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ABSTRACT
Objective: To analyze the representations of female nurses, published in the written press 
in Bahia, as a strategy of visibility for the society in Bahia, from 1936 to 1956. Method: 
Historical study with a serial approach, in the dimension of Cultural History and in the field 
of the history of nursing and female nurses, which used as data sources the reports published 
in the newspaper from Bahia called A TARDE, from 1936 to 1956, and discussions on 
themes of History of Nursing, in Rio de Janeiro and Bahia, articulated with the adherence 
literature. Results: A total of 542 publications were found with three representations of 
nurses in the journalistic press: public health nurse, military nurse, and religious nurse. 
Conclusion: The representation constructed and disseminated in the newspaper from Bahia 
was historically used for social, economic, and political purposes over time, through the 
various interested sectors, and began to compose a professional identity, which, to this day, 
interferes with the recognition and visibility of the profession.
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INTRODUCTION
The journalistic text currently presents itself as a possibility 

for writing history and new perspectives on the use of sources 
in research, within the scope of New History. This is a complex 
field, as the journalistic text seeks to legitimize a world view, to 
give credibility to something. As a consequence, they influence 
the political and economic fields, promoting changes or main-
taining the status of different segments(1). For Nursing, the 
media, which includes journalistic texts, is a space for fighting 
for visibility and professional recognition. At the same time, it 
sometimes creates a space for misinformation about the role of 
the profession and for maintaining stereotypes.

Several representations are presented by the media through 
sets of explanations, images, and concepts that underpin collec-
tive ideas about professional identity. However, the identity of 
the profession is related to the continuous construction, which 
involves nursing and its interaction with the world and the 
struggle for recognition of professional identity versus the social 
representation of this identity(2).

This representation has consequences in the social imagi-
nary of stereotypes about female activity, by identifying them 
as religious, submissive, obedient, docile, fragile in their critical 
and reflective positions towards the job market, which ended 
up having the effect of a certain vision of precarious work in 
professional practice(3,4). It is worth remembering that this 
representation lasted for a long time and only in more recent 
times has it been progressively modified. The COVID-19 pan-
demic, for example, contributed to substantially changing the 
previous image, to a more political, proactive, empowered one, 
although still with remnants of angels, heroines, among other 
stereotypes(5), which, due to their anachronism and distance 
from reality, create barriers to professional appreciation and 
recognition(4). The dissemination of images and ideas about 
nursing in the media over time helps to identify advances and 
setbacks, as well as the establishment of professional visibi-
lity strategies.

In this context, aiming at contributing to this critical cons-
truction, the objective of the present study is to investigate and 
analyze how nursing was portrayed in the print media in the 
first half of the 20th century. To this end, we contextualize that, 
until the beginning of the 1920s, ten Nursing Schools were alre-
ady established in Brazil, on the Rio-São Paulo hub, and some 
of them already presented a certain distinction in their object 
representations. As examples, we can mention the Professional 
School of Nurses of the Hospital Nacional de Alienados (Rio de 
Janeiro, 1890), which would later become the Nursing School 
Alfredo Pinto of the Universidade Federal do Estado do Rio 
de Janeiro - UNIRIO (Rio de Janeiro - 1942), which had as its 
representation the student/nurse as an assistant to the doctor 
with the symbol of the cap as a personal head attribute; the 
Practical School of Nurses of the Brazilian Red Cross (Rio de 
Janeiro - 1916), whose representation was that of a kind and 
charitable nurse due to the veil on her uniform; and the School 
of Nurses of the National Department of Public Health, cur-
rently the Nursing School Anna Nery (Rio de Janeiro - 1923), 
where the nurse was seen as a social intervener, intermediary 
between the patient and the doctor(6).

Other schools of the period were portrayed in journalistic 
texts or through documentary evidence, such as the Nursing 
Course at Hospital Samaritano, created in 1894, when it brought 
the Nightingale system to Brazil, but without the intention of 
implementing it. We can also mention the Nursing Course at 
the Maternity Hospital of São Paulo and the Nursing Course 
at the Hospital São Joaquim, both in 1908; the Nursing School 
of the Brazilian Red Cross, São Paulo Branch, in 1914 (all in 
the city of São Paulo); and, in 1918, the Nursing-Midwives 
Course at Pró-Matre and the Nursing Course at the Polyclinic 
of Botafogo, both in Rio de Janeiro(7).

The Anglo-American Nightingale nursing model emerged 
in the early 1920s, with the implementation of the School of 
Nurses of the National Department of Public Health, in 1922(8), 
and contributed to increasing the visibility of the profession in 
the media. The attributes expected to represent a female nurse 
were mentioned, especially by doctors, and included patience, 
selflessness and sensitivity, which were especially distinct from 
male nurses at the time(6). On the other hand, Ethel Parsons 
led the cooperation project between the Brazilian and North 
American governments and transformed the development of 
Brazilian nursing with its own identity(8).

The institutional representations of three of these schools –  
Professional School of Nurses, Practical School of Nurses of 
the Brazilian Red Cross and School of Nurses of the National 
Department of Public Health had their effects on drug adver-
tising, in the period from 1920 to 1925, with 90 advertisements 
published in the Fon-Fon Magazine(9). Furthermore, when the 
temporality was extended (1910–1931), the representations, 
which also referred to the signs of nurses in educational insti-
tutions, showed that they were, in addition to messengers of the 
identities of educational institutions, representative references 
of advertising pieces(10).

The understanding of these historical representations in the 
state of Bahia, specifically, refers to the period from 1923 to 
1925, when health campaigns became frequent and subsidized 
investments in public health. In the 1930s, the Federal Health 
Departments encouraged exchanges with the Bahia Public 
Health Department in teaching in health area(11). This occurred 
due to the precariousness of public healthcare services provided 
by hospitals in Bahia(12).

Based on this scenario, the then dean Edgard Santos, of the 
Universidade Federal da Bahia (UFBA), proposed the creation of 
a hospital complex, which would require the work of registered 
nurses. Therefore, to meet this need, the Director of the Nursing 
School at Universidade de São Paulo (USP), nurse Edith de 
Magalhães Fraenkel, was invited to implement the project of 
the Nursing School of Bahia (EEB)(11).

It should be noted that the EEB was created by Decree 
Law No. 8.779, of January 22, 1946, and incorporated into the 
UFBA when it assumed the objective of training nurses to pro-
vide assistance to the new university hospitals that were in the 
inauguration phase and, with this, promote health education(12).

Thus, in the wake of these events and recognizing the his-
torical and social trajectory of the construction of the image of 
the nurse in society, the present study aims to analyze the repre-
sentations of nurses, through the written press in Bahia, as a 
strategy of visibility for the society in Bahia, from 1936 to 1956.
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METHOD

Design of Study

This is a historical study in the serial approach, in the dimen-
sion of Cultural History and in the domain of the history of 
nursing and women, which means, respectively, the typology 
of the sequenced source (newspaper), when it is possible to 
investigate part of the reality experienced(13), and, in this case, 
the representation of the nurse.

Local

The time frame from 1936 to 1956 covers the 20-year period 
of the process of coordination between the Federal Health 
Departments and the Public Health Secretariat (Bahia) in 
teaching activities in the health field. The trajectory shows that 
the image of the nurse was used by social, economic, and poli-
tical interests over time through interested sectors. In this time 
frame, they had as context the Vargas Era, World War II, and 
the creation of the Nursing School of the Universidade Federal 
da Bahia, thus influencing the formation of their identity and 
professional visibility.

Therefore, the geographical delimitation is limited to the 
state of Bahia and has as its priority documentary source 
the journalistic text, specifically the series of the newspaper 
“A Tarde”, due to its circulation in Bahia, with editions from 
October 1912 to the present. The aforementioned newspaper 
was founded by Ernesto Simões Filho (1886–1957), a law gra-
duate and founding member of the Bahia Academy of Letters(14).

Selection Criteria

The inclusion criterion used was the presence of the term 
nurse exclusively in the feminine in Portugues, and the exclusion 
criterion was the term in the masculine, in addition to news 
about nursing outside the state of Bahia.

Data Collection

The search in the “A Tarde” newspapers took place on the 
website of the Pedro Calmon Foundation, located in Salvador 
(BA), from July 2018 to January 2019. The findings were orga-
nized in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet composed of the following 
variables: date, title, and page.

Data Analysis and Treatment

The process of triangulation of data sources was used as a 
method of analysis, allowing the synthesis and analysis of the 
content and its possible interrelations and distances from the 
themes(15), as well as subsequent discussion on the themes of 
History of Nursing, in Rio de Janeiro and Bahia, articulated 
with the literature.

The analysis of the publications in the database was car-
ried out using the ATLAS.ti software (Qualitative Research 
and Solutions) from the coding of journalistic excerpts from the 
newspaper “A Tarde”, with the terms female nurse(s) in each 
report. Through this procedure, the data triangulation technique 
was applied, based on specific criteria in light of the repor-
ted context and its codification for the narrative of qualitative 

data, ensuring credibility and reliability. Furthermore, there was 
also the elaboration of the descriptive statement, when it was 
produced by the characterized female nurse(s), giving rise to 
the categories(16).

Ethical Aspects

The investigation followed the standards defined in 
Resolutions No. 466/2012 and No. 510/2016 of the National 
Health Council, as well as in Law No. 12.527/2011 on copyri-
ght. There was no need to submit to the Ethics Committee, as 
it was a documentary research that used only public documents 
freely accessible to the population.

RESULTS
In this race to represent nurses, several adjectives were adop-

ted with a focus on representing what this nurse meant in her 
singularity. Some of these adjectives were: Registered Nurse; 
Practicing Nurse; Volunteer and Professional Nurse; Social 
Nurse Visitor; Public Health Nurse; Catholic Nurse; Auxiliary 
Nurse; First Aid Nurse; and Samaritan Nurse(17).

In the symbolic struggle to enunciate the representation 
of the nurse, such adjectives were published in the press for 
decades, until the enactment of Law No. 775/1949, which pro-
vided for nursing education in the country. This legal device 
established two denominations in nursing training: Nurse and 
Nursing Assistant distinguished by prerequisites, training time, 
and content taught.

That said, 542 publications in the newspaper “A Tarde”, from 
1936 to 1956, are detailed in Figure 1. Analysis of these publica-
tions pointed to three more compelling representations of nurses 
at the time: public health nurse, military nurse, and religious nurse. 
It is worth noting that, in the years 1941, 1946, 1947, 1948 and 
1954, no mentions of the term nurse(s) were found.

In this context, the representations of nurses, through the 
serialized discourse of the newspaper “A Tarde”, culturally reveal 
one of the parts of the dominance of women’s history. Soon, it 
floated in three adjectives as a mental image about the feminine 
in Bahia.

In the research in the newspaper “A Tarde”, the excerpts 
analyzed with the occurrences of the term public health nurse 
were used in reference to graduates of the Nursing School of 
the National Department of Public Health/Nursing School 
Dona Anna Nery. The public health nurse in the country con-
tributed to the deconstruction of the contextual determinants 
in relation to the work of the nurse in the country. The inclusion 
of DNSP registered nurses in society brought recognition and 
minimization of medical resistance, in the face of the assistance 
recommended in the prevention and promotion of health.

We then move on to the second representation found in 
this study, that of military nursing. At the end of the 1930s and 
1940s, World War II (1939–1945) broke out. At the time, the 
Brazilian Red Cross – the central agency in Rio de Janeiro – pro-
moted the Samaritan Nurses Course, with an emphasis on trai-
ning war nursing, in accordance with its institutional principles, 
which can be summarized in the expression of acting in peace 
and war for the benefit of humanity(18). From this perspective, 
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news stories were published to attract candidates for training 
before they left for the war scene.

Therefore, the military training of nurses for the war front, 
going abroad and returning to Brazilian lands was the sub-
ject of studies(19-20). The articles published in the newspaper “A 
Tarde” presented the criteria for admission to the Brazilian 
Expeditionary Force: certificate in nursing or of Samaritan, 
marital status (single or widowed), age between 20 and 40 years, 
moral suitability, and physical fitness. Furthermore, they linked 
this decision to feelings of patriotism and heroism, associated 
with the image of Anna Nery. However, focusing on the repre-
sentation of the military nurse, in the scenario of Bahia there 
are speeches of appeals to “call” women.

The articles also reported on the role of women in the war 
and brought with them the representation of the female hero. 
This referred to interpretative signs in two aspects: 1) to mini-
mize consciousness, when the symbol is determined for that 
which is part of the known; and 2) to determine human atti-
tudes towards itself, resulting in the rupture or maintenance of 
power(21). In this case, both were conveyed in association with 
military women, that is, moral examples, fighters, strong spirits, 
performers of magnificent and brave work.

Regarding the third representation found, about the religious 
nurse in the newspaper “A Tarde”, the articles were associated with 
the attributes of charity, vocational gift, and benevolence. In this 
sense, they related the profession to the practice of care by nuns 
(Sisters of Charity), still in the 19th century, before the beginning 
of the process of professionalization of nursing in Brazil.

We emphasize that the act of charity carried out by the 
nuns was, in fact, strategically praised by hospital managers. This 
perception was evident in some fragments of the newspaper “A 
Tarde”, which mentioned the impossibility of receiving an unhe-
althy work bonus, as a labor right, because they were exercising 
charity. Therefore, the representation of a religious nurse was 
covered with feelings of doctrinal vows in favor of the divine.

Other articles in the newspaper “A Tarde” referred to the 
personification of the representation of the religious nurse 

devoid of vanity, which reiterated the image of angels in white, 
assistants of God on earth and humanitarians(22). In this way, the 
association strengthened the sacralization and further obscured 
who, in fact, was a professional nurse.

DISCUSSION
The 1920s were marked by the Health Reform, led by Carlos 

Chagas, and the implementation of Modern Nursing. At the 
time, there was strong investment in the written and illustrated 
press about the Nursing School of the National Department of 
Public Health, currently the Nursing School Anna Nery, and 
also about the Practical Nursing School of the Brazilian Red 
Cross – central agency – Rio de Janeiro(6). In addition to these, 
other educational institutions in favor of professionalization 
were also in the dispute for the enunciation of the mental repre-
sentation of the nurse.

Such representations (public health, military and religious 
nurse), identified in this study, have, in fact, their roots in the 
past. As mentioned, the School of Nursing in Bahia was cre-
ated in 1946, on the initiative of UFBA(11). However, to better 
understand this process, we need to go back to the 1920s, when 
public health actions in the state of Bahia were reconfigured. 
Consequently, the focus of policies in the health field was direc-
ted towards health with an emphasis on health education and 
the control of prevalent infectious diseases, in different geogra-
phic areas of society of Bahia, in the period from 1925 to 1930, 
induced by the federal sphere. However, the 1930 Revolution led 
to the decline of that health reform due to the new adaptations 
of the government at the time(23).

In the 1920s, the School of Nurses of the Sub-Secretariat 
of Health and Public Assistance (EESSAP) was included in 
the text of the Sanitary Code (1925) and suggested the imple-
mentation of an educational institution in the state of Bahia, 
considering the Sanitary Nursing Service. Such a service would 
then be centralized in commanding public health actions with 
a view to assisting field authorities and carrying out hygiene 

Figure 1 – Movement of publications with the term nurse(s) in the newspaper A Tarde (1936-1956) – Salvador, BA, Brazil, 2019.
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surveillance, as well as the control and prevention of infectious 
diseases and health education in private and educational spaces 
for basic training(24).

It is important to mention that these requirements for stu-
dent enrollment coincided with those required for students 
who wished to attend the School of Nursing of the National 
Department of Public Health, in Rio de Janeiro. The public 
health nurse of the 1920s, in Rio de Janeiro, in fact, demarcated 
her space in Brazilian nursing and in the health field under the 
direction of North American nurses Clara Louise Kieninger, 
Lorraine Genevi and Bertha Pullen, under the leadership of 
Ethel Parsons, from 1923 to 1931. It was also a period of sig-
nificant financial investment in the institutional functioning of 
the School by the Rockefeller Foundation(8).

We know that, until 1929, Dr. JJ Fontenelle, in a document 
found in the Documentation Center of the Anna Nery Nursing 
School (EEAN - CD, mod. A, box 25, doc. 55, 1930), reported 
the presence of 93 public health nurses trained by the Nursing 
School of the National Department of Public Health. However, 
63% of them were no longer in the profession, in the field of 
public health, and the predictions were not promising(25). This 
is confirmed in another study, according to which 70% of gra-
duates preferred less stressful services, such as private and/or 
hospital work, to the detriment of home visits(26).

Thus, based on the premises outlined, we identified that 
female nurses were looking for other types of services, including 
those free from the problems of home visits and exposure to 
pathogenic agents, to take on other positions in health institu-
tions. However, during Ethel Parsons’ management of Brazilian 
nursing, she built and gave visibility to the representation of 
nurses in public health by feeding (back) the collective ima-
gination that women could be economically emancipated by 
pursuing this career(8).

In parallel with the exodus of nurses from the public health 
field to other spaces, it is worth highlighting the end of the 
Rockefeller Foundation’s subsidy to the school, Parsons’ departure 
to Texas, when Decree No. 20.109/1931 was enacted, making 
Nursing School Anna Nery the official standard school for trai-
ning nurses in Brazil. Such facts may lead some to interpret that 
the legal device was the national institutionalization of nursing.

The representation of nurses in public health, as advocated by 
Parsons, was promising for the emancipation of women, espe-
cially financially, when choosing a profession(8). Such discourse, 
for the 1920s, in the midst of the women’s suffrage movement, 
was motivating and bold, since the arduous activity in the 
field was unknown, considering the physical wear and tear of 
home visits, exposure to pathogenic agents, and remuneration, 
resulting in an exodus to the hospital field(25,26). In this regard, 
the discourse conveyed in the newspaper “A Tarde” about the 
representation of the public health nurse points to signs of sen-
sitizing appeal.

The context of the 1920s and beyond served as a driving 
force for women to at least have the desire to be nurses and, as 
a result, become financially emancipated. The fact is that the 
discourse conveyed in the newspaper “A Tarde” somehow rea-
ched the female audience and may have influenced the creation 
of the EEB in the 1940s, which reinforced the arguments for 
its target(11).

The representation of the military nurse was glorified by the 
idea of the heroine endorsed by Eurico Gaspar Dutra, Minister 
of War (1942–1945), in journalistic guidelines. These publica-
tions were covered in adjectives related to the feminine, such as 
love, selflessness, servile and disciplinary stance(19).

The symbolic weight of the representation of the military 
nurse associated with the term heroine articulated with the 
memory of the trajectory of Anna Nery, native of Bahia, was, 
in fact, an emblematic appeal to Brazilian women and, especially, 
to women from Bahia. Therefore, we concluded that it was a 
matter of recording the participation of women in the pages 
of National History in the context of the war linked to the 
Brazilian Expeditionary Force, to strengthen this representation 
in the collective imagination.

Considering the presentation of the identity of nurses in 
the religious context, it is a historical construction of a practice 
that involved ideals of humility, love for others, submission, 
demarcated with the advent of Christianity, which taught these 
ideals to its followers, but also imposed them on care practices. 
This fact led to a strong connection between Christian ideals 
and nursing work(27).

Thinking along these lines means understanding that the 
representation of the 19th century nurse, for example, was not 
so far removed from what was advocated in the 1910s and 1920s. 
The assertion shows us that, between 1930 and 1950, it remai-
ned in the journalistic discourse in the newspaper “A Tarde”. 
Nursing work carries within itself influences from the origins of 
health practices, associating women with concepts of religiosity, 
maternal spirit, or submission. This points to a certain haze in 
the representation of this professional, given the confusion with 
religious aspects, even in the face of regulations, so that this 
distortion prevailed in the collective imagination as a legacy of 
the sociocultural construction of millennia(22,28).

In view of the above, we understand that, regardless of the 
representation of the nurse in the historical facts disclosed from 
the perspective of journalism (public health, military or religious 
nurse), this profession was marked in sociocultural minds as a 
feminine activity and by its social construction. This finding, 
reiterated in this study, serves as a mental trigger for a critical 
reflection on the constitution of this representation and its visi-
bility with the aim of raising people’s awareness about the real 
social role of nurses in health, the relevance of their work, and 
the formation of professional identity.

Possible limitations include the use of only the term nurse(s), 
in the feminine in Portuguese, to search for other sources, and 
the selection of a single newspaper.

As contributions, this study intended to shed light on the 
representations of nurses in journalistic texts of Bahia in the 
first half of the 20th century, which contributes to other studies 
from a historical perspective to be carried out, to understand 
the identity movements of the profession. Furthermore, it may 
support new research on the representations of female nurses 
from Bahia and the Northeast region of the country.

CONCLUSION
The representation of the nurse published in the print media 

in the newspaper “A Tarde” between 1936 and 1956 consisted 
of a triad: articulation with public health, military nurse, and 
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religious imagery of the nurse. The representation constructed 
and disseminated in the newspaper from Bahia was histori-
cally used for social, economic, and political purposes over time, 
through the various interested sectors, and began to compose 
a professional identity, which, to this day, interferes with the 
recognition and visibility of the profession.

The historical period between 1936 and 1956 was notable 
for activities involving care and the actions of the people who 
carried out these practices. In this sense, nursing was consoli-
dated as a necessary social activity present in war conflicts and 
in the context of community health practices, as observed in the 
present analysis of journalistic excerpts from the time.

Therefore, the present study allowed carrying out a critical 
reflection on the representation of nurses in the face of historical 

events reported by the print media in Bahia, which favors awa-
reness of their social role in health, the relevance of their work, 
and the construction of professional identity.

Reaching this moment does not, however, mean its end. 
What we have is the tip of the iceberg on the representation 
of the nurse in another investigative layer beyond the Rio-São 
Paulo hub, with other investments by researchers in their states 
being needed to investigate the topic addressed.

DATA AVAILABILITY
The full dataset supporting the findings of this study is 

available upon request to corresponding author Victor Porfirio 
Ferreira Almeida Santos.

RESUMO
Objetivo: Analisar as representações das enfermeiras, divulgada na imprensa escrita na Bahia, como estratégia de visibilidade para a sociedade 
baiana, no período de 1936 a 1956. Método: Estudo histórico com abordagem serial, na dimensão da História Cultural e no domínio da história 
da enfermagem e das enfermeiras, que utilizou como fontes de dados as reportagens publicadas no Jornal baiano A TARDE, no período de 
1936 a 1956, e discussões sobre temas de História da Enfermagem, no Rio de Janeiro e na Bahia, articuladas com a literatura de aderência. 
Resultados: Foram identificadas 542 publicações com três representações da enfermeira na imprensa jornalística: enfermeira em saúde pública, 
enfermeira militar e enfermeira religiosa. Conclusão: A representação construída e divulgada no jornal baiano foi historicamente utilizada 
para fins de interesses sociais, econômicos e políticos ao longo do tempo, por meio dos diversos setores interessados, e passou a compor uma 
identidade profissional, a qual, até os dias atuais, interfere no reconhecimento e visibilidade da profissão.
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RESUMEN
Objetivo: Analizar las representaciones de las enfermeras, publicadas en la prensa escrita de Bahía, como estrategia de visibilidad para la 
sociedad de la Bahia, en el período de 1936 a 1956. Método: Estudio histórico con enfoque serial, en la dimensión de la Historia Cultural y en 
el campo de la historia de la enfermería y de las enfermeras, que utilizó como fuentes de datos los reportajes publicados en el periódico de Bahia 
A TARDE, de 1936 a 1956, y discusiones sobre temas de Historia de la Enfermería, en Río de Janeiro y Bahía, articulados con la literatura 
de adhesión. Resultados: Se identificaron 542 publicaciones con tres representaciones de enfermeras en la prensa periodística: enfermera de 
salud pública, enfermera militar y enfermera religiosa. Conclusión: La representación construida y difundida en el periódico de Bahia fue 
históricamente utilizada por intereses sociales, económicos y políticos a lo largo del tiempo, a través de los diversos sectores interesados, y pasó 
a componer una identidad profesional, que, hasta los días de hoy, interfiere en el reconocimiento y visibilidad de la profesión.

DESCRIPTORES
Historia de la Enfermería; Enfermería; Medios de Comunicación de Masas; Identificación Social; Salud Pública.
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