (1995), the news reveals ideological con-
tent, that is, it is constituted as symbolic forms whose
meanings serve to create or maintain relations of domina-
tion.

The attempt was made to identify the representations
and strategies inserted in the media discourses and social
conditions of their production and circulation.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The first article that specifically deals with schistoso-
miasis in Jaboticatubas, in the year 1962, published in the
magazine O Cruzeiro, has an eminently informative con-
tent. Biological aspects related to the disease are given,
such as its parasitic character and form of transmission,
as well as explanations about control mechanisms.  One
of the titles of the article warns about the forms of trans-
mission of the disease: “In the interior of Minas, the dis-
ease is brought into the home through the water”. The
text, with a photograph of a local classroom, reads: “Eighty
percent of the children of this city show signs of contami-
nation. The disease is so common there that the popula-
tion sees it as a natural thing.  The children are the great-
est victims. The parasites enter the home through the wa-
ter supply”.

The media text is constructed in such a way that it
leads the reader to associate schistosomiasis in the city
as something of the natural order.

Moving to the decade of 1990, at the beginning of
newspaper material on schistosomiasis, the regional co-
ordinator of the National Foundation of Health, Dr João
Carlos Pinto Dias was interviewed on February 22, 1997.
When he was asked about the endemic disease in that

TABLE

General modes Some typical strategies of symbolic
construction

Legitimation Rationalizing
Universalizing
Narrativizing

Dissimulation Displacement
Euphemism
Tropes (synedoche, metonymy, metaphor)

Unification Standardization
Symbolization of the unit

Fragmentation Differentiation
Expurgation of the other

Reification Naturalizing
Eternalizing
Normalizing/making passive
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nicative exchange. The subject comprehends through a
world that partakes of signifieds, in such a way that the
metaphor reverts to the world of intersubjectivity” (Alves
& Rabelo 1999).

In the newspaper history of schistosomiasis in Jabo-
ticatubas, the metaphor “schistose in the Cipó region is
the tip of the iceberg”: [Estado de Minas (Feb 22, 2, 1997),
p. 8], constructs an image of something not immediately
visible. In this way, the metaphor serves as a signal that
other unrevealed determining factors and other possibili-
ties of exposing the issue exist. It offers possibilities and
directions for understanding the theme.

Ricoeur (1987) says that “metaphors constitute the
resolution of an enigma, since they point in the direction
of a future, in which the action shown is finally directed
toward a conclusion that can be anticipated”. Thus, we
find it appropriate to return to the question of Dr Dias:
Why all this show now? This has been known for a long
time!

The organization of space and diseases - We believe
that what goes beyond the tip of the iceberg that deter-
mines the media discourse has to do with the modifica-
tion of the organization of space in the area. The impact of
schistosomiasis on tourism and the hotel industry was
fundamental in the publication of information, as observed
in the following transcriptions:

“Will they (the businessmen of the area) hurry up and
make up their minds? The tourists need to be warned!”:
Estado de Minas (Feb 22, 1997), p. 8.

“The mayor of Santana do Riacho believes that it will
be possible to gradually recover number of customers of
the hotels, inns and restaurants, which has decreased by
as much as 70% since the beginning of 1997”: Estado de
Minas (April 18, 1998), p. 28.

“The hotel owners have also begun to take heart”:
Estado de Minas (April 18, 1998), p. 28.

“Jaboticatubas, as an ideal area for tourism has the
obligation of drawing up this directive plan from an envi-
ronmental viewpoint”: Estado de Minas (April 18, 1998),
p. 28.

“In the opinion of an olderwoman of Jaboticatubas,
many people are worried about the area because they like
the place. Others only have an economic advantage. But
at this time all the arguments and concerns are also valid”:
Estado de Minas (Feb 22, 1997), p. 9.

Studies made by several authors, such as Pessoa
(1978), Barreto (1982), Silva (1986, 1988, 1997), and Barata
(2000) suggest that the occurrence, distribution, and main-
tenance of certain illnesses are associated with the modi-
fications made by man on the natural ecosystems by al-
tering them from their natural to a historical condition and
consequently transforming them, according to Coura-Filho
(1997), into artificial ecosystems, that is, altered or con-
structed by human manipulation. This modification/orga-
nization results in a complex network of causation/conse-
quence. In the health/disease process, human action on
an environment generates a system of relations charac-
terized by this transformed space, which may or may not

be proper for the setting of certain diseases.
In modern society, the production and organization of

space takes place through the process of labor, which as
a social agent leads to territorial transformations for the
construction of differentiated spaces according to the
interests of production at the time. Therefore, the great-
est determining factor of the organization of space is the
economic one, which reorganizes space in accordance with
the needs of the activities to be developed.

The first theoretical study of the concept of space
applied to epidemiology was made by Pavlovsky, the Rus-
sian parasitologist, who in the 1930s developed the theory
of natural foci of transmittable diseases. The modification
of space or the landscape would determine ecological
changes in the pathobiocenosis, altering the circulation
of the infectious agent. Even though Pavlovsky’s theory
of natural foci is too restricted for the current needs of
epidemiology, the model of the natural foci and their trans-
formation by human action with the resulting alteration of
the epidemiology of a disease is fundamental for the analy-
sis of space as a category. Space, in its classical concep-
tion in epidemiology, is only the substrate that has an
influence through natural phenomena like climate. Accord-
ing to this conception, space is static, immutable, a spec-
tator rather than a participant (Silva 2000).

The greatest determining factor in the organization of
space is economic need, which will reorganize it accord-
ing to the needs of the activities that require develop-
ment, whether agriculture, mining, the transportation of
merchandise, energy production, the manufacture of prod-
ucts, or the building of cities. Whatever this activity is, it
will determine to a greater or lesser degree the organiza-
tion of space. The same thing is seen with urban space,
which is successively organized and reorganized. The
work of Santos (1978) demonstrates the process of orga-
nizing urban space in the Third World according to the
needs of the economy.

Massara (2005) shows that in Jaboticatubas the modi-
fication of the environment was considerable in the last
decade. Rural tourism, an important source of income, has
transformed once productive old farms and the areas of
country houses into inns, resorts and luxury condos. In
this new scenario, the intensive use of waterways coin-
cides with trails and roads where the population circu-
lates.

Investment in tourism in the region has been inten-
sively consolidated, as can be seen in the report pub-
lished in the “Amuse Yourself” section of the Estado de
Minas, February, 2006: “The object of study for scien-
tists, naturalists, and educators interested in the wealth
of the biodiversity of the locale, Serra do Cipó has also
been turning into an object of desire for tourists”.

Operational strategies of ideology - As for media dis-
course strategies, using the theoretical and methodologi-
cal procedures of Thompson (1995), we can clearly iden-
tify the use of fragmentation as a mode of ideological
operation through two of its strategies: the first is differ-
entiation, which is defined by Thompson (1995, p. 87) as
“the emphasis on distinctions, differences and divisions
among persons and groups, supporting the characteris-
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tics that make them different and prevent them from be-
coming an effective challenge to existing relations”. Dif-
ferentiation, in this study, occurs when the resident popu-
lation of the endemic disease area, who would represent a
risk to those people who frequent or reside in the uncon-
taminated area. This strategy is clearly perceived in nearly
all the published newspaper reports.

The second strategy employed in the media text is
that of expurgating the other, defined as being “the con-
struction of an enemy, internal or external, who is por-
trayed as evil, dangerous or threatening and against whom
individuals are called upon to collectively resist or expel”
(Thompson 1995, p. 87). The differentiated treatment con-
ferred by the press reinforces the social inequalities to
which the residents of the contaminated area are submit-
ted. The indication of the existence of the disease among
this population appears as follows:

“Schistosomiasis is active in the region among local
people. We do not examine tourists”: Caderno Ecológico
(Mar 24, 1997), p. 16.

“Some locales and municipalities, like Jaboticatubas,
and even in Caminho da Serra show evidence of transmis-
sion and infected people, as well as snails, the intermedi-
ary agent. This has been known for a long time”: Estado
de Minas (Abr 18, 1998), p. 28.

According to Castro (1997), the characteristic mode of
the “character” created by the media occurs through the
mechanism of seduction, that is, the persona is a seducer
who seeks to fascinate the other with his image. This
mechanism will occur insofar as “the seduction is directed
toward the one who, from the other side of the scene – the
receiver – lets himself be fascinated by the theatricality,
one of the operative modes privileged by the media in the
composition of the story of the featured character”. It is
in this dimension of theatricality that the media story
“hooks” the receiver and produces the seduction that
enthralls him.

The media, therefore, in dramatizing the character’s
story with the aim of seducing the receiver, creates a space
in which the social is presented in a theatrical form, mak-
ing public the contours of social reality that are mobilized
in this dramatization. In this way, the receiver, here con-
verted into spectator, imaginatively experiences the con-
tours of the social that are mobilized in the actions of the
media character. The theatricalization of the social as an
operative mode of the media character exercises its power
of seduction in a non-violent and non-authoritarian way,
for the dramatization of the social is a kind of dissimula-
tion that aims at distracting attention from elements that
cause repulsion or refusal and at constructing something
attractive to move the object of seduction in the direction
intended by the seducer (Castro 1997).

Anchoring in constructing the story of the endemic
disease - Another media discourse strategy used was an-
choring. According to Moscovici (2004), the function of
social representation is to make familiar that which is un-
known to us, since it is a specifically human difficulty to
deal with the unfamiliar. One of the most common forms of
creating social representations is the process called an-

choring, a way of associating the unknown with some
category already familiar to the subject. In the anchoring
practiced by the media, the representation of schistoso-
miasis is associated with ecology. In the ecological di-
mension, the anchored categories are polluted rivers, dirt,
filth, and pollution. What attracts attention on a first read-
ing is the associative nexus between the two events. The
text is full of loaded terms, as can be seen here:

“It’s time to have environmental consciousness and
not let that paradise sink into urine, feces, schistose, and
misery, ending in a slow, agonizing death”: Estado de
Minas (Feb 22, 1997, p. 8).

“Although the neighboring region is endemic there
was no contamination of the water in the areas most vis-
ited by tourists. This stretch is between the cities of
Santana do Riacho and Jaboticatubas (70 km from Belo
Horizonte) at the limits of the  Soberbo, Gaviões, Mascates
and Cipó rivers, where the hotels, inns, and restaurants
are concentrated”:  Estado de Minas (April 18, 1998,
p. 28).

Scientific discourse as a discursive strategy - We must
emphasize that one of the thematic axes used by the press
is characterized by scientific discourse. Privileging scien-
tific discourse confers verisimilitude and credibility on
the material, as seen in similar studies that analyze narra-
tive constructions and discourses on cloning (Costa &
Diniz 2000). Media discourse uses science, since the medi-
cal and scientific conceptions of health/disease have an
important cultural role in our society, to give value to the
information of which they are the vehicle. It is not a ques-
tion of the truth of the divulged knowledge but to under-
stand that at the same time the press appropriates this
discourse as a way of attributing “a truth” to its material,
the knowledge become public acquires legitimacy in soci-
ety, according to Camargo Junior (1986):

…the great axis of sustaining the production of mean-
ing in our society is called “science.” Even with a more
vehement critique now than thirty or forty years ago, the
hegemonic role of science in our culture is not much
shaken…it is enough to say that, in the west, to say that
something is scientific is equivalent to saying that it is
true, well-founded, deserving of belief. A fundamental role
in this process of ordering the world is played by the
means of mass communication. Showing almost invari-
ably a magical view of science, where argument is substi-
tuted by the appeal to the authority of scientists, scien-
tific divulgation is an important arena for the establish-
ment and diffusion of truths.

The social effect of the media has been focused on the
perspective of “agenda setting,” a hypothesis according
to which the media, through the placement and occur-
rence of the news, has determined the topics that the public
will discuss. According to this hypothesis, by imposing
the themes to be discussed by the public, it established
priorities, hierarchizes events, legitimates and orders the
topics of discussion.

This phenomenon was especially illuminating in the
case of Jaboticatubas. After the publication of the mate-
rial, society began to react. Representatives of local poli-
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tics (mayor, alderman), the scientific community (ICB-
UFMG, CPqRR-Fiocruz), hotel owners, the resident popu-
lation in the area, and tourists expressed themselves.

Rubim (2000) says that the empirical demonstration of
agenda setting is quite simple: “It suffices to listen to the
morning conversations in the bars, work places, bakeries,
waiting-rooms, schools”. For the author, to set an agenda
is to choose the right moment and the right place to dif-
fuse information. It is to establish not only what is going
to be discussed but how and by whom.

Considerations - The interpretive reading of a com-
munications fact shows that information carries meanings
that can mystify a reality that is always contradictory and
multifaceted. In an epistemological perspective, which
does not allow the supposed neutrality both of science
and human action and which does not foresee that the
symbolic forms are produced in a context that is never
neutral, never disconnected from human interests and
emotions, we can understand better the present mean-
ings in these contradictions.

The subject of schistosomiasis in the Serra do Cipó
and Jaboticatubas should give the reader, in a critical and
educational way, the knowledge and the revelation of a
reality. What was revealed through interpretive analysis
is the existence of an ideological treatment positioned in
favor of certain social segments, that is, segments linked
to the tourist enterprise and the occasional visitors of the
region, insofar as it does not in the same proportion clarify
the arguments related to maintaining the endemic disease
in “non-tourist” areas.

It is our objective to establish the impact and reper-
cussions of this news material on the residents of
Jaboticatubas, for we could not leave aside an essential
part of the process, which is the study of the reception
and appropriation of the messages coherent with the meth-
odological development suggested by Thompson (1995).
To conclude, we should make it clear that the interpreta-
tions given here are subject to new interpretations and
resignifications.
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