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ABSTRACT 

REPRODUCING NEOLIBERAL BREAST CANCER AWARENESS:  
A DISCOURSE ANALYSIS OF PINKWASHING CAMPAIGNS 

Rebecca Elizabeth Robinson 

This thesis examines conventional approaches to addressing breast cancer within 

the United States, as they are reinforced by breast cancer awareness campaigns. Through 

these campaigns, companies and organizations emphasize the importance of making 

people aware of the disease and raising money for research by hosting fundraising events 

and selling consumer products. Additionally, campaign events, educational material, 

marketing, merchandise, and social media activity reinforce a dominant discourse around 

breast cancer, composed of the following elements: spreading awareness, pink ribbon 

products, saving breasts, optimism and survivorship, a search for the cure, early detection 

(mammography), and individual responsibility.  

This discourse bears the legacy of early cancer awareness-spreading efforts and 

corporatized philanthropy, situated within a neoliberal capitalist society that values 

scientific innovation and marketplace freedoms over environmental and human well-

being. Within such a context, the mainstream discourse becomes a powerful rhetoric that 

maintains the dominance of industry over the public, and consequently, obscures 

corporate responsibility for environmentally linked cancers.  

Using the lens of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), I examine three case studies 

to illuminate the ways in which they reinforce the key elements of the mainstream 
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discourse. The first case study is the Breast Cancer Site and their associated Facebook 

page. The second case study is the NFL’s annual Crucial Catch Campaign. The third case 

study, which I label Fossil Fuel and Toxic Polluters, includes Avon, Estée Lauder, 

Chevrolet, and Ford.  

This study contributes to growing body of scholarship critiquing breast cancer 

awareness activities, which is an essential step in dismantling the stronghold companies 

have on efforts to address the breast cancer epidemic. The level of normalcy afforded to 

pink ribbon products and fundraising activities makes it difficult for the public to ask 

critical questions and understand why this approach is problematic. Therefore, this thesis 

aims to articulate how and why these activities are not only ineffective, but also 

damaging to real progress towards preventing and eliminating breast cancer as a disease 

that threatens individuals, families, and communities. My hope is that through my own 

analysis, the reader will gain a new understanding and new ways of thinking about these 

complex issues. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

In the US, breast cancer receives significantly more attention than other cancers, 

partially from the increased incidence of the disease over the past several decades. Breast 

cancer incidence rose by just under 1% annually between 1950 and 1975, indicating that 

while screening accounts for some changes in incidence trends, there was a steady rise 

prior to widespread mammography (Boffey, 1988; Lantz & Booth, 1998). Additionally, 

according to National Cancer Institute’s data, between 1973 and 2012, breast cancer 

incidence has risen annually by approximately 2.1% (Breast Cancer Action, 2007). These 

trends are troubling because 50-70% of these cases are absent of any traditional risk 

factors: family/personal history, reproductive history, genetic susceptibility, age of 

menarche/menopause, diet/exercise, and alcohol consumption (Ness, 2014). Family 

history is a factor in approximately 30% of diagnoses, and despite the media hype and 

exaltation, the heritable BRCA1/2 gene mutations exist in only 5-10% of cases (Silent 

Spring Institute, n.d.; Spencer, 2009). 

The steady rise of cancer, primarily in developed nations, correlates with a 

dramatic increase in the use of toxic chemicals, such as synthetic fragrances, plastics, and 

pesticides, following World War II (Batt & Gross, 1999; Malkan, 2007; Ness, 2014). 

This has led many epidemiological researchers and environmental health scholars looking 

at environmental carcinogens found in food, consumer products, and the environment to 

explain the trends in breast cancer (Carson, 1964; McCormick, 2009; Steingraber, 1998). 

The evidence to prove unequivocally that toxic chemicals cause breast cancer remains 



2 
 

 
 

difficult to demonstrate, due to temporal and spatial complexities, but there is enough 

evidence to substantiate a compelling case in favor of toxic chemical involvement1. A 

conservative estimate is that 2% of breast cancers are environmentally linked, although 

many suspect this figure is much higher (Pezzullo, 2003).  

Despite the facts concerning incidence and causation, the United States has 

developed a breast cancer awareness (BCA) ‘culture’ that consolidates efforts around 

spreading awareness, raising money, and searching ‘for the cure,’2 while highlighting the 

importance of early detection and individual lifestyle risks (Jaggar, 2014; King, 2006; 

Lubitow & Davis, 2011). This status quo is problematic, because it has created a 

“consensus movement” that many social and political activists believe to be “far too 

conciliatory and accepting and lacks real demands for change” (Elliott, 2007, p. 534). 

In this thesis, I conduct a discourse analysis of three case studies to illuminate the 

tools and techniques organizations and corporations employ to maintain the status quo of 

BCA, which at its core seeks to refute and dismiss discourses of environmental causation 

and contributive socioeconomic inequalities. 

The next chapter provides a conceptual framework for this thesis. Chapter three 

includes a brief background of breast cancer activism, which informs the current BCA 

discourse. Chapter four is an overview of the scholarship critiquing the dominant 

discourse around BCA. Chapter five includes my positionality and connection to this 

topic, along with my research methods, data collection, and an overview of each case 

                                                 
1 See Appendix Toxic Chemical Links 
2 Komen successfully garnered exclusive rights to this phrase (King, 2006). 
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study. Chapter six is the analysis and discussion, and lastly, chapter seven concludes this 

thesis with an overview of alternative perspectives to BCA and their efforts towards a 

paradigm shift in addressing breast cancer.  
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CHAPTER TWO: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and neoliberalism constitute the conceptual 

framework for this thesis; the combination of these theories helps us understand the 

formation and perpetuation of BCA as a powerful and dominant discourse in our society. 

CDA helps us understand how the narrative of BCA is perpetuated through the actions of 

socially powerful organizations and corporations, which act as a hegemonic system 

whose goal is to ultimately maintain their power and reproduce the dominant discourse. 

Neoliberalism provides the context in which this hegemonic system has flourished, and 

establishes the connections among consumerism, commodification, and individualism in 

our society that are reflected within the dominant BCA discourse.  

Critical Discourse Analysis 

CDA is subcategory of discourse analysis, which provides a specific and unique 

lens to examine the underlying meaning and influence of discourse on social structures, 

ideology, and dominance (Van Dijk, 2001). Studies utilizing CDA attempt to understand 

and expose how “discourse structures enact, confirm, legitimate, reproduce, or challenge 

relations of power and dominance in society” (Van Dijk, 2001, p. 353, emphasis in 

original). In other words, what role do public discourses play in creating and maintaining 

oppression and inequality among class, gender, age, race, and other dividing lines within 

society or a specific field (such as education or media) (McGregor, 2003; Weninger, 

2008)?  A driver of CDA is the assertion, that language and words are never neutral, but 
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always have meaning behind them, which is shaped by the social, political, economic, 

and historical contexts of a society; these contexts shape both the production and 

audience interpretation of discourse (McGregor, 2003). Thus, a distinguishing aspect of 

CDA is the importance of examining not only the discourse itself, but framing it within 

the surrounding social structures and influential institutions that help to create and 

reaffirm structures of dominance (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002; Van Dijk, 2001).  

Discourse is broadly, “any instance of signification, or meaning-making, whether 

through oral or written language or nonverbal means” (Weninger, 2008, p. 145). Thus, 

CDA is applicable to written and spoken language, as well as images and video; it is also 

used to examine body language and other instances or platforms where values or 

information are produced and consumed (events or social gatherings) (Jorgensen & 

Phillips, 2002; McGregor, 2003). The concept of discursive practice refers to how “texts 

are produced (created) and consumed (received and interpreted)” thus allowing 

discourses to “contribute to the constitution of the social world including social identities 

and social relations” (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 61, emphasis in original). The 

argument based on these assertions is that powerful groups (elites) have more control 

over social structure – shaping ideals, beliefs, and ideology – through greater access to 

and control over public discourse and communication (Van Dijk, 2001).   

Access to and control over public discourse is understood as a ‘symbolic’ 

resource, and can be a non-violent yet powerful tool to create and maintain certain 

ideologies, beliefs, norms, values, and discriminatory practices within a society 
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(Weninger, 2008). The ability of certain groups and institutions to influence discourse 

originates from privileged access to valued resources (wealth, education, fame, 

knowledge) that afford social power, which translates into methods of social control (Van 

Dijk, 1993; Van Dijk, 2001).  

Ideologies are conceptualized within CDA as “constructions of meaning that 

contribute to the production, reproduction and transformation of relations of domination” 

(Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 75). This means that discourse, depending on how 

ideological it is, can facilitate in creating and reinforcing socially constructed power 

relations and dominance. The concept of dominance is defined as “the exercise of social 

power by elites, institutions or groups, that results in social inequality, including political, 

cultural, class, ethnic, racial and gender equality” (Van Dijk, 1993, p. 250).  

It is important to understand that groups (and individuals) often exercise 

dominance over other groups (and individuals) through indirect, subtle, and cognitive 

methods, utilizing “everyday forms of text and talk that appear ‘natural’ and quite 

‘acceptable’” (Van Dijk, 1993, p. 254). Thus, sexism, racism, and other forms of 

inequality and discrimination are created through naturalized communicative interactions 

(text and talk) that slowly reinforce these social hierarchies (Van Dijk, 1993). Cognitive 

modes of dominance involve changing or controlling people’s minds through several 

methods of manipulative or persuasive discourse. The first method involves employing 

people in positions of authority to disseminate messages and information; people usually 

accept information from individuals they view as trustworthy, such as professionals and 
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scholars. Second, information is presented in such a way that the audience is unable to 

form any possible alternative interpretation; this creates a uniform understanding of a 

situation or issue. Thirdly, the audience consuming a discourse may not have the proper 

knowledge, skills, or education to create an alternative understanding of what they are 

being told (Van Dijk, 2001). These methods help reproduce hierarchies of power, more 

appropriately identified as hegemony. 

The concept of hegemony is a key way of understanding dominance through 

discourse as it’s situated within broader social structures. Van Dijk (1993) asserts that 

this term should be used in situations where “the minds of the dominated can be 

influenced in such a way that they accept dominance, and act in the interest of the 

powerful out of their own free will” (p. 255). The process of naturalizing or legitimizing 

dominance, a defining feature of hegemony, operates through ideological and persuasive 

discourse, which is reinforced by acceptance from powerful institutions, such as the 

media or legal system (Van Dijk, 1993). The purpose of hegemony in today’s society is 

to reinforce the worldview or philosophic principles of neoliberalism (Castree, 2010). 

Neoliberalism 

Neoliberalism, as a fiercely market-centered political ideology, rose to global 

dominance in the late 1970s, thus reigniting traditional European philosophies of 

Liberalism, which prioritizes individual liberty and private property rights (Harvey, 2005; 

Heynen, McCarthy, Prudham & Robbins, 2007). The catalyst for neoliberalism was the 

1970s economic crisis, which many blamed on early to mid-20th century Keynesian 
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reforms that used government regulation and market control to redistribute wealth and 

provide social services (Harvey, 2005; Heynen et al., 2007; Flew, 2014). Then-President 

Reagan proclaimed the government was the problem, not the solution to economic 

decline, justifying the Administration’s political and economic austerity policies that 

eroded many of the protections from capital accumulation and environmental exploitation 

(Harvey, 2005; Flew, 2014). 

Neoliberalism is an effective theoretic context to understand how discourses of 

individualism and commodification gained prominence within BCA campaigns (Flew, 

2014). Marxist geographer and anthropologist David Harvey (2005) defines 

neoliberalism as,  

a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can 
best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills 
within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, 
free markets, and free trade (p. 2). 

Heynen et al. (2007) define neoliberalism in a complementary manner, focusing on the 

importance of neoliberalism as a political and economic ideology which,  

questions, and in some versions entirely rejects, government interventions in the 
market and people’s relationships to the economy, and eschews social and 
collective controls over the behavior and practices of firms, the movement of 
capital, and the regulation of socio-economic relationships (p. 3). 

Harvey’s (2005) definition highlights the ideas concerning human well-being in 

connection to the market and a specific set of freedoms within that system of market 

dominance. Heynen et al. (2007), draw into the discussion the ideas concerning rejection 

of government control and deregulation of corporate activities. The rhetoric of 
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neoliberalism, as our dominant cultural ideology, rests upon prioritizing free markets, 

privatization, and individual entrepreneurship. 

Neoliberalism, in practice, has created an elite ruling class by concentrating 

wealth and power within a small group of corporations and individuals. These elites 

articulate neoliberal rhetoric concerning social values, morals, and beliefs through 

various political, cultural, economic, and intellectual institutions (Castree, 2010; Flew, 

2014; Harvey, 2005). Harvey (2005) argues that the influence of this ideology within 

universities, schools, the media, and other institutions, “created a climate of opinion in 

support of neoliberalism as the exclusive guarantor of freedom” (p. 40). Thus, US 

culture, co-opted by the rhetoric of neoliberalism, has come to normalize and internalize 

its values, beliefs, and morals as being fundamentally human (Flew, 2014). Two 

principles particularly relevant to BCA are individualism and hyper-consumerism, which 

is cultivated through the centrality of the market.   

Neoliberal discourse venerates individual freedoms; however, these are 

circumscribed within the market and pertain specifically to consumption, private 

property, entrepreneurship, and capital accumulation rights (Harvey, 2005). Powerful 

institutions and individuals have inculcated the public with rhetoric equating basic human 

freedoms with “the liberty to compete freely, having personal choice as a consumer; and 

the unconstrained accumulation of wealth and commodities” (Pérez & Esposito, 2010, p. 

93). Through this lens, social and environmental protections can be misconstrued as 

restrictions on individuals rights, which is a powerful tool to galvanize public support 
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against policies and movements to benefit the greater good (Pérez & Esposito, 2010). As 

such, the state’s responsibility is to create a favorable business climate and protect 

individual liberty; this protection extends to corporations, which are granted equal rights, 

freedoms, and legal protections as individuals (Harvey, 2005). Consequentially, public 

interests are subordinate to corporate interests, and individualism “trumps any social 

democratic concern for equality, democracy, and social solidarities” (Harvey, 2005, p. 

176).  The individual in neoliberal ideology is independent and self-reliant, most 

importantly, ostensibly from government support (Ness, 2014). Inextricably linked to 

individual freedoms is individual responsibility for one’s own well-being and success in 

life, since freedom necessitates independence from state support and intervention 

(Castree, 2010; Harvey, 2005). These responsibilities pertain to education, healthcare, 

employment, and financial security, and the availability of choices within the market is 

framed as freedom, with the responsibility of decision making on the individual (Harvey, 

2005; Pérez & Esposito, 2010). 

An important set of inter-connected elements within neoliberal ideology include 

heightened commodification, privatization, public-private partnerships3, and a reliance 

upon technological or market solutions (Harvey, 2005; Pérez & Esposito, 2010). 

Neoliberalism has normalized excessive consumption, reinforcing the connection 

between material possessions and individual identity formation, and creating new sectors 

of commodification in which industry can grow (Pérez & Esposito, 2010). 

                                                 
3 Another term for partnerships and financial agreements between for-profit corporations and non-profit 
organizations. 
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Commodification of new areas is a result of the reliance upon the market and 

technological innovation for solutions to growing environmental, social, and economic 

failures. Closely linked with commodification, privatization of public goods and services 

is another hallmark of neoliberalism; over the last several decades utilities, education, 

healthcare, and other public sector assets have become increasingly privatized, and 

furthermore, consolidated into a smaller number of powerful corporations (Harvey, 

2005). Privatization in this way has resulted in egregious assaults on human rights, 

income equality, and environmental protections (Harvey, 2005; Pérez & Esposito, 2010). 

Neoliberal ideology in relation to capitalism holds to the idea that reducing government 

control over the economy and allowing for unrestricted growth in new industry sectors is 

the most beneficial system; only the dominant elite groups actually benefit from this 

system in reality (Harvey, 2005). 

The activity and interest around breast cancer rose in popularity alongside the 

development of neoliberalism in the United States, as well as other Western nations 

(King, 2006). The awareness movement that we know today is a direct reflection of the 

neoliberal ethos, placing emphasis upon individual responsibility for one’s health and 

relying on the market and privatization of medical advancements to solve the breast 

cancer epidemic (Gibson, Lee, & Crabb, 2014; Ness, 2014). The next section will 

unpack, chronologically, the progression of BCA as it has developed over the past several 

decades.   
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CHAPTER THREE: HISTORY OF BREAST CANCER ACTIVISM AND 

FORMATION OF CURRENT CULTURE 

Sulik (2011) asserts that slowly, as our society has shifted under the control of 

neoliberalism, marketing and fundraising flourished in a less inhibited market, and 

“breast cancer culture started to take shape as a consumer-based culture” (p. 49). As such, 

there is a deep and rich history and evolution behind breast cancer advocacy, awareness, 

and commodification.  

The earliest efforts in breast cancer activism and awareness occurred in 1936, 

when the American Society for the Control of Cancer (ASCC)4 created the Women’s 

Field Army (WFA) to spread awareness of the disease and stress the importance of early 

detection (King, 2006). These mostly white, middle-class women, disseminated their 

message through public lecturers, media campaigns, and informational handouts (King, 

2006). The WFA’s goal was to “save lives, drawing attention to the early warning signs 

of disease, softening their fears of treatment, brightening their prospects of survival” 

(Leopold, 1999, p. 166). 

From the 1950s to the 1980s, the breast cancer movement gained momentum as 

women advocated more strongly for government-funded research, access to screening, 

and information regarding treatment and surgery options; advocacy and support groups 

started appearing around the nation during this time (Batt, 1994; Leopold, 1999; Sulik, 

2011). Additionally, notable public figures including Shirley Temple Black, Betty Ford, 
                                                 
4 Now known as the American Cancer Society (ACS) 
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and Happy Rockefeller spoke openly about their own experiences with breast cancer, 

furthering the progress of destigmatizing the disease and bringing it into the public 

narrative (King, 2006). The 1980s set the stage, and the 1990s concretized the shape of 

the awareness culture we have today. Several influential developments during those 

decades include National Breast Cancer Awareness Month (NBCAM), the Komen 

Foundation, cause-relating marketing strategies, and Pink Ribbon symbolism.   

Nancy Brinker founded the Susan G. Komen Foundations in 1982 in honor of 

sister who died from breast cancer at an early age (Orenstein, 2013). Under Brinker’s 

direction, the Komen Foundation has become one of the most widely recognized and 

profitable breast cancer organizations, generating approximately $420 million in annual 

revenue (Sulik, 2011). Their work involves education and awareness of early screening, 

and raising money to fund research for a cure and screening services. The majority of 

their money goes toward education and outreach materials, and screening; between 2004 

and 2011, the percentage of their funding allocated towards ‘research’ decreased from 

27% to 15% (Sulik, 2011).  

In 1984, shortly following Komen’s inception, the multinational manufacturer of 

plastics, pesticides, and pharmaceuticals, Imperial Chemical Industries (ICI), established 

October as NBCAM (Pezzullo, 2003). In 1993, one of its subsidiaries, Zeneca (now 

AstraZeneca) unmerged from its parent company, taking charge of NBCAM, along with 

pesticide and pharmaceutical production (Eisenstein, 2001). The explicit goal of NBCAM 

from its conception was to promote early detection using mammography; their repeated 
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slogan is “early detection is your best protection” (Pezzullo, 2003, p. 352). Today, 

NBCAM, which happens in October, is a month-long internationally recognized 

campaign platform to raise money and spread awareness of the disease. It provides a set 

time in which companies and organizations can participate in BCA; groups like Komen 

and the ACS host fundraising walks, and many companies sell promotional pink ribbon 

products to raise money for nonprofits.  

NBCAM has become, for the most part, simply an effective platform for 

advertising and selling consumer products in support of BCA. This practice, known as 

cause-related marketing, formed as a reaction to Reagan’s policy changes in the 1980s, 

which shifted financial responsibility for social welfare from the government to private 

sector corporations (King, 2006). King (2006) identifies cause-marketing as an “effect of 

social developments associated with the rise of Reaganomics and neoliberalism” (p. 22, 

emphasis in original), as Reagan encouraged civic engagement and philanthropy, leading 

to a surge of profit-nonprofit partnerships as organizations turned to the private sector for 

funding. Furthermore, Reagan incentivized corporations to fund nonprofits by cutting 

taxes and raising the allowable tax deductions for donations from 5% to 10% of corporate 

income (King, 2006). Despite these changes, corporations struggled to supplement the 

$29 billion gap left by Reagan’s cuts to social welfare programs (King, 2006). 

Individuals in the corporate sector felt aggrieved by their sudden financial and social 

responsibilities, and to alleviate this burden, they developed methods of ‘strategic 

philanthropy,’ such that nonprofit donations would also benefit their own bottom line 
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(King, 2006). This quickly developed into cause-related marketing, which Harvey and 

Strahilevitz (2009) define as,  

The process of formulating and implementing marketing activities that are 
characterized by an offer from the firm to contribute a specified amount to a 
designated cause when customers engage in revenue-providing exchanges that 
satisfy organizational and individual objectives (pp. 27-28). 

The goal in cause-marketing is to appeal to consumers’ emotions, improving brand 

identity and building consumer confidence, and gaining an advantage over competing 

companies without reducing prices or improving product quality (King, 2006). Carol 

Cone, CEO of the cause-marketing firm Cone Communications, conducted a 2013 study 

on consumer behavior showing 89% of people will most likely buy a product associated 

with a cause they care about over another product given comparable price and quality 

(Cone Communications, 2013, p. 14). Harvey and Strahilevitz (2009) describe how “the 

consumer psychology behind this is that the ‘warm glow’ of supporting a worthy cause” 

(p. 28) benefits companies immediately from cause-related product sales, and produces 

long term profit increases and improved brand image. The success of this strategy is 

evident in the fact that since the 1990s, cause-marketing campaigns have increased by a 

factor of ten (Harvey & Strahilevitz, 2009). 

Breast cancer is an overwhelmingly successful cause-marketing target, 

bequeathed the “darling of corporate America” (Sulik, 2011, p. 112), because it is a ‘safe’ 

topic that businesses and governmental agencies can associate with, to show support for 

women without taking a feminist stance (unlike abortion, it is detached from political or 

ethical contentions) (King, 2006; Saukko & Reed, 2010). It came into the purview of 



16 
 

 
 

cause-marketing on a significant level after the establishment of the pink ribbon in the 

1990s, which provided a recognizable and uniting symbol that corporations could easily 

use to associate their brand with the cause (Elliott, 2007; Harvey & Strahilevitz, 2009; 

Sulik & Zierkiewicz, 2014). 

The origin story of the pink ribbon is that in 1992, a woman named Charlotte 

Haley was hand making and distributing peach colored ribbons with informational cards 

reading “The National Cancer Institute annual budget is $1.8 billion, only 5 percent goes 

for cancer prevention. Help us wake up our legislators and American by wearing this 

ribbon” (McCormick, 2009, p. 45). Self Magazine, in partnership with Estée Lauder, was 

working on a special NBCAM issue that same year and offered Haley an opportunity to 

contribute in exchange for the rights to use her peach-colored ribbon. Although Haley 

declined their offer, as she wasn’t interested in working with large corporations, Self 

Magazine and Estée Lauder simply changed the ribbon’s color to pink (to avoid legal 

complications over rights) and used that as their symbol for BCA (King, 2006). Estée 

Lauder handed these pink ribbons out to women at cosmetic counters, along with small 

instructional cards on how to perform proper self-examinations for breast cancer; in 

autumn of 1992 alone, Estée Lauder handed out 1.5 million ribbons (McCormick, 2009). 

While Komen was supposedly distributing these pink ribbons at their fundraisers during 

the early 1990s also, it was Estée Lauder (and Self) promoting the ribbon to show support 

and awareness of the disease that solidified the pink ribbon’s place as the defining 

symbol of BCA (McCormick, 2009).  
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From this history emerged a breast cancer culture, identified as such, because it 

follows the concept of a culture as a set of “symbols, stories, rituals, and worldviews” 

(Swidler, 1986, p. 273). Additionally, culture affects the actions people take to solve 

problems; the combination of neoliberal and BCA values results in specifically market 

and technologically driven actions to address breast cancer (Dauvergne, 2005; Swidler, 

1986).  This culture has evolved into a lucrative industry that is “a web of relationships 

and financial arrangements” among corporations and non-profit organizations that profit 

from the guarantee that breast cancer will continue to be a highly diagnosed, but treatable 

disease (Jaggar, 2014). This industry has been successful in cultivating out of the breast 

cancer culture, a dominant discourse that shapes and directs public understanding of the 

disease. This dominant discourse bears several prominent characteristics, which I have 

organized into the following categories:  

1. Everything Pink: Individuals are encouraged to show support and help the cause 
by purchasing consumer products or participating in fundraising events; 
commodification of disease (this can embody or become a vehicle for the other 
aspects). 

2. Awareness Alone: Heavy focus on spreading awareness for ‘the cause,’ and 
encouraging people to ‘think pink’.  

3. Femininity and Beauty: Public messages emphasize the physical body and 
highlight femininity and motherhood as exemplified through the symbolism of the 
breast. 

4. Survivorship and Optimism: Optimism and positivity are valued in survivors, 
while negative emotions are admonished, thus creating an ‘ideal survivor 
identity,’ which is revered or glorified.  

5. …For the Cure: Emphasizing finding a cure to reduce the number of women 
who die from cancer; reflects reliance on market and technology for solutions. 
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6. Early Detection is Your Best Protection: Emphasis on early detection through 
self-examination and annual mammograms; connected to the idea of individual 
responsibility and familial obligation. 

7. Individual Responsibility: The burden of prevention is placed heavily upon the 
individual by prioritizing certain personal behavior risk factors such as diet, 
exercise, alcohol consumption, and having children. 

Each aspect plays a crucial role in subverting discourses around environmental causes, 

and subsequently, around true prevention on a social scale. The following chapter 

discusses each aspect in detail. 

This thesis employs three case studies to understand how BCA campaigns 

actively support and articulate these characteristics through education material, social 

media, images, and events, thus reinforcing the dominant discourse. I assert that by 

consistently reiterating the rigid elements of BCA, influential companies/organizations 

and their awareness campaigns shape public understanding of breast cancer and reinforce 

the dominant narrative, thereby suppressing discourses of environmental causes.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES ON DOMINANT BREAST CANCER 

DISCOURSE 

The scholarship informing this thesis originates from a range of disciplines, 

including psychology, sociocultural studies, politics of gender, and business ethics, which 

create a diversified literature bound by an underlying aim to critique the values, priorities, 

and approaches of the current consumer-oriented BCA discourse.  

Building from the WFA’s “reliance on traditional gender relations, in which 

wives and mothers were designated as responsible for the health of themselves, their 

families, and their communities,” (King, 2006, p. xiii) the dominant BCA discourse 

continues to focus efforts on early detection, awareness, and individualized risk 

management (King, 2006; Moffett, 2003; Sulik, 2011).  

Neoliberal ideology filtered into BCA, reinforcing notions of consumerism, 

commodification, public-private partnerships, and individualism, actualized through the 

consumption of pink ribbon products, corporate sponsored events, and the emphasis on 

individual responsibility for risk management (Gibson et al., 2014; Ness, 2014; Sulik, 

2011). The normalization of cause-related marketing helps establish corporations and 

philanthropic foundations as authority figures in BCA and essential to ending the breast 

cancer epidemic (King, 2006; Lubitow & Davis, 2011; Pezzullo, 2003).  

The pink ribbon has become an iconic symbol to represent BCA, and works to 

reinforce the discourse around traditional values of strength, hope, responsibility, and 
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optimism (Harvey & Strahilevitz, 2009). Using the color pink, known as the 

“quintessential female color” (Elliott, 2007, p. 525), with strong associations to 

femininity and calmness, softens the disease, because, “pink, in short, is cancer inverted-

life, health, play, joy” (Elliott, 2007, p. 525). 

The convergence of neoliberalism, cause-related marketing, the pink ribbon, and 

institutions like Komen, Avon, Estée Lauder, and NBCAM, resulted in a “unique cultural 

system […] with its own symbols, beliefs, values, norms, and practices” (Sulik 2011, p. 

4). The following sections provide relevant scholarship critiquing each of the previously 

outlined characteristics of the dominant BCA discourse.    

Everything Pink 

Consumerism and fundraising play large roles in the dominant discourse of BCA, 

commodifying breast cancer through cause-related marketing and forming an association 

between consumption and civic identity (King, 2006; Lubitow & Davis, 2011; Sered, 

2015; Sulik, 2011). BCA has gained popularity among companies partially due to the 

pink ribbon itself, which acquired such a strong symbolic standing, that it can exist 

without an explanation and is automatically recognized as referencing breast cancer 

(Elliott, 2007; Harvey & Strahilevitz, 2009). These pink ribbon products are highly 

problematic because they often benefit the company, in both social and financial capital, 

more than they actually help women with breast cancer, and many of these companies 

sell products containing known or potential carcinogens (Jaggar, 2014; Lubitow & Davis, 

2011; Ness, 2014).  
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In response to the onslaught of pink merchandise, constituting what Ehrenreich 

(2001) designates the “breast cancer marketplace,” (p. 46) Breast Cancer Action coined 

Pinkwashing, which describes “the activities of companies and groups that position 

themselves as leaders in the struggle to eradicate breast cancer while engaging in 

practices that may be contributing to rising rates of the disease” (Malkan, 2007, p. 75). 

Lubitow and Davis (2011) identify Pinkwashing as a form of social injustice against 

women, arguing that companies and organizations distract from discourses of 

environmental causes, control the public experience of the disease, and use breast cancer 

to increase their profits while potentially contributing to the epidemic. 

Companies from diverse industries, including cosmetics and automobile 

manufacturers, frequently use the pink ribbon and raise money for BCA and research, 

through the sale of products containing toxic chemicals linked to breast cancer (Harvey & 

Strahilevitz, 2009; King, 2006; Lubitow & Daivs, 2006; Ness, 2014). The idea of 

shopping and buying pink ribbon products is so ingrained into our culture, it is normal to 

purchase items that support causes we care about, but the hyper-consumerism we live 

with inadvertently discourages consumers from asking controversial questions (King, 

2006; Lubitow & Daivs, 2006; Pérez & Esposito, 2010).  

Sulik (2011) comments that, “pink ribbon culture maintains the status of breast 

cancer as a women’s health epidemic and the impression that key players in the culture 

are taking action to eradicate it” (p. 57). The impression that organizations are taking 

action is exemplified through this normalization of consumption, wherein the public 
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equates financial donations, raised from purchasing pink ribbon products, with progress 

and action (Ness, 2014). Thus, large national cancer organizations and corporations with 

annual awareness campaigns legitimate their polluting activities, by the empty promises 

of monetary contributions, which do no more than create an illusion of caring about 

women and maintain a destructive profit cycle (King, 2006; Pezzullo, 2003; Sulik, 2011). 

Crucial to the power of pinkwashing is the way in which neoliberalism has 

succeeded in redefining our relationship with the environment, normalizing excessive 

consumption and market-based solutions to social and environmental difficulties (Heynen 

et al, 2007; Pérez & Esposito, 2010). When the economic and individual discourses of 

neoliberalism are examined concurrently—capital accumulation, commodity production, 

and investment, alongside market freedom and private property rights—“there is a 

necessary re-working of the way human society and non-human systems and beings 

relate” (Heynen et al, 2007, p. 10). Through this reworking of environmental 

relationships, hyper-consumerism is legitimated and reinforced, and is a means of 

obscuring the fact that neoliberalism has in fact entailed massive environmental 

degradation (Harvey, 2005; Heynen et al., 2007; Pérez & Esposito, 2010).  

In tandem with a societal shift in our relationship to nature is the normalization, or 

the acceptance, of hyper-consumerism, and the expansion of new commodity markets 

(Pérez & Esposito, 2010; White, 2002). Pérez and Esposito (2010) focus on the 

connection between neoliberalism and our hyper-materialistic consumer culture that is 

responsible for massive environmental degradation and public health epidemics. By 



23 
 

 
 

focusing on the aspect of neoliberalism’s emphasis on “pro-market policies associated 

with privatization and de-regulation,” (p. 92) the authors argue that prioritizing economic 

growth over all else contributes to a cultural obsession over material possessions (Pérez 

& Esposito, 2010). Furthermore, in our current neoliberal capitalist society, choice in the 

marketplace is constructed as freedom, and material possessions become vehicles through 

which individuals can form “specific kinds of identity and social belonging” (White, 

2002, p. 88). Cause-related marketing builds on this, providing consumers with products 

allowing them to display their concern for social causes in a public manner (Elliott, 2007; 

King, 2006).  

BCA campaigns capitalize on this cultural obsession with stuff and exploit the 

public’s eagerness to participate in civic life to sell products and increase profits (King, 

2006). The ubiquity of pink ribbon products in the marketplace reflects the power of the 

pink ribbon to commodify the disease and cultivate a brand image around breast cancer, 

forming a lucrative industry (Ehrenreich, 2001; King, 2006; McCormick, 2009; Sulik, 

2011). 

Awareness Alone 

Building from the legacy of the WFA, many pink ribbon campaigns remain 

vigilant in their efforts to raise/spread awareness of the disease, with the understanding 

that awareness begets a cure and the end of breast cancer (Batt, 1994; Elliott, 2007; 

Gardner, 2009; King, 2006). This is, however, a hollow pursuit since most people already 

know about breast cancer, and many have been personally affected by it, leading to the 
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question, ‘what are we, as the public consuming pink ribbon campaigns supposed to be 

more aware of’ (Jaggar, 2014; McCormick, 2009; Sulik, 2011)? Predominantly, 

spreading awareness is a means of culturally normalizing the dominant discourse around 

early detection, mammography, individualized risk factors, treatment, and post-treatment 

reconstructive therapies (Gibson et al., 2014; King, 2006; McCormick, 2009). The public 

internalizes this discourse as normal, because the implication behind these efforts is that a 

critical problem contributing to women developing and dying from cancer is insufficient 

knowledge or information about the issues (Moffett, 2003; Sulik, 2011). Additionally, 

placing such an extreme emphasis upon awareness as a function of progress misleads the 

public into believing that simply wearing a pink ribbon or illuminating a landmark in 

pink is helping to end breast cancer (Elliott, 2007; Lubitow & Davis, 2011).  

Femininity and Beauty 

A troubling line of discourse in the dominant BCA framework is the level of 

importance placed on physical appearance and threat to bodily deformity in an overly 

sexualized manner, which focuses attention on the loss of sexuality, femininity, and 

ultimately, womanhood, rather than prioritizing women’s lives and health (Gibson et al., 

2014; King, 2006; Sulik & Zierkiewicz, 2014). Through the color pink, which is 

culturally associated with traditional femininity, discourse around breast cancer is 

inherently gendered (Elliott, 2007). Gibson et al. (2014), note that this discourse 

perpetuates the legacy that shaped it, which spotlights “white, heterosexual women” who 

embody “all-American, hypernormal femininity” through their roles as caretakers, 
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mothers, and wives (p. 525). Culturally, there is higher value placed upon 

heteronormative femininity and younger women, which is centered on the breasts as 

sexualized symbols of womanhood and motherhood (Eisenstein, 2001; Sulik & 

Zierkiewicz, 2014). In this way, BCA messaging employs hyper-sexualized portrayals of 

women’s bodies, objectifying women by focusing on the breast as a symbol of femininity 

and sexual usefulness (Conley & Ramsey, 2011; Sulik, 2011). Campaigns like Save the 

Ta-Tas are degrading towards women, because they reduce women’s identities to body 

parts, and direct attention towards the consequences of breast cancer in relation to 

preserving breasts, rather than lives (Jaggar, 2014).  

These activities and attitudes reflect a broader culture that routinely regulates and 

censors women’s bodies in the public domain, positioning women’s breasts as sexual 

objects or private parts of the body (Eisenstein, 2001; Wolf, 2008). This sexualization has 

constructed gendered and culturally approved situations for exposing breasts; women are 

admonished for breastfeeding in public spaces, a situation in which breasts are used for 

their intended function – to nourish and sustain infants (Amir, 2014; Wolf, 2008). 

Contrarily, media and advertising frequently show women’s breasts either bare or 

minimally covered, but in a sexualized manner. In the US, and many other countries, 

there is a cultural aversion to women openly breastfeeding in public. This is shaped by 

our cultural understanding of breasts as objects of sexual attraction for men, not as 

functional body parts (Grant, 2016; Rothchild, 2014). This paradoxical situation in which 

breasts are displayed openly when framed as sexual objects, while mothers are shamed, 
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or called indecent, for breastfeeding in public, constructs sexist norms and regulations for 

women, and reduces a woman’s right to take control and agency over her own body and 

identity (Amir, 2014; Chemaly, 2014; Rothchild, 2014). 

Considerable efforts are made to restore a woman’s femininity and physical 

appearance after breast cancer treatment, especially surgery in which the entire breast is 

removed (Batt, 1994; Leopold, 1999). Programs such as the ACS’s Look Good…Feel 

Better program encourages women to spend money and time on improving their physical 

appearance, such that, to some extent, they can regain a sense of normalcy (Cobb & Starr, 

2012; Sulik, 2011). This narrative subtly reinforces the element of normalcy in 

developing breast cancer, justifying the development of the disease, as long as women 

can survive and return to their normal lives as mothers and wives (Gardner, 2009; Gibson 

et al., 2014; King, 2006). 

Survivorship and Optimism 

Psychologist Harriet Lerner wrote in the 1970s that “to express anger – especially 

if one does so openly, directly, or loudly, makes a woman unladylike, unfeminine, 

unmaternal, and sexually unattractive” (Leopold, 1999, p. 250). While these types of 

statements are not spoke aloud, a legacy remains for women to monitor and control 

strong emotions of anger, negativity, and dissent (Ehrenreich, 2001; Sulik, 2011). Within 

BCA, there is a culture of survivorship, created through a discourse of optimism, 

empowerment, strength, and resilience – coined the ‘tyranny of cheerfulness’ – that “goes 

beyond mere absence of anger to what looks, all too often, like a positive embrace of the 
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disease” (Ehrenreich, 2001, p. 48). Women who embody these traits emerge as models 

for an ‘ideal survivor identity’ and are placed at the forefront of BCA activities, which 

serves to “dilute and homogenize” the experience of breast cancer (Sulik & Zierkiewicz, 

2014, p. 116). In conjunction with optimism, the discourse of survivorship is entrenched 

with war and battle symbolism, thus creating an expectation for women to walk a thin 

line between masculinized courage, and stoic feminine positivity (Lubitow & Davis, 

2011; Ness, 2014; Sulik, 2011).  

The symbolism of the pink ribbon helps solidify this overt cheerfulness, as any 

movement with a soft and comforting color cannot by its nature engender passion, anger, 

and acrimony towards corporate sponsors, mega-nonprofit organizations, and allopathic 

medicine (Elliott, 2007; Moffett, 2003; Ness, 2014).  

The hyper-optimistic discourse of survivorship attempts to redefine the 

experience of breast cancer as a form of ‘makeover’ or ‘opportunity,’ thus normalizing 

the experience of the disease, circumscribing gender-appropriate emotions, and deterring 

women from asking critical questions (Ehrenreich, 2001; Lubitow & Davis, 2011; Ness, 

2014; Sulik, 2011; Sulik & Zierkiewicz, 2014).  

…For the Cure 

Fueling the optimism of BCA is a forward looking discourse that “relies heavily 

on the language of ‘progress,’ ‘breakthrough,’ and ‘cure’” (King, 2006, p. xvii). Many 

awareness campaigns, pink ribbon products, and fundraising events divert attention and 

money towards a cure for breast cancer, insisting that given enough money, scientific 
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research will triumph in the fight against breast cancer (King, 2006; Lubitow & Davis, 

2011; Yadlon, 1997).  

Critics of this approach argue that searching for a cure is futile given the dearth of 

complete scientific knowledge regarding breast cancer etiology, and because despite the 

billions of dollars poured into biomedical research, we have seen little progress in 

prevention, treatment, or advances towards a cure (McCormick, 2009; Sulik, 2011). Most 

research focuses on management and a cure, filtered through an encouraging and hopeful 

rhetoric that creates the illusion of progress, while dismissing the fact that “despite 

decades of fundraising, research, and awareness, we still do not know how to prevent 

breast cancer or keep people from dying from it” (Sulik, 2011, p. 116, emphasis in 

original; Yadlon, 1997). This narrow focus on a future cure marginalizes discourses of 

environmental causes and possible prevention (Lubitow & Davis, 2011; Yadlon, 1997).  

The strong focus on finding a cure for cancer is reflective of the neoliberal ethos, 

which seeks solutions through technology and the marketplace, rather than government 

oversight and corporate regulation (Eisenstein, 2001; Harvey, 2005; Heynen et al., 2007). 

It is ultimately more profitable to diagnose, treat, and cure breast cancer than to prevent it 

by reducing environmental carcinogens (McCormick, 2009). 

Early Detection is Your Best Protection  

The dominant BCA discourse continually emphasizes the importance of early 

detection and mammography screening, presenting the benefits and effectiveness in a 

simplified and generalized fashion, divorced from any possible drawbacks (King, 2006; 
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Leopold, 1999; Pezzullo, 2003; Sulik, 2011). BCA campaigns, who have no medical 

authority, have repeated the essentiality of getting annual mammograms, supported by 

the statement that catching cancer earlier will undoubtedly benefit prognosis and 

treatment success (Ness, 2015; Sulik, 2011).  

The statistical effectiveness of mammography, rates of false-positives and missed 

cancers, is exceedingly unclear with contradicting studies and problematic results. The 

clear trend, however, is that while screening helps catch certain types of breast cancers in 

older women, the accuracy of detection decreases for younger populations, leading to 

higher incidences of false-positives (Beil, 2014; Cutler, Burki, Kotler, & Chambliss, 

2013; McCormick, 2009; Sulik, 2011). NBCAM has played a pivotal role in perpetuating 

the rhetoric of early detection, which is partially based on an outdated assumption that all 

breast cancers progress in a linear and stable rate (Eisenstein, 2001; Sulik, 2011). 

The central critique of the dominant discourse’s emphasis on early detection 

stems from the imbalanced and homogenized presentation of the benefits and importance 

of screening (Eisenstein, 2001; Gibson et al., 2014; McCormick, 2009; Sulik, 2011). The 

issue is not the medical procedure of screening for cancer, but how much urgency is 

placed upon women to monitor and evaluate their bodies for signs of cancer, and that the 

most effective tool is regular mammograms (King, 2006; Ness, 2014; Sulik, 2011). BCA 

reinforces this urgency, but they do not provide women with accurate information 

regarding both the benefits and the drawbacks or concerns regarding this procedure 

(Eisenstein, 2001; Jaggar, 2014). Messages that disseminate the idea that “early detection 
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saves lives” without any additional information or context is harmful particularly to 

younger women who misunderstand this statement as referring to all women, of any age 

(Gibson et al., 2014; McCormick, 2009; Sulik, 2011). Additionally, Sulik (2011) argues 

that pinkwashing campaigns dismiss complexities in breast cancer types and the gaps in 

medical knowledge around who develops breast cancer and why, leading to “same 

recommendations for all women: ‘get tested regularly. It is the best way to lower your 

risk of dying from breast cancer. Screening tests can find breast cancer early, when it’s 

most treatable’” (p. 171). This type of message obfuscates differences in cancer 

progression, and that while a mammogram might detect one’s breast cancer, it isn’t 

guaranteed to catch it early depending on the type (Sulik, 2011).  

The abundance of BCA messages highlighting importance of early detection 

perpetuates the belief that a lack of awareness is a significant factor in breast cancer 

mortality; again, the root problem of this approach is the oversimplification of a complex 

illness for which many variables determine prognosis and treatment success (American 

Cancer Society, 2015; Eisenstein, 2001; National Institutes of Health, 2005; Ness, 2014). 

The discourse around the message that “early detection – not prevention – is the 

most effective means for managing the disease” (Ness, 2014) is problematic because it 

diverts attention away from environmental causes, and breeds confusion about 

mammography and the role of screening in mitigating rising incidences of cancer 

(Burgess & Murray, 2014; McCormick, 2009).  NBCAM has, since its start, downplayed, 

actively ignored, or refuted, the potential for environmental links to breast cancer (Batt & 
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Gross, 1999; Eisenstein, 2001; McCormick, 2009; Ness, 2014; Pezzullo, 2003). 

Additionally, money and energy are directed towards education and awareness efforts, as 

well as providing underserviced women with easy access to mammography; these 

activities divert significant portions of money and energy away from addressing 

underlying socioeconomic inequalities, environmental injustices, and flaws in our 

healthcare system (Elliott, 2007; Gibson et al., 2014; Moffett, 2003; Lubitow & Davis, 

2011).  

Individual Responsibility 

The dominant BCA messaging employs personal empowerment as a narrative tool 

to shift accountability of risk onto women, by emphasizing early detection and personal 

risk factors within a control/choice paradigm, the burden of responsibility for preventing 

and detecting cancer is placed on the individual (Gibson et al., 2014; Leopold, 1999; 

Lubitow & Davis, 2011; McCormick, 2009; Ness, 2014; Yadlon, 1997). The discourse of 

individual responsibility is rooted in the neoliberal values of individualism, privatization, 

and autonomy from the state (Gibson et al., 2014; Harvey, 2005; Ness, 2014). Gibson et 

al. (2014) note how the values of neoliberal individuality are echoed in the discourse of 

empowerment, as it “locates the management of health and illness in the domain of 

personal responsibility” (p. 524).  

The focus on risk behavior modification and heritability, the standard approach to 

prevention education, conveys the misleading message that women are in complete 

control over the potential causes of breast cancer (Batt & Gross, 1999; Polzer, 2010; 
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Yadlon, 1997). Focusing on modifiable behaviors places responsibility and blame upon 

women who do develop breast cancer, implying that they made the wrong decisions, 

were negligent, or somehow caused their own cancer (Gibson et al., 2014; King, 2006; 

Sulik, 2011).  Additionally, an emphasis on early detection and knowing one’s genetic 

risk reinforces “the neoliberal focus on self-care” (Gibson et al., 2014, p. 528) in which 

women are placed as empowered and responsible agents expected to constantly monitor 

their bodies (Gibson et al., 2014; Polzer, 2010).  

The United States has a long history of civic engagement and individual action to 

create social reforms, values that were extolled in the 1980s and heavily utilized in the 

breast cancer movement by organizations like Komen, who spend a large portion of 

money on education and advocacy (Blackstone, 2004; King, 2006; Sulik, 2011). Pink 

ribbon products reinforce civic responsibilities of shopping for a good cause, while 

awareness messages of early detection and body surveillance targeted at women, all of 

whom are technically at risk for the disease, reinforce individual responsibility and 

accountability for detection and risk management (King, 2006; Ness, 2014; Sulik, 2011). 

Within neoliberal ideology, private giving is valued over government support, and is 

understood as “a vehicle for instilling civic and self-responsibility in the American 

people” (King, 2006, p. xxvii). BCA campaigns reinforce this ideology, cultivating 

rhetorics of optimism and hope to legitimate the emphasis placed on individual 

participation in raising money and spreading awareness (King, 2006; Ness, 2014). BCA 

discourses around individual action (early detection and lifestyle choices) shift 
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accountability for breast cancer away from corporations and governments, and subvert 

discourses around environmental causes and other factors beyond individual control 

(Ehrenreich, 2001; Lubitow & Davis, 2011; McCormick, 2009; Ness, 2014). 

In sum, the culmination of activism, optimism, and commodification normalizes, 

and even valorizes, breast cancer and results in a system whose “primary purpose has 

become self-preservation” (Sulik, 2011, p. 30). Large nonprofits, and their corporate 

partners, mutually reinforce each other to maintain this system, which profits from the 

detection and treatment of breast cancer, but not prevention (Dauvergne, 2005; King, 

2006; Pezzullo, 2003). Additionally, these institutions employ a discourse that builds 

upon established cultural values of empowerment and hyper-positivity to cultivate public 

acceptance, which subsequently produces a self-perpetuating system (Ehrenreich, 2009; 

Ness, 2014; Sulik, 2011). Spreading awareness and raising money have become tools of 

the BCA industry to create an illusion of action and progress, because they provide 

avenues of civic engagement that are portrayed as appropriate and sufficient ways of 

helping end breast cancer (King, 2006; Moffett, 2003). However, such an approach 

undermines the possibility of true advocacy and political action that would ensure women 

do not simply survive cancer, but that fewer women will develop the disease at all 

(Ehrenreich, 2001; McCormick, 2009). 

From this literature, I have developed three primary questions to guide my thesis: 

1. How do awareness campaigns and product advertisements espouse and reinforce 
the dominant discourse of BCA and dismiss or belittle environmental causes and 
prevention? 



34 
 

 
 

2. What are the overlapping and reoccurring themes in BCA campaigns that shape 
and articulate how the public understands and engages with the issues around 
breast cancer? 

3. In what ways do these BCA campaigns, and their messages, reaffirm or embody 
neoliberal values and beliefs? 
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CHAPTER FIVE: METHODS AND CASE STUDY OVERVIEW/DATA 

Positionality 

 I view the issues around breast cancer within a broader societal problem of how 

we approach health and illness. The US faces rising rates of certain conditions and 

illnesses, and they are addressed in a similar manner to breast cancer, focusing on 

diagnostic screenings, lifestyle risk factors, technological solutions, and cures. The 

traditional approach over-emphasizes individual lifestyle and genetic predisposition, such 

that we dismiss and minimize risk factors beyond our control. For example, emphasizing 

diet as a supposedly controllable lifestyle choice ignores the political and socioeconomic 

complexities surrounding access and affordability that may prohibit certain individuals 

from obtaining healthy food. My examination of BCA campaigns is not targeted at breast 

cancer patients or those individuals touched by the disease. In my work, I do not intend to 

belittle or criticize the importance of community support, personal connection with any 

part of the breast cancer culture, or any individual’s opinions, emotions, or mindsets 

concerning their own experience with cancer. I intend to critique the system that excludes 

and alienates different perspectives and dismisses critical conversations and research of 

environmental causes and social inequalities that contribute to the breast cancer epidemic.  

On a personal level, I am passionate about these issues and understand my own 

experiences within the broader context as described above. I have several health 

conditions that I believe were caused or at least exacerbated by exposure to toxins in 
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personal care products and environmental pollutants. Additionally, my older sister was 

diagnosed with an aggressive form of Leukemia at age twenty-one, which drove me to 

critically examine chemical exposure and the causes of cancer in healthy young adults 

with virtually no family history of cancer.  

Methods 

I conducted a critical discourse analysis of various documents produced by three 

case study organizations/corporations and their associated pink ribbon campaigns, 

borrowing specific methods and theories from an array of disciplines including 

linguistics, social semiotics, and advertisement analysis. The scope of data is defined by 

the enumeration of document types proposed by Bowen (2009): 

[Documents] include advertisements; agendas, attendance registers, and minutes 
of meetings; manuals; background papers; books and brochures; diaries and 
journals; event programs (i.e., printed outlines); letters and memoranda; maps and 
charts; newspapers (clippings/articles); press releases; program proposals, 
application forms, and summaries; radio and television program scripts; 
organizational or institutional reports; survey data; and various public records (pp. 
27-28).  

Additionally, discourse within this thesis is best defined by Gibson et al. (2014), who, 

positioned within a framework of critical feminist analysis, summarize it as “a collection 

of interrelated statements that form around socially recognizable values and meanings, 

which are circulated through the operation of power relations and within specific social 

contexts” (p. 522). 
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Using CDA: linguistics and discourse 

While CDA is a methodological framework, the literature also defines several 

important ways of analyzing data using this approach. The essential elements of CDA 

analysis involve examining statements and social events, or practices, to understand how 

certain dominant discourses are maintained by powerful institutions (Jorgensen & 

Phillips, 2002). Some linguistic analysis is used, and some scholars produce meticulous 

analyses of linguist features, but the discourses produced or maintained though those 

linguistic features are of primary interest. For example, modality relates to a “speaker’s 

degree of affinity with or affiliation to her or his statement” (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002, 

p. 83). The modality of truth relates to how a speaker can give a statement more or less 

authority through sentence structure and word choice; using words such as ‘may’ or 

‘could’ reduces the level of authority related to a certain knowledge-claim, and can cast 

doubt upon the truth of the statement (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). Conversely, 

authoritative words that convey a message clearly and directly, give a heightened sense of 

truth to the statement; this tactic allows misinformation to be spread simply through 

saying it with authority such that the audience perceives it to be true. 

Social semiotics 

Semiotics studies signs and symbols, which appear in communicative or social 

systems including verbal/written language, body language/gestures, artwork, and dress 

(Funk & Wagnalls New World Encyclopedia, 2014). Social semiotics examines these 

signs and symbols within broader social contexts, to understand how history, culture, 
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customs, and values can shape creation and interpretation of symbols (Najafian & Ketabi, 

2011). 

Advertisement analysis 

Advertising analyses incorporate semiotics and linguistics, with a particular focus 

on adverts as the documents under examination; these can be “text, audio, video, 

photography and graphic design” (Abdelaal & Sase, 2014, p. 254). These studies are 

applicable not just to pink ribbon product advertisements, but to a wide array of BCA 

messages, which can be interpreted as a form of advertising for the pink ribbon culture 

itself. Abdelaal and Sase (2014) describe how “advertising contributes to the creation of 

opinions…and the creation of shared knowledge” (p. 254). The awareness campaigns 

produce print and online material that includes text and image designed to catch the 

audience’s attention, educate, and encourage consumption of products and services, all in 

support of the fight against breast cancer. In a way, they are selling the pink ribbon 

culture and the associated goods (pink ribbon products), services (mammography, pink 

ribbon services) and brands (Komen, Estée Lauder, ACS). In doing so, they create shared 

values, priorities, and knowledge concerning BCA. For example, social media posts or 

Crucial Catch mid-game announcements connect viewers to the consumer culture of 

breast cancer awareness, reminding them to participate in shopping and spreading 

awareness. 
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Popular Media Representation of Breast Cancer 

Studies of breast cancer in print and visual media5 reveal most stories focus on 

scientific or technological advancements, traditional lifestyle risk management, and 

personal interest pieces, while failing to cover environmental issues and the importance 

of cancer-causing pollutants (Atkin, Smith, Mcfeters, & Ferguson, 2008; Brown, 

Zavestoski, McCormick, Mandelbaum, & Luebke, 2001; Clarke & Everest, 2006; 

Spencer, 2009). These studies are relevant to this thesis, because they illuminate how a 

culturally influential institution in our society frames the issues around breast cancer to 

reflect and reinforce the dominant discourse. While employing some different methods, 

the scholarship in this area essentially produces a discourse analysis of the representation 

of breast cancer within popular media articles. There are a few papers of particular 

importance, because they reveal a pattern of maintaining the dominant discourse around 

breast cancer, which neglects and dismisses environmental causes.  

The Brown et al. (2001) study revealed that approximately 5-12% of articles they 

examined, published between 1961 and 1999, mentioned possible environmental causes; 

the majority focused on individual risk to avoid disease. Furthermore, when articles did 

discuss environmental causes, they were portrayed with uncertainty, through statements 

such as ‘is there a connection’ and ‘there might be a link,’ and words like ‘suspect,’ 

‘possibly,’ and ‘might’ (Brown et al., 2001, p. 761). Clarke and Everest (2006) examined 

the use of fear in articles about cancer to legitimate allopathic medicine, finding that this 

                                                 
5 Studies examine articles/stories specifically about the disease; they do not include the articles that criticize 
the awareness campaigns and pinkwashing activities.  
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emphasis ultimately dismissed the role of occupational hazards or broader environmental 

causes that contribute to increased cancer risk. Additionally, articles that frame cancer 

within the dominant medical model equated prevention with early detection, reinforcing 

the idea that risk management and cancer prevention is within the control of the 

individual (Clarke & Everest, 2006). When cancer is portrayed in this fashion, it obscures 

the responsibilities of governments and corporations for environmental pollution that 

causes cancer, and diminishes the credibility of cases purporting environmental links as 

‘alarmist’ and ‘scientifically unfounded’ (Brown et al., 2001). 

The media are extremely influential in drawing individual problems into the 

public sphere based upon how they frame responsibility; reflecting the values and beliefs 

of the dominating class, they reinforce social norms and control the production of 

knowledge (Brown et al., 2001; Clarke & Everest, 2006). Brown et al. (2001) note, “if 

the media focus blame and responsibility on the individual, it is likely that the problem 

will not be considered a social problem that merits public or government attention” (p. 

752). The lack of attention given to environmental causation and corporate and 

governmental responsibility, while highlighting individual risks such as family history, 

genetic mutations, diet, and reproductive history, weakens the possibility of breast cancer 

becoming a broader social problem (Brown et al., 2001).  

Case Studies and Data/Document Collection 

 The three case studies covered in this thesis include (1) The Breast Cancer Site’s 

Facebook page, (2) The NFL’s Crucial Catch Campaign, and (3) Avon, Estée Lauder, 
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Chevy, and Ford as companies involved in the polluter industrial complex. These three 

case studies sufficiently demonstrate the techniques utilized by organizations or 

corporations to shape and influence the public engagement with breast cancer. 

The collection of data for this study was subjective, but based upon my own 

objective to provide a diverse range of BCA campaign approaches, target audiences, and 

goals. I also thought that examining a few different types of campaigns would provide a 

more interesting and robust study, rather than focusing exclusively on corporate 

campaigns, for instance. The case studies were chosen based upon availability of 

information and documents to examine; the last case study is a group of four companies 

that work well as a semi-cohesive unit, since they are all companies who market 

environmentally damaging products, while engaging in extensive BCA activities.  

I chose images for the first case study by sifting through the photo stream on their 

Facebook page, and searching for patterns or reoccurring themes that fit within the scope 

of this study. For the second case study, I focused on the BCA campaign videos for two 

teams; I chose the two teams by default essentially, because online videos of their BCA 

events and survivor half-time shows were difficult to find. For the third case study, I 

ended up focusing on mostly web content and pink ribbon products sold by those 

corporations.  

Case Study #1: The Breast Cancer Site/Facebook Page 

The first case study is the Breast Cancer Site and their affiliated Facebook group 

Breast Cancer Awareness, which they launched in 2002, to spread awareness of breast 
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cancer and mammography through social media (Breast Cancer Awareness, [ca. 2002]). 

The Breast Cancer Site is a subdomain of CharityUSA.com’s website TheGreaterGood, 

which houses numerous websites dedicated to raising awareness for various social, 

humanitarian, and environmental issues (GreaterGood, n.d.). GreaterGood websites sell 

cause-related merchandise and donate a portion from sales to the affiliated cause. 

According to their website, the owners of CharityUSA.com founded GreaterGood to 

provide the public with an easy and convenient way of engaging with pressing global 

issues (GreaterGood, n.d.).  

Started in 2000, The Breast Cancer Site has a stated goal to raise money to help 

low-income women afford mammograms; the focus of the website, it would seem, is to 

promote awareness and emphasize the importance of early detection through 

mammography (The Breast Cancer Site, n.d.). The website raises money by selling 

merchandise, and through an agreement that sponsors will donate money when site 

visitors simply click a special ‘Pink Button.’ The money goes towards cancer research 

centers (e.g., University of Michigan) and funds grants for medical centers to provide 

low-cost or free mammography services. 

The data analyzed for this case study included a collection of images from the 

group’s Facebook page. The images chosen reflect the values and beliefs of this group, 

perpetuated through their activity on social media. As such, the collection of 22 images 

provided a snapshot of the dominant discourses found within the photos posted on this 

public group page (See Appendix D: Case Study One Images).  
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Case Study #2: The NFL’s Crucial Catch Campaign 

The second case study is the NFL’s Crucial Catch Campaign; the NFL represents 

a widely viewed and important cultural institution in the United States. The National 

Football League (NFL), founded in 1920, controls and regulates professional football, 

one of America’s most popular and widely attended sports (Klein, 2014). Grossing 

roughly $9.5 billion annually, their fan base is approximately 60% of the US population 

(Thomas, 2014). In 2009, the NFL launched their October BCA campaign, entitled A 

Crucial Catch, to raise money and create awareness about breast cancer, and the 

importance of annual screenings (NFL, 2015). Every October, the NFL stadiums, players, 

coaches, and referees are adorned in pink paraphernalia, making their BCA efforts hard 

to overlook. All teams are involved in this campaign, each has a designed BCA game, 

and host or participate in various community building, educational, and charitable events 

and activities (NFL, 2015). The NFL’s primary fundraising beneficiary is the ASC’s 

CHANGE program, which provides grants to community health centers to support access 

to free or low-cost mammograms (NFL, 2015). Teams raise money through events such 

as galas and auctions, and fans are encouraged to buy pink ribbon products online and at 

retail stores from the NFL to support the campaign.  

This campaign is important because of its public exposure and massive size; every 

October the NFL engages in an extensive array of fundraising and awareness activities 

across the nation. There is massive attendance to these games, and football is a strong 

cultural institution in America, reaching audiences physically at games, and remotely, in 
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bars, restaurants, and homes. Through privileged access to media (TV/internet) and a 

massive audience, the NFL has significant power over the discourse and narrative of 

breast cancer engagement, shaping how the public understands and engages with this 

disease (Van Dijk, 2001). 

Despite being a traditionally male-centered sport, women comprise almost half of 

their fan base, and are a demographic the NFL is interested in retaining (King, 2006; 

Dicaro, 2015). This is tempered by the NFL’s complex relationship with women— a long 

history of domestic violence among players and a culture that objectifies and sexualizes 

women. Osayande (2014) describes the NFL as a ‘benevolent patriarchy,’ that 

participates in BCAM to show their support for women, while remaining a hegemonic 

male-dominated institution that sexualizes women and condones the violent nature 

inherent to football culture. Even the history of the NFL’s founding indicates the 

formation of an overly masculine and patriarchal institution. Klein (2014) describes how 

team owners met at a car dealership on a hot Ohio night, hashing out the agreements for 

creating the league as they “sat on the running boards and fenders of the $3,000 cars on 

the showroom floor and grabbed cold beer bottles from an icy bucket.” This paints a 

portrait of a traditional ‘boys club’ that women would be excluded from – cars, beer, and 

sports are culturally tied to men and masculinity. Within the framework of CDA, this 

history is relevant as it leaves a lasting legacy shaping the NFL’s values and beliefs 

regarding gender, sexuality, and race (Buzuvis, 2007; King, 2006). Indeed, the NFL 

developed into a patriarchal institution that has historically objectified and devalued 
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women, manifested in their team cheerleaders and the league’s reaction to numerous 

domestic violence incidents involving their players (Osayande, 2014; Thomas, 2014). 

The Crucial Catch Campaign and its activities that represent the NFL’s engagement with 

women and the issues around breast cancer exemplify and illustrate the problematic and 

paternalistic relationship that the NFL has towards women. 

The data for this case study included text from the NFL’s 2015 Team Plans for 

Breast Cancer Awareness Month document, website content from the NFL’s Crucial 

Catch website, and three videos of BCA game halftime shows. The videos include the 

Denver Bronco’s 2015 halftime show honoring survivors, and the San Francisco 49ers 

2014 and 2015 BCA videos (See Appendix E for list of videos).   

Case Study #3: Fossil Fuel & Toxic Polluters 

The third case study includes Avon, Estée Lauder, Chevrolet, and Ford, which are 

all polluting or toxic companies that simultaneously participate in BCA.  

Avon and Estée Lauder are major cosmetics companies that tout their 

involvement and support of women’s interests, despite using toxic chemicals linked to 

cancer in many products marketed towards women, including pink ribbon products.  

Avon, founded in 1886, has positioned itself as a progressively pro-women 

company. Originally addressing broad women’s health issues, Avon focused their 

philanthropic efforts primarily on breast cancer starting in the early 2000’s, launching the 

Avon Breast Cancer Crusade (King, 2006). Avon provides educational material, raises 

money through merchandise, and hosts major breast cancer marathons in the United 
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States and internationally. According to the Avon Foundation’s website, “the Crusade's 

life-saving work supports awareness and education, screening and diagnosis, access to 

care, support services, and scientific research” (Avon, n.d.).  AVON 39 The Walk to End 

Breast Cancer is their national 39 mile walk, which takes place in multiple cities year-

round.  

Aside from their involvement in establishing the Pink Ribbon symbol, Estée 

Lauder has raised a significant amount of money over the years, developing a fundraising 

awareness campaign, called the Breast Cancer Awareness Campaign, and a research 

organization, the Breast Cancer Research Foundation (BCRF). The Breast Cancer 

Awareness Campaign provides a platform for individuals touched by breast cancer to 

share stories and engage in fundraising or awareness activities (Estée Lauder, 2015).  

The data for Avon and Estée Lauder was primarily website content, along with 

Avon’s educational document, Early Detection Saves Lives: Breast Health Resource 

Guide. The Avon websites included the Avon Foundation for Women 

(www.avonfoundation.org) and Avon39: The Walk to End Breast cancer 

(www.avon39.org). Estée Lauder’s websites included the Breast Cancer Research 

Foundation (www.bcrfcure.org), the Breast Cancer Awareness Campaign 

(www.bcacampaign.com), and Estée Lauder’s Dream Collection products located on the 

company’s website (www.esteelauder.com).  

http://www.avonfoundation.org/
http://www.avon39.org/
http://www.bcrfcure.org/
http://www.bcacampaign.com/
http://www.esteelauder.com/
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Chevrolet and Ford engage in awareness campaigns and raise money for 

organizations like Komen and the ACS, which is problematic since fossil fuels contain 

known carcinogens.  

Chevy hosts an annual BCA campaign in partnership with the ACS, in which 

dealerships organize teams to walk in local Making Strides Against Breast Cancer6 

fundraising walks. Chevy extends their campaign to social media, encouraging people on 

Twitter and Instagram to use the #IDriveFor to express who they support, and Chevy 

donates $5 for each post, up to $500,000 total. Lastly, Chevy donates money to the ACS 

in an amount up to $500,000 based upon how many safety laps their Pink SS pace car 

takes during specific NASCAR races (Vazquez, 2015).  

Ford maintains a year-round online program called Warriors in Pink, which 

functions as a platform to highlight survivors, develop community support, and raise 

money by purchasing consumer products (Ford, n.d.). 

The data for Chevy included an internal document from a few years ago, titled 

Chevy BCA Campaign 2011 dealer activation guide and an image advertising their 

campaign located on the ACS’s Making Strides Against Breast Cancer Facebook page. 

The data for Ford came from their Warriors in Pink Program website 

(www.warriorsinpink.ford.com), which runs all year for BCA.  

  

                                                 
6 This is the ACS’s national event specifically for breast cancer awareness and fundraising. 

http://www.warriorsinpink.ford.com/
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CHAPTER SIX: ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

The characteristics that define the dominant BCA discourse, as outlined earlier in 

this thesis, help maintain the status quo and keep dominant organizations and 

corporations in power. The following discussion is organized around these different 

themes of discourse, using examples from case study documents to illustrate how these 

pinkwashing campaigns are complicit in reproducing this dominant discourse. I 

developed the following categories to reflect and include the outlined characteristics, 

packaged in such a way that accommodates thematic overlaps in the case study data: 

1. Consumerism and Empty Awareness: Raising money through consumption 
(pink ribbon products), encouraging civic engagement through philanthropy, and 
emphasizing importance of spreading awareness.  

2. Femininity and Beauty: Emphasizing traditional gender norms, and importance 
of femininity and physical appearance - putting a pretty face on breast cancer. 

3. Survivorship and Optimism: Reinforcing emotions of optimism, obligation to 
be positive and strong, honoring survivors, personal narratives and inspirational 
messages. 

4. Early Detection, Risk, and Individual Responsibility: Perpetuating misleading 
messages about mammography, early detection, risk, and individual 
responsibility. 

The discourse within these awareness campaigns gain power in the public mind through 

repetition of key terms and concepts, affording these institutions “an enormous impact on 

what can be thought and said about breast cancer” (Ness, 2014). Additionally, producers 

of awareness campaigns have the ability to filter the information that ultimately reaches 

the public, allowing them to eliminate any discourses that may damage or diminish their 

profits from BCA; the tactic of eliminating alternative perspectives of a situation is 
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common in asserting hegemony over public consciousness (Van Dijk, 2001). Another 

method of maintaining the status quo is through ambiguity, which has the power to 

dissuade critical examination and create social cohesion around an uplifting idea or goal 

(Sulik, 2011). As such, “many of the key terms in mainstream breast cancer rhetoric – 

survival, hope, personal responsibility – are importantly abstract” (Ness, 2014).  

BCA campaigns shape their awareness efforts and fundraising around a 

misguided assumption that the breast cancer epidemic is significantly due to women 

suffering from an ‘information/knowledge gap,’ rather than a ‘power gap’ (Brown et al., 

2001; Moffett, 2003). This assumption is exemplified in numerous ways in awareness 

campaigns, including social media and website info graphs providing women with 

statistics about risk and mammography. For example, in case study one, images 12, 13, 

and 14 are all designed to inform women about the benefits of mammography and the 

importance of knowing one’s genetic risk7. Normalizing this approach, such that the 

public believes that a ‘knowledge gap’ is truly the root problem, allows institutions to 

maintain their practices and dissuade discourses around social justice and environmental 

carcinogens (Lubitow & Davis, 2011; Westervelt, 2011).  

Consumerism and Empty Awareness 

All case studies in this thesis include a pink ribbon store, in which pink ribbon 

merchandise is sold to raise funds for a variety of mainstream large non-profit 

organizations including the Komen Foundation (Ford), The ACS (NFL and Chevy), and 
                                                 
7 Interesting to note that image 13 suggests screening every two years, adding more confusion to 
recommendations women are given, when many messages state that annual screening saves lives. 
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medical research institutions (The Breast Cancer Site). Pink ribbon stores for Avon and 

Estée Lauder raise money for their own research or awareness foundations. These 

internal and external networks of fundraising provide power, and thus, dominance, to 

these institutions, allowing them to maintain the current BCA discourse around shopping 

and awareness (King, 2006; Van Dijk, 2001).  

Selling pink ribbon products and spreading empty awareness are two of the most 

problematic BCA activities, which ultimately undermine and hinder true efforts to end 

breast cancer. Furthermore, “awareness raising is often paired with fundraising” (Gibson 

et al. 2014, p. 527), such that through the discourse of awareness as important, 

purchasing consumer goods is equated with helping end breast cancer (Jaggar, 2014; 

Sulik, 2011). Some BCA campaigns articulate this within their mission statements or 

goals. For example, Ford’s Warriors in Pink website claims, “Ford understands that there 

are two very important elements in the fight against breast cancer – driving awareness 

that leads to proactive self-care and raising funds to support research and education” 

(Ford, [ca. 2015]). The significance of this statement is that Ford, as a powerful 

corporation, has the ability to reinforce the dominant discourse around consumption, 

awareness, and individual responsibility, thereby narrowly confining their audience’s 

perception and understanding of breast cancer (Van Dijk, 2001). 

Pinkwashing campaigns place a primacy upon the action of raising awareness, 

which conveys the message that simple ‘awareness’ is sufficient to instigating change, 

and creates the illusion of action through meaningless displays of pink paraphernalia 
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(Elliott, 2007; Sulik, 2011). The campaigns discussed in this thesis employ the rhetoric of 

think pink, which frames individual purchasing and displaying of pink ribbon items as 

making a difference. For example, most of the NFL BCA games, including Denver and 

the 49ers, have volunteers from the Zeta Tau Alpha sorority handing out pink ribbons as 

part of their Think Pink program, to increase awareness of breast cancer. Some NFL 

teams handed out pink scarves or pink sunglasses as part of their awareness tactics, thus 

reaffirming the role of consumerism in spreading awareness and helping support a 

charitable cause. These empty messages of awareness give power to the dominant BCA 

industry because they help secure “the status of breast cancer as a women’s health 

epidemic and the impression that key players in the culture are taking action to eradicate 

it” (Sulik, 2011, p. 63).  

Many breast cancer organizations aim to simply promote awareness, a goal that 

Moffett (2003) notes is “tirelessly recirculated on their websites” (p. 219). The case 

studies presented here are no exception. One of the goals for the 49ers 2015 events was to 

“stress the importance of awareness” (SF 49ers, 2015, 1:54), which was done so through 

pink ribbons, on-field banners, pink clothing, and honoring survivors. More specifically, 

their survivor celebration was an effort to “spread awareness on the importance of 

mammograms” (Lucas, 2015). Similarly, Estée Lauder’s BCA Campaign touts their 

achievement at “enhancing awareness” around the world, by encouraging individuals to 

share stories through a social media project and passing those stories off as ‘actions’ in 

the fight against breast cancer; the ‘actions’ posted are personal statements about wearing 
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a pink ribbon or praying for women with cancer (Estée Lauder, 2015). Here, the idea of 

‘action’ is conflated with ‘awareness spreading,’ creating the illusion of progress towards 

ending breast cancer and thus, diverting attention from “meaningful actions that will 

achieve health justice for all” (Jaggar, 2014).  

Reinforcing the discourse around awareness through talk and text, whether at a 

football game or through social media, is distracting and repetitious, but when combined 

with cause marketing, these efforts become exploitative and harmful to women (Elliott, 

2007; Lubitow & Davis, 2011). Many pink ribbon products contain toxic chemicals 

linked to breast cancer; the Evelyn Lauder Dream Collection includes perfume and 

firming creams, advertising that purchasing these items “shows your support” and “helps 

raise awareness” (Estée Lauder, n.d.). This is problematic because these companies are 

exploiting breast cancer to increase profits while contributing to the environmental causes 

of the disease (Lubitow & Davis, 2011). The profits from Estée Lauder Modern Muse 

solid perfume sales go towards their BCRF, and it is advertised as an “elegant way to 

show your support for Breast Cancer Awareness” (Estée Lauder, n.d.). Estée Lauder is a 

major cosmetics company, and since it is common practice to use synthetic fragrances, 

one can deduce that this pink ribbon fragrance is no exception; synthetic fragrances have 

links to numerous health conditions, including breast cancer (SkinDeep, 2013; SkinDeep, 

2014).   

Images eight and nine from the first case study, advertise cotton blend shirts to 

raise money for mammography services and research for a cure. The sweatshirt in image 
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eight is advertised as “a super-cozy way to warm up while sharing your commitment to 

the cause,” which implies that sharing one’s concern for breast cancer is important, and 

material goods such as this one are an appropriate form of doing this. However, it is 

hypocritical and harmful to sell cotton products for BCA given the enormous 

environmental impact of cotton production. According to the World Wildlife Fund, while 

cotton constitutes only 2.4% of global crops, 24% of global pesticide sales are for cotton 

farming. Many pesticides used on cotton are either suspected or known carcinogens. 

Additionally, cotton farmers and surrounding communities suffer the health 

consequences from pesticides and defoliants8 that contaminate their air and drinking 

water (Cubie, 2006). 

The suppression of environmental causes is driven by the profit potential in breast 

cancer, which has been realized by normalizing hyper-consumption among the public, 

who are reassured that purchasing goods, to raise money and spread awareness, is 

beneficial to ending breast cancer (Jaggar, 2014; McCormick, 2009; Sulik, 2011). Avon’s 

website encourages people to purchase pink ribbon products with the exclamation of, 

“Shopping without the guilt!” (Avon Foundation for Women, n.d.). Through this 

statement, Avon is implying that shopping produces guilt unless one is doing it for a good 

reason, which effectively justifies the over-consumption that occurs from cause-related 

marketing. The guilt associated with shopping, as Avon suggests, refers only to spending 

money, not other issues around consumption, such as environmental resource use, 

                                                 
8 Defoliants are neurotoxins used to strip the cotton of its leaves, making it possible to harvest using 
machines (Cubie, 2006).  
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pollution, or ethical labor issues. This type of statement reflects how hyper-consumerism 

is partially shaped by the neoliberal ideology that emphasizes civic philanthropic 

engagement, market freedom, and relies heavily on the private sector to solve social ills 

(King, 2006; Pérez & Esposito, 2010). Gibson et al. (2014) note that,  

Individualism is exemplified through practices that encourage others to support 
women with breast cancer by engaging in consumerist and sporting activities to 
raise both money and ‘awareness’ for the illness (p. 524).  

Many images from the first case study are prime examples of this, with captions that 

encourage individuals to shop and participate in the Breast Cancer Site’s free ‘click-to-

donate’ option to fund mammograms. Upbeat messages like, “Spread happiness to a 

woman in need of a free mammogram” (image 22), encourage individuals to participate 

and feel a sense of civic duty helping others in need. The image belonging to this (22) 

implies there is merit and benefit in such a simple act, transferring the idea of “making a 

difference” to the caption’s suggestion that funding mammograms helps make women 

happier.  

The commodification of breast cancer is created through a discourse that suggests 

shopping and displaying pink ribbons is sufficient to solve the breast cancer epidemic, 

thus diverting attention towards symbolic actions and away from the fact that 

corporations benefit immensely from perpetuating the breast cancer brand through cause 

marketing strategies (Lubitow & Davis, 2011; Sulik, 2011). One of the main goals of the 

images in the first case study is to direct internet traffic to their merchandise website. 

This group uses uplifting and unimposing images as a conduit to advertise consumer-

related behaviors. For example, image 17, which shows a young woman running across a 
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beach, includes the caption “Enter today for a chance to win a $300 Shopping Spree at 

The Breast Cancer store”. This tactic reinforces ideas around individual philanthropy, 

civic responsibility, and equating the identity of the ‘good citizen’ as the ‘spending 

citizen’ (King, 2006). It also capitalizes on public goodwill and a desire to help, which, 

filtered through a lens of hyper-consumerism, confines the scope of engagement with the 

narrow actions of spending money and spreading awareness (Elliott, 2007; King, 2006; 

Sulik, 2011). 

Femininity and Beauty 

Pinkwashing campaigns contain a hypersexualized discourse that intertwines 

notions of traditional femininity and gender expectations with a focus on the importance 

of physical appearance, beauty, and the threat of losing one’s breasts from surgery (Cobb 

& Starr, 2012; Sulik & Zierkiewicz, 2014). 

The dominance of pink throughout the images, websites, informational reports, 

educational materials, videos, et cetera in the case studies strengthens the connections 

between femininity and women in relation to breast cancer, as it is the “most universally 

recognized female color,” (Harvey & Strahilevitz, 2009, p. 26). For example, in the Avon 

Breast Health Resource Guide, their logo is a pink ribbon next to the name, written, 

“Avon Foundation for Women Breast Cancer Crusade” (Avon Foundation for Women, 

n.d., p. 2). In this text, the word ‘women’ is pink, matching the ribbon, while the other 

lettering is black. This reflects Elliot’s (2007) statement that pink reduces breast cancer to 

a singularly gendered identity of femininity, formed through culturally associated 
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attributes of women. The Avon39 website presents additional evidence that reaffirming 

traditional femininity is an important feature in the dominant discourse. They include 

fundraising tips, suggesting that women get creative and, “Write letters, send emails and 

think of something you enjoy doing, like baking cookies or knitting. Turn your talents 

into fundraising opportunities” (Avon39, n.d.). This statement assumes that a woman’s 

talents would naturally include baking and knitting, which is a sexist and homogenized 

claim to make about women’s identities. 

Survivor events involving pampering services, shopping, and other traditionally 

‘women’s’ activities reinforce notions of traditional femininity and the importance for 

women to retain physical beauty. The 49ers started their 2015 BCA activities with their 

Salute to Strength spa crawl event, in which breast cancer survivors and their loved ones 

“received an afternoon of pampering courtesy of Juut SalonSpa and local massage 

therapists” (SF 49ers, 2015, 2:12). Gibson et al. (2014), criticize these types of events for 

employing a narrative of personal empowerment that subversively “centralize[s] the 

importance of appearance to women’s identities,” (p. 526) and thus reaffirms “the link 

between external beauty and self-worth” (p. 526). This sentiment is reflected in the stated 

goal of the event, which was to “provide these deserving ladies with a sense of hope and 

empowerment and to truly feel the beauty which illuminates from within” (SF 49ers, 

2015, 2:30). This statement binds feelings of ‘hope,’ ‘empowerment,’ and internal beauty 

to external beauty and appearance. In other words, makeover and pampering service 

events send the message that women can find empowerment through beauty practices that 
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restore, or semi-normalize, physical appearance emblematic of sexuality and femininity 

(Cobb & Starr, 2012; Sulik & Zierkiewicz, 2014). This is additionally problematic, 

because it shifts the discourse of breast cancer as a debilitating illness, to a “cosmetic 

crisis” (Gibson et al., 2014, p. 526). This approach instigates harsh critiques of BCA 

campaigns, because they are about “saving breasts, not lives” (Pezzullo, 2003, p. 346). 

While physical disfigurement is a serious and devastating experience for humans, the 

core problem is that preservation of a sexualized body part is placed in higher priority 

than preventing cancer all together and developing less toxic treatments to improve 

quality of life and extend life expectancy for cancer survivors (Batt, 1994; Gibson et al., 

2014; Leopold, 1999).  

This entire narrative is shaped by a broader patriarchal culture that “objectifies 

and fetishizes the breast” (Eisenstein, 2001, p. 70).  Images seven and 10, from case study 

one, are examples of how awareness campaigns place undue emphasis upon the breast, a 

symbol of womanhood and sexuality. When the image subject is a woman’s breast, and 

the face and body are cropped, it reduces her to mere parts, rather than presenting her as 

an agentic adult woman (Conley & Ramsey, 2011). Studies have shown that when 

images portray women’s body parts such as the hips or breasts, it removes agency and 

personhood from that woman, because our brains are wired to use faces to establish 

someone as a human being capable of thoughts, feelings, and agency (Conley & Ramsey, 

2011; Valdesolo, 2011).  
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Additionally, using young and healthy models in BCA materials, like we see in 

case study number one, further objectifies women, because it portrays breast cancer in a 

hyper-feminine and sexualized manner, sanitizing the harsh realities of a potentially 

disfiguring and debilitating disease (Harvey & Strahilevitz, 2009; King, 2006; Sulik, 

2011). In the images in the first case study, which are not posted by group members, 

predominantly feature beautiful young women; these images are used to convey 

inspirational messages (images four, five, six, and 19 for example) or they are simply 

vehicles for captions that advertise pink ribbon products and shopping spree contests 

(images 16, 17, and 18 for example). Gibson et al. (2014) argue that perpetuating “images 

of young, healthy women” (p. 527) objectifies women’s bodies and results in potentially 

“alienat[ing] women of varying ages or body shapes” (p. 527). 

Pink ribbon products further reinforce traditional femininity, by marketing 

traditionally feminine products to women, such as jewelry, cosmetics, clothing, and 

household items. Estée Lauder’s Dream Collection reaffirms the connection among 

women, shopping, and cosmetics, selling ultrafeminine pink products that supposedly 

appeal to women. The product descriptions for the Dream Collection employ highly 

gendered wording, such as, “an elegant way to show your support” (Estée Lauder, n.d.). 

The emphasis on femininity and appearance subverts efforts to advocate for women’s 

rights in a serious manner, because it shifts the focus away from health and well-being to 

a trivialized focus on femininity and sexuality that is reinforced through shopping. 
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Survivorship and Optimism 

The discourse of survivorship, marked by resolute optimism and cheerfulness, 

confines women to a narrow warrior identity, in which women are expected to battle 

cancer with a sense of hope, positivity, strength, determination (Gibson et al., 2014; 

King, 2006; Sulik, 2011; Sulik & Zierkiewicz, 2014). Within this discourse, there is an 

underlying sense of obligation to the family, as women with breast cancer are portrayed 

primarily in traditional heteronormative gender roles, such as wives and mothers (King, 

2006). The pinkwashing campaigns in my case studies reinforce this survivorship 

discourse through repetition of key words and ideas, such as ‘courage,’ ‘fight,’ ‘hope,’ 

and ‘battle,’ and highlight survivors who embody the idealized identity to share their 

stories with the public (Leopold, 1999; Ness, 2014).  

The Breast Cancer Awareness Facebook group delineates the range of allowable 

emotions and responses to breast cancer through images that reinforce these “feeling 

rules” (Sulik, 2011, p. 230) through direct and authoritative words, or inversely, soft and 

encouraging messages. The first three images in the collection are examples of how 

emotions are evaluated as acceptable or unacceptable: positivity is embraced, while 

anger, frustration, or negativity is rejected (Ness, 2014; Sulik, 2011). The first two 

images are strongly worded, which creates a sense of authority behind the messages, 

reflective of Ehrenreich’s (2001) assessment that within the discourse of survivorship, 

“cheerfulness is more or less mandatory, dissent a kind of treason” (p. 50). The third 

image subtly enforces the role of positive emotions, by producing an essentially 
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meaningless collage of words including ‘hope,’ ‘strength,’ ‘courage,’ ‘believe,’ and 

‘faith’. 

The NFL Crucial Catch videos are overwhelmingly upbeat and inspiring, framing 

their activities as a celebratory and fun. Blackstone (2004) comments that making 

awareness events ‘fun’ depoliticizes activities, distracting the public from the seriousness 

of breast cancer. Furthermore, the NFL reinforces the survivorship discourse by honoring 

and commending women for their strength, perseverance, optimism, and selflessness, and 

by highlighting survivors who have developed a personal narrative reflective of these 

character attribute. The Denver Broncos refer to their honored survivors as “champions in 

our community” and family members speaking in the 49ers 2015 video comment about 

how their moms are brave, positive, beautiful, and strong; for example, one man notes “if 

I had to describe my mom, I think some of the things I would touch on is her tenacity, her 

propensity to not give up in difficult situations, her positivity and her outlook on life” (SF 

49ers, 2015, 0:05). These types of statements reinforce “idealized portrayals of breast 

cancer survivors and their supports,” (Sulik, 2011, p. 23) which creates a narrow set of 

appropriate emotional responses women can have when diagnosed with breast cancer.  

The survivors who tell their stories in the 49ers 2014 video speak about not giving 

up, staying strong, and relying on the support of their family and loved ones. For 

example, in the Broncos video, the announcer retells one survivor’s story commenting 

that, “She says the amazing kindness of others and the love of her two children kept her 

going” (Denver Broncos, 2015, 4:08). Furthermore, the women speaking in the 49ers 
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video about their own experiences reflect this sentiment, making statements such as, “It 

really does take a ton of support. […] you draw strength from people those around you.” 

(SF 49ers, 2014, 1:06). These women embody the survivor who finds strength and 

courage from her support system, and credits that support and love as the reason they 

fought to survive their disease. This reflects King’s (2006) comment that in the discourse 

of survivorship, personal stories of optimism and strength transform survivors into 

“symbols of hope for the future,” (p. 41) which effectively deflates the momentum 

towards true prevention. 

Ford’s Warriors in Pink program highlights survivors who they call models of 

courage, thus positioning those individuals as icons of survivorship, which helps create 

“a narrow set of expectations, values, and ideas about the meaning of breast cancer 

awareness, support, and survivorship” (Sulik, 2011, p. 23). 

In tandem with emotions of positivity, survivorship discourse includes powerful 

military metaphors and symbolism, in which women are “battling, fighting, struggling 

against and conquering breast cancer through heroism and individual courage” (Ness, 

2014). This rhetoric holds roots in the WFA, which “operated with a military structure 

that was ‘organized vertically, complete with an officer corps and foot volunteers’” 

(Sulik, 2011, p. 73). Building from that, Sulik (2011) describes the current warrior 

identity as the “Cancer Vixen, […] the diagnosed young woman who fights breast cancer 

with her feisty attitude and aggressive treatment” (p. 129). The survivors in the NFL 

videos embody this mentality, exemplified in one woman’s comment that, “this is just 



62 
 

 
 

another battle, I’m just a warrior in this, just trying to stay strong” (SF 49ers, 2014, 2:29). 

Additionally, the announcers who narrate the videos refer to their honored survivors as 

‘brave warriors’ or ‘ladies battling breast cancer’; in the team plan document, honored 

survivors are repeatedly referred to as individuals ‘battling’ cancer (SF 49ers, 2014; SF 

49ers, 2015). In this way, the metaphor of war is reinforced, and the audience internalizes 

the framing of cancer as a battle, justifying the barrage of harsh treatments inflicted upon 

women, and the imbalanced research focus on post-diagnosis therapies and cures 

(Moffett, 2003; Sulik, 2011).  

Ford’s Warriors in Pink campaign is emblematic of these metaphors, simply in its 

name alone, and through its fourteen Symbols of Courage, or Symbols of the Warrior (See 

Appendix F: Case Study Three Images, Ford Symbols of Courage), which Ford created as 

a marketing and engagement tool allowing individuals to customize their awareness 

identity (Sulik, 2011). Each symbol includes a description of its meaning, for example, 

“war paint: worn by warriors ready to enter battle” (Ford, n.d.); individuals can download 

these symbols to use, and purchase embroidered emblems to customize clothing from 

Ford’s Pink Ribbon store. This practice, known as concept branding, “offers consumers 

an identity of social influence gained through a purchase,” (Sulik, 2011, p. 129) and 

effectively melds altruism and purchasing or display of pink ribbon products, thus further 

normalizing and justifying consumerist behavior (King, 2006; Sulik, 2011).  

In addition to positivity, optimism, and strength, the survivorship narrative 

includes a sense of obligation to recover, exemplified through survivor stories that 
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highlight women for their selflessness. The 49ers 2015 BCA video presents individuals, 

adults and children, describing their mothers or sisters who have developed breast cancer. 

One young woman said, “my mom is a very…caring woman…always putting others 

before herself” (SF 49ers, 2015, 0:20). This statement reflects others in the video, 

touching upon attributes such as ‘strength,’ ‘bravery,’ ‘caring,’ and ‘selflessness,’ which 

are valued characteristics in women due to their positions as mothers, or caretakers of the 

family (King, 2006; Lantz & Booth, 1998). As caretakers, there is an obligation placed 

upon women to survive, so they can remain functional in their roles as mothers and 

wives. In this framework, permanent disability or death from breast cancer can be 

interpreted as a form of failure (Gardner, 2009). An elder woman in the 49ers 2015 video 

says, “When you realize you have it, you have to make sure you’re going to do the right 

thing for your family, and you’re going to fight to get through it” (SF 49ers, 2015, 1:02). 

This type of attitude is reminiscent of the early WFA efforts to spread positive messages 

about breast cancer detection and “encourage women to fulfill their responsibility to their 

families and communities” (Sulik, 2011, p. 37). Perpetuating this mindset is problematic, 

because it reinforces traditional heteronormative gender identities, which positions 

women as responsible for family health that is threatened by their own breast cancer 

diagnosis; this position places undue blame and responsibility upon women, creating the 

illusion of agency in how their bodies react to cancer treatments (Sulik, 2011).  

In the Broncos video, the announcer retells survivor stories, noting how one 

woman said, “her daughter and husband were a daily reminder to get through all of this 
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because she did not want to give up on them” (Denver Broncos, 2015, 4:53). This 

phrasing reinforces the importance of family and a sense of obligation as a mother and 

wife to survive breast cancer. The idea of obligation and not ‘giving up’ on loved one 

also implies a sense of control, or choice, over the disease and its impact. Additionally, 

other survivor stories infer agency over their disease, which further denigrates those 

women with cancers that didn’t respond well to treatment, because there is an implication 

that they maybe didn’t choose to fight harder or survive. For example, one young woman 

from the 49ers 2014 videos notes how, “I feel like it’s just a decision I made in my heart 

and soul that…I’m going to beat this” (SF 49ers, 2014, 2:19).  

The discourse of optimism and survivorship moves into what appears to be almost 

“a positive embrace of the disease” (Ehrenreich, 2001, p. 48), which ultimately works to 

normalize and justify the experience of cancer as an opportunity or journey in a woman’s 

life (Ehrenreich, 2001; Gibson et al., 2014). Framing breast cancer as a journey in life 

creates the illusion that “there is something to be gained through the experience,” (Gibson 

et al., 2014, p. 534) and that as a result one becomes a better mother, wife, and person 

through that experience (Sulik, 2011). Within the rhetorical framework of normalization, 

breast cancer can be understood not only as a mere journey in a woman’s life, but as “a 

rite of passage – not an injustice or a tragedy to rail against, but a normal marker in the 

life cycle, like menopause or graying hair” (Ehrenreich, 2001, p. 49).  

In line with this sentiment, a young woman in the 2014 49ers video makes the 

following statement about her experience:  
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I do feel like an extraordinary person facing this and fighting it every day and 
doing it with a positive attitude, and feeling strong and feeling proud and feeling 
beautiful, and that’s not…you don’t get to do that without cancer, and so I just 
see… opportunity in this journey (SF 49ers, 2014, 2:37). 

This reflects the idealized survivor identity of optimism and presents cancer not as a 

debilitating disease, but an opportunity for growth and self-actualization. Additionally, 

the young woman speaking embodies the celebrated successful survivor image, an 

individual who is “radiant with health, joyful, and seemingly at peace with the world” 

(King, 2006, p. 102).  

On the ACS’s Facebook page, a Chevy BCA campaign ad symbolically connects 

breast cancer with a transformative journey, through the color pink, the ribbon shape, and 

the road with a car driving along it (See Appendix F: Case Study Three Images, Chevrolet 

Ad). The United States has a strong cultural connection to cars and their ability to provide 

us with freedom, choice, individualism, and opportunity (McAllister, 2011). Focusing on 

breast cancer as a detour along life’s journey, through the framework of American car 

culture and Chevy’s role helping along that journey legitimates its involvement in BCA 

and dissuades the public from thinking critically about the connection between fossil 

fuels and cancer. Furthermore, Chevy’s 2011 BCA campaign reinforced this connection 

through the slogan, “We’ve been part of life’s journeys for 100 years – even the detours” 

(Chevrolet, 2011, p. 2). 

Lastly, in the BCA Facebook page collection, images five and 11 reflect the 

journey narrative, in which one becomes stronger and gains a new appreciation of life. 

This is symbolically embodied in the quote, “surviving cancer is not the end of a 
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gruesome story, through the idea of cancer not being the end of a terrible story/it is the 

beginning of a beautiful one.” The discourse of normalization, created through this 

journey metaphor, consequently pacifies and deflects the demand for finding the causes 

of breast cancer allowing us to reduce incidence as well as mortality (Ness, 2014).  

Attitudes of hope and optimism are appealing, and building a supportive 

community around a shared experience is beneficial, but the staunch emphasis on hyper-

positivity inevitably alienates and excludes individuals with cancer who do not share 

these opinions or emotions (Ehrenreich, 2001; Sulik, 2011). By framing breast cancer as 

an empowering and transformative journey, the dominant discourse of breast cancer 

survivorship “leaves little rhetorical space for questions, criticism, or skepticism” (Ness, 

2014). This relates back to the first two images in case study one, which castigate the idea 

of any emotional response beyond optimism and positivity; examining dominant BCA 

discourses necessitates a shift away from the culture of optimism. Additionally, this 

attitude de-legitimates the experiences and emotions that are not positive or optimistic, 

and “serves to construct recovery from the illness as an individual triumph and any other 

outcome as a personal failure” (Gibson et al., 2014, p. 532). 

Early Detection, Risk, and Individual Responsibility 

The dominant BCA discourse frames reducing breast cancer risk through a 

rhetoric of empowerment, encouraging women to modify and control their lifestyle 

factors, be aware of their family history and genetic susceptibility, and remember to have 

regular mammograms in order to catch cancer early (Brown et al., 2001; Gibson et al., 
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2014; Sulik, 2011). While this framework perpetuates misconceptions regarding 

screening and certain risk factors, it also places the burden of responsibility upon the 

individual to prevent and detect their breast cancers (Ness, 2014; Sulik, 2011).  

Sulik (2011) criticizes educational material that Komen distributes, with cliché 

phrases such as ‘take action,’ because they “put the onus on women to protect themselves 

against breast cancer, but none of these actions prevent the disease or ensure that people 

will not die from it” (p. lxiii). Avon’s Breast Health Guide follows this approach through 

educating women on screening, lifestyle risks, and post-treatment actions dependent upon 

the specific type of breast cancer. The document states that the foundation “advocates for 

empowering women of all ages […] to make informed decisions […] on breast health 

care, early detection screening for breast cancer, breast cancer risk and risk reduction 

strategies” (Avon Foundation for Women, n.d., p. 3). This statement implicates personal 

responsibility and empowerment with the ability to make decisions regarding one’s 

health, and emphasizes the importance of early detection and reducing individual risk 

factors. Additionally, the 49ers 2015 Salute to Spa Crawl mission was supposedly to give 

the honored survivors “a sense of hope and empowerment” (SF 49ers, 2015, 2:32). 

The discourse of empowerment within awareness campaigns becomes a tool of 

governance, justifying dominant institutions’ disseminating of misleading messages to 

the public in order to reinforce the importance of early detection and personal risks 

(King, 2006; Ness, 2014; Sulik, 2011). A study by Burgess and Murray (2014) found that 

women misunderstood lifetime statistics of breast cancer and were under the impression 
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that mammography could reduce incidence of the disease, because of misinformation 

repeated within mass media. Reinforcing these types of messages is more than simply 

unproductive in ending breast cancer, but it creates confusion around prevention and the 

purpose of mammography. This can be harmful to women who believe they are secure 

from developing the disease because they have annual mammograms (Jaggar, 2014). 

Groups like the Breast Cancer Site develop entire fundraising efforts around screening 

and early detection, emphasizing the need to provide women with access to screening 

services, which is universally understood as strictly mammography. The importance of 

providing women with this access is reiterated throughout their image collection, 

primarily in the captions, which encourage individuals to visit their website to donate 

money. The messages on their Facebook page normalize mammography screening as 

simply another medical practice, emphasizing the routine nature and softening the 

prospect of screening. Images 20 and 21 are examples of how they normalize and soften 

screening, presenting it as an overly positive experience that women should be grateful to 

have; this obscures any possible problems or limits of screening, and the emotional 

trauma that comes from unclear results or misdiagnoses. Additionally, images 12, 17, and 

18 are examples of how they focus upon the benefits of mammography, and avoid 

addressing any drawbacks to screening.  

The NFL builds its Crucial Catch Campaign upon the slogan, ‘annual screening 

saves lives,’ and repeats unfounded authoritative statements such as, “treatment starts 

with early detection and is the key to making a crucial catch” (SF 49ers, 2014, 6:59). 
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Perpetuating myths about mammography and early detection, while dismissing new 

evidence regarding its limitations, effectiveness, and potential dangers, is disingenuous 

and misleading (Gibson et al., 2014; King, 2006; Sulik, 2011). The current research 

shows that mammography does not become significantly beneficial until about age 60 or 

70, which is a caveat that every awareness campaign in my case studies fails to properly 

and clearly address (Beil, 2014). Additionally, mammography is not highly accurate for 

women under about age 40, and reinforcing the message of early detection without 

providing any stipulations, can mislead women to believe that screening using 

mammography during their 20s or 30s will help prevent breast cancer (Beil, 2014). Some 

messages inadvertently mislead women about the effectiveness of mammography, as we 

see in image 15 from the first case study. The text in the image states, “My mom, she’s a 

breast cancer survivor, and because of that I had started getting mammograms once a 

year, starting at age 30.” Using a personal narrative such as this implies that other women 

who relate to this experience should follow suit, and without any proper context or 

information provided, the audience viewing this image may come to believe that starting 

annual screenings this early would benefit them without consequence. 

In addition to misleading messages about early detection, many pinkwashing 

campaigns over-emphasize the importance of personal risk factors including heritability, 

genetic mutation, diet/exercise, alcohol consumption, and reproductive history. The NFL 

uses survivor stories to present anecdotal evidence in support of traditional risk factors. In 

the Broncos video, the announcer notes that the first survivor had “genetic testing based 
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on a strong family history of breast cancer and was found to be BRCA-1 positive” 

(Denver Broncos, 2015, 3:52). Further reinforcing the significance of heritability, the 

announcer relays the message that, “she recommends others be cognizant of their family 

history” (Denver Broncos, 2015, 4:13). Statements such as these highlight the value of 

the dominant epidemiological paradigm (DEP), in which individual risk management and 

detection take priority over environmental and societal risk management and prevention. 

Image 14 from the first case study is another example of how the role of family history is 

over-emphasized and simplified. There is an assumption within the dominant discourse 

that family history of cancer is limited to genetic heritability, but a family history of 

breast cancer could indicate a shared exposure to certain carcinogens. Families who 

remain in one region, or continue in the same hazardous occupation for generations, can 

develop similar cancers or health conditions caused by environmental pollution 

(Steingraber, 1998). Without addressing these environmental factors, the link would 

appear genetic. The importance of genetics and heritability is highlighted to appear more 

significant, when in fact, 70% or more breast cancer cases are not due to heritability, the 

BRCA1/2 gene mutations are extremely rare, and many women with those mutations do 

not develop breast cancer (Eisenstein, 2001).  

BCA messages that focus on individual action to gain awareness of genetic risks, 

prevent cancer through lifestyle changes, and monitor health through regular screening 

and testing, reinforce individual responsibility produced from a neoliberal value system 

(Polzer, 2010). Furthermore, when risk evaluation centers on individuals, rather than 
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populations, it decontextualizes breast cancer from broader environmental and social 

impacts, and this produces a culture of blame and a system that ignores underlying causes 

(Eisenstein, 2001; King, 2006; Ness, 2014).   

In conclusion, pinkwashing campaigns reinforce the dominant BCA discourse. 

Furthermore, they reach a wide audience and disperse their messaging into the public 

domain; these companies and organizations have the resources to host attention-grabbing 

BCA events, sell pink ribbon promotional products, publish advertisements and 

educational material for public consumption, and establish a strong social media presence 

(King, 2006; Sulik, 2011).  Through these methods of public engagement, pinkwashing 

campaigns recycle the dominant narratives of early detection, optimism, fundraising, 

spreading awareness, and finding a cure. Personal responsibility and denial of 

environmental factors underscore this narrative and legitimate BCA activities by shifting 

focus and accountability away from corporations and the government, and on to 

individuals. Influence over public discourse and public perceptions is a method of 

maintaining structures of dominance, or hegemony. In the context of neoliberalism, such 

hegemonic institutions aim to reinforce hierarchies in regards to industry expansion and 

market freedoms; in other words, organizations and companies producing consumer 

products or pharmaceuticals benefit from a system in which their interests are prioritized 

over public and environmental health.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION 

The central goal of this thesis is to illuminate the tools and techniques 

Pinkwashers employ to reinforce hegemonic discourses around breast cancer, and how 

the political economy of the disease shapes these discourses, which dilute breast cancer 

activism into a self-sustaining lifestyle and brand (McCormick, 2009; Ness, 2014; Sulik, 

2011). The political economy of breast cancer is shaped by neoliberal ideology, which 

holds its roots firmly within our culture, such that it is difficult to conceptualize a world 

different from the one we create through this lens. It works to normalize commodification 

of every aspect of life, and justifies the emphasis placed upon individuals to be 

responsible for their welfare and health.  

The BCA industry is self-sustaining, and it is incredibly resilient. The public has 

eagerly embraced the mainstream BCA discourse, which uses the reassuring and 

comforting rhetoric of hope, progress, and empowerment. As noted earlier in the section 

about media representations of breast cancer, the media often exploits fear to shape 

public ideology and perception regarding a topic. Similarly, BCA campaigns exploit the 

public’s fear of cancer, their feelings of helplessness, and strong desire to fix the 

problem, to secure their power and ability to reinforce the dominant discourse (King, 

2006). This explains how campaigns, like A Crucial Catch, are resilient against harsh 

criticism of their authenticity and are able to continue their campaign every year (Dicaro, 

2015; Ryan, 2013; Sinha, 2014). Thus, these campaigns keep the traditional discourse of 
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how to manage breast cancer risk and development at the forefront of the public’s mind, 

making a difficult to shift public understanding and perception around breast cancer.  

Central to my argument in this thesis, is the highly problematic manner in which 

the dominant BCA discourse “omits, marginalizes, or downplays environmental risk 

factors” (Sulik, 2011, p. 60).  A substantiating case for reducing environmental 

carcinogens comes from Israel, which has stood out among Western nations as the only 

one to experience a drop in breast cancer rates among young women (Batt & Gross, 

1999). Based on traditional risk factors among the population, one would have expected a 

rise in incidence, but between 1976 and 1986, it dropped by 8% over all age groups and 

mortality rates among women under 44 decreased dramatically by about 30% (Batt, 

1994). Scientists attribute these changes to the 1978 ban of DDT and two other 

carcinogenic pesticides, which previously contaminated Israel’s dairy products, exposing 

women to high levels of endocrine disrupting compounds (Batt, 1994). In the United 

States, and most other nations, prevention through chemical regulation is mostly 

dismissed and unsupported by those within in mainstream BCA. This reverts back to the 

political economy of breast cancer, which operates in an environment where government 

regulation and intervention is frowned upon, and while many profit from treatment and 

detection of breast cancer, this is not the case with prevention (McCormick, 2009). 

Within a market-based economic system, prevention refers to technological solutions that 

can open new markets and commodities; drugs, like Tamoxifen, are being developed as 

chemoprevention therapies for women at risk (American Cancer Society, 2015). 
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Properly addressing the breast cancer epidemic, and finding real solutions, would 

require a complete paradigm shift, including political action, policy reform, addressing 

socioeconomic inequities, and placing regulations on cause-marketing activities and toxic 

chemical use. We have a political economic system that, as a product of neoliberal 

capitalism, prioritizes business interests over the needs of the public and the environment, 

such that it is inherently difficult to argue for increased government regulation. This 

system has allowed fossil fuel and toxic industries immense freedom to pollute our air, 

water, and bodies, leaving little political or economic power for the public to oppose their 

activities. Addressing environmental pollution and climate change, enacting legislation 

that favors public interest above industry needs is essential to reducing the incidence of 

breast cancer, and many other health concerns. Conducting thorough and unbiased 

scientific studies of chemical safety, including synergistic effects, would provide the 

support for identifying environmental causes of breast cancer. Under TSCA (Toxic 

Substances Control Action), the only federal chemical regulation legislation, the EPA has 

almost no authority to place restrictions on usage, because they are not allowed to test 

chemicals unless they can already prove there is health concern (Gartner, 2016). As such, 

most of the chemicals in use today (approximately 85,000) have never been tested for 

environmental or health impacts. Placing regulations upon these numerous pollutants, and 

identifying communities most heavily impacted by toxic chemical exposure, would be an 

effective start in reducing environmentally caused cancers.  
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This paradigm shift also requires a different message from the mainstream BCA 

organizations, such as the Komen Foundation, which blatantly refuses to acknowledge 

many potential environmental causes, and even when they do admit to the role of certain 

toxic chemicals, they will still form partnerships with and take money from polluting 

companies that create those toxic chemicals (King, 2006; McCormick, 2009; Ness, 2014; 

Steingraber, 1998). Currently, dominant institutions actively suppress alternative 

perspectives, particularly when they lean towards criticizing the existing dominant 

discourses, or advocating for research that may threaten industry profits (such as toxic 

chemicals). Avon, for example, offered a large grant to a money-strapped group, Follow 

the Money: An Alliance for Accountability in Breast Cancer, with the intention to 

influence their work (King, 2006). This group, spearheaded by Breast Cancer Action, 

tracks money within the mega-nonprofits, and tries to hold organizations accountable for 

how they spend money in their claims of fighting to end breast cancer. The caveat in 

Avon’s grant was a nondisparagement clause, which freed Avon from scrutiny over their 

spending (King, 2006). Actions such as these indicate the mainstream BCA institutions 

are not irreproachable in their activities that reinforce the dominant discourse, but have a 

vested interest in maintaining the status quo and keeping the money flowing.  

Despite competing with mega-nonprofits who have immense money and power, 

there are grassroots organizations and coalitions emerging who challenge the mainstream 

approach to breast cancer, working to refocus public attention on prevention, political 

action, and social justice issues to stem the epidemic at its base. The San Francisco based 
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feminist organization, Breast Cancer Action (BCAction), is a watchdog group that 

challenges the mainstreaming BCA discourse, particularly regarding narratives of 

femininity. Their explicit mission is “to achieve health justice for all women at risk of 

and living with breast cancer” (Breast Cancer Action, 2014b) and their vision is of “a 

world where lives and communities aren’t threatened by breast cancer” (Breast Cancer 

Action, 2014b). These two statements reflect their uniqueness as a breast cancer 

organization, set apart from the mainstream groups; approaching breast cancer as a social 

epidemic, or public health issue, shifts their focus towards the contextual web of political, 

economic, environmental, and social inequalities that create and sustain public health 

crises. In this way, addressing environmental factors is a cornerstone of their work, and 

their campaign Think Before You Pink has been successful in targeting egregious 

pinkwashing campaigns that exploit public goodwill and promote toxic industries. One of 

their recent campaigns targeted the Komen Foundation for their partnership with the oil 

corporation Baker Hughes, who created pink fracking drill bits to raise money and 

awareness for breast cancer. BCAction has taken a hard stance against hydraulic fracking, 

which involves many known toxic chemicals linked with breast cancer. BCAction is a 

founding member of the Americans Against Fracking Coalition, which includes 

environmental, public health, and social justice organizations, working towards stopping 

fracking through political action and public protest (Breast Cancer Action, n.d.). Unlike 

other BCA organizations, BCAction is committed to creating a healthier and more 
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equitable world by working to prevent breast cancer, empower citizens to take political 

action, and regain control over the corporatized pink ribbon culture. 

In addition to BCAction, the Breast Cancer Fund is another organization 

committed to preventing breast cancer and advocating for environmental health. Their 

focus however, is less on social justice, and more on environmental exposures and 

advocating reducing toxic chemicals in our environment. The Breast Cancer Fund has 

more corporate involvement, forming cause-marketing and business partnerships with 

ethically and environmentally responsible companies, including North Face, Klean 

Kanteen, and Juice Beauty. Despite this, they are committed to unbiased science, 

corporate accountability, chemical policy reform, and moving beyond pink ribbon 

awareness. The Breast Cancer Fund is a founding member of the Campaign for Safe 

Cosmetics, a voluntary agreement companies can sign to pledge their commitment to 

reducing toxic chemicals in their products. Avon and Estée Lauder have refused to sign 

onto this agreement, despite the Campaign’s direct attempts to encourage their 

participation. 

Ultimately, shifting this paradigm requires changes on a broader scale, in terms of 

how we address social issues and public health concerns. One significant difference of 

organizations like BCAction, and other organizations like the Environmental Working 

Group (EWG) and Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), compared to 

mainstream BCA nonprofits, is their ability to work across many platforms and issues. 

The EWG originally focused heavily upon agricultural pollution, but they have expanded 
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to address public health issues, including cancer. Similarly, BCAction fights for gender 

and race equality, because they understand that these social justice issues are connected 

to the breast cancer epidemic in terms of vulnerable populations unevenly impacted by 

cancer deaths. The mainstream breast cancer organizations, however, tend to work on 

single issues and in isolation from each other. If we are to prevent breast cancer, and 

many other rising health concerns, we must take an intersectional approach, working to 

address climate change, public health concerns, social inequality, and economic 

disparities.   
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A Abbreviations 

ACS   American Cancer Society 
BCA   Breast Cancer Awareness 
BCAction Breast Cancer Action (non-profit organization) 
CDA  Critical Discourse Analysis 
CDC  Center for Disease Control 
DEP  Dominant Epidemiological Paradigm 
EPA  Environmental Protection Agency 
NBCAM  National Breast Cancer Awareness Month 
WFA  Women’s Field Army 
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Appendix B Key Terms 

Breast Cancer Industry: “A web of relationships and financial arrangements between 
corporations that cause cancer, companies making billions off diagnosis and 
treatment, nonprofits seeking to supports patients or even to cure cancer, and 
public relations agencies that divert attention from the root cause of disease” 
(Jaggar, 2014). 

Cause-Related Marketing: A partnership between a corporation and a non-profit 
organization, which enhances a company’s brand identity, giving them a 
competitive edge in the market place. Three common methods include advertising 
a cause on a product, offering customers an opportunity to donate to a charity, or 
sponsoring an event in exchange for heightened visibility and advertising.   

Corporate Philanthropy: Differing from cause-related marketing, corporate 
philanthropy refers to when a company donates to a non-profit organization 
independent of product sales or event sponsorship.  

Dominant Epidemiological Paradigm (DEP): DEP refers to the “general belief system 
about the existence and causes of disease,” which is “composed of a diverse set of 
social actors, knowledge sets, and institutionalized science” (Brown, 2001, p. 
749). Specifically referring to breast cancer, DEP focuses on diet, life-style and 
genetic causation of disease (Brown, 2001). 

Endocrine Disrupting Chemical (EDC): ECDs are toxic manmade chemicals that 
interfere with the endocrine system (hormones) in animals and humans. This can 
cause developmental disorders, birth defects, and certain cancers (including breast 
cancer). They can also affect immune system function.    

Pinkwashing: “Pinkwashing is a term used to describe the activities of companies and 
groups that position themselves as leaders in the struggle to eradicate breast 
cancer while engaging in practices that may be contributing to the rising rates of 
the disease” (Malkan, 2007, p. 75). 

  



101 
 

 
 

Appendix C Toxic Chemical Links 

There are approximate 85,000 synthetic chemicals on the market, only about 10% 

of which have been evaluated for any environmental or human health impacts (Breast 

Cancer Action, 2014a). Most studies that are conducted, do not accurately reflect how 

toxic substances interact with biological systems in a complex ecosystem, and are 

therefore not reliable indicators of our exposure. Toxic chemical exposure is difficult to 

pinpoint because of the spatial and temporal movement of these substances.  

The spatial movement of toxic chemicals is unpredictable and uncontrollable, 

because these, mostly unnoticeable chemicals, follow ecological systems of wind and 

water migration (Ness, 2014). Studies of trees and forest groundcover in remote locations 

have confirmed the global dispersion of chemicals such as DDT and PCBs, even long 

after these chemicals were banned (Steingraber, 1997). While there is great dispersion of 

toxins, there is a strong correlation between proximity to certain toxic activities and high 

rates of diseases. For example, the risk of breast cancer development for women living 

close to dumpsites is 6.5 times greater than average (Ness, 2014). Rates of cancers are 

similarly higher for women working in toxic industries like salons and laundry mats. 

The temporal distance from exposure to development of cancers makes causality 

identification incredibly difficult, particularly concerning toxins like endocrine disrupting 

chemicals (EDCs). Women have windows of increased vulnerability to EDCs, and 

developing fetuses, going through rapid growth or overall at an increased level of 

vulnerability from toxic chemicals. The DES daughters are the best example to help 
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illustrate this, because it is a rare situation where despite the wide gap from exposure to 

cancer development, doctors were able to identify the cause. DES (diethylstilbestrol), 

banned in 1971, was a synthetic estrogen drug given to women during the 1940s and 

1950s to prevent miscarriages (Colborn, Dumanoski, and Meyers, 1997). The effects of 

DES were realized after doctors in Boston saw a startling increase in young women with 

an extremely rare form of vaginal cancer (Colborn et al., 1997). The mothers of these 

young women had all taken DES while pregnant. Most of the health impacts of DES were 

not present at birth, but began to appear as the women reached puberty, childbearing age, 

and mid-life. DES Daughters are twice as likely to develop breast cancer, and face high 

rates of other ovarian and vaginal cancers, infertility, and reproductive organ deformities 

(Malkan, 2007). 
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Appendix D Case Study One Images 

Picture Caption 

 
Image 1 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2014a) 

Yes, yes, YES!!! 

 
Image 2 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2016b) 

[No caption] 

 
Image 3 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2016a) 

Do you believe you can win a $500 shopping 
spree giveaway?!  $500 Shopping Spree 
Giveaway ►http://po.st/2nEiE4 

http://po.st/2nEiE4


104 
 

 
 

 
Image 4 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2015h) 

We want to thank you for being part of our 
community by giving a special gift for you, 
our fans ♥!!! 

 
Image 5 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2016e) 

[No caption] 

 
Image 6 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2015a) 

Absolutely! 
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Image 7 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2015b) 

You could win a $200 shopping spree by 
entering our giveaway! Everyone gets a FREE 
pink heart water bottle just for entering. 
Learn More ► www.greatergood.me/1JifDq6 

 
Image 8 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2015g) 

Purchases fund mammograms, research & 
care! Embroidered Hope Pink Ribbon Hooded 
Sweatshirt - Get comfortable, get cozy, and 
get committed to finding a CURE! ♥ Sizes S-
3XL are on sale now! Get yours today.  
Shop Now ► http://greatergood.me/1hyA4Jf 

 
Image 9 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2015f) 

Purchases fund mammograms, research & 
care! Faith Fight Hope T-Shirt - Keep the 
Faith, Never give up the FIght & Keep Hope 
for a CURE! Sizes S-3XL are on sale now! 
Get yours today! 
Shop Now ► http://greatergood.me/1TDhefJ 

http://www.greatergood.me/1JifDq6
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fgreatergood.me%2F1hyA4Jf&h=UAQGS7oZ6&enc=AZNvX0YJXOBwJQTKgrr9QWVey8KG66SLf1Su6Mt8f8b6me4jDZ4DF7kcfXjsFqU9AFnjdw8KKlFIfXtSqxoLFpxJGtcBRbd58e606RCOWfb3mn1dV31b2N_rbmjMeA0ST99ui3KSDs3ofBpGTfNV8623&s=1
http://greatergood.me/1TDhefJ
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Image 10 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2016c) 

Your help is always needed. With your free 
click, you are able to help a woman in need of 
a free mammogram ♥ 
Help today: http://po.st/RC9Xug 

 
Image 11 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2015l) 

You can start a new story by helping someone 
today ♥. With your free click, you are able to 
help fund a woman in need of a free 
mammogram ! 
Click Here ► http://po.st/5Kazwh 
 

 
Image 12 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2016h) 

Your free click count towards something 
special. It will help fund a woman in need of a 
free mammogram ♥  
Fund Mammograms: http://po.st/UmbBMW 
 

http://po.st/RC9Xug
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fpo.st%2F5Kazwh&h=2AQG-8idr&enc=AZPW_S3SlMog7b8U7LjYPGb4JK-VKfjYyMH22bNZ0aatO1MyAFkNCg5onQaDa97JhM0ngC53bAkTBkt7-fBiWbTGD0dVXuPV1ubLc6SVpuPR3sHDxg9UR7Z1zQDTiq0FlXO6G0MahGB7LJWeveWEzKrT&s=1
http://po.st/UmbBMW
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Image 13 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2015i) 

We have a gift for you to wear and show your 
support during this year's Breast Cancer 
Awareness Month #ClickPink ♥ 
Get your free gift today 
► http://po.st/V8ICMd 

 
Image 14 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2015j) 

We're giving you a special gift for you to 
show your support during  
#BreastCancerAwarenessMonth. But hurry, 
this gift will not be available much longer! 
Get your free gift today! ►http://po.st/onnnqi 

https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/clickpink
http://po.st/V8ICMd
https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/breastcancerawarenessmonth
http://po.st/onnnqi
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Image 15 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2016d) 

[No caption] 

 
Image 16 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2015c) 

Enter to WIN a $200 shopping spree for 
summer and get a FREE pink heart water 
bottle just for entering. 
Enter Here ► www.greatergood.me/1gCl8cr 
 

 
Image 17 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2015d) 

Enter today for a chance to win a $300 
Shopping Spree at The Breast Cancer store. 
PLUS everyone who enters gets a FREE pink 
ribbon watch! 
Click Here ► http://po.st/h5Bu2M 
 

http://www.greatergood.me/1gCl8cr
http://po.st/h5Bu2M


109 
 

 
 

 
Image 18 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2015e) 

Hurry to get your FREE Pink Ribbon Watch! 
Click Here ► http://po.st/PD2alp 

 
Image 19 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2014b) 

Do more of what makes you happy ♥ 
 

 
Image 20 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2016f) 

Click every day to give mammograms to 
women in need! 
Give mammograms: http://po.st/mPQ6oK 
 

http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fpo.st%2FPD2alp&h=xAQE-LgG7&enc=AZOcYsJntKFgNUog_TUabBlapwD1YLDYIGEUVMpIE52-jo-B0TWPMcdLIDPA7SATqA4WVXKVwWi-_w5Qj9cq3ZNQ_4Qolvbe2AYlq4WZT4y6XffDRZEa-NfEI4QCA2I1i1wayIrvoCDXVjDSTFgycc5n&s=1
http://po.st/mPQ6oK
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Image 21 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2016f) 

Your click is FREE and helps a woman in 
need get a free mammogram ♥ 
Give mammograms: http://po.st/Ses8zG 
 

 
Image 22 (Breast Cancer Awareness, 2015k) 

Spread happiness to a woman in need of a free 
mammogram! Your click is free, that's it!  
Click Here ► http://po.st/gqgoX1 
 

 

  

http://po.st/Ses8zG
http://po.st/gqgoX1
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Appendix E Case Study Two Video List 

Video one: Denver Broncos BCA Celebration – 2015 

Video two: SF 49ers BCA Celebration – 2014  

Video three: SF 49ers BCA Celebration - 2015 
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Appendix F Case Study Three Images 

 
Chevrolet Ad (American Cancer Society Making Strides Against Breast Cancer, 2015) 

 
Ford Symbols of Courage (Ford, n.d.) 
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