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The main aim of this dissertation is to discuss the way women negotiate the 

cultural meaning of hair loss, alopecia, as a result of undergoing chemotherapy, and to 

understand, accordingly, how cancer’s cultural effects regarding women can be deeply 

different from those of men. Very few studies have been done about the cultural impact 

and resonance of alopecia. It is often regarded as “secondary” to other effects of 

chemotherapy. Because, in many cultures, head hair for women expresses or manifests 

attractiveness and power, to be bald is to be deprived of the ability to fit into society, 

whether in the public or private sphere.  

The study examines the representation of such women in the media, 

audience/subject responses to these representations, and interrogates women’s identities 

and representations in terms of Laura Mulvey’s theory of the male gaze. Women who 
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have experienced chemotherapy-induced alopecia were interviewed in this regard. Other 

contributive feminist, cultural and/or media studies works, such as those by Suzanna 

Walters, Susan Bordo, Naomi Wolf, Donna Haraway, Stuart Hall, Kimberlé Crenshaw, 

and Judith Butler, help facilitate the analysis. 

From these perspectives, a historical analysis takes into consideration the 

symbolic dimension of hair, especially women’s head hair, within Western cultural 

history, particularly in France and a multicultural America. In addition, a textual analysis 

looks at women, cancer, and hair loss as represented in popular culture characters and 

personalities. The study insists on the necessity for women to resist to the culture 

industries and deconstruct the male gaze, as well as the female gaze, which can both 

contribute to, and perpetuate women’s objectification. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. Background and Justification 

  American society is peppered with taboo subjects that revolve around physical 

appearance. Hair loss/alopecia is one of them. There are different types of alopecia: 

alopecia areata, alopecia totalis and alopecia universalis, each defined by region of hair 

loss:  

Alopecia areata involves the loss of patches of hair from the head, varying in size 

from 1 cm to relatively large areas [….] Alopecia totalis involves the loss of all 

hair on the head, and alopecia universalis involves the loss of all head and body 

hair. (Hunt “Psychological” 951)  

The fourth cause of alopecia, and the one that is a subject of my study, is alopecia caused 

by chemotherapy.  

 Over the last decade, medicine has acknowledged the psychosocial impact of 

cancer treatments on patients, to the point that it has become a subject of psycho-medical 

research. Chemotherapy-induced alopecia (CIA) is a physical condition that can have 

profound psychosocial consequences, leading to a negative body image, lowered self-

esteem, and a reduced sense of well-being. Patients, women who fear alopecia in 

particular, may sometimes refuse or select another treatment that lower the risk of 

baldness. In her testimony, Lori, a breast cancer patient, expresses a common feeling for 
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women with cancer: “The worst part of this entire experience [cancer], is losing my hair. 

[….] The chemotherapy would be so much easier if I had my own hair. I appreciate that 

the drugs are killing my cancer, but I still want my hair” (Delinsky 58). 

  Very few studies have been done about the cultural impact and resonance of 

alopecia, especially as a result of cancer treatment. It is very often regarded as 

“secondary” to other effects of chemotherapy, for example. Hair loss is perceived as 

secondary certainly from the fact that only a few harmful effects can result from alopecia.  

Therefore, few medical resources are available for these patients, which can leave them 

distressed and hopeless. In fact, more than a physical change, hair loss very often leads to 

severe psychological consequences such as anxiety and depression. Alopecia can even 

lead to a feeling of loss, some people dealing with it as they were grieving. Hunt posits: 

Even more so than for a man, head hair is primordial for a woman’s well-being 

since hair is intrinsically linked to femininity, sexuality and attractiveness. One 

study followed a group of women who experienced hair loss after chemotherapy 

and found four reactions common to most of the group: not prepared; shocked; 

embarrassed; and felt a loss of a sense of self. Hair loss is symbolic of major 

cultural beliefs and values, and for some women the loss of hair is reported as 

being psychologically more difficult than the loss of a breast through breast 

cancer. (“Psychological” 952) 

Given the emphasis placed on appearance for women, it is not surprising that feminist 

studies have found gender differences in response to alopecia, with women reporting 

more psychological problems and stress compared with men. Hair is such an emblem of 

female beauty that it is very often perceived as essential, if not more important, than 
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breasts as a tool of seduction. In fact, some women consciously adopt hairstyles in part to 

challenge the ideology that women's worth depends on their attractiveness to men. 

  Rose Weitz1 is an eminent scholar who centers her research on issues related to 

women, health and the body. In her article "Women and Their Hair: Seeking Power 

through Resistance and Accommodation," Weitz explains: “First, to be most feminine 

and hence most attractive, women's hair should be long, curly or wavy, and preferable 

blonde. It should most definitely not be gray or kinky” (672). Most importantly, women's 

hair should always look different from men's hair. By either following or rejecting the 

cultural norm in term for hairstyles, women either accommodate or reject patriarchal 

domination. Weitz posits that some women consciously use their hair to pass as someone 

they are not, while others use it to "be themselves."  

  More generally, throughout American cultural history, hair has always been a 

cultural index to individual position and power. The social emblem of the cultural index 

is the individual's identity. One’s hairstyle has an impact on women's power, since hair is 

a central defining constituent of their position within society. A woman’s hairstyle is 

perceived as either feminine and attractive, or masculine (but without the male’s power).    

  Except for a very few women who intentionally shave their hair for reasons of 

fashion, or to resist patriarchal norms of attractiveness, baldness is usually imposed by 

medical treatments, and prevents women from gaining or keeping any subjective agency. 

                                                 
1 In Rapunzel’s Daughters: What Women’s Hair Tells Us About Women’s Lives, Weitz 
explores how from an early age girls learn to consider their appearance central to their 
identity; how girls and women use their hair to create and manage their identities; how 
hair and appearance more generally can simultaneously offer girls and women a sense of 
power and constrain their power; and how women come to terms with changes in their 
appearance due to illness or age. 
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Baldness is perceived so negatively within our Western societal values that it has a 

dramatic impact on women's lives, as for example, when they undergo chemotherapy. 

Because head hair expresses or manifests attractiveness and power, to be bald seems to 

deprive a woman of the ability to fit into our society, to be a woman in the public sphere. 

For example, in order to be publicly humiliated and deprived of dignity, head-shaving 

was practiced on French women who were suspected of having collaborated with Nazi 

occupiers during World War II: “Just as hair has always been a means to exhibit beauty, 

so it has been "removed to cause humiliation, and interpreted as a sign of strength, power 

(often destructive), or powerlessness" (Koppelman 87). Hair removal is therefore often 

enacted as a means of punishment, since women who lose their hair face a threat to their 

female identity.  

Female baldness is rejected in mainstream Western society, where it is the object 

of hatred and humiliation. When a woman learns she has cancer, she instantly links her 

condition to hair loss, even though it is not the disease but the treatments, chemotherapy 

and radiation, that very often cause alopecia. As one prevalent medical source puts the 

matter: 

Alopecia can introduce an additional threat to the cancer patient in the form of an 

altered body image, which serves as a constant reminder to the patient, his family 

and his friends that he has cancer. Although the emotional consequences of 

experiencing alopecia vary with each patient, most patients view alopecia as 

another stress in dealing with a serious life crisis. (Maxwell 903) 

In her medical review, Maxwell describes hair loss as “an altered body” for most cancer 

patients. Although this source, along with the majority of medical articles focusing on 
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alopecia, does not consider hair loss from a gender perspective, one posits that hair loss 

can be particularly disastrous for female cancer patients.  

When a woman faces a life-threatening disease such as cancer, hair loss should be 

an insignificant detail. But, on the contrary, when many women start chemotherapy, their 

most immediate fear is to lose their hair: "The reality of death is less real than the image 

of baldness [....] A common reaction is for fears of immediate side-effects, particularly 

hair loss, to be more of a topic than fears of the treatment not working" (Frank 45).  

Indeed, the thought of losing their hair is so unbearable to women that many 

female patients are willing to go through more suffering by using the "scalp tourniquets" 

in order to prevent hair from falling out. A scalp tourniquet (or scalp hypothermia / scalp 

cooling) is made of rubber bands and various inflatable cuffs placed around the head, and 

cold hair dryers, ice packs, and room air conditioners directed at the scalp (Hunt 

“Psychological” 900). Even though the effectiveness of these scalp tourniquets is highly 

controversial, women often choose to adopt this painful solution. 

Female patients are willing to face even more suffering because society demands 

of women that they maintain an extremely high level of control over their own body. 

According to Ervin Goffman in Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity, 

loss of control in various symbolic forms is "stigmatized".2 To be stigmatized is 

embarrassing to the person who has lost control over her/his body, as well as for his/her 

loved ones. Despite the fact that a person is not responsible for being sick, the person is 

                                                 
2 Ervin Goffman is a sociologist, known for his contribution to social theory in his study 
of symbolic interaction. In Stigma, Goffman examines the way one manages impressions 
of his/herself, mainly through concealment, in order to protect his/her identity when 
he/she departs from approved standards of behavior or appearance.  
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still held responsible for their physical appearance in society. When one applies 

Goffman's stigma theory to cancer and baldness as a result of cancer treatments, it is true 

that the disease and its side effects are perceived as two different "bodies," or "stigma." 

Whereas Western society accepts the cancer patient, baldness, on the contrary, is 

stigmatized. Not only women must deal with their own reflection in the mirror, but they 

also are held responsible for creating a feeling of discomfort in their social circles. In 

fact, as Frank discusses it, a sick person experiences a dyadic and a monadic body. The 

monadic body considers itself as "existentially separate and alone" (Story 36), meaning 

that the cancer patient is his/her own entity facing the illness, whereas "the dyadic 

relation is the recognition that even though the body is a body outside of mine, 'over 

against me' this other has to do with me, as I with it" (Story 35).  

This notion of both monadic and dyadic bodies is crucial to better understand 

women's hair loss. While they experience the illness as a single entity, their hair 

condition, on the contrary, conveys meaning to others. As described earlier, hair 

embodies attractiveness and power. Therefore, to become bald deprives women from the 

part of their body that allows them to be fully integrated in Western society. Even though 

the healthy hair cells recover soon after chemotherapy is concluded and the hair starts 

growing again, patients of all ages experience hair loss as a major threat (Dreifuss-Kattan 

56). Very often, the thought of losing her hair comes before the thought of whether or not 

the protocol will be successful. First: Am I going to lose my hair? And only then: Is the 

treatment going to work? Dora, diagnosed with breast cancer, wanted to die rather than 

face hair loss: 

Hairs, many hairs on my pillow. No, I don’t want to play in this tragedy. The 
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doctors are like goblins playing a nasty game with me. They poison and betray 

me. They talk me into the idea that life without hair is still worth living. They get 

satisfaction from prolonging my dying and try to make me believe that they really 

want to help me. Without medication my life would end soon. That’s fine. I am 

afraid that I will not make a self-death. I will let myself be talked out of it. (qtd. in 

Dreyfuss-Kattan 57) 

Dora’s statement is strong. To die with her hair and with dignity is better than 

fighting against the illness and passing away without being her “complete self.” Dora 

feels that to lose her hair prevents her from being her body/self. To be bald when dying 

would not make a self-death. She would die as someone she is not. Many women share 

this fear and some of them choose alternative treatments, with less successful results, but 

a better chance to keep their hair.  

This decision may sound outrageously extreme, nonsensical, and superficial. 

However, it appears to be the only option left to many women who believe their hair to 

be as important as their soul. I faced this dilemma when I was first diagnosed with cancer 

in 2005. In December of that year, I went back to France, where I am from, in order to 

spend Christmas break with my family. I had not been feeling good for the past few 

months (constantly tired, and suffering from weight loss, dizziness, and shortness of 

breath), but I was not really concerned. I had just started my doctorate at FAU back in 

September and I just thought my symptoms were due to nervousness and too much work. 

When I described my symptoms to my generalist, she referred me to a specialist for an X-

ray and then a scan. And there I was, 27 years old and diagnosed with a bulky 

mediastinal tumor, which later turned out to be Hodgkin’s lymphoma. After the shock of 
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the diagnosis, I asked the doctors three questions: “Am I going to die? Am I going to lose 

my hair? Will I be able to have children?” And their answers were: “no, you are not 

going to die, yes, you will lose your hair and you may not be able to have children.” The 

relief I felt about not dying was ruined by the idea of being bald! The idea of not having 

children was painful, too, but it worried me less. Baldness was what I was going to face 

in the next few weeks and months. I thought I would deal with infertility later. After my 

first session of chemotherapy, hair loss became an obsession. I would wake up and look 

at my pillow with such fear…. I would cry every time I would take a shower and see a 

few hairs falling off. I also became obsessed with wigs. I spent 500 euros on a wig that 

had to be as natural looking as possible. I would have been capable of anything to have a 

chance of not losing my hair, to the point that during each chemo session, I endured the 

scalp cooling for one to two hours. The scalp cooling is said to prevent hair loss. 

However, its benefits were never medically proven and it is very painful. The extreme 

cold is uncomfortable and can result in severe headaches. I was willing to take the chance 

anyway. Not only did not I want to be looked at without my precious hair, but I also 

didn’t want to look at myself without hair. And ten years after the completion of 

treatment, because my hair did not grow back the same and because the medical 

procedures left me with several scars, I feel like my “before cancer body” will be never 

be restored.  

While undergoing chemotherapy, and even after the completion of treatment, 

women are encouraged to “normalize” their look. I remember that one of the first things I 

was told at the hospital just after I found out I had cancer was to buy a wig (many 

hospitals in the United States have wig shops in the lobby). A nurse came to me and said: 
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“As soon as you leave the hospital, you should purchase a wig because you are going to 

lose your hair.” At that moment, besides the fact that I was in total disbelief that I was 

close to losing my hair, I felt (in some ways) comforted that someone would give me 

some useful addresses to shop for a wig. However, when I look back, I realize that my 

imminent baldness had to be covered/hidden as soon as possible. The nurse did not ask 

me: “How do you feel about losing your hair,” or “Do you need to talk about it?” No, it is 

assumed that baldness is not acceptable in society and we must cover our baldhead, most 

certainly to protect our new identity as a “sick person.”  

When the time came to return to Florida and resume classes, I started reading 

articles and books about cancer, body image, hair loss, and other related issues in the 

media. I wanted to understand the reason why hair loss became such an issue for me, and 

the majority of women who undergo chemotherapy. I quickly realized that women felt 

like different selves as soon as they had lost their hair. Helen summarizes very well what 

most female cancer patients feel when experiencing baldness: 

I used to be very proud of my hair. It was almost black, and went down to my 

waist. Everyone told me how nice it looked. I didn’t think about it at the time, but 

it somehow made me the person I was. After my accident my hair fell out very 

quickly – it was gone within a few weeks. When I looked in the mirror the person 

I saw looking back was not me. It was someone else. It is very difficult to 

describe what I mean by that, but simply because I do not have any hair I am now 

a different person; and I behave differently with people. Inside I still remember 

who I was, but in everything I do, I think I am someone else. (qtd. in Hunt and 

McHale, Coping) 
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Helen’s statement demonstrates the way in which baldness has altered her life and 

identity. Indeed, disruption between the body and the self is a major theme in the stories 

women tell. They speak about loss of the former body (whether it is loss of hair, loss of 

breast, loss of fertility), and do not recognize themselves as the old self. They become 

“someone else”, according to Helen.  

From that perspective, the purpose of my study is to discuss the way women 

negotiate the cultural meaning of hair loss as a result of undergoing chemotherapy, and to 

understand how cancer’s cultural effect on women is deeply different from that on men. 

My purpose is also to study the representation of women in the media and demonstrate 

their objectification in order to please the male viewer (or, as we will discuss later in the 

next chapters, Laura Mulvey’s male gaze”).3 

 

1.2. Issues to be Addressed 

All this leads to the articulation of my primary research question: How does 

contemporary culture reinforce the notion of hair as powerful in the construction of 

identity, and especially of feminine identity? The primary question enables the 

elaboration of related secondary questions: 1) What is the cultural history of hair as a 

source of identity, especially femininity? 2) How do women negotiate the cultural 

                                                 
3 Laura Mulvey is a filmmaker. She wrote Visual and Other Pleasures, an expansion 
upon her original article “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” in which she offers 
three perspectives associated with the theory of the male gaze:  
-The story: the male character will regard the female character as an object of desire. 
-The camera: will collide with the males in the story / women seen as an object of desire. 
-The audience: assumed to be male. Women see women as objectified beings. 
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meaning of hair as a result of undergoing hair loss due to chemotherapy? 3) How do 

contemporary culture and media represent cancer, hair loss, and femininity? 

To discuss the primary question, it is primordial to look at dominant 

representations/meanings of hair throughout cultural history, in order to understand why 

every region of hair growth is intimately connected to our “whole physical being.” As 

Wendy Cooper clarifies:  

Hair does not grow as an independent entity, like moss on a tree. It is an integral 

 component of the body, as much part of us as our skin. Indeed, in some ways, it 

 may be considered an extension of skin; it is firmly linked to our blood supply 

 and it reflects, as skin does, the general state of health of our body (Hair 26-7). 

To exemplify Cooper’s statement, one may state that it is a common belief (even though 

not medically supported) that hair can turn white after a great shock. The white hair 

symbol physically translates the psychological suffering, proving hair to be an 

“extension” of our skin.  

From this perspective, the present study takes into consideration the symbolic 

dimensions of hair, and especially women’s head hair, within Western cultural history, 

particularly in the United States and in France. I examine some of the many ways hair is 

used as a public symbol to communicate a variety of socially significant meanings. My 

analysis does not attempt to provide a medical perspective on alopecia and on how to 

resolve it, but rather a cultural, historical account of the symbolism of hair. Interweaving 

cultural theory with cultural and feminist theory, I seek to analyze the relationship 

women have with their hair.  

Being diagnosed with cancer and having faced hair loss myself, I realized that 
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once one becomes aware of hair themes, they appear everywhere, and they constantly 

change in meaning. Hair is and will always remain a focal point of power, identity, and 

expression.  

Finally, in order to answer the secondary questions, my research focuses mainly 

on the cultural influence of the media. Feminist scholars have argued that the 

representation of women in the media perpetuates their objectification. For example, 

women’s magazines actively promote superficiality by reinforcing the idea that women 

must fit into the normative image of beauty; one must go to the gym, be thin, go often to 

the hairdresser, and use a specific shampoo, a spray to have shiny hair, all because hair is 

the symbol of sensuality, sexuality, and femininity:  

Take a look at any magazine. Right up there with skin-and-bones in the beauty 

department is hair. There are products promoting healthy hair, swingy hair, shiny 

hair, and thick hair. There are ones promoting curls, ones that make hair straight 

and sleek, ones that color it here and there, or all over. (Delinsky 57)  

Along with Barbara Delinsky, many culturalists such as Anthony Synnott and Tracy 

Patton have acknowledged the superficiality promoted in women’s magazines and the 

importance placed in “long and shiny hair,” leading to the alienation of the majority of 

women who do not fit in this imposed standard of hair beauty.  

More generally, my research includes a description of the customs and practices 

concerning hair from cultural, sociological, and historical lenses. I examine the many 

symbolic meanings of hair portrayed in the media, and the psychological impact hair loss 

engenders on women fighting cancer. In fact, although the impact of cancer surgery on 

body image has received some attention, the impact of changes to appearance resulting 
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from chemotherapy has remained relatively unexplored. Yet chemotherapy treatment can 

be extremely distressing, with baldness being one of the most feared and traumatic 

aspects of chemotherapy. Narrative based medicine suggests the importance of hearing 

patients’ voices on their illness and treatment (Frith 134). This approach asserts that 

hearing the personal stories of patients, including the life experiences, living situations, 

behaviors, and beliefs, may enhance the understanding between patients and health care 

professionals, and, on a more general note, the understanding between the “sick” and 

their entourage. For that purpose, my research will include interviews with female cancer 

patients / cancer survivors, in order, as Frith suggests, to improve the quality of social life 

of women experiencing chemotherapy induced alopecia.  

 

1.3. Selected Literature Review 

I divide the sources deployed in this dissertation into four categories: (1) Feminist 

Cultural Theory; (2) Ethnicity/Gender and Hair; (3) Women and Cancer; and (4) Cultural 

and Media Representation of Body image, Cancer, and Alopecia.  

 

1.3.1. Feminist Cultural Theory 

Historical, cultural, and sociological studies are to be found in this section and 

help frame the entire work. The cultural and feminist works by Suzanna Walters, Morag 

Shiach, Susan Bordo, Laura Mulvey, Naomi Wolf, Donna Haraway, and Judith Butler, 

among other feminists, provide the necessary background for understanding the 

characteristic role of the media in women’s everyday lives. 
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Feminism embodies the need to understand women’s subordination in many 

cultural, political, and social arenas. In order to question the inequalities between women 

and men, we must consider the material actualities of women’s everyday experience and 

examine the way they are represented, within a range of cultural practices, such as art and 

the media. According to Suzanna Danuta Walters, whose work centers around questions 

of gender, sexuality, family, and popular culture, women’s magazines are recognized as a 

powerful influence on wider cultural understandings of femininity. Both on television and 

in magazines, women are told what to buy or what trend to follow. Indeed, “the last 

fifteen years have witnessed a phenomenal growth in the area of feminism and 

representation, traversing all types of cultural artifacts, including film, television, and 

advertising” (19). In Material Girls: Making Sense of Feminist Cultural Theory, Walters 

acquaints readers with the major theories, debates and concepts of feminist cultural 

studies. Walters finds television’s role in shaping public perception fascinating and 

believes that we live in a “media society,” a society of the spectacle, as Guy Debord 

explained in the 1960s. Nowadays, the media are part of our lives and shape our 

understanding of life. Women’s images are being “man-made”: 

In this society of the spectacle, it is women’s bodies that are the spectacle upon 

which representation occurs; it is women’s bodies that are represented as the 

negative term of sexual differentiation, spectacle fetish or spectacular image … 

woman is constituted as the ground of representation, the looking glass held up to 

men. (Walters 22) 

Obviously, the representation of women in the media perpetuates their objectification, as 

images are constructed to please the male viewer. 
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Walters believes that we should reunite text and context within a critical feminist 

perspective:  “We should move in the direction of reception theory and audience studies 

if we seek to produce accounts of the interactions between popular culture and women’s 

consciousness and women’s lives” (33). She emphasizes the fact that women are not a 

homogeneous group. However, some ethnographic studies have demonstrated that the 

media, through stereotypical characters, reinforce this idea that women are a 

homogeneous group. In order to hear from women in their diversity, they must be 

allowed to talk. In other words, feminists should illustrate their theory with fieldwork, in 

order to give a voice to women in their plurality. Walters also posits that feminism has 

the power to act as a “decoder” of the cultural products of capitalist patriarchy. In 

Material Girls, she mentions the work of Janice Radway as an argument for reuniting 

text and context within a critical feminist perspective:  

 Yet other studies, like those of Janice Radway, stand as examples of the 

 possibility of reuniting text and context within a critical feminist perspective. 

 […]. Methodologically, this approach would entail a move away from the  focus 

 on either the isolated text or the aggregate viewer and a move toward an 

 engagement with “material girls.” I want to stress that this engagement need not 

 be seen literally, as interviews or ethnographies. (159) 

In this quote, Radway4 posits that feminist cultural theory must “demystify dominant 

cultural standpoints” in order to construct an emancipatory feminist culture. Walters 

chooses Radway as an example to follow for the next generation of feminist work. She 

                                                 
4 Janice Radway argues that critical attention "must shift from the text itself, taken in 
isolation, to the complex social event of reading." (158) 
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underlines the necessity to engage in an ethnographic process of research in order to 

emphasize women’s plurality and diversity, which is why this study will explore the 

experiences of actual women who have undergone hair loss due to chemotherapy.  

From Radway and her demystification of cultural standpoints to Walters and her 

call for more ethnographic research, feminist theorists have turned to Western 

representations of the body with an analytic and deconstructive eye. They first began to 

develop a critique of the “politics of the body,” not in terms of the body as represented 

but in terms of the material body as a site of political struggle. The work of feminist 

Susan Bordo contributes to a better understanding of the postmodern materiality of the 

body. In Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and the Body, Bordo describes 

“the postmodern body, increasingly fed on ‘fantasies of rearranging, transforming, and 

correcting, limitless improvement and change, defying the historicity, the mortality, and, 

indeed the very materiality of the body, In place of that materiality, we now have cultural 

plastic’ (xvii).” Indeed, Bordo claims that in the late sixties and seventies, the female 

body was a socially shaped and historically “colonized” territory, not a site of individual 

self-determination. Because not one part of a woman’s body is left untouched or 

unaltered, feminism inverted the old metaphor of the body politic towards a new “politics 

of the body.” Bordo explains that the old discourse did not deal adequately with the 

multiplicity or contextuality of meaning. 

Both Walters’ and Bordo’s perspectives pertinently illustrate the subject of my 

study as I argue that the media pressure women to look a certain way in order to fit the 

Western standard of beauty. More specifically, when undergoing chemotherapy, the 

psychological impact is much greater on women, due to a higher sensitivity and an 
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extreme need to be understood and supported, as well as the pressure to keep a 

normalized “feminine” appearance as an indicator of overall family normalcy. Indeed, in 

order to reassure those around her who are supporting her, she must maintain an 

appearance of normalcy and is therefore asked to keep performing her role as 

social/family mediator.  

In this sense, Judith Butler’s “gender performativity” and Donna Haraway’s 

“myth of a cyborg” are two other excellent sources of poststructuralist feminist theory 

and criticism, which shed light on the material actualities of women’s everyday 

experience and examine the way they are represented within the realm of new 

technologies and gender mystification. Haraway5 seeks to create an “ironic political 

myth,” which would combine both post-modernism and socialist feminism. The central 

point of her myth would be a “cyborg,” which is a metaphor for new technologies as well 

as the post-modernist play of identity. The cyborgs blur boundaries between the status of 

men and women, human and machine, and individual and community. Haraway believes 

that many dualisms have been persistent in our western traditions. These dualisms are 

linked to a system of logic that isolates the “other.” The idea of a “theorized” body 

contributes to a better understanding of the post-modern debate on the female body being 

colonized by the media.  Furthermore, when Haraway discusses the fact that we are 

                                                 
5 Haraway wrote “Cyborg Manifesto” (Simians, Cyborgs, and People: The Reinvention of 
Nature) in 1986, before revising it five years later. This manifesto is an address to the 
radical feminist movement that gained power in the 70s and 80s, both in Europe and the 
United States. Even though Haraway appreciates radical feminism, she is however 
concerned that it relies too heavily on the fake promise for women of an “edenic starting 
point” of gender and identity. 
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“theorized,” her theory echoes Judith Butler’s “performance,” since we perform our 

gender as much as we theorize it in a male-dominant capitalist society.  

According to Butler, a major feminist scholar who informs cultural studies, all 

gender is a form of drag; there is no real gender to refer to. Gender as sex is a fantasy, not 

a property governed by the body. In other words, gender is an act, a performance rather 

than a “core aspect of essential identity.” Both theorists agree on the need to demystify 

gender identity.  

Butler and Haraway’s theories appropriately support the present study, which 

takes into consideration the increase of “feminine performativity” in the media in order to 

account for the pressure felt by women to fit in the western standard of beauty. 

Differently said, I investigate the relationship between popular culture and female cancer 

patients and cancer survivors’ perception of themselves. This work also connects how 

hair matters in our culture and why hair, in contemporary culture, remains for women an 

instrument for self-transformation. For instance, the character of Samantha in Sex and the 

City embodies feminine performativity in the media. Although Sex and the City is seen as 

a feminist work, following the lives of liberated women, Samantha also embodies the 

usual “cliché” of what a woman should look like. She is performing her gender in 

culturally acceptable and privileged ways.  

For that purpose, and on a more general analysis of the history of hair, I also 

investigate the cultural history of hair throughout the ages. Wendy Cooper’s Hair, Sex, 

Society, Symbolism is an excellent historical source which sheds light on the roots of the 

cultural history of hair. The author explores the history of hair since prehistory and its 

various meanings in western society nowadays, from its sexual connation to its 
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symbolism both in the private and public spheres. Other historical works by Bartlett, 

Bartman and Glitter also contribute to a better understanding of the cultural meaning of 

hair loss in the United States and France nowadays.  

 

1.3.2. African-American Women/Gender and Hair  

 1.3.2.1. African-American Women and Hair  

In this study, I take into account ethnicity and hair because throughout cultural 

history, black women, for example, have decided to challenge to concept of assimilation 

by being more creative with their hairstyling. However, although it seems that the white 

beauty standard’s supremacy alienates the African-American and other communities, one 

may wonder whether white women and African-American women apprehend hair loss 

the same way.  

Already, in many novels with Black and/or African-American characters and 

themes, girls and women clearly struggle to accept their African heritage. This struggle is 

made more difficult by the “media normality” of European hair. But does this struggle 

translate when facing an illness, and chemotherapy induced alopecia in particular? 

In her article, “Hey Girl, Am I more than my Hair? African American Women 

and their Struggles with Beauty Body Image, and Hair,” Patton discusses African 

American women and their issues with beauty, body image, and hair, through a historical 

review of beauty, comparing black versus white beauty. In this context, a number of 

critics have commented upon African American alienation. Patricia Hill Collins in Black 

Sexual Politics: African Americans, Gender, and the New Racism and Noliwe Rooks in 

Hair Raising: Beauty, Culture, and African American Women, state that white standards 
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of beauty became the norm and were further reified by both African Americans and Euro 

Americans in their communities and through mediated images. In the media, many of the 

African American women who are glorified for their beauty tend to be lighter-skinned 

women who have long, wavy hair, such as Beyoncé, for example. Many of the models in 

hairstyle magazines for African American women have very light skin and could even be 

mistaken for Euro Americans. Adherence to the Euro American beauty standard has had, 

and continues to have, devastating effects upon African American women. Whether in 

magazines or on television, hair commercials are ubiquitous. In emphasizing the 

hegemonic standards of the ruling class, they further reinforce the cultural alienation of 

black women, whose beauty has been disparaged from slavery up until our modern times 

(Patton). Patton also quotes Paulette Caldwell in “A Hair Piece,” who states: "I want to 

know my hair again, the way I knew it before I knew that my hair is me, before I lost the 

right to me, before I knew that the burden of beauty--or lack of it--for an entire race of 

people could be tied up with my hair and me." In this quote, Caldwell emphasizes that 

beyond simply defining oneself, hair carries the stigma of an entire race.  

This remark is also applicable to women with cancer who, through alopecia, carry 

the stigma of their illness. Whereas Patton emphasizes the effect of commercials on 

African American women who do not see themselves fitting the white standard of beauty, 

this is equally true for any woman, regardless of race, color and class, when they undergo 

chemotherapy. A woman undergoing Chemotherapy Induced Alopecia can therefore 

experience, for a moment, what African-American women feel for a lifetime: a cultural 

alienation. However, one may wonder: Do women of color experience chemotherapy- 

 induced alopecia the same way? Or are all women equal when facing hair loss?  
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1.3.2.2. Gender and Hair 

Along with some influential feminist works, other authors help to better situate 

the psychological aspects of my research. Erving Goffman, Grant McCracken, Anthony 

Synnott, and Arthur Frank, among others, focus on identity related issues, which help me 

define the consequences of alopecia on female patients. All have discussed how hair 

matters in our culture, because it is one of the most important ways in which women 

transform themselves. It is for women the matter and the method of their self-invention. 

McCracken6 mentions several examples of women using their hair to transform and/or to 

assert themselves. For example, Cynthia, a woman in her late thirties, followed her 

hairdresser’s advice and went from bombshell blond to a “sunny” blond. Cynthia liked 

“bombshell” blond because she went to private school, and it was her idea of rebellion. 

The trouble with this color, according to her, was that it sent the wrong kind of signal to 

the wrong king of men. McCracken’s example of Cynthia reinforces the idea that our 

society in effect reduces women's identity to body shape and her hairstyle. Thus, 

according to Synnott, in “Shame and Glory: A Sociology of Hair,”7 one can trace the 

empowerment of hair in the politics of women's magazines that emphasize "one hair cut 

= one personality." The fashion books and magazines for women constantly emphasize 

the number of “styles” and “looks” one may create from a given cut. They not only make 

                                                 
6 Grant McCracken, a Canadian anthropologist, describe westerner’s obsession with hair 
in Big Hair: A Journey into the Transformation of the Self. His book analyzes the ways 
westerners define and redefine themselves though their hairstyles.  
 
7 Synnott’s theory is highly organized and can be summarized as follow: 

1. Opposite sexes have opposite hair norms 
2. Head hair and body hair have opposite norms 
3. Opposite ideologies have opposite hair  
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the same person look different, but the styles may be chosen to project different images 

of the self as glamorous, exotic, mature, competent. More than a piece of our body, hair 

becomes a kind of “independent self” itself.  

 

1.3.3. Women and Cancer 

Because women are pressured to look a certain way (thin with long and straight 

hair is the typical ideal image women try to reach) in order to fit the Western standard of 

beauty, it is more and more common to find young women fighting mental anorexia 

and/or bulimia, which is very often accompanied by depression. When undergoing 

chemotherapy, the psychological impact is much greater due to a higher sensitivity and 

an extreme need for women to be understood and supported by their entourage, especially 

since it is women who are the caregivers to others, according to cultural standards.  

Ethnographic works such as Rose Weitz’s Rapunzel’s Daughters: What Women’s Hair 

Tells us About Women’s lives, Ruth Peltason’s I Am Not My Breast Cancer: Women Talk 

Openly About Love and Sex, Hair Loss and Weight Gain, Mothers and Daughters, and 

Being a Woman with Breast Cancer, and Laurie Rosenblatt’s “Being the Monster: 

Women’s Narratives of Body and Self after Treatment for Breast Cancer” guide me to 

articulate Chapter Four of my project, since this chapter concentrates on interviews with 

women. As far as qualitative medical works are concerned, I specifically look at two 

articles: "The Effect of Hair Loss on Quality of Life," by Williamson, Gonzalez, and 

Finlay and “Changes in Self-Concept and Body Image during Alopecia Induced Cancer 

Chemotherapy,” in which Münstedt, Manthey, Sachsse and Vahrson analyze 29 patients 
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diagnosed with gynecological malignancy (mainly ovarian cancer) who were assigned to 

receive a complete-alopecia-inducing PEC combination chemotherapy. In their study: 

It was found that 73.3% of the patients did not feel as self-confident as before 

treatment and that for 46.6% alopecia was the most traumatic side effect of 

chemotherapy. Re-growth of hair and other adaptive processes do not normalize 

or improve the impaired body image and self-concept. (Münstedt 139). 

The result of the study implies that the psychological damage engendered by 

chemotherapy-induced alopecia is irreversible. According to the authors, along with 

depression, alopecia is regarded as the most traumatic effect of chemotherapy.  

In her article, Rosenblatt presents brief excerpts from the interviews of six women 

talking about issues of identity and bodily change, using concepts of feminine identity 

developed by the French psychoanalytic theorist Hélène Cixous in her essay “The Laugh 

of the Medusa.”8 Rosenblatt posits that physical and emotional loss brings women to an 

identification of their body with themselves; and that there is a world of 

misunderstanding between the female patients and their entourage. Both Münstedt’s and 

Rosenblatt’s studies pertinently espouse the purpose of my speculation as my study seeks 

to demonstrate that a bald body should not be considered as a “deformed” body. When 

someone’s life is at stake, baldness should be embraced. Baldness should not be regarded 

as a symbol of death, but as the symbol of life, of a second chance. Peltason states: “We 

have all seen the devastation that societal standards of beauty wreak upon women: 

psychological damage, loss of self-esteem, anorexia, bulimia, sexism, racism, ignorance, 

                                                 
8 Cixous challenges the binary opposition that phallogocentrism creates because of its 
simplistic and oppressive nature. She argues that female sexuality always refers back to 
male sexuality in a patriarchal culture.  
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and lack of communication. The language, verbal and nonverbal, as well as the reification 

of […] standards of beauty needs to be challenged and will continue to be challenged as 

women create their own standards of beauty” (219). Indeed, it would be a step forward to 

challenge and deconstruct the standards of beauty in order for women to re-appropriate 

their self-image. Women must challenge this misogynist concept and regain what belongs 

to them: their self-image.  

 

1.3.4. Cultural and Media Representation of Body Image, Cancer, and/or 

Hair Loss 

Culture influences most relations and everyday behaviors. It is also intricately 

linked to social interactions, affecting the sharing of common systems of symbols that 

convey meaning, responses, and attitudes towards illness, and death. Many culturalists, 

such as Moore and Spiegel in Cancer, Culture, and Communication and Thomas Csordas 

in Embodiment and Experience: The Existential Ground of Culture and Self, Naomi Wolf 

in The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty are Used Against Women, and Inci Ozum 

Ucok in her article “The Fashioned Survivor: Institutionalized Representations of Women 

with Breast Cancer” have defined culture as the socially transmitted body of values, 

beliefs, behaviors, social and political institutions and arts, that are shared by a given 

group of people. According to Csordas:  

If embodiment is an existential condition in which the body is the subjective 

source or intersubjective ground of experience, then studies under the rubric of 

embodiment are not 'about' the body per se. Instead they are about culture and 

experience insofar as these can be understood from the standpoint of bodily 
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being-in-the-world. (143) 

Indeed, culturally determined perceptions and responses are, largely, so innate for 

an individual that the role of culture in determining them is largely unconscious and 

“invisible” (Moore and Spiegel 19). In Cancer, Culture, and Communication, Moore and 

Spiegel review the relevance of culture as a context effect on clinician-patient 

communication in oncology. They explore the importance of culture as a context effect 

that shapes the environment where individual and social experiences and responses to 

health, illness, and disease occur. The authors notice that, in the United States, the “sick” 

are expected to behave “within certain parameters” (such behavior is also expected in 

France). Patients present themselves as sick, while they must project an image of wanting 

to get well. In other words, Moore and Spiegel contribute to a better understanding of the 

pressure female cancer patients must feel to “look fabulous” while undergoing 

chemotherapy. Society expects them to hide their disease, and therefore hide their 

baldness, because nobody is willing to face suffering (and sometimes death) and physical 

altercation as a stigma of illness. 

In fact, in the United States and Western countries in general, public discourses 

(such as television, movies, magazines, medical reviews) about cancer have changed 

from those that associate a diagnosis of cancer with death, to those that claim that cancer 

is potentially curable and definitely treatable. However, the stigma associated with cancer 

has not decreased: “Cancer remains an illness heavily invested with symbolic meaning, 

where cancer and related symptoms threaten irreparable destruction of the patient’s 

body/self, death, pain, and loss of previous sources of meaning in life” (Moore and 

Spiegel 22). 
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As mentioned earlier, the cultural meaning constructed through social discourses 

on illness shape people’s attitudes. While undergoing chemotherapy, and even after the 

completion of treatment, women are encouraged to “normalize” their look. In most 

mainstream texts, the picture of a bald woman who lost her hair due to chemotherapy is 

almost nonexistent and when it does exist, baldness is presented as “a condition from 

which they can recover” (Ucok 67). Inci Ozum Ucok is interested in studying the relation 

of the body and self, and the changes in one's experience and concept of self with respect 

to the changes in one's body. Ucok posits that the presentation of a normative/idealized 

image of women in the media further alienate them and distance them from the reality of 

their lives. “Some women note this issue as being as debilitating as the illness itself. The 

emphasis of the institutionalized discourses on the normalization and reconstruction of 

one’s life and identity, of feeling whole again, is too costly to ignore” (68). Being 

diagnosed with cancer myself, I realized that when a woman is sick, she feels (and in 

many cases really is) excluded from society. She is alienated by the idealized images of 

women wearing shiny hair in the media.  

Wolf’s The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty are Used Against Women is 

another excellent source of feminist criticism, which sheds light on the material 

actualities of women’s everyday experience and examines the way their bodies are 

represented within a range of cultural practices, such as art and the media. According to 

Wolf, we are in the midst of a violent backlash against women using images of female 

beauty as a weapon to limit our empowerment, which is what she calls “the beauty 

myth.” As women release themselves from the myth of domesticity, the beauty myth 

takes over the ground lost by that myth and carries on its work of social control. Debord 
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clarifies: “The agent of the spectacle who is put on stage as a star is the opposite of an 

individual; he is as clearly the enemy of his own individuality as of the individuality of 

others” (61). In fact, the agent of the spectacle (women) loses its individuality to become 

a woman. “The beauty myth” emphasized in the media accentuates the pressure felt by 

women to fit in the standard of beauty. Wolf’s “beauty myth” and Debord’s “society of 

the spectacle” are crucial to my project, since I aim to demonstrate the disastrous impact 

of the media on women facing physical alteration. However, one must underline the 

positive role media could and should play. Indeed, when a major character on one of 

TV’s trendiest shows is diagnosed with cancer (a great example would be Lynette Scavo 

in Desperate Housewives, or Samantha Jones in Sex and the City), it offers an 

opportunity to raise awareness and offer insights into early detection, treatment and 

prevention.  

 

1.4. Research Procedures and Methodology 

As for the methodology of the study, historical, textual and cultural analyses are 

fundamental to mapping the connection between the media and their impact on women 

undergoing chemotherapy. I first started with the historical analysis, to demonstrate that 

hair has always mattered. In fact, in most societies, hair is more than a part of the 

anatomy. More than that, hair, and head hair in particular, is endowed with cultural 

meanings and values. These cultural meanings are endlessly repeated, so that women feel 

trapped and forced to correspond to societal standards of beauty.  This pressure put on 

women has worsened with the arrival of the media, and more recently the social media.  
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In order to visualize the consequences of the media on women with cancer, I 

conducted an ethnographic study, for which I interviewed women who had experienced 

chemotherapy-induced alopecia. Because I asked these women to express their feelings 

towards popular shows such as Desperate Housewives and Sex and the City, it is also 

fundamental to get a broader perspective from audiences posting on bulletin boards, in 

order to confront both points of views, that it is to say the perspective of the shows’ wider 

audience (prospective entourage/potential cancer patient) compared to that of the actual 

female patients experiencing hair loss whom I interviewed.  I aimed to provide a better 

understanding of the reason why baldness is often regarded as a “deformed” body. In this 

sense, I drew inspiration from scholars of historical (Cynthia Thompson), medical (Paul 

Hesketh et al), and cultural (Rose Weitz, Barbara Delinsky) studies. My research also 

aimed to contribute to that conversation, focusing mainly on baldness resulting from 

chemotherapy and its implication on women’s quality of life. I looked at a variety of texts 

that deal with the aforementioned set of topics, such as magazines, websites, blogs, 

forums, TV shows, movies, and I analyzed their content. I examined several female TV 

characters and popular culture figures dealing with cancer and chemotherapy, and I 

interviewed women who have been diagnosed with cancer in order to analyze the impact 

of the media (magazine, movies…) on their everyday lives.  

In my study, I chose to interview women because, as Walters points out: “We 

should move in the direction of reception theory and audience studies if we seek to 

produce accounts of the interactions between popular culture and women’s consciousness 

and women’s lives.” As mentioned earlier, Walters emphasizes the fact that women are 

not standardized. However, some ethnographic studies demonstrate that the media, 
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through conventional characters, support the idea that women are one woman. In order to 

hear from women in their diversity, it is primordial to let them talk. In fact, the responses 

obtained from both the questionnaires and interviews also allowed me to hear women’s 

stories of their experience with hair loss and cancer. As Lindlof and Taylor state in 

Qualitative Communication Research Methods: “[N]arratives shapes human experience 

in terms of context, action, and intentionality. Qualitative interviews are a storytelling 

zone par excellence in which people are given complete license to craft their selves in 

language” (173). While some questions will require a yes/no answer (mainly regarding 

demography), most questions that will be asked imply an open-ended response. Lindlof 

and Taylor clarify: 

As its name implies, the purpose of the respondent interview is to elicit open-

 ended responses [.…] to clarify the meanings of common concepts and 

 opinions; (2) to distinguish the decisive elements of an expressed opinion;  (3) to 

 determine what influenced a person to form an opinion or to act in a certain 

 way; (4) to classify complex attitude patterns; and (5) to understand the 

 interpretations that people attribute to their motivations to act. (178) 

In other words, these interviews are intended to work as an insightful counterpart to 

feminist and cultural studies on the various meanings that hair can convey. Furthermore, 

my discussion with women allowed me to analyze the extent to which the media 

influence women’s lives when facing Chemotherapy Induced Alopecia. In Screening 

Culture, Viewing Politics: An Ethnography of Television, Womanhood, and Nation in 

Postcolonial India, Mankekar provides a good example of Lindlof and Taylor’s 

approach. Indeed, Mankekar combines fieldwork, interviews and textual analysis of a 
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state run television network in order to emphasize the relationship between popular 

culture and viewers’ perception of themselves as Indian men and women, using Stuart 

Hall’s theory9 on reading strategies. Mankekar10 notices the material effects of televisual 

representations of gender and nationhood. For example, commercials seek to construct a 

new and contradictory image of Indian women. Women are asked to be modern, yet they 

are expected to be home, taking care of the husband. Mankekar also implements Walters’ 

theory that we should reunite text and context within a critical feminist perspective. 

Nevertheless, while many scholars have already implemented their theories through 

ethnographic works, such as those by Anzaldua11 and Scodari,12 more still needs to be 

done. From that perspective, I aim to apply Walter’s theory in order to picture women in 

their diversity. Indeed, I strongly believe that, by listening to the life stories of female 

cancer patients, and not just the medical stories, clinicians can gain insight into the 

                                                 

9 Audiences can have three different reactions to a media text, whether it be a film, 
documentary or newspaper: 1. Dominant, or Preferred, Reading - how the director/creator 
wants the audience to view the media text; 2. Opposition Reading - when the audience 
rejects the preferred reading, and creates their own meaning of the text;  3. Negotiated 
Reading - a compromise between the dominant and opposition readings, where the 
audience accepts parts of the director's views, but has their own views on parts as well. 

10 According to Mankekar, an oppositional reading does not automatically yield a change 
in the material environment, nor does a resistant reading automatically yield social 
change. 
 
11 In Borderlands / La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Gloria Anzaldua achieves a 
performance of different identities, as she continually remakes the boundaries between 
her tex-mex, lesbian and academic identities. She gives a concrete example of Butler’s 
theory on “gender performativity.” 
 
12 In Serial Monogamy, Soap Opera, Lifespan, and the Gendered Politics of Fantasy, 
Christine Scodari considers in what ways the attainment of narrative closure might have 
gendered implications. She shows how characters and story conclusions reinforce the 
hegemonic production imperatives related to age and gender.  
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particular network of connections between physical and psychological suffering that exist 

for each patient. Generally speaking, the riveting communication of such narratives 

enlightens our understanding of what it means to live with cancer and hair loss. 

  As for the questionnaire and interview procedures, which have been approved by 

FAU’s Institutional Review Board, I proceeded as follows. Subjects were recruited on the 

website "Leukemia and Lymphoma Society," where I am an active member. A consent 

form was available to them. This form ensured the participants that their participation is 

voluntary and confidential and that they can withdraw from the study at any time. I also 

conducted one on one interviews with subjects recruited via the same website, as I 

strongly believe that any qualitative research also relies on nonverbal communication 

(gestures, pauses, inflections, and so forth). My interviews were conducted exclusively 

with women, for I aimed to analyze the impact of the media on women undergoing 

chemotherapy. The subjects read and signed a consent form that provided them with 

information regarding the study. This form emphasized the fact that their participation is 

both voluntary and confidential. The subjects also had to answer an IRB approved 

questionnaire with open-ended questions. Appendix B relates to the questionnaire that 

was available online; Appendix C is for the interviews I conducted. Hence, these 

interviews are intended to clarify the meanings of common concepts and opinions on hair 

loss and to work as an insightful counterpart to the various meanings that hair can 

convey.  

   To help me analyze data, from both Internet discussions and one-on-one 

interviews, I used the grounded theory approach, pioneered by Glaser and Strauss. The 

grounded theory, or constant comparative method, is one of the most influential models 
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for analyzing qualitative data. Glaser and Strauss describe four stages. The first stage is 

“comparing incidents applicable to each category,” which involves coding as many 

categories as possible form the data. Lindlof and Taylor explain the next two stages: 

“[They] are called integration and dimensionalization. These processes are ways of 

reshaping the categories and producing deeper meanings for them” (220). The last stage 

is to delimit the theory, or when the category set becomes “theoretically saturated” 

(Lindlof 222). Differently said, once I collect the data and reshape categories, I begin to 

find ways to delimit my theory and am able to generalize the theory.  

  The purpose of interviewing women and analyzing data using grounded theory is 

to describe shared practices and common meanings towards hair and hair loss due to 

chemotherapy. All the interviews were read for an overall understanding before 

interpretive summaries were written and analyzed. I identified common meanings and 

practices by comparing and contrasting each interview. Finally, a pattern of themes 

present in the interviews has emerged and helped me illustrate and support my 

conclusions.  

  Generally speaking, these interviews are intended to work as an insightful 

counterpart to the feminist, cultural and historical studies already done on the subject 

matter. Using the insight of eminent scholars such as Weitz, Rosenblatt, and Peltason, 

who have centered their research on issues related to women, health, and the body, the 

findings of my study will provide a signifying map of what chemotherapy induced 

alopecia means today in Western Culture. Finally, I believe it is primordial to apply 

theory to the audience reaction to media’s portrayal of women facing cancer treatments 
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and hair loss. I therefore conducted research and collected data from websites such as 

tvwithoutpity.com, where viewers (mostly females) share their point of view on how   

women experiencing hair loss should be and should not be portrayed. 

 

1.5. Chapter Preview   

  I divided the study into five chapters. In the present introduction (Chapter One), I 

have provided a historical, and cultural overview of the impact of chemotherapy induced 

alopecia on women. I have provided the background and justification for this study, 

posed the research questions, provided a literature review and explained the methodology 

I use in this work.  

  In Chapter Two “Hair history,” I provided a critical history of the phenomenon 

under investigation. Throughout the ages, hair has always been an expansion of who we 

are, and we have constantly exhibited an overwhelming preoccupation with our hair (and 

more sadly with our hair loss). According to Warner:  

The body reveals to us through hair the passage of time and the fluctuating claims 

of gender; strangers offer us a conspicuous glossary of clues in the way they do 

the hair on their head, for in all societies all over the world, callings are declared 

through hairy signs: the monk's tonsure, the ringlets of the Hassidic scholar, the 

GI's crew cut, the sans culotte's free flowing mane, the flower child's tangled 

curls, the veil. (371) 

Indeed, embedded with many significations (youth, health, illness), hair reflects our state 

of well-being (some people lose their hair partially or totally when they are under stress). 

In the early days of mankind, primitive men were very suspicious and believed both good 
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and bad spirits could enter someone's body through their hair. To extirpate the bad spirits, 

the only remedy was to cut the person's hair. Given this belief system, the barber was the 

most important man of the community. Nowadays, we can say that we are facing a quite 

similar belief. Because it is believed that hair exhibits your wellbeing, some women 

considered their hair unattractive when they feel unattractive, and vice-versa: "because I 

am feeling down today, my hair looks terrible."  

The media constantly suggest that women’s appearance should be central to 

women’s identity. In Seventeen magazine, more than 20% of ads are devoted to hairstyle 

and hair products. The mass media nurture the idea that changing our appearance will 

change our identity. Two great examples are of Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman, in which 

she changes clothes and hairstyles and as a result metamorphoses from a streetwalker (as 

a blond) into a classy woman who can marry a millionaire (as a redhead), and Keri 

Russell from the show Felicity with whom women liked to identify, until she cut short 

her long and curly hair. Therefore, in Chapter Three, “Women, Hair, and Cancer in the 

Media,” I investigated the way TV shows and other media portray women with 

cancer/baldness and how these portrayal are interpreted by female audiences from online 

data. I chose to focus on two TV series in particular: Sex and the City and Desperate 

Housewives, since both series have created lead characters dealing with hair loss, and 

therefore have tackled the representations of women and hair loss in the media. 

In Chapter Four, “I want my hair back!: Interviews,” I discussed and analyzed the 

data collected from both the questionnaires and the interviews. The first questionnaire 

was sent to the audience willing to participate through email, and the second 

questionnaire was given during one-on-one interviews.  
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Both interviews and online questionnaires analyzed hair loss during cancer 

treatment. As I mentioned earlier, these interviews were intended to clarify the meanings 

of common opinions on alopecia and to work as an insightful counterpart to the various 

meanings that hair can convey. 

Furthermore, I described the specifics of how I explored the research questions. 

First, I detailed the characteristics of the participants, explaining their recruitment and the 

protocol I followed, as well as the information gathered from the participants. Second, I 

analyzed the information gathered using abstracts of the answers collected both 

electronically and during the one on one interviews. Finally, I explained the analysis 

procedures of both qualitative and quantitative data and I discuss the results of such 

analysis. Therefore, when analyzing the data, I used the grounded theory in order to 

develop and refine the research and data collection questions, raise terms to concepts, ask 

more conceptual questions on a generic level and make further discoveries and clarify 

concepts.  

Chapter Five concludes by answering and reconsidering the questions posed in 

Chapter One, further placing the study in today’s feminist, social and cultural context, 

discussing the implications of the work, and suggesting further research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

A HISTORY OF HAIR 

 

 I want it long, straight, curly, fuzzy, snaggy, shaggy, ratty, matty, oily, greasy, 

 fleecy, shining, gleaming, streaming, flaxen, waxen, Knotted, polka-dotted, 

 twisted, beaded, braided, powdered, flowered, and confettied, bangled, 

 tangled, spangled, and spaghettied! 

 “Hair,” from Hair: The American Tribal Love-Rock Musical.13 

 

2.1. Hair: A Social and Historical Perspective 

 We, women, often see hair as a reflection of our identity because it is both part of 

the personal and the public sphere.  This profound personal relationship between hair and 

self-esteem is evident throughout human culture, and clearly reflected in a wide range of 

cultural practices, narratives, and contexts, including the literary, the political, and the 

religious. Hair has always been a cultural index to individual position and power (or, as 

we argue, a power taken away from women through head-shaving, for example). 

Therefore, one’s hairstyle has an impact on women’s power, since hair is central defining 

constituent of their position with society. In Roman Female Adornment, Bartman asserts 

                                                 

13 “Hair,” from Hair: The American TribalLove-Rock Musical. Lyrics by James Rado and 
Gerome Ragni, 1967. 



37 

that to determine women's attractiveness according to her hairstyle is not a natural, but a 

cultural fact:  

 Given that the hair of men has no biological difference-- women have hair that is 

 neither intrinsically thicker nor curlier than men's - the adoption of the center-

 part coiffure by one sex and not the other is a practice determined solely by 

 culture. (2) 

In this quote, Bartman explains that patriarchal society under the Romans categorized 

hairstyles the same way it categorized gender. Indeed, the purpose of this chapter is to 

outline, from a historical perspective, a cultural history of hair that demonstrates how 

women’s attractiveness based to their hairstyle is cultural, and that hairstyles generally, 

and the status of women at the historical/cultural moment, influences the relevant 

practices.  

 In order to emphasize on the cultural aspect within the historical perspective of 

hair, I decided to create seven sub-categories, rather than chronological ones: “Hair: A 

Gendered Symbol of Punishment,” “Hair: Symbol of Attractiveness and Sex Appeal,” 

“Magical Hair: an Object of Fetishism/Mysticism,” “Hair Color: A Preference for 

Northern European Beauty Standards,” “Racial Implication of Hair: Freedom or 

Confinement?”  “Hair: A Symbol of Women’s Freedom and Liberation, or How to Blur 

Gender Boundaries,” and “Head-Covering: Perpetual Gender discrimination or Right to 

Freedom of Expression?”  

 In the first category, “Hair: A Gendered Symbol of Punishment,” we see how, 

from ancient China to present-day America, hair has consistently been used as a mean to 

punish and shame women and young girls. We discuss a notorious example of head-
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shaving, which happened after the liberation of France after World War II, when women 

suspected of having sexual intercourse with the enemy would also be head-shaved and 

forced to walk in public. Secondly, in “Hair: Symbol of Attractiveness and Sex Appeal,” 

we describe how, from the European Renaissance and throughout the centuries, women 

have reinvented themselves using their hair as a mean of expression, as well as a mean to 

gain power and attractiveness. Third, from the mysticism during the Middle Ages, to 

Disney’s magical hair in the movie Rapunzel, we discuss in “Magical Hair: an Object of 

Fetishism/Mysticism” the symbolism of hair and how a 21st century -movie princess re-

appropriates herself through hair. Fourth, in “Hair Color: A Preference for Northern 

European Beauty Standards,” we illustrate the fascination for blonde hair. Since early 

Christian times, blond hair has been associated with angelic youth. Today, it is still an 

object of fascination and desire, particularly since the glamorous Marilyn Monroe look. 

In contrast, from the African American community, whose female members can spend 

hours at the salon to straighten their hair (“Racial Implication of Hair: Freedom or 

Confinement?”), to Cindy Lauper and Madonna who used their hair to portray 

exuberance and freedom of style (and speech) (Hair: A Symbol of Women’s Freedom 

and Liberation, or How to Blur Gender Boundaries”), we wonder where women’s 

liberation through hair stops and begins to translate as submissive behavior in the service 

of becoming beautiful and attractive according to Western standards of beauty. We 

examine how hair, in all its complexity, can be both a symbol of liberation and 

submission at the same time, which leads to the last category: “Head-Covering: Perpetual 

Gender discrimination or Right to Freedom of Expression?” in which we discuss the 
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recent debate of head-covering in France, where law number 2004-228 prohibits women 

from wearing headscarves in government-operated schools. 

 

2.2. Hair: A Gendered Symbol in Punishment  

“Is cutting hair as punishment child abuse?” Surprisingly enough, it is a question 

many parents wonder and ask online. Back in 2010, an Orange County Deputy DA and 

his wife filed suit against the county, the state and the County Social Services Agency 

over being listed in the State Index of Child Abusers. The reason of their offense was that 

they had cut their teenage daughter’s hair as a punishment for misbehaving.   

Unfortunately, hair as a symbolic punishment is nothing new. In ancient China, 

for example, cutting someone’s hair short was a way to identify Chinese prisoners. 

People would know instantly that they were criminals, upon seeing their short hair 

(Miller 82). 

To cut someone's hair in the Middle Ages meant dishonor as well. Although 

knights would cut their hair to signify submission, women often did so to signify 

penitence: Isabella, wife of Richard Cornwall, used it in this manner as she lay on her 

death bed: "[A]s she lay dying in the year 1240, [Isabella] had 'the dark locks of her 

abundant haircut and made full confession of her sins" (Bartlett 54). As we can see, short 

hair for women was already exclusively a sign of submission (woman’s hair is cut when a 

sin is committed--or, as in Isabella’s case, as the moment of confronting imminent death). 

Famously, in more recent history, we witnessed the same behavior / need to punish 

through hair removal. For example, in order to be punished and deprived of all dignity, 

head shaving was practiced on French women who were suspected of having collaborated 
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with Nazi occupiers during World War II. From 1943 to 1946 about 20,000 women of all 

ages and professions were accused of sexual, economic and overall collaboration with the 

occupying Germans. Most often it was the men who carried out the punishment of 

shaving the accused, often in the town square with a cheering crowd as witnesses to 

humiliate, degrade and make an example of their betrayal. Sometimes this head-shaving 

was carried out within the home at the hands of the accused woman’s father or husband 

(see Figure 1). Whereas most of the shavings concerned women, a few men were shaved. 

Only seven “départements” of France (Allier, Aveyron, Drôme, Isère, Loire, Loiret et 

Tarn-et-Garonne) have records of men being shaved as punishment during WWII. 

However, for men, this punishment was not sexually related. Instead, men were shaved 

for having deserted or for having betrayed France by working in Germany, for stealing or 

for being “collabos” (the “collabos” were the men and women who had collaborated with 

Germans). 

 
Figure 1. Women walking barefoot and in undergarments, in public humiliation.14 

                                                 
14 Figure 1. Picture published in a pictorial history of WW2 (Ambrose 492). 
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In Figure 1, two women are walking barefoot and their head have been shaved 

because they have been accused of sleeping with the enemy. One can also notice the 

Swastikas tattooed on their foreheads. A French woman describes the fate of women 

accused of collaborating with the enemy: 

The war was not finished, but in Paris it assumed another form – more perverse, 

more degrading … The “shorn woman” of rue Petit-Musc… walked along with 

her wedged-soled shoes tied around her neck, stiff like those undergoing a major 

initiation. Her face was frozen like a Buddha, her carriage tense and superb in the 

midst of a shouting, screeching mob of faces contorted by hatred, groping and 

opportunistic hands, eyes congested by excitement, festivity, sexuality, and 

sadism. (Weitz 45) 

This quote illustrates the sadistic initiation women were facing, as a result of their sexual 

encounters with German soldiers, therefore condemning their femininity. However, in 

his book France Virile: Des Femmes Tondues à la Libération, Fabrice Vergili states that 

20.000 women were shorn between 1943 and 1946, in an effort to “masculinize” France. 

Vergili states only half of these women were actually accused of “horizontal 

collaboration” with the Nazis. Many of them were condemned based on rumors. It is 

quite obvious that the shaving was an attack, not on some women, but on women as a 

whole category. An editorial for the newspaper La Libération de l'Aunis et de la 

Saintonge stated: “When will the “vengeful shaver” deprive her from her seductive 

tool?” (my translation). In fact, in behavioral science, studies of physical appearance 

have demonstrated that most women (and men for that matter) equate self-worth and the 
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worth of others with the attainment of attractiveness (Bull and Rumsay 5). Therefore, to 

deprive women from her head hair equates a near total loss of self-worth.  

Shearing as sexual punishment is to be found in numerous societies, from 

antiquity to the present. It modifies the appearance of a woman at a time when the body is 

the object of aesthetic valorization. It changes the relationship with the self and with the 

others. By cropping women, society projects guilt onto women who are considered 

seductive. Consequently, public shearing allows a process of re-appropriation of the 

feminine bodies. It becomes the symbol for the destruction of the guilty body, the 

desecration, which forbids the guilty women to have access to her own femininity and 

sexuality. Through the process of shaving, the body becomes the reflection of the “moral 

ugliness.” In fact, because head hair expresses or manifests attractiveness and power, to 

be bald deprives a woman of the ability to fit into our society, to be a woman in the 

public sphere.  

 In 2015, the same concept is still very much alive. On the last episode of the 

season five of Game of Thrones (HBO), the queen Cersei is sheared after having admitted 

that she had an affair. Her hair is shaved and she is forced to parade in public, just like 

French women after the liberation. Cersei had long blond beautiful hair. She is a beautiful 

and quite powerful woman. I believe that the act of shaving her hair is not only to punish 

her for being adulterous, but also for being powerful. As she parades naked, the people in 

the streets call her a “whore.” Just like French women after WWII, Cersei feeds the 

satisfaction and reinforcement of the male ego. Her nakedness and lack of hair makes her 

submissive and it satisfies men’s visual pleasure. The depiction of Cersei illustrates 

Mulvey’s theory that cinema satisfies the audience need for perversion and 
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objectification of the Other (for Mulvey, this means women). Although it is said that 

Game of Thrones depicts strong and powerful women, the last episode of season 5 

actually reinforces the hegemonic reading that women are simply an object of desire for 

the male viewer. Cersei’s depiction also reinforces Bordo’s concept of the body as 

negative:  “[T]he body is the negative term, and if woman is the body, then women are 

the negativity, whatever it may be: distraction from knowledge, seduction away from 

God, capitulation to sexual desire, violence, violence or aggression, failure of will, even 

death” (Bordo 4).  An illustration of Bordo’s theory is also found in another episode of 

season 5 of Game of Thrones, when Bronn is imprisoned with Tyene Sand. When Tyene 

asks Bronn how beautiful she is, Bronn compares her beauty unfavorably to that of other 

women. Tyene starts showing him her breast, which causes him to bleed from his nose 

and collapse. She tells him that she had poisoned her knives when they previously fought. 

But his sudden high blood pressure (from looking at her breast) has accelerated the effect 

of the poison. She tells him she will give him the antidote, only if he tells her she is the 

most beautiful woman in the world. Bronn manages to tell her what she wants to hear, 

and is saved. This scene is revealing in many aspects. Firstly, it reinforces Bordo’s 

concept of woman’s body representing negativity, and possibly death, since Bronn almost 

die by looking at Tyene’s breast. Tyene is a strong woman, a fighter. She can fight “like a 

man.” But in this scene, she acts out her femininity in order to punish Bronn.  Secondly, 

this scene illustrates Butler’s theory that gender is not something one is, but something 

one does, it is an act: “Gender is the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated 

acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the 
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appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being” (25). In other words, there is no 

“natural body,” and Tyene is “performing” her gender to her advantage.   

 

2.3. Hair: Symbol of Attractiveness and Sex Appeal  

Why are we talking about performance? On the model of Adam and Eve, men and 

women must be differentiated, and hair reinforces that dichotomy. A short haircut for 

men means power and order, whereas long hair reflects female qualities (weakness, for 

example). A woman with short hair is thus no longer a woman. 

Hair as a symbol of virility for men and attractiveness for women is found in 

widely separated cultures throughout the ages and in all parts of the world. It is surprising 

to find such a difference of meaning between women and men’s hair, as no one has yet 

found a way of sexing human hair: “There is no way of telling whether a hair comes from 

a man’s head or a woman’s. It seems a curious situation, considering the strong sexual 

significance of hair” (Cooper 35). However, although hair is “asexual”, it has become, 

mostly for women, a symbol of sexuality, sensuality, beauty and power (although the last 

one can be debated). It contains a sexual connotation and symbolism, both the in private 

and the public spheres.  

Already, in ancient Rome, hair acted in determining women's attractiveness: 

"[A]long with looks, a woman's age, social status, and public role influenced her choice 

of coiffure... whether crafted by household slaves or the wearer herself, a woman's 

hairstyle conveyed her individuality" (Bartman 1). Hairstyle was already a way to 

culturally differentiate men from women as well as to establish social status: 

"Ethnographers and anthropologists have long recognized hair's key role not only in 
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creating gender but also in symbolizing the relationship between individuals and the 

society to which they belong" (Bartman 4). After the collapse of the Roman Empire, 

there are little records of hair fashion until the 14th and 15th centuries, a time when Europe 

was characterized by extravagance:  

 Women would wear their “houppelandes” (or voluminous gowns), whereas hats 

 and all kinds of headdresses became increasingly important. Women in this 

 century were very fashionable. Women would wear the crespine, a snood that 

 confined the hair on the sides of the head. A crespine could come with a veil, 

 supported by wire frames, and women also wore the chaperon and all kind of 

 wrapped turbans. The hennin, which was a cone shape cap, was the “must have” 

 under Burgandian fashion. (Bartman 48) 

 Hair was also was a way to attract the opposite sex, in order to convey sexual 

information. When long hair for women was linked to physical attractiveness, baldness 

therefore meant sexual renunciation: "One might then manage a fairly strong argument 

for connecting the hairlessness of the Latin clergy with the celibacy that was at least 

prescribed for them and viewing the hairiness of the Greek clergy as an appropriate badge 

for a married priesthood" (Bartlett 54).   

 During the Victorian era, hair was to be worn a certain way according to the event 

women were attending or even the time of the day. The codes of hair beauty during that 

time were very sophisticated, and Victorian writers were fascinated by the meanings that 

women's hair could convey:  

No other writers have lavished so much attention on the physical properties of 

women's hair: its length, texture, color, style, curliness. There is scarcely a female 
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character in Victorian fiction whose hair is not described repeatedly and in 

considerable detail. (Gitter 941) 

Not only is hair abundantly represented in the literature, but it is also, for the first 

time, related to woman's "inner self." Hair becomes almost independent, conveying 

meaning itself, becoming alive. It becomes a character on its own. Gitter gives the 

example of Eustacia Vye's "thick, dark hair [...] described as animate" (Gitter 942). One 

may wonder why there is such an abundance of hair symbolism in Victorian literature. In 

women's magazines, for example, women were told how to make hair jewelry 

themselves. Clearly, hair was a symbol of attractiveness and sex appeal, and women were 

working very hard on their hairstyle to attract the opposite sex. 

In Europe, during the Renaissance, women of the upper classes used to tweeze the 

entire front hairline away in order to highlight their forehead, whereas he rest of the hair 

was tightly scraped back. They also began to show their hair again. Renaissance 

hairstyles essentially revived Roman and Greek hairstyles, and added more imagination.  

During the Elizabethan era, women combed their long hair upwards where it was 

fixed with a wire frame that formed a heart shape: “By the 16th century Queen Elizabeth 

became the main female icon and set the trends for the era. Her red tresses set women 

everywhere rushing for copious amounts of white face powder and red wigs. Red wigs 

were especially popular during this era” (Norris 339). Finally, elaborate headdresses 

entered the fashion scene during the Elizabethan period. The Elizabethan coif and Tudors 

became more and more visible. The headdress:  

[C]onsists of a curved front piece, horseshoe shape, covered with gold tissue, 

banded with gold and set with pearls. The bag pack is formed like a bag, also of 
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gold tissue, passamayne and pearls. To the end of the bag a tassel of silk or gold 

was sometimes fixed. Under this and resting on the smooth hair is a cap of fine 

folded lawn, the headdress and cap being secured by a very narrow band under 

the chin. (Norris 340)  

In fact, this coif was especially popular among the middle class and working women, 

privileged fashion over comfort.  

 These examples from other eras demonstrate that hairstyles as a symbol of 

attractiveness is nothing new. Women already had a preference for the fashionable over 

the comfortable. History repeats itself, as countless women (including myself) have 

chosen the fashionable over the comfortable when undergoing chemotherapy and 

accepting to wear the scalp hypothermia. The pain and discomfort are endured in order to 

fit into the established standards of beauty, because being bald is not acceptable. This is 

similar to the case of Madonna in the 1990s, who was addicted to dyeing her hair blond 

to the point of damaging her hair for the sake of what she considered beautiful and 

appealing. Whether it is about the length, texture, color, style, curliness during the 

Victorian era, the tweezing the entire front hairline away in order to highlight their 

forehead during the Renaissance, the blond dye, or the painful scalp hypothermia, women 

throughout the ages have preferred to either follow an uncomfortable trend, or go through 

immense pain, with very real potential health consequences.  

 

2.4. Magical Hair: An Object of Fetishism/Mysticism  

As the Catholic Church believed that the Virgin Mary had conceived through the 

ear, women’s ears had to be hidden: “The result was the wimple, which was designed to 
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give a chaste appearance, but which women rapidly adapted into a charming fashion, 

entirely defeating its purpose. Hairlessness became something of a fetish for women, 

Head hair was not only concealed but shaved or plucked to give an artificially heightened 

forehead, and eyebrows were removed too” (Cooper 108). A prime historical example of 

hair symbolism and mysticism during the Middle Age is Joan of Arc, commonly known 

as "la Pucelle." Born in 1412 at Domremy in Champagne, France, Joan believed she had 

a mission--to help the king of France fight the English. In fact, her presence worked 

wonders during the famous battle in Orleans, where she defeated the English. What did 

Joan of Arc, canonized in 1920 by Pope Benedict XV, look like? The debate is still open 

and controversial:  

We discovered in Jeanne's house a statue, which was hidden in the wall over the 

front door. This statue, quite ancient, represents Joan of Arc on her knees and 

dressed of an armor. The statue depicts Joan of Arc with long (and blonde) hair. 

However, historians do not all agree and many believe that she had beautiful, dark 

and very short hair. (George Dubosc) [my translation]. 

 Although painters have tried to idealize Joan's beauty by depicting her with long 

hair, Joan was in fact wearing her hair short during the trial, as well as on many formal 

occasions. A print of the 1487 edition of Vigiles du roi Charles VII depicts her with very 

short hair, holding a hat in her hands. What made Joan of Arc challenge the norms of her 

time? Why did she feel the need to wear short hair? Whether she may have needed to 

look like a man on the battlefield or whether she was simply ahead of her time, Joan of 

Arc's haircut was considered sacrilegious: 

C’est une faute très grave, un véritable péché mortel, sur lequel on basera toute 
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l’apostasie de Jeanne d’Arc. L’accusateur considère ce fait de porter les cheveux 

courts comme une atteinte à « l’honnêteté du sexe féminin, interdit par la loi 

divine…(Procès T. 1, p. 223).… [E]lle se serait repentie d’avoir porté un habit 

contre la décence et « les cheveux coupés en rond, comme les hommes, contre 

toute honnêteté du sexe féminin, » capitos tonsos in rotundum, more hominum, 

contra honestatem sexus muliebris. (Procès T. 1., p. 449). (George Dubosc) 

It is a very grave mistake, a real mortal sin, on which we shall base Joan of Arc’s 

apostasy. The accuser considers this fact of wearing short hair as an infringement 

on "female honesty, and forbidden by the divine law” (Trial T. 1, p. 223)…. [S]he 

may repented her wearing of indecent dress and a "hair cut in circle, like men, 

against the honesty of the female sex.” [capitos tonsos in rotundum, more 

hominum, doubled honestatem sexus muliebris] (trial T1. p449) [my translation]. 

When Joan of Arc was sent to the woodshed, her hair was shaven. Baldness represented 

the ultimate punishment for a woman. Suspected witches used to be shaved because they 

were suspected to hide magical pentaculum in their hair in order for them to endure the 

pain caused by torture.   

Later on, hair mysticism reappeared during the Victorian Age, an area that took 

hair to another level of signification and complex function. In fact, during the Victorian 

age, hair, and golden hair specifically, became an obsession:  

Victorians discovered in the image of women's hair a variety of rich and complex 

meanings, ascribing to it powers both magical and symbolic [...]. When the 

powerful woman of the Victorian imagination was an angel, her shining hair was 

her aureole or bower; when she was demonic, it became a glittering snare, web, or 
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noose..., Gold hair is also a motif in many ballads and fairy tales, in which it is not 

merely synonym for blond hair but a symbol of something precious and powerful 

or sacred. (Gitter 936) 

As Gitter puts it, hair is not only magical, but symbolic. Although it has always had a 

“phallic significance,” Disney Studios has taken the notion of magical hair to a new level, 

in the name of Rapunzel in Tangled:  

You’re too weak. You’re too stupid. You’re not pretty enough. You’re too 

immature. You’re too naive. You’re not strong enough. You’re too chubby. You 

can’t. No one will ever like you for you. You’re not good enough. You’re a silly 

little girl. You can’t. You can’t. You can’t. Ingeniously, Mother Gothel, the old 

woman so obsessed with keeping her beauty and her youth that she kidnapped 

baby Rapunzel to use her magical hair, tells  Rapunzel these things over and over 

again. (Accioyabook “Don’t Tell me”) 

 However, many critics believe that Tangled can be seen as a feminist movie. 

Rapunzel is a strong character that is not afraid to defend herself and seeks to realize her 

dreams. When she realizes that she is actually the princess everyone has been looking for, 

and that the woman she thought was her mother kidnapped her and had been keeping her 

all these years out of vanity, Rapunzel tells her: “No. I will never let you use me 

again,” and decides to cut her long and shiny hair. This scene is very symbolic. Through 

her hair, and the re-appropriation of her hair, Rapunzel is taking her life in her own 

hands, and claiming her freedom as she refuses to be manipulated. By cutting her hair, 

she regains freedom and re-appropriates herself. This is a perfect example of the idea of 

hair being perceived as the extension of the soul.  
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2.5. Hair Color: A Preference for Northern European Beauty Standards 

 Over the centuries, hair has been frizzed, teased, padded, coated with lard, 

drenched with toxic chemicals and accidentally set on fire--"all in the name of beauty," 

(Trasko 45).  It seems as if women have always been willing to put their health in danger 

to reach a certain ideal of beauty. And because of its rarity, the color blond is very often 

the color women seek to chemically re-create:  

Natural blond hair is relatively rare, due to its association with recessive genes. It 

can range in color from pale platinum to a dark golden shade, and occurs in 

approximately 2% of the world population, with the majority of natural blonds 

being of European descent. Since early Christian times, blond hair has been 

associated with being angelic and youth. Today, it is also associated with 

glamour. (Parsiri “Hair Color”)  

The Greeks were the first to praise bleaching techniques (the sunny climate was most 

helpful) and to record their strong beliefs that lighter color signified "innocence, superior 

social standing and sexual desirability" (Cooper 154). Women in Rome used to like 

blonde hair as well. Wigs would be brought from Germania, or women would dye their 

hair with a specific soap--“la squma Caustica.” Cooper describes:  

 Roman hairdressers understood the art of tinting and bleaching, and they also 

 discovered warm-water shaving. […]. Women’s hair was elaborately dressed 

 by specialist slaves, each with his own descriptive title. The slaves who used the 

 calamistrum, or curling iron, for example, were known as ciniflores. Splendid 

 effects were achieved with these irons, and with wigs, false hair, braids, and 
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 nets, all secured by single-pronged hairpins of gold, silver, jet, bone, or ivory, 

 topped with jeweled or carved heads. (156) 

In fact, slaves had a distinctive title depending on the kind of service they could render to 

women’s hair, which illustrate the importance of hair styling during the Roman Empire. 

In Ovid’s Amores, for instance, the narrator warns women of the dangers of such hair 

dye: 

 Dicebam " medicare tuos desiste capilos."  

 Tingere quam possis, jam tibi nulla coma est. 

 I told you to stop using that rinse, 

 And now you've no hair left to tint.15  

Ovid’s narrator also mentions the fact that there were so many different hairstyles for 

women that he has a hard time keeping track of the new fashion. Very early during the 

Roman Empire, women would wear a chignon, but styles would become significantly 

more elaborate by the end of the republic. After the collapse of the Roman Empire, 

blonde hair was still considered attractive and some women would bleach their hair with 

chemicals. Hair was therefore already a symbol of femininity, a way to attract the 

opposite sex. 

 During the Renaissance, hair was often dyed with lighter colors such as gold and 

blonde. Some women used rhubarb, alum, sulfur, and soda mixed together in order to 

dye their hair. In France, ladies pulverized flowers into a powder, which they would 

apply to their hair (“Hairstyles Through the Ages”). 

                                                 
15 Translated by Guy Lee. The Viking Press, 1968. 
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 By the 16th century Queen Elizabeth became the main female icon and set the 

trend with her red tresses, which women would copy with red wigs.  Indeed, women 

used to imitate her curly red hair by using different recipes, including urine. False hair 

and wigs were commonly used during this era, as they were easier to manage 

(“Hairstyles Through the Ages”). 

 In the 18th century, when blonde-haired Marie Antoinette became queen of 

France, powdered wigs were used for both sexes. It is also when the “dumb blond” 

stereotype takes roots. Courtesan Rosalie Duthe was infamous for being an irresistibly 

beautiful blonde but vacuous as well. Les Curiosites de la Foire, a popular 1775 play, 

satirized her idiocy and the blond courtesan remains a theatrical archetype even today.  

In the early 20th century, Jean Harlow’s platinum hair has inspired generations of 

women to douse their heads in ammonia and peroxide. Harlow was a natural light blonde, 

but nothing near the platinum blond she became. She ended up using incredibly harsh 

bleach and, towards the end of her career, her hair was in such poor shape, that it 

reportedly broke constantly and was too delicate for regular styling. She reportedly wore 

a wig while filming China Seas. Some say she may have died from all the hair dye 

throughout her career. 

In the 1950’s, Marilyn Monroe “took the dumb blonde character that started with 

Rosalie Duthe and made it something more complex, since her “dumb” characters were 

in fact quite cunning, using their soft voices, big eyes, and fluffy white hair to get what 

they wanted from men.” (Gattis “From Bimbo to Bombshell”). In the 1970’s, the dumb 

blonde stereotype was still around, until the movie Charlie’s Angels, with which blondes 

became associated with sexy crime fighters. She was the muscle of the operation, a role 
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that inspired the character of Beatrix Kiddo in Kill Bill, interpreted by Uma Thurman.  

Nowadays, blond hair is still associated with sexiness, vanity, and / or lack of 

intelligence, even though there is awareness that these stereotypes are unfounded. Movies 

like Legally Blonde, starring Reese Witherspoon, have successfully exploited the 

conventional wisdom stupid blonds (Gattis “From Bimbo to Bombshell”). In this movie, 

Elle (Witherspoon), managed to get into Harvard Law and to solve a murder case, while 

wearing pink and getting her nails done, fighting the stereotype of the dumb blond. This 

is to show how strongly it is believed in our culture that women’s worth (power, 

intelligence, and appeal) is determined by the appearance of their hair. Also, it is 

important to note here that the most famous and popular examples are westernized and 

therefore display whiteness as the socially acceptable norm.  

 

2.6. Hair: A Symbol of Women’s Freedom and Liberation, or How to Blur Gender 

Boundaries 

In the 1920s, both new clothing styles and hairstyles began to blur the boundaries 

of sexual difference in Western culture. France was in shock as the fashion for short, 

bobbed hair among women created great tension. More than just another stop in the 

fashion cycle: 

[T]he garçonne signaled a decisive transition in the ideal of feminine beauty and 

sexuality. Where maturity had once defined the perfect women, the emphasis was 

now on youthfulness. […]. The passion for youthfulness had consequences of 

both an aesthetic and commercial nature Post-war fashion emphasized the 

qualities of youth: slimness, athleticism, breeziness, rebelliousness. The 
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glorification of youth was written all over women’s bodies, from short hair ‘in the 

style of a sophisticated schoolgirl’ to clothing that minimized ‘matronly breast’. 

(Zdatry 32) 

Men often saw the short haircut as a threat to woman's dependence on them. 

Many men were so overwhelmed and felt so powerless that serious crimes towards 

women resulted: 

[N]ewspapers recorded lurid tales, including one husband in the provinces who 

sequestered his wife for bobbing her hair and another father who reportedly killed 

his daughter for the same reason. A father in Dijon sought legal action against a 

hairdresser in 1925 for cutting the hair of his daughter without his authority. 

(Roberts 658) 

Such men were apparently feeling dishonored by their wives and daughters. In fact, 

dishonor is a recurrent theme in discussions of women’s hairstyles throughout history, 

from antiquity to at least the 1920's, as is the refrain that woman with short hair brings 

shame to the family, as a woman with short hair is considered as breaking the hierarchy 

established by our patriarchal society.  

While French women were rebelling by cutting their hair short, American youth 

was also creating a culture of rebellion, both through music and revolutionary style. Forty 

years later, a variety of the 1960s hairstyles served as a transition from the big hair of the 

1950s, to the “out of control look” of the hippie era. The meaning of long hair changed 

dramatically from what it was during the 1950s: “Before the onset of the hippie stage, 

which occurs at the end of the 1960s the beehive was incredibly popular look for women. 

The longer and straighter styles evolved for women near the end of the 1960s as women 
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began to stand up against the different government movements and express their own 

views” (Jones “Hairdo”). More generally, for both young men and women: 

The struggle over hair in many ways epitomized the sixties generation’s challenge 

to authority and their claim to individual rights. […] It began as a symbol of youth 

culture rebellion linked to music. By the latter part of the sixties, however, it 

became associated with a political and social critique of American society. 

Quickly, hair length, like bell-bottoms and other symbols of youth rebellion, 

became commercialized and meaningless. (Heerick 1)   

Early in the sixties, a British music group, the Beatles, popularized a new look 

that many musicians would soon adopt. In fact, John Lennon, Paul Mc Cartney, George 

Harrison, and Ringo Starr would wear shaggy hair that grew over the top of the ears. One 

day of 1964, as the members of the group landed in the United States for the first time, 

one reporter asked them whether or not they would be getting haircuts anytime soon. 

George Harrison answered: “I just had one yesterday” (“The Beatles Anthology”). 

As the Beatles invaded both North America and Europe, American society felt 

threatened by male hairstyles featuring long hair. Adults regarded long hair on men as a 

loss of masculinity (while women opted more and more for short haircuts) as well as a 

challenge to gender roles. Young men wearing long hair would be thought as 

homosexual, or at least effeminate. “Because of the connection most of America made 

between hair length and the counterculture, long hair became a symbol of drugs and free 

love” (Heerick 8). One woman said that she would never allow her son to walk around 

looking like “a leftover from Greenwich Village” (“Youths Lose Hair for Ideal” 45). To 

her, long hair meant that a man was not a “real man.” Long hair also became a symbol of 
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“the emasculation of the American college man.” In 1966 nine college students at Wayne 

State University met at a barbershop to protest “the greatest social issue of our time.” 

They shaved their heads because they felt “men are losing their identity” (“Youths Lose 

Hair for Ideal” 45). In fact, long hair was perceived so negatively that parents would link 

it to their kids’ future failure, a sign that their children were dropping out of society.  

This representation of decadence and rebellion is perfectly portrayed in the 

musical “Hair” that first opened in 1967, in which the authors, Gerome Ragine and James 

Rado seek to reflect the “anti-establishment energy 1960s youth culture” (Heerick 10). 

For the first time, on the mainstream stage, audiences witnessed drug use, explicit 

language, an openly gay character, and drag queens.  

At the same time, France also experienced a cultural phenomenon in the person of 

Brigitte Bardot. Brigitte Bardot’s provocative sexuality offered a representation of 

woman that liberated female sexual desire, aggressiveness and spirituality. She became 

the first French screen star with international brand power. Her fashion icon status rose 

with the growing consumer power of the younger generation. Her short dresses and 

tumbling mass of unkempt hair lent her a spontaneity, which defied the neat ensembles of 

the fashion magazines. Her blonde hair was often more of a golden color than platinum, 

and she wore it long and wild.   Most women wanted to look like “B.B.” To do so, they 

would get voluminous tresses by lifting their hair at the root and blow-drying with their 

head upside down.  

While both men and women, France and North America were revolutionized by 

new hairstyling hair-cuts for both sexes, African-American culture also redefined their 

personal style as an effect the African-American Civil Rights Movement, which also 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African-American_Civil_Rights_Movement
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brought an appreciation of African beauty and aesthetics, as embodied by the Black is 

beautiful movement. The Afro became popular among the Black Panther Party, and 

famous artists, such as the Jackson Five and the Supremes.  

By the 1970s the Afro had already started to fade. Its introduction to the 

mainstream and its adoption by people of non-African decent caused the famous haircut 

to lose its radical and political meaning. The tightly coiled hair that black women used to 

wear until then was grown out to create big Afro hairdos that became extremely popular 

during this decade. 

In the meantime, school officials sought to control the length of their male 

students’ locks. As historian Gael Graham observed, “To school officials, long hair on 

high school boys posed both a real and a symbolic threat. […] Thus by growing long hair 

in defiance of school rules, high school boys challenged the authority of the rule makers. 

But the symbolism of the threat mattered as much as the sheer flouting of authority” 

(Graham 522).  The issue became bigger than hair itself. The concern was the individual 

right to challenge society’s authority.  

 

2.7. Racial Implication of Hair: Freedom or Confinement? 

Comedian Chris Rock’s mainstream documentary was released in October 2009. 

Good Hair seeks to explore the historically fraught concept of good hair within African 

American society. Rock visits hair salons where black women get their heads slathered 

with toxic hair straightening products that one lady calls "creamy crack" because it is like 

a drug (once you start, you cannot stop). The movie shows women sitting for hours 

getting their hair braided or a "weave" of hair extensions that costs thousands of dollars. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_is_beautiful
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_is_beautiful
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_radicalism
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At the opening of the movie, Rock wonders: How do we decide what good hair is? And 

do black women spend countless hours and hundreds (and even thousands) of dollars in 

hair salons to make their hair straighter and silkier because they want to look white? 

Many women he interviews believe good hair to be white hair. Dr. Maya Angelou 

observes: “Hair is a woman’s glory and you share your glory with your family.” In fact, 

the concept of hair as a glory is, I believe, accurate in many cultures, and regardless of 

the color of your skin. The majority of women undergoing chemotherapy and facing 

alopecia must deal with their loss of glory and pride, what defines them as women but 

most importantly, as attractive women. Indeed, as Rock points out, whatever the style is, 

the idea for these women is to use their hair as a mean to feel good about them as well as 

to conform to the ideal of beauty in our western society, which is European hair.  Dr. 

Melanye Carroll, dermatologist, says: 

Mentally, I think a lot of black women are there on this quest for attaining the 

straightest hair possible, they try to conform to a more European look, the 

straightest hair the better and we have been coached with that mentality since 

childhood. 

Watching this documentary, we also learn about the alarming practice of putting toxic 

relaxer chemicals on toddlers' hair, or what they call the “kiddie perm.” Straight hair is 

such a part of African American ideal of beauty that some mothers do not hesitate to put 

toxic products on their toddler girls. To demonstrate that these products are dangerous, 

Rock interviews Professor Berny, who asserts that the relaxer chemicals burn the skin: “it 

breaks down the protein in your hair … If you breathe the fumes from sodium hydroxide, 

it will ruin your lungs permanently.” As Ice T confirms, “To relax your hair is like a 
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torture session… you are on fire, literally.” The question is: why would black women 

take the risk to damage their hair, head and even lungs? Is it to respond to men’s 

preference? Or is it, like some asserts, because it is easier to manage? An African 

American woman comments on Rock’s movie on the USA today website: 

I have discussed this issue with dozens of African American women over many, 

many years and I often hear the reason given for straightening hair being solely 

that it is easier to manage. Only one sister gave one of the reasons that Chris 

points out in the movie: acceptance by her white employers. She is a self-

employed individual that works on contracts and she believes that she will miss 

out on financial opportunities unless she goes out of her way to make whites 

comfortable. From her experience that includes rejecting ethnic images. She has 

to show that she is a "safe black", not angry or militant. The movie addressed this 

point and Paul Mooney's comments were on the mark. 

The comment the blogger is referring to is: “[I]f your hair is relaxed, white people 

are relaxed. If your hair is nappy, they are not happy” (Paul Moone quoted in Good 

Hair). From this perspective, black women straighten their hair and jeopardize their 

health in order to respond to white pressure. In that sense, straight hair becomes more 

than a beauty ideal. It becomes the legacy of slavery and racism. If “straight hair” 

portrays one as a “safe black,” clearly, the motive behind it is more than beauty, it 

becomes political, and also financial. In fact, the financial aspect of black hair is 

gigantesque. Not only it can have an impact, as the blogger points out, on someone’s job 

opportunity, but it is a wealthy business for many people. If you talk about weaves (or 

extensions), they represent a nine billion dollar business. Women spend over $1000 on a 



61 

weave and some spend close to $20,000 a year on weaves. And the pressure falls also on 

men as they are pressured to give money to their daughters and wives for their weaves. 

Ironically, men seem to be at the origin of the problem, since many women are only 

responding to men’s attraction to white features. The same blogger states: 

Many women are in denial about their reasons for straightening their hair and use 

true statements like ‘easier to manage’ to hide their real motivation: they are 

responding to the popular images in our culture that tell us, men and women alike, 

that Caucasian features are desirable and African features are not. The women are 

in large part responding to the preferences of the men. The origin of this hair 

straightening practice came out of self-contempt and I believe still has a great deal 

to do with the choices that some of our women make. (Good hair)  

Once again, we are facing the perpetual pressure felt by women to respond to men’ 

standards of beauty, here referred to as European standards of beauty. 

Whether it is breast implants, teeth whitening, hair loss, and blond hair for 

brunettes, women from all origins tend to run after a specific ideal of beauty, adding the 

fact that most women want to be what they are not. Whatever they want to look like, 

women all have in common this obsession for their hair, their glory, and their pride. 

However, the white standards of beauty seem to further alienate women of color.   

 

2.8. Head-Covering: Perpetual Gender Discrimination or Right to Freedom of 

Expression? 

 In the Middle Ages, as in other periods including our own, hair conveyed both 

sexual and social meanings. The early part of a woman’s life was considered as a sexual 



62 

age, when the female’s hair was usually to be worn long and loose; hair was usually to be 

plaited or braided for older women. Except for Italian women, European women were 

expected to cover their hair completely (on the contrary, Italians used to wear their hair 

long, twisted up into knots of various shapes, with the ends hanging free). Because 

women’s hair was considered provocative, it had to be hidden.  

Recently, the debate on head covering has resurfaced in Europe, and in France in 

particular.  Many women have been pressured to actually display their hair in public 

places, against their will. As we know, hair emphasizes the very specificity of each 

culture, which can engender political debates and cultural backlashes, as shown in 2004 

in France with a law forbidding young Muslim women from wearing their headscarves to 

school in order to respect the non-religious nature of the French public state, including its 

extension through the national school system. France adopted a law banning Muslim girls 

from wearing headscarves in school. The main reason evoked by the government is that 

the ban ensures sex equality and prevents girls from being pressured into wearing the 

headscarf. By the same token, it protects the principle of secularism, the basis of the state 

itself, and a principle so dearly protected by the larger French citizenry. That same year, 

two surveys for Agence France Press and CSA for the newspaper Le Parisien showed 

that 78% of teachers were in favor of the ban; while 49% of Muslim women approved it 

(43% opposed it)16. 

More recently, France has been debating whether the “full veil” (worn, for 

example, in Afghanistan) should be completely banned. Similarly in Germany, several 

German states have banned teachers from wearing headscarves. However, in Great 

                                                 
16  Survey published in the newspaper Le Parisien Feb. 2004. 
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Britain, there is no ban on headscarves, or on any Islamic dress for that matter. In January 

2010, School secretary Ed Balls stated it was “not British” to tell people what to wear. In 

the meantime, the independent Party is pressing for a ban in Britain’s schools. The 

examples of France, Germany, and even Great Britain denote a common negative feeling 

or approach towards the Muslim veil.  Because I am discussing the European feeling 

towards the Islamic headscarf, one must not forget Turkey, a Muslim country and yet a 

secular state that has rejected headscarves in public places for over 85 years. Contrary to 

Western European countries, Turkey’s constitution was amended to ease the ban in 2008 

in order to allow more women to attend school while wearing the scarf. It is easy to get 

confused. While Western European countries fight for a “liberation of women” through 

the ban of any headscarf, women in Turkey fight for keeping it. Why is it that hair, or 

hair covering for that matter, has always been at the center of religious, and now political 

debates?  

 
Figure 2. Head covering.17 

 As mentioned previously, more than a sign of religion, the headscarf is viewed as 

a sign of inequality between men and women in the Muslim world. Yet, for many 

                                                 
17 Pictures appeared on the online journal Onislam. 24 May 2014. Web. June 2014.  
A young lady is covering her hair with the French flag.  
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Muslim women, head covering is in fact a sign of female empowerment. In the article, 

"My Body Is My Own Business", Naheed Mustafa18, a Muslim Canadian born-and-raised 

woman writes:  

The Quran teaches us that men and women are equal, that individuals should not 

be judged according to gender, beauty, wealth or privilege. The only thing that 

makes one person better than another is his or her character. […]. In the Western 

world, the hijab has come to symbolize either forced silence or radical, 

unconscionable militancy. Actually, it is neither. It is simply a woman's assertion 

that judgment of her physical person is to play no role whatsoever in social 

interaction. (8) 

In another article “Young Muslim women are reclaiming the hijab,” Mustafa goes on to 

say “Young Muslim women are reclaiming the hijab, reinterpreting it in light of its 

original purpose—to give back to women ultimate control of their own bodies” (10). 

According to Mustafa, the hijab gives Muslim women a feeling of control over their body 

image. Furthermore, it seems that to cover their hair prevent men from being distracted 

from what really matters: their inner self and their intelligence. From that perspective, the 

head covering is seen as positive, since it offers intellectual equality and opportunity for 

men and women. It can actually also foster equality among women. Many studies have 

shown that, in the western world, attractive women are more likely to be more successful, 

in many aspects of their lives. For example, polls have demonstrated that men (and 

women) are more likely to be nicer to an attractive woman rather than to someone not 

                                                 
18 Naheed Mustafa graduated from the University of Toronto with an honors degree in 
political science and history. She made the choice of wearing the traditional hijab scarf 
and found the experience liberating. 
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considered “pretty” according to the “fixed western norm.” In this context, to cover one’s 

hair may be seen as a solution to avoid physical discrimination.  

In her book Hide and Seek: Jewish Women and Hair Covering, Lynn Schreiber 

discusses the parameters of the mitzuah (commandment) of hair covering within the 

Orthodox Jewish community as women begin to question their practice of hair covering. 

She explains that head shaving (a married women must shave her head) and head 

covering is an emotional and psychological sacrifice, since she believes that women are 

conditioned from early childhood to use head hair as a seductive tool as well as a way to 

enhance gender:  

Watch the mothers of baby girls. They dress their daughters in outfits with bows 

and ribbons, in pinks and purples and with delicate, matching socks. Babies with 

no hair wear satiny, girly headbands to denote gender. Mothers of little girls with 

thin locks often tie them up in pretty barrettes and silky bands; anything to make 

their daughters into dolls. As girls grow older, hair becomes even more of an 

important statement. In school, hairstyles compete for the rapt attention of peers. 

(15) 

 Schreiber’s comment is very interesting and relevant to my study. In this 

statement, she mentions the words “doll” and “statement,” words I would like to study 

more closely because they imply that hair can portray opposite images or symbols. First, 

women’s hair denotes femininity and attractiveness. Very early in life, our mothers 

condition us to be perfectly groomed. According to many Muslim scholars, in many 

societies, especially in the West, women are taught from early childhood that their worth 

is proportional to their attractiveness and are compelled to follow the male standards of 
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beauty and abstract notions of what is attractive, half realizing that such pursuit is futile 

and often humiliating (Mustafa “One Woman Experience With Hijab” 1). Therefore the 

head covering is seen as a statement against the imposed standards of beauty. To wear a 

scarf or to intentionally shave the head are ways for women to rebel against what has 

been otherwise imposed on them since their early childhood--pretty pink barrettes and 

purple ribbons. I believe that head shaving and hair covering can be viewed as 

alternatives to the “doll look” imposed on the majority of western women, as well as 

around the world. 

 

2.9. Conclusion 

On the model of Adam and Eve, men and women's hair must be differentiated. In 

our society, a short haircut for men means power and order, whereas long hair signifies 

weakness. A woman with short hair is thus no longer a woman. But she is not a man 

either. Who is she? Is she, from an Althusserian point of view, condemned to remain 

outside of the ideological state apparatus? Is she lost in a society that categorizes sexes 

and allows her a limited amount of subjectivity or free agency as long as she wears her 

hair long? Is her subjectivity measured according to the thickness of her hair? Does 

baldness thus engender the loss of "social subjectivity"? It surely seems like it. From 

Friedan’s perspective, in Feminine Mystique, the media construct and perpetuate a certain 

ideal of feminine beauty that alienates women further more. Looking at the fashion 

magazines, it seems like women have no resistance to the cultural industry. Women are 

asked to follow the trend, and anyone not willing to do so is an outsider. Therefore, to be 

deprived from having a beautiful, long, and shiny haircut limit automatically women’s 
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empowerment, not only in the male discourse, but also in the female discourse.  

As we have seen, one recurrent motif throughout our history is that the more 

abundant hair is, the more sexuality it expresses. In his article "Shame and Glory: A 

Sociology of Hair," Anthony Synnott confirms that long hair is "irrefutably feminine" 

and that long hair has always been, in Western society, both a gender sign and a sex 

symbol:  

Saint Paul was probably not the first to describe a woman's long hair as a “glory” 

and contemporary references in advertising, poetry and fashion magazines to the 

'crowning' glory are legion. Men say they prefer long hair because it is 'sexier' 

[...]. Indeed so powerful is the symbolism that a secretary in New York, whose 

long hair was shaved off completely by a jealous wife, was awarded $117,500 in 

compensation. (384)  

This quote reflects the social power given to hair in our Western society. A woman 

without shiny long hair, and worse, without any hair at all is considered powerless, 

unable to seduce. This is a trend that we have witnessed throughout the centuries, but 

clearly, the new “commodity feminism” has turned women into objects, for the benefits 

of advertisers.  Although we have witnessed within the last twenty years a growth in the 

presence and influence of women in media behind the scenes, traditional stereotypes of 

female sexuality and sexual attractiveness continue to thrive in the media we consume 

every day.  

 As I provided a critical history of the phenomenon under investigation, it is clear 

that hair, throughout the ages, has always been an expansion of who we are, and we have 

constantly exhibited an overwhelming preoccupation with our hair. Indeed, embedded 
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with many significations (youth, health, illness), hair reflects our state of well-being 

(some people lose their hair partially or totally when they are under stress). In the early 

eras, people believed both good and bad spirits could enter someone's body through their 

hair. Nowadays, we can say that we are facing a quite similar belief. Because it is 

believed that hair exhibits your well-being, some women considered their hair 

unattractive when they feel unattractive, and vice-versa: "because I am feeling down 

today, my hair looks terrible." 

As I have demonstrated in this chapter, women have had no resistance to the 

cultural industry, and follow the trend, fearing to become an outsider. Whether it is to 

copy the Monroe look, to straighten their hair for women of color, in order to fit into the 

Caucasian standards of beauty, or to cover their hair to respect moral codes, it is evident 

that women are strongly encouraged to abide by beauty codes imposed by a patriarchal 

society. As we will discuss in our next chapter, this same patriarchal society governs the 

media. Biagi asserts that media do affect people socially, culturally, and economically 

(Media/Impact: An Introduction to Mass Media). First, women are affected socially, 

because they are forced to compare themselves physically with other women.  They are 

also culturally affected, as the media tend to define what constitutes beautiful (and 

beautiful hair). Thus, they are affected economically, since they are influenced to buy 

beauty products to reach the ideal goals portrayed by the media. 

 In the next chapter, I discuss the impact of the media on women’s everyday lives, 

and how magazines and TV commercials manipulate women’s image in order for them to 

feel the urge to buy. I emphasize the sexist representations of women in the media, and 

how they are also judged on different criteria than men, including on their appearance 
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and what they wear. Thus, I demonstrate that, when it comes to all physical attributes, 

departure from the norms is policed much more for women than for men. Bonnie Dow 

notes: “Women on television tend to dress expensively, to wear makeup, and generally to 

project the message that attractiveness, particularly to the opposite sex, is important. 

Advertisers reason that ads for cosmetics, toiletries, and clothing are less effective 

without such a backdrop”(10). 

Finally, I explain the representation of women experiencing chemotherapy 

Induced Alopecia, studying closely two TV characters: Lynette Scavo in Desperate 

Housewives, diagnosed with Hodgkin’s Lymphoma, and Samantha Jones in Sex and the 

City, diagnosed with breast cancer, as well as other popular culture examples.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

WOMEN, HAIR, AND CANCER IN THE MEDIA 

 

3.1. Introducing Television Into the Home / The Rise of the (Social) Media 

In their book Media/Society: Industries, images, and Audiences, Croteau and 

Hoynes use this hypothetical story about Leonda in order to demonstrate to what extent 

our western societies are enmeshed in and saturated by the media: 

[A]fter going downstairs, for breakfast, Leonda picks up the remote and clicks on 

the TV. She “channels surfs” until she comes across a network morning show that 

has the stat of a big new Hollywood movie as a guest. […] Later […], [s]he 

spends the rest of the period flipping through a “women’s” magazine featuring 

articles- and many advertisements- on fashion, makeup, health, and personal 

relationships. […] She has also been using an Internet “bulletin board” to post 

ideas and to read comments from dozens of other students across the country who 

are also studying business . . . (Croteau and Hoynes 4) 

The word media derives from the Latin medium, which means middle: “The 

communication media are the different technological processes that facilitate 

communication between (and are in the middle of) the sender of a message and the 

receiver of a message” (Croteau and Hoynes 7). An example of message in our modern 

society is advertisement. Advertisement is the key source of revenue for television, 

newspaper, and more recently the Internet. As a consequence, an enormous amount of 
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messages sent from the sender to the receiver are contained in advertisements. Because 

women are considered as the main consumers, commercials on TV, in magazines, and 

online play upon their self-image in order for them to feel the urge to buy. More 

precisely, women between the ages of 18 and 49 are the prime consumer group that 

advertisers wish to target since it is the group that makes the majority of consumer 

decisions (Jamieson and Campbell 19). Americans in particular spend a large amount of 

time watching TV, listening to the radio and reading magazines. An American household 

spends an average of five hours each day in front of the TV. This number actually used to 

be greater but has dropped with the wide scale expansion of social media platforms.  

In fact, social media have recently become very influential, particularly in the 

world of fashion, makeup, and hairstyling. Fashion-forward people chat with their friends 

before changing their hairstyles, or buying new wardrobes. Hairstylists and clothing 

designers check Facebook and Twitter before introducing new styles/clothing lines.  

Nowadays, anyone can attract followers and influence style and fashion habits 

through YouTube videos, and fashion blogs. People now get their beauty ideas from 

YouTube, Twitter, Instagram, Tumblr, and other websites, or by watching online videos 

that teach them how to do everything from braiding hair to applying makeup, for 

example. “Followers” learn new styling techniques and can get ideas for dealing with 

thinning hair, or start a trend based on personal style. Celebrity styles have always 

influenced hairstyles and fashion, but creative media users can now extend their influence 

to friends and/or virtual strangers through social media outlets. 

I believe that social media allow people to both draw inspiration and influence 

other people through social contacts and instant communication. Hairstyles create 
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powerful first impressions, and social sharing helps not only celebrities and fashion 

professionals, but also any anonym to showcase their fashion ideas, and launch new hair 

and fashion trends. At the same time, even though this is a positive step towards freedom 

of expression, social media use reinforces, often, the judgment of women based on their 

appearance. This is nothing new.  

For the past sixty years, the ideal woman has been young, beautiful, and 

independent. She likes to look good by caring for her hair, putting makeup on her face, 

and keeping a healthy weight. At least, that’s what the media tend to portray: “The beauty 

industry, of course, has never been an advocate of feminist aspirations. This is not to say 

that its promoters have a conscious political program against women’s rights, just a 

commercial mandate to improve on the bottom line” (Berger 212).  

As Berger also observes, although the media portray unattainable standards of 

beauty, it is important to note that the media actually respond to the demand of the 

audience. Would we buy make up from someone we do not find attractive? Would we 

buy a gym contract to Bally’s if they were only showing overweight people on their ads? 

Would we buy a shampoo from a woman who does not have gorgeous hair? It is unlikely. 

We, as consumers, have high expectation on the result of each product, even though we 

are aware, deep down, that what we see on TV does not reflect the attainable reality. A 

broad range of scholars maintains that television is central to our mass-mediated culture. 

As Croteau and Hoynes point out, the underlying ideas that television programs 

disseminate are of substantial social significance (280). Both also wonder: “What stories 

does television tell us about contemporary society? How does television define key social 

categories, depict major institutions, or portray different types of people? What is 
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“normal” in the world of television, and what is “deviant”?” (280). It is fundamental to 

answer these questions in a world where women would starve themselves to be thin, or 

reject chemotherapy treatments and jeopardize their lives not to lose their hair.  

Whether on television, in the magazines, or at the movies, the media are full of 

stereotypes and clichés about what the ideal woman should look like. Models and 

actresses are usually desperately thin, predominantly white, and always wear a trendy 

hairstyle. In fact, along with thinness, I believe that hair is a major component of what is 

considered female beauty. As discussed in the previous chapter, throughout the centuries, 

hair has always been the centerpiece to beautify the body. According to Chana Kahn, 

LCSW, a psychotherapist in private practice in Teaneck, N.J., and New York, N.Y., in a 

time so perverted by television and movies, we have only to watch a thirty-second 

advertisement to understand the power of hair: “[H]air is something that enhances one’s 

sexuality and attractiveness. […]. It’s meant to be seductive” (Cooper 17). Because hair 

is such a central part of female’s attractiveness, it is hard to imagine the impact 

chemotherapy induced alopecia may have on a woman’s social life. As Douglas notes: 

Nothing is more indicative of the importance currently being attached to hair 

growth by the general populace than the barrage of cases reaching the courts 

evidencing the attempt by one segment of society to control the plumage of 

another. (58)  

Unfortunately, the importance society attaches to hair has not decreased. 

Nowadays, the length, shape and color of your hair help indicating from which 

social/age group an individual is part of. And with medical advances, a large number of 

women have to face physical changes, primarily chemotherapy induced alopecia. In a 
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world dominated by the media, where women are “oversexualized,” depicted according 

to the male gaze, and for whom the main goal is to attract men, one may wonder to what 

extent the overexposure of female perfect bodies can have an impact on women 

experiencing hair loss. In fact, sociocultural factors have been implicated as a primary 

source of body image disturbance. Through the media in particular, with their emphasis 

on thinness and on beautiful, long and shiny hair, “the standard of female attractiveness 

has been singled out as the most potent messenger of sociocultural pressures” (Posavac 

et al. 325): 

Recent research has shown that exposure to the ideal thin standard of female 

beauty commonly presented in advertising and the broader media contributes to 

body image disturbance among women. Researchers have proposed that social 

comparison processes underlie this phenomenon; women may routinely compare 

their bodies with images of feminine beauty contained in the media and 

consequently become less satisfied with their own bodies. (324) 

Indeed, the media have an impact on women’s body image and women’s self-

esteem in terms of social comparison (Wood 35). Frequently, women compare 

themselves to the images of female models they see on TV, in magazines, online, and 

even more so with social media. When women compare themselves with media images of 

ideal female attractiveness, a perceived discrepancy between their actual attractiveness 

and the media’s standard of attractiveness is likely to result (Posavac 326). One may 

wonder why society perpetuates this unrealistic body type. What effect is this ideal 

having upon women today? 
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Western media have a long history of using health issues in story lines (Turow 

96). Powerful images and stories about women’s experiences with cancer and hair loss 

have been presented in several TV shows mostly watched by women within the last 

twenty years. In this chapter, and within the framework of cultural studies of media, I 

seek to perform an analysis of the representations of cancer and hair loss in both Sex and 

the City and Desperate Housewives, emphasizing women’s reception of the storyline. I 

intend to understand whether the storylines of these two shows might contribute to 

women’s unhappiness with their bodies, because of a slanted portrayal of female cancer 

patients, or, on the contrary, if Samantha Jones and Lynette Scavo’s diagnoses reinforce 

female viewers’ attachment to both shows while at the same time raising awareness about 

cancer, hair loss, and societal attitudes towards women’s body image. I also analyze 

television’s most popular portrayals of women experiencing chemotherapy-induced 

alopecia, using the examples of the English Tele-Reality star Jade Goody, who plays and 

important role in female cancer screening and the singer Melissa Etheridge, who also 

made her battle with cancer public, when performing bald on TV.  

 

3.2. The Four Myths of Femininity: May I Be Beautiful and Powerful? 

In order to understand what leads women to feel so insecure about their 

appearance, and the fear they experience at the idea of going public while suffering with 

alopecia, it is primordial to analyze the big picture. How is femininity portrayed in the 

media? To achieve that goal, I decided to analyze the portrayal of two powerful women 

in the political scene, both in France and in the United States: Hillary Clinton and 

Segolene Royal, both presidential candidates.  
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In their article, “The Changing faces on TV,” television critics Bradley Greening 

and Larry Collette argues that “a frequent indictment of the cultural experience and 

symbolic environment of television is that programs represent a constructed social reality 

that tends to amplify the dominant ideology” (40). The conception of femininity in the 

media appears under numerous forms. Women represented in advertising are always 

young and attractive, and are frequently either sexual objects, or seek to seduce men. 

According to Mac Donald, quoted in Zoonen, the representations of women in the media 

can be brought back to four popular myths of femininity: “Femininity as enigmatic and 

threatening,”  “Femininity as nurturing and caring,”  “Femininity as sexuality,” 

“Femininity as a bodily practice” (93). 

Women are rarely portrayed as being competent/intelligent and beautiful at the 

same time. Intelligence is presented as a male characteristic, and intelligent women are 

often portrayed as lacking in femininity and unable, or less able, to attract men 

physically. A good example of a successful woman who has been depicted as masculine 

would be Hillary Clinton. 

 
Figure 3. Hillary masculinized. 

http://politicalhumor.about.com/library/images/blpic-hillarymakeup.htm
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When Hillary Clinton was running for office in 2008, a large group in the media 

portrayed her as having a masculine style. Because the media could not get her on her 

politics, many journalists were trying to get her on her femininity, implying that she was 

not a "real" woman. As Brooks explains, the double-bind is clearly a result of gender 

expectations. It is completely gender bias. As a consequence, women need to prove they 

are tough enough to lead, but yet they violate the gender code and therefore alienate the 

audience (89). From that perspective, Hillary’s femininity is therefore seen as 

threatening: she is masculinized because a woman cannot be beautiful, attractive, 

powerful and successful all at the same time.  

 
Figure 4. The discretization of Ségolène, using her female attributes. 

             At the same time as Clinton was running for the presidency, Ségolène Royal, a 

French woman politician, was also running for president against Nicolas Sarkozy, the 

eventual president of France. Ségolène Royal is a beautiful and attractive woman whose 

detractors tried to discredit her by reinforcing the idea that a woman cannot be attractive 
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and govern France at the same time.  The “anti-Ségolène camp” published pictures of 

Ségolène on the Internet, portraying her as a call girl, or as the sexy Sharon Stone in 

Basic Instinct. This anti-Ségolène blog therefore implies that Ségolène uses her seductive 

physics in order to win votes, refuting the idea that Ségolène is able to run a campaign 

only based on her intellect. We may also add that both Clinton and Royal’s haircuts 

certainly influenced their opposite portrayal in the media. Clinton, older and with her 

short hair, is perceived in the context of gender stereotypes as more “manly” and 

therefore more apt to govern a country than Royal. The long and beautiful hair of the 

latter appeals to the public in a more sexual way, discrediting her during her campaign.  

As one can notice, the new “liberated woman” finds herself “stifled by the very feminism 

that enabled her entry into the public sphere” (Busch 87). The feminist mystique (contra 

Friedan’s Feminine Mystique) has limited instead of liberating them. Although women 

seem to embrace their new “freedom” (with the legalization of contraception, abortion, 

and so forth), the dominant patriarchal ideology has simply shifted. Women’s 

unhappiness and lack of power is as strong as that experienced by the 1950’s American 

housewife. The feminist mystique has only brought women outside their homes. Yes, 

women can vote and become president. Yes, women can be single and be financially 

independent (as the characters in Sex and the City). However, we always go back to “the 

problem that has not name” as the characters of such TV shows cannot pinpoint the cause 

of their constant discontent (Busch 88). As Faludi posits, women are unhappy because 

they are free: 

Women are enslaved by their own liberation. They have grabbed at the gold ring 

 of independence, only to miss the one ring that really matters. They have gained 



79 

 control of their fertility, only to destroy it. They have pursued their own 

 professional dreams – and lost out on the greatest female adventure. The women’s 

 movement, as we are told time and again, has proven women’s worst enemy. 

 (2) 

In fact, I believe that women’s worst enemy is their perpetual search for the 

perfect body, the perfect haircut and the perfect clothes. This search for an unrealistic 

ideal is the reason why the average woman is so unhappy with her own physicality. These 

characters may also be the reason why women politicians are not taken seriously by the 

media. According to Busch, these heroines do not credit feminism for their so-called 

advances. Rather, they create a new mystique that limits women (88). However, does it 

really limit women dealing with cancer to include cancer and hair loss in the storyline of 

popular shows such as Sex and the City and Desperate Housewives?  To what extent is 

the portrayal of women with breast cancer limiting the feminist mystique? Hair loss often 

leads to depression. It is amazing how much it affects women’s self-esteem and their 

outlook on life and relationships. Is it too optimistic to say that our TV show heroines can 

be the antidotes to such depression and negativity? In contrast, through the lens of 

Butler’s theory of “feminine performativity,” can we say that a character such as 

Samantha Jones is too much of an act to feel real? Can women really relate?  
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3.3. Media Representation of Cancer and Hair Loss  

3.3.1. Sex and the City: Health Edutainment? 

 
Figure 5. Sex and the City’s main characters.19 

Sex and the City, created by Darren Star, was an HBO production that first aired 

in 1998 and ended in 2004. The four main characters are Carrie Bradshaw, played by 

Sarah Jessica Parker; Samantha Jones, played by Kim Cattrall; Charlotte York, played by 

Kristin Davis; and Miranda Hobbes, played by Cynthia Nixon. The show was mostly 

popular among women viewers aged 18 to 49. It was so popular that the final episode 

garnered 10.6 million viewers, with stronger ratings among the 18 to 49 year old 

demographic than any of the main broadcast networks (Battaglio 75). Because of an 

extremely high demand after the show ended, the producers made two internationally 

popular movies: Sex and the City in 2008 followed by Sex and the City 2 in 2010. 

                                                 
19 Figure seen in Narrative Structure in Sex and the City:“I Couldn’t Help But 
Wonder…” by Cindy Royal 
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The show (inspired by the book Sex and the City20) chronicles the lives of four 

single women living in New York City, and portrays the complex issues faced by single 

women in their 40s (and one in her 50s), as well as examining how changing roles and 

expectations for women affect the four female characters. Carrie is a columnist for a 

weekly newspaper, Samantha works in public relations, Charlotte manages an art gallery, 

and Miranda is a successful lawyer. Sex and The City depicts the single and professional 

in relation to the patriarchal institutions of monogamy, marriage, and motherhood. Right 

from the start, the four friends pledge to stop looking for the perfect man and seek a 

sexual independence, although most of them won’t hold to it. Many feminist critics, such 

as Naomi Wolf, have applauded the series. Wolf believes that it enables the audience to 

“reenact at length the fantasy of singleness of unpunished sexuality, of paramount female 

friendships and autonomy” (197). This unpunished sexuality is something that Samantha 

will question when she is diagnosed with cancer, as we will discuss later.  

In her controversial volume Fire with Fire, Wolf also claims that feminism needs 

to “fit every woman, and man who cares about women, comfortably” (132). Wolf 

believes that women are in danger to succumb to “victim feminism” which will 

automatically identify them with powerlessness. Wolf encourages a woman to claim her 

individual voice rather than merging her voice in a collective identity (136-138). From 

Wolf’s perspective, both in Sex and the City and feminism in general, one may wonder 

whether the characters of the series ever fulfill their dream of autonomy, and whether 

they even managed to claim their own voice. As opposed to Wolf who believes so, 

                                                 
18 In 1996, Bushnell’s columns were published as a book, Sex and the City. Before that, 
Helen Gurley Brown wrote Sex and the Single Girl in 1962, in which she introduces the 
ides of single life for women. 
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Elizabeth Busch posits that each episode chronicles their desperation and fear of never 

getting married, which brings them back to the “collective identity”: 

These women are clearly liberated from the old stifling norms, but what were they 

liberated for? To be sure, the women never stop obsessing over men: rather they 

simply alter the matter in which they pursue men. They abandon the charlottean 

idealistic quest for a male protector in exchange for the pessimistically shallow 

samanthian pursuit of the perfect orgasm. (Busch 93) 

It is quite obvious that Sex and the City has only shifted the “feminine mystique,” coined 

by Betty Friedan, since the characters basically spend their time thinking about men. 

From Busch’s perspective, the characters obsess with their appearance the same way they 

obsess with men. Moreover, is it liberating to live from paycheck to paycheck because 

you must wear a 500 dollars pair of shoes like Carrie? Is it liberating to be addicted to 

fashion? Is it empowering for women to be seen shopping all day?  Arthurs notes: 

[T]he ironic oscillations in our relation to the bourgeois women who people the 

fictional world of Sex and the City are complicit with the aestheticized values of 

consumer culture and its unequal structuring of the “look.” It assumes women in 

the audience are invited to share this male gaze to the extent that it is internalized 

in women’s narcissistic relation to their own bodies. This objectifies women’s 

bodies and renders them powerless. (87) 

 As Arthur points out, Sex and the City simply reinforces our culture of 

consumerism, instead of creating a new feminine mystique. The four friends are always 

well dressed and look “fabulous.” Moreover, they all fall in our society’s ideal of beauty: 

they all are thin and are always well groomed. Plus, their cuts and the color of their hair, I 
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believe, reinforce the stereotypes that hair reflects someone’s personality. Miranda’s 

short red hair portrays her as an angry and authoritarian lawyer, while Samantha’s 

blondness emphasizes her sexual appetite / activities, and Charlotte’s elegant brunette 

hair marks her as a sweet woman. These stereotypes prevent the characters from being 

multidimensional, at least at first sight. Fiske has argued that “masculine” programs are 

less open to multiple interpretations than “feminine” programs, which tend to be more 

open and ambiguous (Fiske 98).  

Every evening millions of Americans turn on their televisions and curl up on their 

couches, waiting to be entertained. But research suggests that television provides more 

than just a pleasant pastime. For many Americans television provides an important, often 

primary, source of health information (Murphy 1), which is what scholars have called 

“edutainment”: “Health presentations within entertainment programming, or health 

edutainment, may provide information regarding the medical, social, and psychological 

aspects of disease, and also may offer prevention and wellness information” (Gray 398). 

In our case, Sex and the City presents fairly accurate medical information on 

breast cancer, in that Samantha’s treatment and symptoms are medically accurate. For 

example, in one episode, the series shows realistic consequences of a bad chemical peel, 

as Samantha copes with mortifying and painful burns on the night of her friend's book-

release party. However, according to Gray, the narrative is not central to the episodes in 

which it was presented, but it, rather, integrated with storylines of the other characters. 

Also, the series does not offer a complete picture of the breast cancer experience: 

Due to the ensemble nature of the program, its half-hour format, and its status as a 

comedy, the fairly ‘‘lighthearted’’ presentation of the breast cancer experience is 



84 

not surprising, nor would it be entirely fair to expect that the show suddenly 

become something that it is not. A dramatic, entirely serious presentation may not 

have been appropriate given the format and style of the series, a stylish, briskly 

paced, sharply written ensemble comedy. Also, Samantha is not the central 

narrative figure. However, the effects of the illness on the lives of the other main 

characters could have been more central and present. (Gray 409-10) 

In fact, besides the conversations that Miranda and Charlotte have with Samantha, 

the audience does not see them discussing Samantha’s health issues. Their lives don’t 

seem to have been impacted by her diagnosis, which gives the impression that her illness 

is not central to the storyline (although they appear always supportive of her). However, 

one must remember, as Gray posits, that Sex and the City is a comedy. Therefore, a 

complete focus on the disease would jeopardize the purpose of the show, which is to be 

entertaining.  

 Another element regarding the representation of health care is the depiction of 

doctors, and healthcare providers in general. They appear as cold characters, and do not 

interact greatly with Samantha. They seem to see her as an object rather than a subject, 

and are more focused on the disease than how Samantha feels about it. When the plastic 

surgeon informs Samantha that she may have cancer, as she is about to ask him 

questions, he walks away and leaves her alone. She must deal with the possibility of 

being deadly sick by herself. This objectification of the patient is quite accurate, since 

many cancer patients have complained about the insensitivity of doctors (Gray 409-411). 

 Another significant exchange between a health provider and Samantha is when 

she meets with Dr. Paynter, an oncologist, who examines her after her surgery. During 
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the exchange, Dr. Paynter does not even look at Samantha once, and tells her that he will 

“classify her” as a stage one, reinforcing the idea that Samantha is only perceived as a 

patient rather that an individual. 

 As Samantha tries to get answers, she asks him why she got cancer. His answer is 

that there are “certain lifestyle choices that make this more likely,” assuming that she 

may have caused the cancer herself. “Because Samantha is a sexually liberated woman 

with countless sexual partners, it clearly implies that her sexual promiscuity played a role 

in her cancer diagnosis” (Gray 412). Cancer becomes therefore the symbolic punishment 

for women’s liberation.  

When the doctor tells Samantha that women who did not give birth are more 

likely to have breast cancer, Samantha screams: “So, I brought this on myself!” The 

doctor, surprised and confused, does not answer, and probably realize his insensitivity. 

According to Gray, this portrayal of health care providers reinforces the accuracy and 

realism of Samantha’s illness, since many cancer patients can relate to these common 

issues.  

The main question is: To what extent does Sex and the City provide a realistic and 

identity affirming portrayal of women facing cancer and, as a result, Chemotherapy 

Induced Alopecia? Also, how does the online audience react to such portrayal of a 

woman facing cancer? In order to answer that question, one may define what is “reality” 

or a “realistic portrayal.” Cultural Studies have demonstrated that media representations 

are not reality, even though the audience may feel the opposite: “All representations ‘re-

present’ the social world in ways that are both incomplete and narrow.” (Croteau and 

Hoynes 134). From their perspective, one may wonder how it is possible for Samantha 
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Jones to represent the “real woman” dealing with cancer and hair loss. They believe that 

“no representation of reality can ever be totally “true” or “real” since it must inevitably 

frame an issue and choose to include and exclude certain components of a multifaceted 

reality (135). On the same note, Walters describes the media as a “reflection of dominant 

social values, that is media images [were] the symbolic manifestation prevailing social 

norms and ideals” (Walters 32). Therefore, the media are more of an escape from the 

reality of our daily life rather than a reflection of it. 

However, the presence of a feminine narrator’s voice in Sex and The City is an 

attempt to create an intimate atmosphere in which the audience is encouraged to 

participate. Along with Carrie Bradshaw’s voice, the audience very often sees her looking 

at the window, wondering, and the female viewer wondering with her. The transference 

of the gaze from looking at her to looking with her is an example of the feminine gaze as 

a variation of Mulvey’s male gaze: “This gaze is in contrast to the long-standing usage of 

the male gaze in media production in which audiences are encouraged through camera 

angles and discourse to identify with the masculine spectator position” (Royal 10). 

In his article “Audience-Oriented Criticism and Television,” Robert Allen 

recognizes the role of narrator in engaging the audience through acknowledgement, by 

directly addressing or confiding in the reader (114). As the series engages the female 

viewers to participate, it becomes a site of struggle for many, since it presents messages 

about the world, which relate to important social problems (Henderson 180). In fact, the 

show discusses many topics (always with humor) that can have a strong impact on the 

audience. From the first season, the show has identified “difficult and complicated issues, 

such as heartbreak, divorce, impotence, infertility, STDs and abortion, to name a few” 
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(Henry 69). “Breast cancer should be added to this list of serious themes that have the 

power to suspend the sitcom quality of the program temporarily, incorporating the 

dramatic component” (Fernandez-Morales 675).  

The cancer plot is revealed in episode 14, “The Ick Factor,” in season 6, which 

first aired on January 11, 2004. The episode begins when Samantha sees a plastic surgeon 

as she seeks breast augmentation. Instead, the surgeon tells her that she has a lump in one 

of her breasts. She will later be told that it is a malignant tumor. She first tells about her 

illness to Carrie and then to Charlotte and Miranda during a reception for Miranda’s 

wedding. As a surgical biopsy is performed to remove the cancerous lump, Samantha is 

told that the cancer is early stage, and she undergoes chemotherapy. “The series shows 

her experiencing the side effects of the treatments, including hair loss and symptoms of 

menopause, chiefly hot flashes. She also has a greatly diminished sexual drive for several 

weeks, a very unusual experience for her” (Gray 403). Following is a partial transcript of 

“The Ick Factor”: 

In a cab: 
Carrie: You look nice 
Samantha: So do you! … So I had my breast consultation with the plastic surgeon 
Carrie: Please tell me you changed your mind. 
Samantha: Well, not exactly. He found a lump and I had it biopsied and it turns 
out I have cancer. 
Carrie: You…what?...when? 
Samantha: Well I had a biopsy done on Wednesday and I found out yesterday. I 
am going to give you all the information and I don’t want you to get upset or start 
worrying. And the only reason I am telling you now and not later is that I did not 
want to accidently to blurt out I have cancer in the middle of Miranda’s wedding. 

 
At the reception: 
Charlotte: Samantha you look so pretty today! 
Samantha: Thanks I have cancer. 
Charlotte: What? 
Waiter: Are you all ok with drinks? 
Carrie: No we are not okay with drinks, keep them coming. 
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Waiter: cool 
 

Miranda arrives: 
Miranda: Now tell me what you are talking about. 
Samantha: I have breast cancer 
Miranda: What? 
Samantha: See! Now it’s my special fucking day! 
Miranda: You have breast cancer? 
Samantha: Hey… no tears. Miranda, I expected more from you. 
Charlotte: See this is what we were afraid of, go back to your people we’ll talk 
about this later. 
Miranda: You are my people and we’ll talk about it now! Now starts at the 

 beginning. 
Carrie: You are the bossiest bride in the world! 
Miranda: Yes I am and you have to do everything I say.  Now start talking… 
Samantha: ok 
Carrie’s voice: For better or for worst, we were all ourselves that day. Just the 
way Miranda wanted it. 
 
Clearly, as Samantha announces her cancer diagnosis, the focus remains on the 

girls’ friendship (“you are my people”), and, of course, on making sure that the show 

does not lose its comic aspect (“Thanks I have cancer”). The producers obviously seek to 

reassure the audience that nothing is going to change, besides cancer. Sex and the City 

will still be about friendship and comedy. In fact, it was risky to incorporate such a 

serious topic in a comic series. Some viewers may decide to stop watching their favorite 

show--not so comic anymore. In fact, Edwards explains that viewers had mixed feelings 

regarding whether or not such a serious topic should be discussed in a comedy show:  

Some were offended that Sex and the City would try to incorporate humor with a 

deadly, “ugly” disease. Their sense of escape through the show had been violated 

because cancer was too “real” a topic. A breast cancer survivor rebuked HBO, 

writing, “[T]his show helped me escape reality for 30 minutes a week and now 

the BREAST CANCER is shoved right back in my face.” Another viewer 

announced to the board: To me, SATC is like candy… Each week I live for ½ hr. 
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with the characters. Sunday’s show was a little upsetting for me. I have known 

many people with breast cancer and it kind of just destroyed the fun time I have 

with the show… I don’t see how they can make humor out of cancer. It will put a 

cloud on all the remaining episodes. (12)  

In this quote from Edwards, we see very well how upsetting cancer representation on TV 

can be for some viewers. For many cancer survivors, TV is a way to escape reality. 

Therefore, for them to see a character dealing with hair loss and cancer treatment is a way 

to jump back into reality. TV is not fun anymore. 

Also, soon after this episode aired, HBO bulletin board filled in with remarks 

concerning Samantha’s health. Viewers were so passionate about this topic that the 

conversation occasionally blurred the lines between fiction and reality. Edwards posits 

that, after Samantha’s diagnosis, one of the themes omnipresent on the HBO’s website 

bulletin board was consistent with what happens during personal diagnoses: 

Viewers wanted to know, “Why Sam?” Questions prevailed about why Samantha 

was chosen to bear the burden of breast cancer, and even why breast cancer had 

become a plot in the comedy. The conversation occasionally blurred the lines 

between fiction and reality. Some postings asked for or offered reasons why the 

writers chose Sam, while others seemed to query the larger picture, more akin to 

asking a higher power, “Why me?” (Edwards 12) 

 Although there were posts that could clearly distinguish between the fictional 

character and Kim Cattrall, others were confused whether the actual actress was actually 

sick, and needed to be reassured that she was not ill. Edwards explains that this common 

frustration clearly shows that the audience is subject to misinterpretations which, in some 
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cases, can become dangerous, and also that the media have become such a big part of our 

lives that some viewers don’t make the distinction between fiction and reality.  

 The same phenomenon occurred when Samantha shaved her head and her 

boyfriend Smith imitated her in order to support her. The audience wondered whether 

Kim Cattrall and Jason Lewis had really shaved their hair. More importantly, the female 

audience reacted very strongly towards Smith’s decision to imitate Samantha. This was a 

powerful scene, as Smith based his career as a model and actor on his beautiful hair. The 

audience was tearful as Samantha went on to his movie premiere disguised as Lil’ Kim. 

Sam clearly appears as an inspiration and confident woman. However, there are some 

limitations to this quite realistic scene. As Langellier and Peterson explain, it is important 

for the audience to realize that as realistic as the episode appears to be, it remains a 

fiction based on the writers’ imagination and/ or personal experience, and cannot apply to 

the viewer completely: “The strengths and weaknesses of the narrative are likely due to 

the constraints of the medium itself” (52). Gray adds:   

[V]iewers should recognize that Samantha’s story is filled with realistic elements 

but also merged with the preconceived format of the program, her characterization, 

and the experiences of writers, directors, and producers, as well as the more general 

medium of television. The social support element is strongest, not surprisingly, as 

the friendships of the four female leads is the focus of the program. (411) 

In this episode, Smith’s reaction towards Sam is, I believe, the perfect reaction, and what 

most women experiencing chemotherapy Induced Alopecia would want to live. But it 

does not reflect the reality of most women, and can create disappointment. Smith’s 

reaction is what most women watching the show and experiencing chemotherapy Induced 
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Alopecia would want from their partner. But we cannot say that it reflects reality. 

Therefore, the attempt to portray women with cancer fails, because it creates an 

unrealistic hope among female viewers.  

While it is necessary to keep the viewers informed of new treatments and the best 

way to handle life while undergoing such difficult times, such programs must be vigilant 

as to what kind of message they send to the audience. Fiction becomes reality for many 

audience members and it will most likely influence their thinking and shape their 

perspective on the disease.  

 

3.3.2. Desperate Housewives: A Simple “Chick Show”?  

When Sex and the City came to an end after its sixth series in 2004, it was clear 

that TV networks, having realized that shows with female protagonists could be a 

commercial success, would be looking for the ‘next’ Sex and the City. One year later, 

Desperate Housewives dominated our screens as the obvious successor. Desperate 

Housewives is an ABC comedy-drama, created by Marc Cherry, which premiered on 

October 3, 2004.  It was one of the most popular TV shows of the early 2000, and has 

generated an instant fascination not only with audiences, but also inside academic circles 

and in the context of gender studies all over the world. The show is a multiple Emmy, 

Golden Globe and Screen Actors Guild award winner, and in April 2007 it was reported 

to be the most popular show in its demographic worldwide, with an audience of 

approximately 120 million21. 

                                                 
21 Survey appeared in TVSA News Desk, April 3, 2007 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emmy_Award
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Golden_Globe_Award
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Screen_Actors_Guild_Awards
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The show takes place in the street Wisteria Lane, in the city of Fairview. The 

main characters are Susan Mayer (Teri Hatcher), Lynette Scavo (Felicity Huffman), Bree 

Van de Kamp (Marcia Cross) and Gabrielle Solis (Eva Longoria Parker). Brenda Strong 

narrates the show as the deceased Mary Alice Young who committed suicide, and 

appears sporadically in flashbacks. “In the series, Lynette has given up her high-powered 

advertising career to be a stay-at-home mom, though this is clearly a role that distresses 

her very often; Bree appears to have devoted herself to polishing silverware and 

producing gourmet meals; Gabrielle is a trophy wife whose boredom pushes her into an 

affair with the young and attractive gardener” (Knowles “Desperate”). Finally, Susan is 

described as ‘klutzy single mom” who is raising a well-mannered teenage girl, Julie.  

Programs with female-centered storylines such as in Desperate Housewives 

automatically demote them to the position of “chick shows,” the equivalents of 

superficial female chatter and glossy women's magazines, not worthy of serious 

considerations of cultural value. This is so despite the fact that, while these shows are not 

carried by national broadcasters, they are very popular locally and possess all the 

emerging criteria for national “popular quality”: unique creator-visions, multilayered 

storylines and characters, realism, and engaging plots that break taboos and address 

crucial social issues. Imre comments: 

Their only significant difference from the likes of House and 24 is their lack of 

masculine pedigree, most evident in the relative marginality of husband, brother 

and father characters. As a result, such shows tend to be processed among fans in 

online closets,  isolated from discourses that concern the national public sphere. 

(391-407) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Susan_Mayer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lynette_Scavo
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Felicity_Huffman
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bree_Van_de_Kamp
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bree_Van_de_Kamp
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gabrielle_Solis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eva_Longoria_Parker
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brenda_Strong
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Alice_Young
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 In the vast majority of cases, the health content on television is there simply as a 

by-product of the normal creative process, rather than being placed there as part of a 

coordinated campaign to influence the audience. Occasionally, however, the health 

content is in fact part of an organized effort to raise awareness about crucial health issues 

in a way that simultaneously entertains and educates. “Regardless of whether the 

inclusion of a specific health issue was intentional or unintentional, the health content in 

entertainment television has the potential to influence the public’s knowledge, attitudes 

and behavior—for good or for bad” (Murphy 2). In fact, when Lynette discovered she 

had Hodgkin’s Lymphoma, many cancer patients on the Leukemia and lymphoma society 

website saw it as a positive insight on the disease. Because it is a rare form of cancer, 

Hodgkin’s Lymphoma is not commonly known and many cancer patients, myself 

included, thought it was a good thing to discuss openly the disease and its sign of 

manifestations, from a preventive perspective. Because most patients are young (the 

average Hodgkin’s patient is under 25), a majority of patients are diagnosed at an 

advanced stage. Therefore, to spread the word on such a famous show was considered a 

positive move.   

 

3.3.3. Lynette’s Lymphoma: Cancer Plot, Audience Reactions and 

Consequences 

In both Sex and the city and Desperate Housewives, Samantha and Lynette’s 

battles with cancer play an important role in the cohesion of the cancer image in America 

(and Western society, for that matter), highlighting the range of options women have 

when experiencing the disastrous side effects of cancer and chemotherapy. Diagnosing a 
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popular female TV character with cancer is a huge opportunity to help women fighting 

the disease feel normal by publicly displaying their cancer related symptoms, such as hair 

loss.  

We have seen the impact television shows have had on women’s hairstyles in the 

past, with the example of Rachel’s (played by Jennifer Aniston) haircut on the NBC 

sitcom Friends in the 1990’s. It is therefore obvious that the choices producers of such 

shows make in portraying a woman’s struggle with cancer have the potential to affect the 

way real women feel about their own cancer diagnoses: 

The spectacle grasped in its totality is both the result and the project of the 

existing mode of production. It is not a supplement to the real world, an additional 

decoration. It is the heart of the unrealism of the real society. In all its specific 

forms, as information or propaganda, as advertisement or direct entertainment 

consumption, the spectacle is the present model of socially dominant life. It is the 

omnipresent affirmation of the choice already made in production and its 

corollary consumption. The spectacle’s form and content are identically the total 

justification of the existing system’s conditions and goals. (Debord 4) 

In fact, as Debord points out, TV is the model of socially dominant life. It represents the 

heart of society. In our case Desperate Housewives depicts how women feel about 

themselves when losing their hair. By doing so, it allows them to analyze their own fears 

and expectations from society.  

In Desperate Housewives, the cancer plot appears in season three, episode twenty-

two, when Lynette goes through a CAT scan after a comic fight with Tom in bed and the 

doctor identifies a lymphoma in her neck. In line with the series’ structure, controlled by 
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Mary Alice Young’s voiceover narrative, the protagonists’ dead friend verbalizes 

Lynette’s fear: “Will I be around to watch my children grow up?” (3: 22). As in Sex and 

the City, in which the strongest character is hit by cancer, Lynette is the one female 

character with the strongest personality. However, when she is diagnosed with Hodgkin’s 

lymphoma her “superwoman-cum-mother courage” identity is threatened (Fernandez-

Morales 676). In order to remain in control of the situation, Lynette tries her best 

maintain control over her body, especially, according to Fernandez-Morales, over the 

narrative of her illness: 

Her strategies go from underestimating the risk (“It’s not as bad as it looks”–3: 

23), to convincing herself of her strength and independence through a repeated 

mantra (“I can handle it, I can handle it”–4: 1), acting as if she were healthy (“For 

five minutes I could pretend I wasn’t a sick person” –4: 1), and expressing her 

anger through irony and humor, proving Lambek’s argument that illness provides 

a condition in which irony rises readily to the surface (5): “Hair loss and constant 

nausea, those are inconveniences. Losing at charades with Susan Meyers, that’s 

just flat out intolerable!” (4: 3) (676) 

 By keeping her sense of humor, Lynette de-dramatizes the cancer plot while still 

acknowledging the fact that hair loss can be of deep emotional significance to women. In 

fact, rather than face the emotional side of chemo-induced hair loss alone, women need 

more understanding, more resources, and more options for coping with the drastic assault 

on their self-esteem that often accompanies hair loss (Fernandez-Morales 676). A 

program like Desperate Housewives shows to the world how painful Chemotherapy 
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Induced Alopecia can become for women, and by showing a strong character like Lynette 

battling cancer, the confidence of many cancer patients can be boosted. 

 As strong a character as Lynette is, her hair loss created a vulnerability I had 

never seen in her previously.  Her vulnerability is brought into light, although with a 

great sense of humor, when she is looking for a wig, so that her children don’t realize she 

is ill. This scene allows the writers to discuss a serious topic, while keeping the comic 

aspect of the show.   

Lynette with a pillow on her face and Tom are fast asleep.  Someone is 
knocking on the door.  
Parker:  “Mom!  Are you awake?  
Lynette:  “Okay Honey, just give me a minute.”  
She throws off the pillow to reveal her bald head and starts to get out of bed.  
Lynette:  “Hey!  Hey, my wig is gone.  Where is it?  
Tom:  “It’s on the night stand.”  
Lynette:  “No, no, I’m looking at the night stand and all I see are a few stray hairs 
and this sports blooper DVD you thought would cheer me up.”  
Tom:  “Tate Manning is funny.”  
Parker:  “Mom!”  
Lynette:  “Hey, I’m coming!  Don’t’ just lie there like a lump, come on and help 
me look!  
Tom:  “God, there are certain moments when it occurs to me that wouldn’t it be 
easier if we just told everyone that you have Cancer!”  
Lynette:  “Oh, I found it!”  
Tom:  “Look, I mean, I get not wanting to scare the kids but to keep all of our 
friends in the dark its…”  
Lynette:  (putting on her wig)  “Look, I can deal with the Chemo.  I can deal with 
people telling me my hair has never looked better, but what I cannot deal with is 
the pity, so we are doing it my way.”  
Tom straightens Lynette’s wig roughly.  
Tom:  “You were crooked.”  
Lynette opens the bedroom door.  
Lynette:  “Hey. Sweetie, what’s up?”  
Parker:  “There’s a moving van across the street.” 

In this scene, Lynette expresses what many women with cancer feel: they do not want to 

be seen bald because it makes their entourage uncomfortable, since it is a constant 

reminder that there are facing a life threatening disease. Our significant others can react 
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in many different ways when we are facing cancer and hair loss. Some are confident and 

complete enough in their own bodies, lives and relationships to see and feel far beyond 

the loss of their partner’s hair or any major appearance change.  

There are also those significant others who have unacknowledged, unexplored, 

and unresolved issues with themselves, their pasts, and/or their individual life 

experiences. As a result, they cannot handle changes that challenge their sense of 

control over life or force them to confront their own fears and insecurities. In 

reacting to their partner’s hair loss, they may be reacting to their own fears – fears 

of mortality, fears of being alone, fears of aging, fears of change, and so on. 

(Beausang “Share”).   

According to Beausang, this is “how we make sense of the heart-breaking number of 

survey accounts of husbands who insisted their wives (more often than not, women 

battling cancer) wear wigs at all times, including to bed, and even made demeaning 

comments about their wives’ appearances as bald women” (“Share”).   

Desperate Housewives approaches these issues with grace, humor and respect. 

When Lynette wants to make love with Tom without a wig, Lynette realizes that Tom is 

turned off. Shortly after, she goes wig shopping with Gabby (Season 4, episode 4). When 

Lynette finds out it will take a week for her wig to be fixed, she seems depressed: 

Wig shopping: 
Gabby: Honey it’s ok you look cute in this scarf. 
Lynette: I am upset because that sales girl just walked away with my sex life. 
Gabby: What? 
Lynette: After two months of puking my guts out last night I was finally in the 
mood but Tom not so much. Apparently my bald head is a big turned off for him.  
Gabby: Why did you take your wig off? 
Lynette: It was itchy. 
Gabby: Ok, not smart. 
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Lynette: Gabby I am his wife. He is supposed to love ME, not my body, ME. My 
soul, why can’t he make love to my soul? 
Gabby: Interesting, question: When was the last time you were in a bar and heard 
a guy turning to his friend and says: “hey check out the soul on that girl?” 
Lynette: What are you saying? 
Gabby: I am saying men are visuals. Hell I have a whole closet full of costumes. 
You need to give Tom something to look at. Something spicy like … [Gabby puts 
on a red head wig] 
Lynette: Gabby I am not a red head. 
Gabby: But you could be; which brings me to my second point: Men like variety. 
Tonight, you are a red head, tomorrow you are Elga the sexy milk maid [Gabby 
shows a blond wig], or Amber the lonely runaway [Gabby shows a brunette wig] 
or Jeff the friendly guy from work [showing a short man wig]  
Lynette looks at Gabby, surprised. 
Gabby: What? I don’t know what Tom is into… 

 
 Clearly, changing wigs is for Lynette a way to shift identity to spice up her sex 

life and feel desirable. She becomes the stereotypically attractive “slutty cheerleader” and 

Tom is really excited by it. However, when Lynette tells Tom that she refuses to become 

Candy, Brandy’s even sluttier sister (4:4), she claims her identity as a real woman, facing 

the reality of illness. She therefore refuses to submit to the male gaze. According to 

Fernandez-Morales: 

Lynette makes a statement about her position as a woman: she will not take the 

other’s gaze passively; she will look and talk back in her own terms, recovering 

an identity that cancer and the male eye are holding hostage. Renouncing his 

temporary (and exceptional within the whole of the series) power over her and 

bringing this subplot to a conclusion in a way that elaborates on his role as a 

supporting husband (yet another Helper within a female centered text), in their 

last night of wig fantasies, Tom suggests: “How about tonight. I’m not a hero and 

you’re not a cancer patient? Let’s just be Tom and Lynette. (638) 
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What Fernandez-Morales implies is that Lynette is resisting what Mulvey calls the Male 

gaze. She refuses to be the “hostage” of Western standards of beauty, dominated by 

men’s idea of what a perfect woman should look like.  

 Not only does Lynette decide to break free in her personal life, but she also 

decides to do so in the public sphere. Immediately after the last episode of season 3 when 

she discovers she had Hodgkin’s Lymphoma, Lynette opts to keep her cancer a secret 

from everyone except Tom and her mother. A woman from Parker's school pesters 

Lynette about getting decorations done for the Gala/Ball, which is Lynette's 

responsibility. After finally realizing that Lynette cannot handle the same responsibilities 

as she could as a cancer-free parent, Lynette takes off her wig.  

As the walk back toward the picnic, Lynette and Murielle are walking away.  
Murielle:  “So you’re bailing on me now?”  
Lynette:  “I know the timing is terrible.”  
Murielle:  “Damn right, it’s three weeks before the Gala!”  
Lynette:  “I just didn’t realize how tired I would be when I took this on.”  
Murielle:  “Oh we’re all tired, Lynette!  But some of us still manage to honor our 
commitments.”  
Lynette: “Okay, I’m going to be honest with you.  I haven’t been feeling that 
great.”  
Murielle:  “Oh don’t complain to me about your aches and pains.  I’ve had to 
same migraine since ’87.  And my knee is so bad I can’t even use the treadmill 
anymore.”  
Lynette:  “Ahh, yeah.  That’s rough!”  
Murielle:  “Ummm!”  
Lynette:  “By the way…  (pulling off her wig to reveal her bald head)  I have 
cancer.”  
Murielle:  (staring in shock) “I’ll give Helen a call.”  
Murielle walks away quickly.  Lynette looks up and sees Bree, Gabrielle and 
Susan looking at her in shock.  
 
Park bench: 
Lynette, sans wig, Susan, Bree and Gabrielle are talking.  
Lynette:  “So I am halfway through chemo (Puts wig on) and my doctor is very 
confident that I’m going to beat this.  So you can all relax.   I’m not going to 
die.”   
Gabrielle:  “Well, not unless we kill you.”  
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Lynette:  “Huh?”  
Susan:  “Damn it Lynette, what did we say after Mary Alice? After Edie?  Why 
didn’t they tell us?”  
Bree:  “We’re your friends.  Why would you shut us out?”  
Lynette:  “I just liked being able to throw on my wig and join you guys for a cup 
of coffee and a good gossip about the new neighbors.  You know for five minutes 
I could pretend I wasn’t a sick person.  But once your friends know you’re sick, 
you can’t pretend anymore.  Cause you can see it in their eyes. The fear, the pity.”  
Susan:  “Is that all you see in our eyes?”  
Lynette:  “No, no, of course not.  You know what, let’s make a pact.  No more 
secrets.  From now on we tell each other every shocking detail of our lives.”  
Lynette holds out her hand. Susan holds it.  
Susan:  “I’m in.”  
Gabrielle:  “Me too.”  
Gabrielle grabs their hands.  
Lynette:  (to Bree who is holding her stomach)  “You with us?”  
Bree:  “Absolutely.”  
Bree pats her stomach and reaches for the girls hands.  
Bree:  “No more secrets.” 

 
In the first scene with Murielle, it is obvious that Lynette has been trying to lead a 

“normal” life, meaning that she does not want her entourage to know she has cancer. 

Because the stress and the fatigue are too much to bear, she decides to reveal her illness. 

And the most obvious sign of it is her baldness, which she had been hiding for the past 

few months. To show her bald head connotes the sick body. Murielle, the obnoxious one, 

is uncomfortable, which allow Lynette to “get rid of her”. Also, something very 

noticeable here is the kind of “friendship” the neighbors share compared to the girls in 

Sex and the City. Are they really that close? It is hard to believe that a friend, living in 

your street, has been dealing with cancer without telling you. A real friendship appears 

unconvincing and unrealistic. 

 On the dailymail blog from England, one viewer also notes fakeness regarding 

the way cancer treatment’s secondary effects are portrayed:  
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Taylor: Well done--but you can make it more realistic by losing the eyebrows too, 

as one does during chemotherapy treatment. Steroids, a necessity for cancer 

patients makes one bloated--a little more realism could be added as cancer affects  

so many people. (DailyMail)  

 
Figure 6. Lynette shows her true self. (Daily Mail) 

In fact, because Desperate Housewives had become an “edutainment show” with this 

storyline, it was primordial to reflect a realistic situation. Although cancer patients are 

thankful that their health issues are being discussed on TV, they will not forgive a lack of 

realism in the way they are being depicted. The female audience undergoing 

chemotherapy and facing Chemotherapy-Induced Alopecia are experiencing the reality of 

illness, and the reality of feeling vulnerable and unattractive. Therefore, a realistic 

portrayal is primordial. As I demonstrate in my next case study, the most realistic 

portrayal of a cancer battle and hair loss was seen with Jade Goody, discovered thanks to 

a TV reality show years back, and who died in the public eye.  
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3.4. Jade Goody: A Case of Voyeurism or Information? 

“When the public / private split developed in the nineteenth century, it was 

strongly gendered, with women associated with home, men with work; women had 

feelings, men had reason” (Walter “Jade”). According to Walter, women's domestic and 

interior worlds were very real, but not in public view, except perhaps in fiction. With the 

women's movement of the latter half of the twentieth century and the entry of many more 

women into the workplace, it became possible for women to go public about their private 

experiences, not least about grief: 

After the women's movement, the financial-technological development of reality 

television and associated media comprises a second major force able to transfer 

the experiences of ordinary women onto highly public stages and to dissolve the 

nineteenth century public-private divide. (Walter “Jade”) 

Jade Goody is a perfect example of this experience of an ordinary woman on a 

highly public stage. When she passed away in 2009, Jade Goody was a 27 year old 

English celebrity who had appeared on the program Big Brother. After being diagnosed 

with bowel, then ovarian, and later uterine cancer, her cancer spread and she was given a 

few weeks to live. She gave her permission for cameras to follow her everywhere and to 

basically “watch her die.” Although many have critiqued an obvious voyeurism towards 

Jade’s death, others believe she managed to promote early screening among women. On 

the forum mihav.com, women discuss whether Jade was a good influence on women’s 

cancer screening. In June 2009, after Jade Goody’s death, Tamisara Sez stated: 

I do have smears; and have had the dreaded recall. I think Jade has done a 

tremendous service to young women, and hopefully that will be her legacy. What 
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is appalling is that in England the age of smear tests has risen from twenty years 

to twenty five; and some labs refuse to even look at a smear if from a woman less 

than 25 (dependent on the local health authority guidelines), even if the doctor 

suspects something sinister. I think the 'Jade effect' is excellent, but am saddened 

that women under 25 may continue to die unless the government lowers the age 

again. (Mihav “Are you Sad?”) 

On the same website, and to the question: “Did anyone learn from Jade Goody's sad 

death?,” Mihay answers on April 7th 2009: 

I am completely divided on this subject!! It is a shame she has cancer and I feel 

sorry for her family, but c'mon! I know people who have had/still have cancer. 

My next door neighbour's mom died from cancer, then a few months later her 

husband died too - again from cancer. My friend’s mom has had cancer twice, and 

she's survived it twice! I guess it just depends on how far on the cancer is when 

they find it that counts. But when my friend’s mom got cancer, they got on with 

life! Sure there were tears, there's bound to be! But still, they got no media 

attention, no reality TV show, no money. Nothing. In a way it's good that their 

televising it, as figures show that since the media have been following Jade 

through her fight against the cancer, the number of women going for breast cancer 

screenings has risen dramatically! People who have the cancer, are getting treated 

much earlier on, instead of leaving it and hoping that it will go away. For this 

reason, I am glad that Jade has made her struggle through cancer public. It will 

save lives. (Mihav “Are You Sad?”) 
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Overall, women were glad Jade made her fight public, since cancer screenings have 

increased. They felt that she did not die in vain, even though the idea of dying in public is 

disturbing. More than cancer, Jade also openly discussed hair loss and many videos were 

available on the Internet about Jade losing her hair. Jade Goody got married without a 

wig, stating that she looked just fine with her baldhead. One may wonder whether Jade 

May helped other women in coping with hair loss and baldness.  Also, does such media 

coverage can help people understand the distress caused by hair loss, or on the contrary, 

does the media frantic coverage of Jade is disturbing? These questions are answered in 

chapter four, as my interviewees define Jade Goody’s influence on them when they 

experienced Chemotherapy-Induced Alopecia.  

 Another example of celebrity’s influence on feminine audience battling cancer 

and experiencing hair loss is musician and breast cancer survivor Melissa Etheridge, who 

sings at the Grammys without covering her hair loss. Her performance echoes Kim 

Cattrall’s scene in SATC, when she removes her wigs in front of the audience because 

she is too hot. Etheridge embodies courage and woman’s acceptance of her own self, 

disregarding, not only the male gaze, but also the audience gaze.  

 

3.5. Etheridge, or How to Be Bald and Fierce 

Newsworthy events consistently show Americans strongly hunger for, and have 

faith in humor as therapy. On the NBC TV Dateline show in February of 2005, Melissa 

Etheridge stressed that she learned that laughing is a medicine “because it release this 

amazing stuff” while she was being treated for cancer (Corvo 2005).  
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Below is an abstract of an interview Stone Phillips conducted for dateline ABC, 

on abc.com. Melissa Etheridge recounts how she started chemo right before being invited 

to sing at the Grammys and how she decided to appear in public without hair: 

Melissa Etheridge: “I didn't think, oh, I'm going to be brave and go do it. I 
thought, well,  am I going to be well enough? Okay, I think I'll have enough 
energy. Yeah, I can do that, right. Maybe that's courageous.  I don't know. But it 
was just it's what I love to do.” 
 
Stone Phillips: “It's something you had to do.” 

Etheridge: “Yeah. I had to. I couldn't have sat here and watched someone else 
singing Janis Joplin's ‘Piece of My Heart.’ That'd have killed me.” 

That was before cancer, before chemo, before this song became a new anthem for 
breast cancer survivors everywhere. 

Phillips: “Are you surprised by the impact it had? How it moved people?” 

Etheridge: “Yes. Yes, I'm definitely taken aback. I remember when I finally 
made the choice.  Yeah, I'm going to do it bald. And you know what? Maybe 
this'll help somebody who's sitting on chemo laying in bed and going, God, I'm 
bald. Isn't this weird? Maybe it'll help them feel a little better. I didn't know to 
what extent that would happen. But I'm honored.” 

 In fact, Etheridge was interviewed because she had made history a week earlier at 

the Grammy-Award Ceremony by singing and smiling with a bald head as a result of 

Chemotherapy Induced Alopecia. This historic event unleashed a flood of international 

praise. During and after her performance, her peers wildly screamed their deep 

appreciation for the message she was sending to all: Those who are sick and disfigured 

can sing, laugh, and smile with confidence without fear that others will not embrace them 

unconditionally. In turn, the loving response from the emotionally charged audience sent 

a related message: In every setting we will respect the courage and suffering of others, 

including glamorous celebrity events that have historically been dominated by beautiful 

people. But the broad smiles and unrestrained shouts of approval also seemed to reflect 



106 

how deeply people hunger for greater acceptance of those who may be physically 

unattractive while sick. In another interview with Diana Anderson-Minshall entitled 

“Melissa Etheridge on Surviving Cancer” for Curve Magazine (web-article 2009), 

Etheridge recounts how she did not realize the impact her decision to appear bald would 

have on so many viewers: 

 Anderson-Minshall: That’s amazing to have something that resonates so 
 much with people and to not have any expectation of it. 
 Etheridge: It was kind of an example of that instant good karma that I kind of got 
 when I decided to come out years ago. I think [it comes] when you step up and 
 step into your  truth. Over the years I have had huge rewards from that. People — 
 teenagers coming up  and saying, “Thank you for coming out, you saved my 
 life.” Just amazing things that by deciding to be in my truth, again, at the 
 Grammys and saying, “Hey, I just went through treatment for breast cancer. 
 I’m bald — that’s my truth. I’m gonna sing you a song.”Because it was 
 projected around the world instantly to billions of people, I got an  instant karmic 
 reaction to that. Much the same as this sort of long reaction that I got to coming 
 out. 
 
 Anderson-Minshall: I just interviewed Ant, the host of Celebrity Fit Club, and 
 I asked him who the sexiest gay woman in Hollywood was. Without a pause 
 he said, “Melissa Etheridge.” And he went on and on about you coming out 
 bald and how great you look with your short hair. 
 
 Etheridge: The funny thing was that I thought for so long — I had like a secret 
 wish that I could just cut my hair and do a butch sort of do and never color it 
 again and be all gray and butch. I always had this [fantasy] that someday I am 
 going to run off to Vermont and just be butch. And I always thought that if my 
 hair was this short that I’d just be just intolerably butch. And exactly the opposite 
 happened. I have never been so feminine. It makes me chuckle … what took me 
 so long? I had to lose my hair before I saw that maybe it was a crutch. 
 
 Anderson-Minshall: Yeah, I think that a lot of women use their hair as a 
 crutch actually, for a lot of different things. 
 
 Etheridge: Man, that’s true. 
 
 Anderson-Minshall: What did you think the first time you saw yourself bald? 
 
 Etheridge: Well unfortunately, the first time I saw myself bald I was just sick as a 
 dog from chemo. 
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 Anderson-Minshall: So you couldn’t care less. 
 
 Etheridge: Exactly. It was the last thing on my mind. Tammy, on the other hand, 
 she was the one who shaved my head bald. Sweet, sweet thing. Just nobody wants 
 to have to do  that to their partner. But my hair was just falling out in clumps, so 
 she shaved my head and I remember she bathed me afterwards, and she said, 
 “Honey, I don’t know if you are going to believe me, but you are gorgeous.” 
 She said, “You are astoundingly, femininely gorgeous.” Of course I was all 
 ravaged from chemo, but she kept telling me just how beautiful I was, which 
 really helped. 
 

The mood of the audience was a blend of compassion, pride, joy, and relief. With 

their response, viewers were agreeing that we need to improve the way we view disease 

and interact with the sick. I strongly believe that Etheridge helped develop the many 

edutainment shows on TV that have been discussing the effect of cancer and alopecia on 

women. This example illustrates what Arthur Frank explains in The Wounded Storyteller 

in which he states that understanding relationships between hair loss and representations 

necessitates looking at personal stories of sickness, autobiographical narrations of women 

encounters with suffering, hair loss and body alteration.  This clearly represents a positive 

step, even though there is a still a profound stigma regarding hair loss / baldness in our 

western society.  

 

3.6. Conclusion 

Hollywood has a unique way of portraying real life drama with their robust 

budgets, effective editing, and massive make-up sessions. Marriage, divorce, birth, and 

death are all common elements found in today’s sitcom world. Television does more than 

just entertain America; it directly impacts people’s perceptions and opinions on style, 

relationships, learning, and even disease. Viewers develop emotional connections to the 

character’s they devotedly watch week after week. 
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As I mention in my first chapter, the cultural meaning constructed through social 

discourses on illness shape people’s attitudes. While undergoing chemotherapy, women 

and even after the completion of treatment, women are encouraged to “normalize” their 

look.  

 In most mainstream texts, the picture of a bald woman who lost her hair due to  
 
chemotherapy is almost nonexistent and when it does exist, baldness is presented as “a  
 
condition from which they can recover” (Ucok 67). For that very reason, these actresses’ 

depiction as women with the disease play an important role in the cohesion of the cancer 

image in America, highlighting the various options women have when dealing with the 

side effects of cancer and chemotherapy. Diagnosing a popular sitcom character with 

cancer, especially a female character, goes beyond just highlighting options however. It is 

a huge opportunity to help women fighting the disease feel normal by publicly displaying 

their cancer related symptoms, such as hair loss, loss of femininity, etc… Considering the 

impact television shows have had on women’s hair in the past (we have all seen women’s 

obsession with Jennifer Aniston’s Rachel haircut on Friends in the 1990’s), it becomes 

evident that the choices these producers make in portraying a woman’s struggle with 

cancer have the potential to affect the way real women feel about their own cancer 

diagnoses. The purpose of such portrayal is to challenge the hegemony with regards to 

women being held to a higher standard in terms of their beauty, and, for this study, their 

hair beauty, even when they are struggling with cancer. But my question is: can the 

media manage to challenge the hegemony? Or do they actually reinforce the stereotypes? 

What do female viewers think about such portrayals?  
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In the next chapter, I describe and analyze the intense response women often have 

to chemotherapy-induced alopecia. The themes under discussion in Chapter Four are hair 

loss as symbolic of larger cultural beliefs and values, as well as the role played by the 

media in women’s acceptance of their physical appearance, through explanatory studies 

that women constructed to chronicle their experience of hair loss. The purpose of 

interviewing women and analyzing data using grounded theory is to describe shared 

practices and common meanings towards hair and hair loss due to chemotherapy. All the 

interviews are read for an overall understanding before interpretive summaries are 

offered for analysis. I identify common meanings and practices by comparing and 

contrasting each interview. Finally, I identify patterns and themes present in the 

interviews, which provide clear illustration of and support for my conclusions. This is 

designed to expand conceptual thinking about the impact of hair loss on women. Using 

the insight of eminent scholars such as Weitz, Rosenblatt, and Peltason, who have 

centered their research on issues related to women, health, and the body, the findings of 

my study provide a signifying map of what Chemotherapy Induced Alopecia means today 

in Western Culture. Thus, I discuss the striking necessity for women to disguise or to 

prevent hair loss, and how much they are encouraged to do so by their entourage in order 

to fit into the Western standard of beauty. It is obvious that this necessity is due to a 

distorted image of women’s portrayal in the media and the reiteration of stereotypes over 

women’s physical appearance.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

I WANT MY HAIR BACK! 

INTERVIEWS 

 

Breast Cancer and Chemotherapy 

Took away her crown and glory….. 

I am not my hair 

I am not this skin 

"I am Not My Hair," Indie Arie  

 

4.1. Introduction 

4.1.1. Theoretical Context /Background 

There is a considerable literature on the subjective experience of illness, cancer 

and hair loss in particular. Descriptions of the subjective experience of illness suggest 

that there are two overarching stories of each person’s illness: the medical story and the 

life story. The medical story focuses on the disease and techniques used to diagnose and 

treat it, whereas the life story tells about the disruption of one’s life and sense of self as a 

result of illness. 

The medical story is often the same for most patients. I believe that the distinction 

between a doctor and his/ her patient is quite explicit and hierarchical. On one hand, there 

is  healthy doctor who possesses highly specialized and technical knowledge, and on the 
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other hand, the patient is perceived as sick and powerless. It is, in other words, an 

authoritative relationship.  In 1973, Michel Foucault writes The Birth of the Clinic: An 

Archaeology of Medical Perception22, in which he coins the idea of a medical gaze.  

Foucault posits: “Facilitated by the medical technologies that frame and focus the 

physicians’ optical grasp of the patient, the medical gaze abstracts the suffering person 

from her sociological context and reframes her as a “case” or a “condition” (23). Indeed, 

the clinical gaze has power to influence societies but its power is not restricted to such 

ventures. Foucault claims that the power of the gaze can also take effect on the 

individual, and that the clinical gaze is discourse that separates the individual’s identity 

from the individual’s body: 

What is the matter with you? With which eighteenth century dialogue between 

doctor and patient began (a dialogue possessing its own grammar and style), was 

replaced by that other question: Where does it hurt? in which we recognize the 

operation of the clinic and the principle of its entire discourse. (Introduction XXI) 

In other words, the qualities of the individual are removed from the medical interaction, 

and, from a social perspective, it objectifies the individual.  For Foucault, it is the 

beginning of modern medicine.  

                                                 
22 The medical gaze might have been developed by Foucault to understand how the 
French Revolution changed science, but it is still very much in use today…The 
clinician’s gaze is the strongest symbol of the profession, yielding the results of unseen 
phenomena. The gaze mediates the observation of the patient to the cognition of the 
doctor to understand the external and internal manifestations of disease.  Lange, Steven, 
and Emily Lu “The Medical Gaze: What do Foucault and the French Revolution have to 
do with Modern Medicine”. Web.  5 Feb. 2014.  
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If we apply Foucault’s medical gaze to Stuart Hall’s theoretical approach of how 

media messages are produced and interpreted23, it is obvious that women are opting for a 

dominant/hegemonic position.  Basically, women are located within the dominant point 

of view, as they tend to internalize their secondary position as both women and patients. 

They accept and reproduce the intended meaning.  Medically speaking, patients do not 

question their doctor’s beliefs. Because doctors do not usually emphasize on the personal/ 

social aspect of hair loss, women suffer from the medical gaze.  

 When I was diagnosed, not once was I asked about how I felt about the secondary 

effect of the chemotherapy and / or radiation. I was told that the treatments could have a 

negative impact on my ability to have children, but no one asked me how I felt about it. It 

is also only when the treatments were terminated that I was told about the secondary 

cancers I could develop in the future, due to the high toxicity of the treatment. Thus, 

although doctors obviously knew about the scalp cooling hypothermia to prevent hair 

loss, I had to be the one to do my own research on the subject and tell my oncologist I 

was willing to try. I could tell that this was a subject of no real importance to him, and 

that my feelings were not his priority.  

For that matter, it is imperative that we find a way to hear the stories of women 

experiencing alopecia. On a more general note, it is important that we think through the 

                                                 
23 Stuart Hall’s essay “Encoding / Decoding” offers a densely theoretical account of how 
messages are produced and dissimilated, referring particularly to television. He suggests 
a four-stage theory of communication: production, circulation, use, and reproduction. The 
encoding of a message is the production of the message and the decoding is how an 
audience interprets it. The decoding is influenced by the receiver’s background. There are 
three positions: The Dominant/Hegemonic position, which is when the consumer takes 
the actual meaning directly, the Negotiated position, which is a mixture of acceptance 
and rejection of the message, and the oppositional position, in which the consumers 
forms his/her own interpretation of the message.  
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ideologies of how the ill are represented and that we use our own experience of 

embodiment to understand more fully the embodiment of others.  

The purpose of this chapter is to give a voice to women with Chemotherapy 

Induced Alopecia in order to understand to what extent subjectivity changes when the 

body is altered. Diane Herndl explains: “Looking at how we tell the history of disease, 

how we will tell illness narratives, how we represent the history of disease, and how 

disease can shape our thinking may help us to understand anew the relationship between 

bodies, representation and culture” (772). 

In the vein of Arthur Frank’s The Wounded Storyteller in which he focuses on 

autobiographies, I believe that the best place to begin understanding relationships 

between hair loss and representations is to look at personal stories of sickness, 

autobiographical narrations of women encounters with suffering, hair loss and body 

alteration.  

In this patriarchal culture, hair is an important component of body image because 

it is considered a tangible symbol of womanliness and femininity; in many ways a 

woman is judged and evaluated according to her haircut. Both men and women consider 

hair as an important part of an attractive female “body.” Unfortunately, women (as social 

and sexual beings) are under the control of society and this is symbolized in the 

restrictive treatment of their hair. Every part of the body has a certain energy that it gives 

off and, according to Howard Eilberg and Schwartz, it is a mistake to believe that only 

reproductive and erotic parts of women’s bodies represent femininity: 

[T]he female head is a particularly rich site in the symbolization of gender to the  
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transcendent values of specific cultural or religious systems. For the head, which 

is potentially separable from the body, poses special dilemmas when it belongs to 

a woman. 24  (1) 

Therefore, if sensuality emanates from hair, one may wonder: What role does sexuality 

play in determining the proper grooming and image of women?  

As we all know, Freud saw the upper body and particularly the head, as a symbol 

for the lower body and its desire. In order to validate his theory, Freud analyzes Medusa’s 

head as a symbol of castration25: “It was important to note that it was the decapitated 

female head that Freud believed provoked castration anxiety in males. Medusa’s gaping 

mouth and her long hair symbolized the female genitals, the sight of which Freud 

believed generated male castration” (Eilberg and Schwart 4).  

From a Freudian perspective, once it is cut and hits the ground, women’s head 

hair provokes the male castration, and, therefore, an absence of sexual desire. Hair being 

the symbol of the female genitals, the bald woman is no longer attractive and cannot 

fulfill man sexually. In fact, what is more sensual and sexual than a man running his 

hands through a women’s hair?: “Hair seems to be such a little thing. Yet it is the little 

things, the small everyday realities of life that reveal the deepest meanings and values of 

                                                 
24 In Off with her Head: The Denial of Women’s identity in myth, religion and culture, 
Berkeley: U of CP, 1995, Eilberg and Schwartz published a collection of articles 
exploring the treatment of the female head, its decapitation, covering, highlighting and 
eroticization. The focus of their study is to turn to different parts of the female head: the 
hair, the face, the mouth and the voice.  
 
25 Medusa was one of the Gorgons of Greek mythology, monsters that were portrayed in 
Greek art as winged female creatures with snakes for hair ad with large sinister teeth and 
a protruding tongue. Medusa was the only gorgon to be mortal.  When Perseus cut off her 
head, two sons sprang from her blood. And her decapitated head had the power to turn to 
stone anyone who gazed it (Eilberg and Schwartz 3) 
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a culture, give legal theory its grounding, and test its legitimacy” (Caldwell 370). As 

Caldwell puts it, although hair seems to be a “little thing”, there is nothing little about 

hair, according to the women I have interviewed. Hair represents femininity, sexy, 

attractiveness, sensuality… Hair is a mean of expression for most women. And as one 

interviewee will put it: “My hair is a complete part of my identity, my hair is ME.” 

Women, therefore, reinforce Freud’s concept of male castration in the absence of head 

hair. Women clearly put too much emphasis on their hair because of the sexual symbol it 

represents to men. Why? Because the patriarchal images of women will continue to 

oppress as they remain “encoded within our consciousness” (Pratt 171). Our task as 

women is to expose the depth and profundity of these images in the Western psyche and 

discover how to reconstruct images of women that represent their complexity and power.   

 

4.2. Interview Guide 

4.2.1. Recruitment and Measures 

I conducted a descriptive, exploratory study in which I invited women to tell me 

about their experience of Chemotherapy Induced Alopecia. As detailed in Chapter One, I 

recruited women with different types of blood and breast cancers through two forums: the 

Leukemia and Lymphoma society website and the breast cancer forum website. I also 

interviewed women during one on one interviews. The recruiting for one on one 

interviews were made possible thanks to friends who had been diagnosed with cancer and 

were already in touch with women willing to participate in my study. Being diagnosed 

with cancer myself, it also made it easier to contact women I had known through cancer 

treatments who accepted to participate.  
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Women who agreed were sent a follow-up letter describing the study and 

provided contact numbers. The institutional review board of Florida Atlantic University 

approved this protocol, and all the women gave written informed consent. 

The two questionnaires are in Appendix B and C. In order to obtain information 

about the participants that could affect their experience of Alopecia, the ultimate portion 

of the questionnaire gathered demographic information such as age, level of education, 

income, and ethnicity. 

The first portion of the questionnaire also gathered information about the type of 

cancer with which they were diagnosed, the type of treatment they underwent, when they 

were diagnosed and whether they lost their hair partially or completely, and suddenly or 

gradually. Finally, participants were asked to answer questions that were then regrouped 

under three categories: Hair and its Meaning, The pressure of hair, and Influence of the 

Media.  

 

4.2.2. Interview Questions and Procedure 

Interview questions are presented in both questionnaires 1 and 2 in Appendix B 

and C. The interviews were structured since I had prepared a list of very specific 

questions. The Internet questionnaire was never modified. However, as for the one-on-

one interviews, I followed up participants’ responses with additional questions in order to 

achieve a richer and more authentic description of their experience. This type of 

interviewing provides a greater range of responses and a greater insight into participants. 

Prior to the start of the interviews and prior to the interviews being sent electronically, 
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participants were told that their answers would be kept confidential, and that I would 

remove any identifying information before presenting the results. 

Prior to any data collection, each point addressed in the Consent Form (Appendix 

A) was explained either verbally or electronically before the participants were asked to 

read and sign. Each participant received a written explanation of the study as well as a 

copy of the consent form. I explained that they could stop participating at any time, and 

discussed issues of confidentiality and storage of the data. 

 

4.2.3. Participants 

Fourteen women answered the questionnaire (see Appendix D). Out of the 

fourteen, nine were white, two were African-Americans, and two were Latin Americans.  

All were middle or upper middle class. Their average age was 44 years, ranging from 37 

to 55). Each woman gave a chronicle of diagnosis, treatment, and side-effects of 

treatment starting from the first sign of a problem. Eight women were diagnosed with a 

blood cancer and six with breast cancer. Nine received both chemotherapy and radiation, 

five only underwent chemotherapy. Eleven were in remission, three were almost finished 

with their treatments and one had just started chemotherapy. None of them were 

considered terminally ill.  

 

4.3. Results 

4.3.1. Pressure of Hair: Scalp Hypothermia 

Hair loss is a traumatic experience for most cancer patients. I already mentioned 

the symbolic importance of hair in chapter one. Later on in this chapter, I will discuss the 
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fact that hair loss can lead to a feeling of loss of personality. Alopecia symbolizes the 

seriousness of cancer, and is not easy for patients to cope. In order to avoid having to face 

up to alopecia, five women I interviewed resorted to scalp hypothermia. This technique 

involves wearing a cold cap on one’s head during chemotherapy (about 90 minutes), 

preventing hair loss in 37% of cases. Although my questionnaire did not include 

questions regarding scalp hypothermia, participants felt the need to discuss it, since I 

gave them the opportunity to express any further comments. Out of the five women who 

tried the scalp hypothermia, only three used it until the end of the treatments, despite the 

suffering and side effects that it causes. Claire, 39 years old, explains: 

It’s a cold cap that you wear on your head to avoid hair loss. You wear it during 

perfusion, for an hour and a half. It is taken out of the freezer, and just thinking 

about it is enough to give me a headache. I admit that it isn’t easy and I’m not 

sure I’d do it again … I kept most of my hair (although I had some bald spot but I 

think not many people would notice) so the objective was achieved, but it was 

pretty tough. I had major migraines that lasted almost a week …  

Scalp hypothermia enabled these three interviewees to keep their hair, which meant that 

they could maintain their physical appearance.  This is a perfect example of the way 

women are willing to suffer because of the pressure exuding from the male gaze. Scalp 

hypothermia projects how women are forced to adapt to the norms and are therefore 

controllable. Yet paradoxically, the absence of alopecia also means that one is less 

conscious of the illness itself: 

 Lisa: I used the cap the whole time I underwent chemo and I only lost a little bit 

 of hair. People who didn’t know me probably thought I only had thin hair. I 
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 wouldn’t have liked to lose my hair. I think it would have shocked me. But I’d 

 have been more conscious of the fact that I had cancer. Maybe that would have 

 made me tell myself “you have cancer,” whereas in fact I am not yet really aware 

 of it. 

Lisa perfectly pinpoints the fact that one does not experience the cancer the same way, if 

one does not have any physical alterations.  Because she only partially lost her hair, she 

could not completely process the idea that she had cancer, which most certainly had a 

positive impact on her mood, and therefore may have prevented her from falling into 

depression. One may wonder:  

How can losing your hair lead to depression? Well, the answer lays in “the problem that 

has no name”, according to Betty Friedan:  

 Over and over women heard in voices of tradition and of Freudian sophistication 

 that they could desire no greater than to glory in their own femininity. Experts 

 told them how to catch a man and keep him …how to dress, look, and act more 

 feminine and make marriage more exciting . . . . (3)  

Women are in fact programmed to accomplish a “feminine rite”—that is, to be perfect 

wives and mothers. And to be a perfect wife also implies to be and remain attractive. 

Because hair loss is a threat to seduction and attractiveness, some women fall into 

depression. The scalp hypothermia is a perfect example of how far women are willing to 

go to counter hair loss, as painful as they can be.  

 Two other women, however, found scalp hypothermia to be unbearable and 

stopped the preventive treatments. After weighing up the pros and cons of the technique, 
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they preferred to lose their hair rather than suffer the side effects, which they felt to be 

too severe: 

Patricia: They started giving me cold caps, but towards the end I couldn’t stand 

them any longer, they were very heavy, very cold, and I had headaches so I 

stopped. And as I was losing my hair anyway, I thought, “I may as well lose it 

all”. So I bought a wig. The first time, they gave me the cap, but because I have 

sinusitis it was very painful. So the second time I told them “the cap is useless, 

don’t put in on me, I’ll buy a nice wig.  

 All of the interviewees who did not use these preservation techniques lost their 

hair. Analysis of the interviews showed that there are two ways of perceiving and dealing 

with hair loss. Patients are deeply distressed when their hair begins to fall out. In most 

cases, after the second chemotherapy session they lose all their hair within just a few 

days. Patients sometimes wish to retain some sort of control over their hair loss, and cut 

their hair very short in order to avoid having to cope with sudden massive loss. When 

asked if they decided to shave their head preemptively or to wait and see before hair loss, 

nine women took action and four could not take the initiative, still hoping they would not 

lose their hair (two partially lost their hair thanks to the scalp hypothermia). Brianna, 40, 

explains how she let her hair getting thinner and thinner and could not let it go: 

Everyone talks about their first shower when the hair starts to go—it really is not 

fun seeing large amounts of hair coming off your scalp as you shampoo. I did not 

want to wash my hair any more, and when I did I would go into my sister’s room 

alone, shut the door, sit in front of the mirror looking at my reflection, and just cry 

as more clumps of hair came out. My hair was being found everywhere around 
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the house but the one place where it should be-on top of my head! I would wake 

up in the mornings with my pillow covered and covered with too many strands of 

hair; I eventually got tired of cleaning the pillow and just left the hairs alone. The 

living room rug was littered with strands of blonde-highlights. It seemed like 

there was no end to my thick hair. I kept my hopes that maybe because it was so 

thick I would not lose all of it-if I could only hold on to that thin layer left of it I 

could handle it. I stopped brushing my hair, and tried to not run my fingers 

through it. 

Whether they had decided to shave or “wait and see,” the majority of women 

agreed upon the existence of society’s pressure over women’s hair and its great sexual 

value, or, from Mulvey’s perspective, because of the male gaze. My findings clearly 

reinforce Bordo’s claim that the female body is socially and historically “colonized” 

territory, and not a site of self-determination. Women have yet to challenge this claim. 

Although they are aware of the pressure they face as women, I do not see them 

challenging it, or trying to re-appropriate their own body image. More specifically, in our 

case study, when undergoing chemotherapy, the psychological impact is much greater on 

women, due to a higher sensitivity and an extreme need to be understood and supported, 

as well as the pressure to keep a normalized “feminine” appearance, as indicator of 

overall family normalcy. Indeed, in order to reassure those around her who are supporting 

her, she must maintain an appearance of normalcy and is therefore asked to perform her 

role as social/family mediator.  
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 4.3.1.2. Participants’ Reaction to Hair Loss 

One of the first things I asked the participants to do was to make a list of the side 

effects they experienced while undergoing chemotherapy, ranking them from the most 

painful and/ or disruptive to the most “acceptable.” Ten women answered that hair loss 

was the most disruptive side effect of chemotherapy, four thought it would come second 

after nausea and fatigue. Besides hair loss, nausea and fatigue, other disruptive side 

effects were frequently mentioned, such as weight gain and a feeling of ugliness. (see 

Appendix E). Out of eight most painful side effects the participants mentioned, four were 

related to a loss and/ or physical alteration.  It is therefore important to note that 

chemotherapy has as much of an impact physically (body alteration) and internally 

(pain).  

 

 4.3.1.3. Entourage’s Reaction to Hair Loss 

To the question: Describe how your family and friends reacted to your diagnosis, 

“support” and “encouraging” were the most common response from the participants, 

followed by “astonished, pity, calm and disbelief.” However, when I asked them to 

describe how their family and friends reacted to their hair loss, their overall feeling 

shifted drastically. From the positive and supportive attitude they received when 

mentioning their diagnosis, the participants said that they received a different reaction 

towards their alopecia. For seven of the participants, “pity” was the adjective that would 

best describe their entourage’s feeling towards hair loss, followed by “naivety” for four 

other participants, in the sense that they felt their entourage could not understand why 

hair loss had such an impact on their everyday life. Three participants, on the contrary, 
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explained that their entourage kept a positive attitude, at least in front of them, in order to 

“cheer them up,” saying that hair loss was unimportant, and even laughed about it.  

 

 4.3.1.4. Hair and Seduction 

I regrouped several questions under the category “The Pressure Of Hair,” in 

which I asked women to express themselves on the impact of hair (and consequently 

baldness) on their sexuality and ability to seduce.  

I provided subjects with two Likert-type scales. The first one asked them to 

measure the pressure they used to feel over their hair before treatments. On a scale from 

one to ten, 1 being the lowest, all of them graded the pressure as seven and above. To the 

question: “Do you think women’s hair has a great sexual value?” all of them but one 

responded “yes.”   

The second Likert-type scale provided to them asked the participants to rate the 

importance of this sexual value. Eleven of them responded “eight and above,” two picked 

“seven” and one participants gave a “two.” Finally, to the question: “Did baldness affect 

your ability to seduce?” thirteen responded affirmatively.  Jane, who answered in the 

affirmative, explained:  

I had hair down to my waist prior to chemo. My husband loved running his hands  
 
through my hair or having me drag my hair across him. He was not as interested  
 
after I became bald. 
 

Jane explains that she did not feel as seductive after she lost her hair. Not only did she  
 

look at herself differently, but the way her husband looked at her changed, too. 
 
In The Mirror Stage as Formative of the I Function, Lacan argues that the subject 
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loses a degree of autonomy upon realizing that he or she is a visible object, or the 

“seductive other”:  

It is this moment that decisively tips the whole human knowledge (savoir) into 

 being  mediated by the other’s desire, constitutes its objects in an abstract 

 equivalence due to competition from other people, and turns the I into an 

 apparatus to which every instinctual pressure constitutes a danger even if it 

 corresponds to a natural maturation process. (49) 

Therefore, from that same Lacanian perspective, women who are experiencing CIA are 

no longer the “seductive other.” The hair loss prevents women from corresponding to the 

ideal of beauty, according to the male gaze. Not only does the male gaze change, but the 

entourage also sees them differently.   

 In fact, the way the entourage perceives them is an important theme for the 

participants. To the question: “Do you think hair loss altered the way your entourage 

(family and friends) looked at you?” Jane and Brianna explain: 

Jane: It made the cancer treatment very evident and in their face. They couldn’t 

pretend it wasn’t happening. It made them more inclined to ask if I was feeling ok 

or, say I looked tired. Clerks would assume I was a man. 

Clearly, for Jane, hair loss meant a loss of femininity as she was thought to be a man. But 

more than that, hair loss prevented her from feeling seductive and attractive as a human 

being since alopecia would make her look sick and tired all the time, which can be the 

cause of deep depression. Brianna, who always thought that it was her best characteristic, 

could not let go of her hair. Even toward the end of the treatment and with only a few hair 

left, she refused to shave:  
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 Brianna: By the fourth chemo session, I was left with a very fine layer of hair that 

 exposed various parts of my white scalp, but I still had those strands that I could 

 touch  and reassure myself that I was not a bald chick yet. I would wear baseball 

 caps and still look like a normal person with very thin hair (taking the cap off 

 though would show a  different story.) Since it was this late into my chemo 

 treatment and those strands of hair that I had left were still fighting and 

 clinging to my scalp with all their might, I just figured this was the end of  the 

 hair loss. However, even though it had slowed down a lot, probably because 

 increasingly there was less and less hair to lose, the hair loss had not stopped yet. 

 Creeping up on me slowly, by chemo #8 (the last session) it seemed that that hair 

 strands I had left could be counted on one hand. 

Clearly, Brianna never accepted to reality of hair loss, hiding it behind a cap, in order to 

keep a sense of normalcy. When asked if she would have done things differently, and 

whether she thinks that she would have avoided such stress by shaving her hair 

immediately after starting her first chemotherapy, Brianna answers: 

Yes, I did not have the courage to shave my head, but sometimes I think maybe 

these people had it right; maybe things would have been easier if I had not made 

myself go through that tormenting experience. I know when we think about it, 

we think it is only hair; but that was one of the most emotional experiences of 

my life. It was so emotional that even writing about it now (over 3 months after 

my last chemo session, and after I already have gotten back a good amount of 

thick short hair) I cannot help but cry and feel depressed. 

Depression is a common feeling shared by most women experiencing CIA. “You are 
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going to lose your hair” are very difficult words to fathom. Many women try to convince 

themselves that this should be the least of their worries; that they should not be so 

superficial and turn their hair loss into major drama. However, they feel like their hair is 

part of their identity, part of who they were, and that by losing it they are losing part of 

themselves. Alice says: 

 My hair was something that represented me. It was the most difficult part that I  

 had to put up with. I was dreaming about my hair, and I was crying and being  

 frustrated when my wig annoyed me. For me it was the most painful experience. 

 My hair started to grow on February but until May I did not give up to my  wig. I 

 had bought 5 wigs, from July 2008 to March 2009. Now my hair is short and 

 curly and I touch it every time I have the chance. 

Although most women who answered my questionnaire shared Alice’s feelings, 

Claire, who was diagnosed with Breast cancer and underwent a mastectomy, believes that 

hair loss, because temporary, is not as important as breast removal:   

 When I was diagnosed with DCIS (which is non-invasive cancer) I didn't have to 

 go through chemo (what a relief) but I lost handfuls of hair over a three - four 

 month period, and I must admit it hit me hard!  I was the girl who always had 

 long hair and my hair has successfully returned now that the STRESS has abated. 

 You see it was stress that created my hair loss not chemo. But what really drew 

 me to your post was "here is a women who wants to help other women with 

 research about how cancer affected their lives, but hair loss is such a very  small 

 piece of this - why not focus on how a women feels when she losses her 

 BREASTS!!!  Losing my breasts was such a hard hit. And it isn't vanity (which I 
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 do believe the loss of hair is). We lose something that had such a huge effect on 

 our personalities, our lives as younger women and even as mothers as our breasts 

 feed our children. Why would you do any research on "hair loss" when there is 

 something so much bigger than that. Many of us will lose our hair  (usually it 

 grows back - so a short lived experience) but many of us will lose our breasts. 

 Don't you think that has a greater effect on women? 

Claire strongly believes that, although she was bothered by her hair loss, it was nothing 

compared to her experience of breast loss. According to her, what matters is that hair loss 

is temporary and only a matter of vanity.  While other women believe that hair equals 

“me,” Claire posits that it is only a small portion of the self. According to her, women are 

vain to make such a “big deal” of a piece of themselves, because it is only temporarily 

gone. She understands the feeling, since she herself panicked when she lost of hair. But 

the loss of her breast made her realize that hair was superficial.  

 

4.3.2. Going Public: Societal Pressure to Look Right 

 As traumatic as it is, a woman can disguise the loss of her breast. On the contrary, 

hair loss becomes a public matter, it becomes visible to society. Although they know it is 

not their fault, women feel a sense of panic—of fear and of shame for how they look. 

According to Tovia G. Freedman26: 

 One of our societal stereotypes of women is that how a woman looks is equated 

 with who she is. Looking perfect and wearing socially approved garments  leads 

                                                 
26 Tovia G. Freedman is a Postdoctoral Fellow in Psychosocial Oncology, Center for 
advancing Care in Serious illness, School of Nursing, University of Pennsylvania, 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, U.S.A.  
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 to being socially accepted. This is the path to normalcy and belonging, and 

 looking perfect is determined differentially by each social,  ethnic and class 

 group. Society’s expectations call for seeing he expected, the recognizable, the 

 normal for a given situation. (“Social and Cultural Dimensions” 336) 

 In fact, as Freedman points out, “normalcy,” “belonging,” and “looking perfect” 

are what women experiencing hair loss are seeking to regain.  Women constantly feel the 

pressure to adhere to the perfect body image and it has become a prerequisite for finding 

love and happiness. Where does this pressure come from? Nowadays, the media 

definitely play an important role on the trend for women to follow. And it seems like the 

media have been focusing outrageously on the seductive power hair, which creates more 

tension for female patients to look and feel attractive. 

 

4.3.3. Influence of the Media  

As I already discussed it in chapter one, women's identity has been centered in 

their hair. Because “women are what their hair look like,” when a woman becomes bald, 

it symbolizes her loss of femininity. Our society in effect reduces women's identity to 

body shape and her hairstyle. Thus one can trace the empowerment of hair in the politic 

of women's magazines that emphasize "one hair cut = one personality". The fashion 

books and magazines for women constantly emphasize the number of 'styles' and 'looks' 

one may create from a given cut. They not only make the same person look different, but 

the styles may be chosen to project different images of the self as glamorous, exotic, 

mature, competent. More than a piece of our body, hair becomes a kind of “independent 

self” itself.  When asked to explain their position regarding hair change = identity change, 
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Alice says:  

Short hair is for old women, lesbians, very young children. Every woman I 

worked for that was lesbian had a short, butchy hair.  The girls I knew that came 

out of the closet did so by cutting their hair. Girls that were blond were always the 

more popular in HS but were not the women that the guys wanted to marry. 

Currently, at my daughter’s school, all of the trophy wives are blond haired. 

When  the girls or mothers wish to make a statement, they change their hair color 

or style. 

What is striking in Alice’s response is how she categorizes women according to what 

their hair or hair cut looks like. She clearly reinforces the stereotypes and offers a 

hegemonic reading, from Hall’s perspective. Instead of questioning it, Alice has 

completely internalized the male perspective. In their everyday life, women become 

what they are on screen: they are the image and men are bearer of the look. Mulvey 

explains:  

 In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split 

 between active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects its 

 phantasy onto the female form, which is styled accordingly. In their 

 traditional exhibitionist role, women  are simultaneously looked at and displayed, 

 with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they 

 can be said to connote to-be-at-ness. (10) 

The interviews I conducted clearly reinforce Mulvey’s theory of the male/active versus 

the female/passive. Women have internalized the concept of being looked at in their 

everyday life.  However, since the majority of the interviewees believe that shows such 



130 

as Sex and the City liberate women, their voice goes against Butler’s concept of gender 

performativity, since Butler believes that such characters are only clichés, and 

accentuate the binary between men and women. Although they believe that the media, 

generally speaking, reinforce the gender performance, Samantha’s character is mostly 

(twelve out of fourteen) believed to be genuine and real.  

 In fact, the last part of my questionnaire asks the participants to discuss the impact 

of the media on their lives while experiencing alopecia.  Several of my questions refer to 

the popular show Sex and the City. I asked: “In Sex and the City, do you believe that the 

characters embody this belief that hair = identity?” All the participants answered “yes.”  

 In fact, Miranda’s short red hair portrays her as angry, from an audience point of 

view, while Samantha’s blondness emphasizes her sexual activities, and Charlotte’s 

elegant brunette hair marks her a sweet woman. When discussing Sex and the City, 

Butler’s theory of gender performativity is an excellent example of post-structuralist 

theory to shed light on the material actualities of women’s everyday experience, since 

Butler examines the way they are represented within the realm of new technologies and 

gender mystification. The characters in Sex and the City represent, though Butler’s lens, 

gender myths and colonization by the media. Therefore, when I asked the participants: 

“Do you believe that this show liberated women or, on the contrary, do you believe that it 

just reinforced many stereotypes and alienated them even more?,”  twelve participants 

answered that the show liberates women and two answered that it reinforces stereotypes.  

Ines and Dana explained:  

Ines: I believe it (Sex and the City) is acknowledging stereotypes and reinforcing 

them 
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 Dana: It (Sex and the City) is all about stereotypes  

 In Sex and the City, the character of Samantha is diagnosed with breast cancer. 

While giving a talk at a breast cancer benefit party, she removes her wig, and so do many 

women in the audience. The reaction to this episode was overwhelming. Many women 

felt that this scene was very empowering and that Samantha was courageous and looked 

fabulous. When I asked the interviewees whether they felt that this scene was 

empowering, eleven said yes, and only one participant said no. Claire and Lisa, who both 

interpreted this scene as empowering, explain why: 

Claire: Shows previously just didn’t show the bald. When they did, such as the 

Star Trek movie, it was done purposefully to make the person be identified as 

different or weird.  In this case, she was an attractive woman so she could pull it 

off and they didn’t have to contend with the real look of the steroid puff, no 

eyelashes and no eyebrows. They still could have her look attractive. That was a 

great thing. Why should we have to make ourselves uncomfortable to make 

someone else comfortable? 

What is interesting in Claire’s interpretation is that she had a strong oppositional reading 

to everything related to baldness on TV before Sex and the City. She believes that typical 

shows portrayed bald characters as weird and different. However, she chooses a more 

hegemonic position as she interprets Samantha’s character. She agrees that Samantha 

should not have to be fake and cover herself just to make the audience comfortable.  

Claire likes the fact that Samantha is being true to herself in that episode, letting go of the 

superficial. Lisa agrees: “It was her choice, her fight to conquer. It was easier for her to 
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accept the reality and not to play a role in it.” Lisa also notices Samantha’s need to be 

herself and to stop playing roles, just to fit into the Western standards of beauty.  

Another interviewee, Brianna, also mentions the way women with cancer/alopecia 

are portrayed in Desperate Housewives, in which one of the main characters, Lynette 

Scavo, is diagnosed with Hodgkin Lymphoma: 

I think that cancer story lines should be inserted in programs like these. I 

personally wish they would not go so deep and I also think that it “glamorizes” 

cancer in that the actresses are still beautiful and healthy looking even without 

their hair and don’t portray sickness very well. They did the same thing with 

Samantha in Sex and the City and I did not like it then, having nursed someone 

with cancer and knowing that it isn’t a bit like it is portrayed on television. 

Although the storyline is well done, I am not sure it helps women to cope with 

cancer, because it just looks fake. 

 While I was doing some research on how women feel about the Lynette Scavo 

example of a woman dealing with cancer, I found an interesting question posted on the 

website Breastcancer.com, where Catgo wondered: 

 On Desperate Housewives tonight the character, Lynette (who has cancer) said to 

 her husband that she was a "cancer bitch" because all the while she was getting 

 treatment she never once asked how he was doing.  He agreed that she was a 

 "cancer bitch. "I'd like to know what you all think...I know this is not easy  for my 

 husband but right now I am struggling with my own feelings. Maybe I am a 

 cancer bitch...what do you think?   

Catgo received numerous responses and I selected the most interesting ones: 
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Kerry 1000: No way - the husband in the episode had been basically (in my 

opinion) being a selfish jerk and trying to make Lynette feel guilty so she would 

go along with  wearing the different wigs he wanted her to wear, etc. Being the 

person she was, she totally bought into it. Remember the smile on his face  when 

he agreed with her? Don't forget the show isn't meant to be taken seriously. 

There's no such thing as a "cancer bitch." 

 

 Watson: They're both whiney on that show. lol Plus just think. When her hair 

 comes  back all peach fuzz, she can have that identity and then when it comes in 

 super curly she can be another. lol Then let's see how he likes it. 

 

 BMV: All I know is I did not want any sex during chemo let alone with a wig on. 

 I just watched the show. I know they are just trying to put a humorous spin on 

 the show but it does kind of bother me to watch her with the baldhead and  all. I 

 am just not in the mood for any of this right now. I probably should not have 

 watched it. 

 

 Wallan: Well am I ever glad there is a thread on this. I always watch Desperate 

 Housewives. I could not believe that "Lynette" said she was one of those whiny 

 selfish  sick people and that she was a "cancer bitch". Obviously, the writers of 

 this show have never personally dealt with cancer because this is very 

 insensitive to people who have cancer!! Her husband on the show was being 

 a jerk and to portray this as entertainment is awful. I was personally appalled. 
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 My husband watches this show with me...and well... you all know how that 

 went. I almost want to write the show and tell them  off!!! 

 

 joanne1428: I, for one, am glad I did NOT watch and I will not watch any of these 

 cancer  episodes..... Too often I just hate the unrealistic way they portray cancer 

 and cancer treatment, it usually makes me crazy and it is just easier for me to 

 avoid? And to be fair, as someone has said, "housewives" is meant to be silly 

 and playful, so really, how could they possibly make anything that worthwhile 

 about a cancer theme? Still........Cancer Bitch? What next???? 

 

 It is obvious that most women do not consider Lynette’s character as an effective 

and truthful portrayal of women dealing with cancer/alopecia. Many of them criticize the 

writers for being insensitive and for not understanding them. Joanne1428 mentions the 

fact that writers too often portray women unrealistically. BMV explains that the show is 

so unrealistic that she is not sure to continue watching it.  Many were offended about the 

“cancer bitch” comment regarding Lynette. Wallan does not think that the “bitch” 

comment is funny and believes that the writers of the show have most likely never dealt 

with cancer “because this is very insensitive to people who have cancer.” Joanne1428 

also believes that the writers went too far and wonders what to expect next. But 

Kerry1000 reminds the other bloggers that the show should not be taken seriously and its 

main purpose is to entertain the viewer.  

Clearly, these women offer a negotiated reading, from Stuart Hall’s perspective.  

When BMV states: “I know they are just trying to put a humorous spin on the show but it 

http://community.breastcancer.org/member/35490/profile
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does kind of bother me to watch her with the baldhead and all,” she strongly expresses 

her refusal to see bald heads on TV. Obviously, it is a sign that she has internalized the 

male gaze and the beauty myth. She also feels that the show is unrealistic when it comes 

to portraying women, which also makes her reading negotiated. BMV understands the 

concept of comedy, as she is aware that the writers are simply trying to put a “humorous 

spin on the show,” but the comedy aspect may be what makes it so unrealistic, according 

to her.  

My findings also partially contradict what Janice Radway describes in her article, 

“Women Read the Romance: The Interaction of the Text and Context”: 

Despite their disappointment, they [women] feel refreshed and strengthened by 

 their vicarious participation in a fantasy relationship where the heroine is 

 frequently treated as they themselves would most like to be loved. This 

 conception of romance reading as an escape that is both literal and figurative 

 implies flight from some situation in the real world which is either stifling  or 

 overwhelming, as well as a metaphoric transfer to another, more desirable 

 universe where events are happily resolved (60) 

Although the women I interviewed, as well as the bloggers, are happy that TV shows are 

writing about their personal experiences, they believe these shows to be unfair, untrue, 

insensitive, and unrealistic. The escape and / or critique both Sex and the City and 

Desperate Housewives seek to offer are not fully experienced. Viewers dealing with 

cancer and / or undergoing chemotherapy Induced Alopecia find women’s portrayal 

unrealistic and they cannot transfer what they see into their real life. The words “I 

couldn’t believe,” “fake,” and “silly” clearly convey the feeling that the characters and 
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storylines are perceived as untruthful, which creates an overall oppositional reading.  

 

4.3.4. Gender, Hair and Identity 

 One of the women bloggers, Watson, states: “When her [Lynette’s] hair comes  

back all peach fuzz, she can have that identity and then when it comes in super curly she 

can be another, lol [laughing out loud].  Then let's see how he [Tom] likes it.” There is a 

common perception that hair change equals personality change. By the same token, 

alopecia increases one’s identity as a cancer patient. The person is then faced with what 

Kathy Charmaz calls “loss of self.” In her article “Stories of Suffering: Subjective Tales 

and Research Narratives.” Charmaz argues that individuals with chronic conditions 

become highly aware of previously assumed aspects of “self” that are now lost. She 

proposes that this loss of self is exacerbated by four psychological conditions: living a 

restricted life; existing in social isolation; experiencing discredited definitions of self (as 

the sense of self becomes both altered and diminished); and becoming a burden. All four 

conditions were seen in the narratives of the participants.  

When applying Charmaz’s theory to the participants of my study, I noticed that 

most women I interviewed no longer feel the same, no longer recognize themselves and 

are not recognized by others as soon as they experience body alteration and, in this case, 

hair loss. Baldness only defines them as “a cancer patient” before defining them as 

women or simply as human beings. This stigma, from Goffman’s lens, makes the person 

vulnerable to negative self-identification and self-definition. In certain extreme cases, 

hair loss can lead to loss of self. Hair and face are integral parts of one’s personality and 

the person can experience this change of appearance as a confirmation of his identity as a 
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cancer patient. Dana says: “To look at myself in a mirror was hurtful.  I’d say to myself: 

‘this isn’t me, I really look ill. Who is the woman I am looking at? “ In this quote, Dana 

talks about “seeing herself in a mirror.” The mirror is a common theme among women 

experiencing a body alteration, whether it is hair loss of breast loss.  Once again, from a 

Lacanian perspective, the female body is sustained by the image of the other: 

 In the mirror stage, Lacan compressed the two phases into one. At the very 

moment when  is the ego is formed by the image of the other, narcissism and 

aggressiveness are correlatives. Narcissism, in which the image of one’s own body is 

sustained by the image of the other, in fact introduced a tension: the other in his image 

both attracts and rejects me. (Julien 34)  

 Women look at themselves and don’t recognize what they see. They miss their 

“old self.” Their old self is the woman who could live in innocence. When they look in 

the mirror, they feel like they have lost a physical piece. However, according to Lacan, 

women do not recognize themselves because of the way the other gazes at them. The 

possibility for a singular subjectivity is only possible through the collective order, the 

other. Thus, the media are a perfect reflection of the “collective gaze.” 

 

4.4. Discussion and Conclusion 

How well you cope with looking at yourself in the mirror depends on your coping 

strategies, personality, self-esteem and the support around you. On Women’s Hair loss 

project network, a woman testifies: 

For the most part I get through my day, but with a sadness and awareness each 

time I touch my head or see my reflection. I avoid all mirrors even the ones in 



138 

grocery stores. I run past store windows for fear I’ll catch that glimpse that will 

ruin my day. That is how I’ve worked to be able to main a quasi-productive day 

and to live my life… avoid my reflection, turn off the bathroom lights before 

entering, wear my hair up in a ponytail type bun so that I do not feel the lack of 

hair I have and to avoid having to be reminded every second of the day that I’m 

losing my hair as another strand falls on my arm, shoulders or back. (Women’s 

hair Loss Project) 

What strikes me in this testimony is the verb “avoid.” She is avoiding looking at herself 

because she is losing her hair. By doing so, she is not only avoiding the reality, but she is 

also losing subjectivity, as she cannot affirm herself. She is no longer in control of her 

identity because she has decided that losing her hair is too unbearable to face. She is 

shutting herself from society. 

 I chose to keep this testimony to conclude this chapter, as it perfectly exemplifies 

the finding on my studies. Hair loss equals a loss of subjectivity. What triggers such 

feeling?  Clearly, the media play an important role on the trend for women to follow. And 

it seems like the media have been focusing outrageously on the seductive power hair, 

which creates more tension for female patients to look and feel attractive. Therefore, hair 

loss equals loss of identity, since women can no longer identify with what is socially 

acceptable.  

In fact, the findings in my study suggest that their experience with Chemotherapy 

Induced Alopecia influence the women’s perceptions of themselves and their 

relationships with people in their environment. In their study “Finding Meaning: 

Antecedents of Uncertainty in Illness,” Mishel and Braden find that during treatments, 
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the support that women received from people around them helped to reduce their 

perception of a lack of control and to focus their attention on the positive aspects of their 

situation. I partially agree with Mishel and Braden, since I believe these findings must be 

nuanced. Although the participants of my study believe their entourage reacted very 

positively to the cancer diagnosis by keeping their calm and by comforting them, their 

reaction towards the participants’ hair loss was more of a negative note. Most of the 

women I interviewed felt misunderstood. They felt that friends and family could not 

understand why hair loss was such an issue for them. Some interviewees described their 

entourage as naïve, because they could not understand why hair loss meant the loss of the 

old self.  

 On a bigger scale, I believe that the media are the one to blame for women 

psychological distress towards hair loss. Although some TV programs such as Desperate 

Housewives and Sex and the City have tried quite successfully to be “edutaining,” it is 

essential to challenge the ideology that women’s worth depends on their hair and their 

attractiveness to men. Our ideologies toward body image must be challenged not only 

when women undergo chemotherapy Induced Alopecia, but on a day-to-day basis.   

From a feminist perspective, the connection between the body and the self is 

undeniable, and there are certain elements in a woman’s physique and gender identity 

that are more vulnerable than others to the cancer threat. Living in a youth and beauty 

obsessed world, neither Samantha nor Lynette can avoid discomfort when their 

treatments start having visible side effects that push them away from the mainstream 

beauty pattern. As the very different women that they are, they find their own ways into 

and out of the problems, providing new paths to deepen their characterization and 
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proposing alternatives to women viewers who, as Edwards gathered from the Sex and the 

City bulletin board, “did take coping strategies from the characters and offered their own 

coping strategies to others in the online community” (Edwards 9). 

In fact, in the United States and Western countries in general, public discourses 

(such as television, movies, magazines, medical reviews) about cancer have changed 

from those that associate a diagnosis of cancer with death, to those that claim that cancer 

is potentially curable and definitely treatable. However, the stigma associated with cancer 

has not decreased. Cancer remains an illness heavily invested with symbolic meaning, 

where cancer and related symptoms threaten irreparable destruction of the patient’s 

body/self, death, pain, and loss of previous sources of meaning in life (Moore and Spiegel 

22). 

 Cancer is not only threatening because it can result in a death sentence, but also 

because it threatens what is essential for women: beauty and attractiveness. Wolf says: 

“Whatever is deeply, essentially female--the life in a woman's expression, the feel of her 

flesh, the shape of her breasts, the transformations after childbirth of her skin--is being 

reclassified as ugly, and ugliness as disease” (52).  Therefore, it is not only cancer that is 

a disease, but also the physical alterations as a result of the treatments.  From my 

interviewees’ and bloggers’ perspective, whether it is BMV who is bothered to watch 

Lynette with her bald head on TV, or Dana who does not recognize herself in the mirror, 

a majority of women do still internalize the idea of bald not being beautiful. Because I 

chose to endure the scalp hypothermia when I was undergoing chemotherapy, I also had a 

hegemonic reading. I did not want to lose my hair, because I did not want my body to 

look sick. I was sick inside, and it was hard enough to go through, but I did not want my 
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body to look ill. I cared too much about the male gaze, and I also internalized the idea 

that bald is not beautiful.  

 Another example of hegemonic reading is also seen in your black girls, who are 

facing both the male gaze and the racist gaze.  In 2010, journalist Anderson Cooper did 

an interview with black and white children for CNN.  The format of the interview was 

that children were seated in front of dolls, ranking from the whitest to the blackest. When 

Cooper asked a black boy and a which doll he liked the most, the little boy pointed out 

the whitest one, but could not explain why. At a very young age, the boy had already 

internalized the racist gaze. And it was so deeply internalized that he could not explain 

why. When the young black girl is asked the same question, she points out at the second 

whitest doll. She explains that she chose that particular one because it is whiter than her 

skill and she does not like her skin because it is too brown. She goes as hard as to say the 

brown skin looks “nasty” for some reason. But once again, she cannot really explain why. 

Then, when Cooper interviews a white child, the boy points at the blackest color when 

asked which child is the ugliest.  

 Clearly, all children have internalized the racist gaze.  Renowned child 

psychologist and University of Chicago professor Margaret Beale Spencer, a leading 

researcher in the field of child development, who was hired as a consultant by CNN for 

the interview, concludes by saying that in 2010 "we are still living in a society where 

dark things are devalued and white things are valued." (Billiante and Hadad) 

 Unfortunately, the same conclusions can me made about the male gaze (Mulvey) 

and the beauty myth (Wolf). Our Western society endlessly reproduces a beautiful image 
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that is extremely difficult to attain, if not utopic. Women are the modern slaves of 

Western society. As Wolf posits:  

 An economy that depends on slavery needs to promote images of slaves that 

"justify" the institution of slavery. Western economies are absolutely dependent 

now on the continued underpayment of women. An ideology that makes women 

feel "worthless" was urgently needed to counteract the way feminism had begun 

to make us feel worth more. This does not require a conspiracy; merely an 

atmosphere. The contemporary economy depends right now on the 

representation of women within the beauty myth. (62) 

In fact, women must remain inside the beauty myth apparatus, in Althusserian 

terms, not only from a misogynist point of view, but also from an economic one. Women 

are being underpaid because they are not as worth as men. But society perpetually 

promotes the beauty myth, as it is a great source of income. As already discussed, women 

spend a tremendous amount of money on beauty products. It is a vicious circle; the male 

gaze to look constantly pretty enslaves women, and they are economically enslaved as 

they feel the necessity to purchase countless beauty products to fulfill the male gaze. 

Women must break free from this vicious circle, and only then will they be able to 

answer Wolf’s question: "What are other women really thinking, feeling, experiencing, 

when they slip away from the gaze and culture of men?" 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

Ugly is a field without grass, a plant without leaves, or a head without hair” 

Ovid, “The Silent Woman” 

 

 The dissertation’s literature review describes how hair has always been a cultural 

index to women’s position and power, since hair is central defining constituent of their 

position within society. Therefore, the literature substantiates the need for this study that 

explored Western societal values and their dramatic impact on women’s lives when they 

undergo chemotherapy. Because head hair expresses or manifests attractiveness and 

power, to be bald seems to deprive a woman of the ability to fit, to be a woman in the 

public sphere.   

Chapter Five communicates the purpose of the study and presents a summary of 

the findings. This chapter also provides the research conclusions based on the interviews 

conducted, the limitations of the present study, and suggestions for future research on the 

subject.  

 

5.1. Summary  

 A woman’s hair loss, especially if she is young or at a vulnerable time in her life, 

can be a catastrophic experience. Society considers hair to be an important part of how 
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women look. Women’s appearance is largely defined by the way their hair looks. After 

all, why else would people be spending hundreds and thousands of dollars each year 

having it styled and on the various products designed to keep hair looking healthy, shiny, 

lustrous, and young?  

 For most people, hair is a symbol of youth and vitality. The most famous example 

is found in the bible with the tale of Sampson. With his long hair, he was able to defeat 

wild beasts and tame the gorgeous Delilah. Sampson’s story isn’t the only one of its kind 

to be found in ancient history. The Egyptian Pharaohs used to wear wigs and even false 

beards to emphasize their power and longevity. 

 Nowadays, it may not be the power of a ruler, but it is a different kind of power: 

the power of seduction.  Hair has enormous importance in defining who we are and how 

we feel about ourselves. Psychologists even theorize that when a man or a woman starts 

to lose his or her hair, they actually go through a period similar to mourning or grief.  

 For women in particular, there is a social stigma attached to being bald. Hair loss 

can affect their sensuality and how they perceive themselves. There are usually emotional 

trials and tribulations when it happens. Some women questions whether their partner or 

husband will still love them, while others become socially reclusive and refuse to 

interact, fearing their hair loss being discovered. 
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5.2. Contributions to Multiple Domains 

5.2.1. Feminine Identity 

 My first question was as follows: How does contemporary culture reinforce the 

notion of hair as powerful in the construction of identity, and especially of feminine 

identity? What is the cultural history of hair, as a source of identity, especially identity? 

 As I have demonstrated, throughout the ages, hair has always been an expansion 

of who we are, and we have constantly exhibited an overwhelming preoccupation with 

our hair. As mentioned in my historical analysis, hair is a symbol of female beauty, 

attractiveness; it holds some magical power, but can also be a symbol in punishment and 

discrimination. 

 In the first category, “Hair: A Gendered Symbol in Punishment,” I gave examples 

of female abuse in both France and the United States, though hair shaving. It modifies the 

appearance of a woman when the body is the object of aesthetic valorization, which is 

extremely disconcerting for a woman. It forbids the “guilty” woman to have access to her 

femininity.  

 In “Hair: Symbol of Attractiveness and Sex Appeal,” I described how, even back 

to ancient Rome, hair was already a way to differentiate men from women. Throughout 

the centuries, hair has always conveyed sexual information, resulting in baldness 

meaning sexual renunciation. For example, the codes of hair beauty during the Victorian 

era were already very complex and sophisticated, and contained a sexual connotation and 

symbolism, both in the private and the public sphere. 

 In Magical Hair: An Object of Fetishism/Mysticism,” I discussed one of the most 

important female figure of France’s history: Joan of Arc. What is fascinating is that, 
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although painters have tried to idealize Joan’s beauty by depicting her with long hair, she 

was in fact wearing her hair short during her trial, as well as on many formal occasions. 

Her hair was considered sacrilegious, and, when she was sent to the woodshed, her hair 

was shaven, because she was suspected to hide magical pentaculum in her hair. I also 

made a parallel with a fairly new Disney movie, Tangled, in which the character also 

holds magical hair. The character however decides to cut it herself, as a way to free 

herself. It clearly shows that, whether during the 15th century or the 21st century, hair is 

still an emblem of mysticism. 

 In “Hair: A Symbol of Women’s Freedom and Liberation, or How to Blur Gender 

Boundaries,” I discussed how men have felt threatened by women’s short haircut. In the 

1920’s, France started the style à la garçonne, which was a way for women to liberate 

themselves from the pressure of Western norms of beauty, and an attempt to blur gender 

boundaries. This resulted in several sequestrations and lawsuits from fathers or husbands, 

who felt betrayed. 50 years later, as opposed to the short haircut, women would express 

themselves through hair volume, with the invention of the blow dryer. Then, a few years 

later, bombshells like Madonna made a fortune through their exuberance and freedom of 

style and hairstyle. Whatever decade or style, it appears that hair has always played a 

central part in women’s tentative of freedom and liberation.  

In “Racial Implications of Hair: Freedom or Confinement,” I explained the 

perpetual pressure felt by women of color to respond to men’s standards of beauty, here 

referred to as European standards of beauty. African American women have been 

straightening their hair and jeopardize their health in order to respond to white pressure. 

However, when it comes to facing chemotherapy and hair loss, it seems like both white 
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and women of color face the same challenges. Both fear baldness, as it engenders a 

rejection of the male viewer.  

Finally, in my last section “Head-Covering: Perpetual Gender Discrimination or 

Right to Freedom of Expression?,”  I discussed the recent debate of head covering in 

Europe, and France in particular, as a specific of women has been pressured to actually 

display their hair in public places, against their will. For Western societies, the headscarf 

is viewed as a sign of inequalities between men and women. On the contrary, many 

Muslim women believe it is a sign of empowerment. I believe that westerners see head 

covering as a statement against the imposed standards of beauty. In other words, to wear 

a scarf or to shave your head can be a way for women to rebel. Therefore, both head 

shaving and hair covering could be viewed as an alternative look to the “doll look” 

imposed on the majority of western women.  

 Hair is such an emblem of female beauty that it is very often perceived as 

essential, if not more important, than breasts as a tool of seduction. One of the women I 

interviewed however challenged the concept that “hair is me” and offered an opposition 

reading, in Stuart’s terms. She explained how, even though she panicked at first when she 

started losing her hair, the loss of her breast made her realize how vain it was to place 

such importance in a part of view that would grow back. Looking back, her experience of 

breast loss was much more traumatizing and helped her put things into perspective. Her 

conclusion was that hair is just hair.  

 However, her personal experience represents a very small minority. Most women 

I interviewed still place a tremendous importance in their physical appearance, which 
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makes them part of the hegemonic reading. Women do not challenge enough the 

established standards of beauty.    

 A perfect illustration of that problematic happened only a few months ago, when 

Miss Universe pageant experienced a huge controversy because the audience 

overwhelmingly supported a contestant, Kaci Fennell, who finished fourth runner-up. 

People were so upset over her loss that a Facebook page was created to support her and 

denounce/criticize the choice of the jury. Miss Colombia, Paulina Vega, ended up 

winning, even though the common feeling was that she did not make a good impression 

and did not answer the questions she was asked. The public thought that Miss Jamaica 

was very charismatic. The online reaction was virulent. People accused the jury not to 

have voted for Miss Jamaica because she had short hair. What is interesting is that the 

discussion was not so much about race, but about hair. The audience seemed to think that 

she lost because of her haircut, rather than the color of her skin (Miss Colombia is white).  

  We can therefore assume that the clichés persist: a woman cannot be a beauty 

ambassador if one has no long hair. On a positive note, the reaction of the public denoted 

a desire for change. Since an overwhelming majority of viewers rooted for miss Jamaica, 

could it mean that the mentalities are becoming more accepting of non-conformity? From 

an Althusserian perspective, are women with short hair no longer outside of the state 

apparatus? With regards to the reaction of the public, it surely seems like it. However, 

although a step forward, our society still has a hegemonic reading of what represents are 

standards of beauty. Beauty professionals made their choice: the young lady will long and 

shiny hair is the most beautiful woman in the world.  
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 Even though the public offered an oppositional reading, this election clearly 

demonstrates that a woman is not considered feminine enough if she does not have long 

hair. Still nowadays, hair is such a part of woman’s feminine identity that it would be 

impossible for a woman with no hair to become a beauty queen. This pageant is a perfect 

example of who we are as a society, and how women are perceived with our society. 

Women must fit into our standards of beauty. Women with short hair, and as a 

consequence, women with no hair, are not representative of the female model of beauty.   

 Another example I discussed in chapter three would be the representation of two 

female politicians during the presidential elections both in the United States and France a 

few years back: Hillary Clinton and Ségolène Royal. I believe that, as a result of her short 

haircut, Hillary’s feminine identity was seen as threatening. She was masculinized, not 

only because a woman cannot be beautiful, attractive and powerful at the same time, but 

also because she was wearing a short haircut. As a consequence, she could only be seen 

as powerful. From Mulvey’s perspective, the male gaze cannot be accomplished. The 

phallocentric audience does not gain any pleasure in looking. Mulvey posits that the 

pleasure in looking has been split between active/ male and passive / female. Clearly, 

Hillary is the perfect example of divergence. She does not fit into the passive / female 

category, and I believe that her hair is the most obvious sign of that divergence, since it is 

part of the public sphere. Mulvey goes on by saying:  

 In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and 

 displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that 

 they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness. Woman displayed as sexual 

 object is the leit-motif of erotic spectacle (9)  
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Clearly, Hillary’s is the epitome of the active/female representation. She is, I believe, the 

quintessence of a stronger feminine identity, as she breaks free from the typical 

phallocentric image of female beauty. On the contrary, Ségolène Royal falls into the 

hegemonic reading of what represents the Western standards of beauty. She represents 

Mulvey’s passive/female concept. Her detractors discredited her during her presidential 

campaign, stating that a woman cannot be attractive and govern a country. Royal’s hair 

cut clearly influenced the voters to vote against her. Her long and shiny hair, that she 

would often let loose, did not portray her a manly enough. Her hair appeals to the public 

in a more sexual way.  

 As discussed in chapter one, Judith Butler posits that all gender is a form of drag 

and that it is all a performance. I believe that, while Ségolène is the perfect illustration of 

gender performativity, Hillary, on the contrary, manages to blur the lines and represents 

the antithesis of Butler’s gender’s “performance.” To a certain extent, Hillary has 

managed to “demystify gender’s identity.”   

 

5.2.2. Cultural Meaning of Hair / Hair Loss Due to Chemotherapy 

My second question was as follows: How do women negotiate the cultural 

meaning of hair as a result of undergoing hair loss due to chemotherapy? While 

undergoing chemotherapy, and even after the completion of treatment, women are 

encouraged to “normalize” their look. To understand this need for “normalization,” the 

purpose of my study was to discuss the way women negotiate the cultural meaning of 

hair loss as a result of undergoing chemotherapy, and understand how cancer’s cultural 

effect on women is deeply different from that on men. My purpose was also to study the 
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representation of women in the media and demonstrate their objectification in order to 

please the male viewer.  

 In my first chapter, I wondered: Are women, from an Althusserian point of view, 

condemned to remain outside of the ideological state apparatus? Is she lost in a society 

that categorizes sexes and allows her a limited amount of subjectivity or free agency as 

long as she wears her hair long? Is her subjectivity measured according to the thickness 

of her hair? Does baldness thus engender the loss of "social subjectivity"? The answer to 

all of my questions is yes.  Because I only interviewed women experiencing 

chemotherapy-induced alopecia, my conclusion is that their hair loss is the concretization 

of the illness. They carry the stigma of their illness, and, as a consequence, a cultural 

alienation. The media are full of stereotypes and clichés about what the ideal should look 

like. My research has demonstrated that hair is a major component of what is considered 

female beauty. Therefore, women experiencing hair loss no longer correspond to our 

misogynistic society’s standards of beauty. From Friedan’s perspective, in Feminine 

Mystique, the media construct and perpetuate a certain ideal of feminine beauty that 

alienates women further more. Looking at the fashion magazines, it seems like women 

have no resistance to the cultural industry. Women are asked to follow the trend, and 

anyone not willing to do so is an outsider. Therefore, to be deprived from having a 

beautiful, long, and shiny haircut limit automatically women’s empowerment, not only in 

the male discourse, but also in the female discourse.  

As we have seen, one recurrent motif throughout our history is that the more 

abundant hair is, the more sexual meaning it conveys. A woman without shiny long hair, 

and worse, without any hair at all is considered powerless, unable to seduce. This is a 
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trend that we have witnessed throughout the centuries, but clearly, the new “commodity 

feminism” has turned women into objects, for the benefits of advertisers.  Although we 

have witnessed, within the last twenty years, a growth in the presence and influence of 

women in media behind the scenes, however, women stereotypes continue to thrive in the 

media we consume every day.  

 As I provided a critical history of the phenomenon under investigation, it is clear 

that hair, throughout the ages, has always been an expansion of who we are, and we have 

constantly exhibited an overwhelming preoccupation with our hair. Indeed, embedded 

with many significations (youth, health, illness), hair reflects our state of well-being 

(some people lose their hair partially or totally when they are under stress). In the early 

days of mankind, primitive men were very suspicious and believed both good and bad 

spirits could enter someone's body through their hair. To extirpate the bad spirits, the 

only remedy was to cut the person's hair. Given this belief system, the barber was the 

most important man of the community. Nowadays, we can say that we are facing a quite 

similar belief. Because it is believed that hair exhibits your well-being, some women 

considered their hair unattractive when they feel unattractive, and vice-versa: "because I 

am feeling down today, my hair looks terrible." 

As I have demonstrated, women have had no resistance to the cultural industry, 

and follow the trend, fearing to become an outsider. Whether it is to copy the Monroe 

look, to straighten their hair for women of color, in order to fit into the Caucasian 

standards of beauty, or to cover their hair to respect moral codes, it is evident that women 

obey to beauty codes imposed by a patriarchal society. 
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5.2.3. Cancer, Hair Loss and Femininity in the Media  

My third question was: How do contemporary culture and media represent cancer, 

hair loss and femininity? Patriarchal society governs the media. Women are manipulated 

and the media constantly emphasize on the sexist representation as the only valid one. 

Why is hair so essential to women’s femininity? Where does such pressure to look 

attractive come from? Nowadays, the media definitely play an important role on the trend 

for women to follow. And it seems like the media have been focusing outrageously on the 

seductive power hair, which creates more tension for female patients to look and feel 

attractive. It is because hair is part of the public sphere. This phenomenon is what Wolf 

calls “The beauty myth,” that is images of female beauty used as a weapon to limit 

women’s empowerment. “The beauty myth” emphasized in the media accentuates the 

pressure felt by women to fit in the standard of beauty. As a result, one can only notice 

the superficiality promoted in women’s magazines and the importance placed in long and 

shiny hair, leading to an alienation of the majority of women who do not fit in this 

imposed standard of hair beauty. Nowadays media also reinforce Guy Debord’s concept 

of “society of the spectacle.” Because women are pressured to look a particular way, the 

media work against individuality.  

 Indeed, some ethnographic studies demonstrate that the media, through 

conventional characters, support the idea that women are one woman. It is the reason 

why, according to Walter, we should picture women in their diversity. Hence, it was 

primordial for my research to interview women, in order to understand the importance of 

hair, and hair loss, as individuals rather than as woman.  



154 

 My research confirms that the media, and more recently social media, have 

reinforced the notion that beautiful hair is the expected norm of attractiveness. 

Whether on TV, in magazines, or on the Internet, women crave recognition. Women want 

to fit into the Western standards of beauty, and it starts with their hair. As Rose Weitz 

explains, to be considered attractive, hair should be a certain way, preferably blond and 

long.  

 However, the answers in my interviews also reinforce the idea that the problem 

does not only come from the male gaze, but also the female gaze. In fact, as Berger also 

observes, although the media portray unattainable standards of beauty, it is important to 

note that the media actually respond to the demand of the audience. Would we buy make 

up from someone we don’t find attractive? 

 Hence, I believe that women’s worst enemy is their perpetual search for the 

perfect body, the perfect haircut and the perfect clothes. This search for an unrealistic 

ideal is the reason why the everyday life woman is so unhappy with her own physics.   

Women have completely internalized the male gaze, and unconsciously recreate 

constantly the feminine passive image within the patriarchal order. Mulvey explains: 

 We are still separated by a great gap from important issues for the female 

 unconscious which are scarcely relevant to psychoanalytic theory: the sexing of 

 the female infant and her relationship to the symbolic, the sexuaIly mature women 

 as non-mother, maternity outside the signification of the phallus, the vagina…But, 

 at this point, psychoanalytic theory as it now stands can at lest advance our 

 understanding of the status quo, of the patriarchal order in which we are caught. 

 (7) 
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My research reinforces the concept that women unconsciously accept and reinforce the 

patriarchal order, which is the reason why I also talk about the female gaze. Not only 

women gaze on other women, but they are reinforcing pre-existing patterns, by constantly 

seeking male’s attention. This phenomenon is flagrant on TV shows supposed to target 

women.  

 As discussed in Chapter Three, TV shows like Sex and the City have only shifted 

the “feminine mystique” since the characters basically spend their time thinking about 

men and trying too hard to be “fabulous.” How is it feminist to spend all your money on 

designer clothes? The writers however did a great job introducing the storyline of 

Samantha being diagnosed with cancer. It is this exact element that brought some reality 

to the show. After all, since most viewers are women, it is obvious that a great number of 

them were undergoing chemotherapy and experiencing hair loss at the same moment in 

time. While undergoing chemotherapy, women and even after the completion of 

treatment, women are encouraged to “normalize” their look.  

 In most mainstream texts, the picture of a bald woman who lost her hair due to 

chemotherapy is almost nonexistent and when it does exist, baldness is presented as “a 

condition from which they can recover” (Ucok 67). For that very reason, the actress’s 

depiction as women with the disease play an important role in the cohesion of the cancer 

image in America, highlighting the various options women have when dealing with the 

side effects of cancer and chemotherapy. Diagnosing a popular sitcom character with 

cancer, especially a female character, goes beyond just highlighting options however. It is 

a huge opportunity to help women fighting the disease feel normal by publicly displaying 

their cancer related symptoms, such as hair loss. 
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 In Sex and the City specifically, the purpose was for Samantha to be their voice, 

so that women could relate. And they did, to a certain extent. I strongly believe that, the 

sense of humor in the storyline brought some light to many viewers. Samantha’s strong 

character also brought courage to others, as well as a feeling of “not being alone.” 

However, where the show does not reflect reality is, according to my findings, the 

reacting of the entourage. Samantha’s boyfriend, Smith, is extremely supportive, and 

even shaves his head so show his support. This is particularly unusual, especially 

knowing that he is an actor /model, and his hair is part of the reason why he makes 

money. Therefore, for him to shave his head is a huge sacrifice. I strongly believe that, 

because it is quite unrealistic, some viewers may feel under-appreciated at home, for not 

getting the same amount of support, which could lead to depression.  

 In my introduction, I wondered to what extent does Sex and the City provide a 

realistic and identity affirming portrayal of women facing cancer and, as a result, 

Chemotherapy Induced Alopecia? After discussing Samantha’s storyline and the 

audience’s reaction, it is clear that, no representation of reality can be totally real. To 

watch a show is a way to escape reality, therefore, why should we expect to it to be our 

reality?  

 As Langellier and Peterson explain, it is important for the audience to realize that 

as realistic as the episode appears to be, it remains a fiction based on writers imagination 

and/ or personal experience, and cannot apply to the viewer completely. However, I will 

add that Desperate Housewives has, to my taste, done a better job portraying women 

experiencing Chemotherapy Induced Alopecia. Lynette portrays a strong woman, who is 

struggling to discuss her hair loss with her entourage, even her own children. Viewers 
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have followed her struggling in her intimate life. Her character has managed a quite 

realistic portrayal of a woman’s sexual life while going through chemo and losing her 

hair. Viewers saw her struggling with her femininity and motherhood as well.  This 

reminds us how important it is to address the psychological impact of hair loss.  

 My research has demonstrated that the media further alienate women and 

constantly perpetuate the same ideal of beauty, which is long and shiny hair. What 

women need to see are more characters like Lynette, but in all genres in the media. 

Characters like Lynette should be portrayed, not only in comedy shows, but also on 

dramas, in reality TV shows, TV commercials and on the big screen. Yes, some women 

have criticized some aspects of the show not being realistic enough. But, to its defense, 

comedies are never entirely realistic; whatever aspect of life it is covering. For that 

reason, to see a character struggling with hair loss in different genres of entertainment 

would make a difference.  

 

5.3. Limitations  

 The purpose of this dissertation was to visualize the consequences of the media on 

women with cancer. Therefore, I conducted an ethnographic study, for which I 

interviewed women who had experienced chemotherapy-induced alopecia.  My aim was 

to provide a better understanding of the reason why baldness is often regarded as a 

“deformed” body.  

 The limitations of my study are that I only have focused on women experiencing 

chemotherapy-induced alopecia. A potential drawback of this study could arise from the 

limit to generalizability of the results of my research to women experiencing other kinds 



158 

of alopecia. Future research should focus on women who have been dealing with alopecia 

for a longer period and / or who are facing a life without hair.  

 Another limitation lays in the fact that I only focused on the two comic shows.  

Both Sex and the City and Desperate Housewives are designed to provide humorous 

content, which limited certain aspect of cancer / hair loss portrayal. As a consequence, 

the answers to my questionnaires may not be multi-dimensional enough. Another genre 

of TV show should be studied in the future, such as parenthood on NBC, for example.  

 Finally, although I interviewed white, Latina and African American women, I 

should have added more specific questions for women of color, in order to have a deeper 

understanding of the specifics when they are facing chemotherapy. Because all the 

interviewees answered the same questions, my research focused solely on “women” as a 

whole category, and I failed to analyze the racial implications on women experiencing 

chemotherapy induced alopecia. In other words, although I have discussed the negative 

impact of white standards of beauty on women of color, and the racial implications of 

hair, my questions to the interviewees have targeted women as a homogeneous group, 

rather than, as Radway claims, plural and diverse individuals, or assessing, in Patricia 

Hill Collins’ terms, the intersectionality. For instance, I should have asked African-

American women how they felt about the common idea that black hair is “ugly” and 

“unprofessional.” I should have developed questions, such as whether they feel the need 

to wear a wig or chemically straighten their hair and if yes, why.  

 Hence, the present study has discussed female roles in the media and how these 

female roles were interpreted in the audience. However, it is primordial to note that all 

the female models I have chosen are white. Why did I choose white actresses? It is 
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because white women play the most influential roles and women of colors are 

underrepresented. Unfortunately, the over representation of white female characters 

alienate women of color and, as a consequence, my study was limited in studying 

women’s response as multi-dimensional. In fact, among the fourteen women I 

interviewed, two were African-Americans and three were latinas. Because my 

questionnaires were based on white female characters, my study reflects the hegemonic 

white point of view, and it failed to take into account the race issue. 

As Christine Scodari points out by her article, “Nyota Uhura is Not a White Girl,” 

it is an error to attribute all women findings based on the study of white women (337), 

Because women are not just women, their identity is not one-dimensional. They are also 

to be considered through their race and social status as well. Women should be studied as 

multi-dimensional rather than as women from a hegemonic point of view. It is however 

difficult, since women of color are underrepresented in the media.  

 On September 20th, 2015, Viola Davis made history for becoming the first 

African-American to win the Emmy for Outstanding Lead Actress in a Drama. When 

Davis came on stage to accept her prize, she gave an inspirational speech and started by 

quoting Harriet Tubman: “In my mind, I see a line. I see green fields and lovely flowers 

and beautiful white women with their arms stretched out to me over that line. But I can’t 

seem to get there nor how. I can’t seem to get over that line.” Davis also added:  

The only thing that separates women of color from anyone else is opportunity. 

You cannot with an Emmy for roles that are simply not there. So here’s to the all 

the writers, the awesome people that are Ben Sherwood, Paul Lee, Peter Nowalk, 
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Shonda Rhimes, people who have redefined what it means to be beautiful, to be 

sexy, to be a leading woman, to be black.  

The limitations in my study are indeed the mirror of the lack of portrayal of women of 

color in the media. This is one of the reasons why Viola Davis’ acting in How to Get 

Away with Murder is so powerful. Very few black women on TV are wearing their 

natural hair. It is considered the norm for African-American women to either wear a wig, 

or use a chemical relaxer, as a result of the pressure of white standards of beauty, 

claiming that natural black hair is ugly or unprofessional. Therefore, Viola Davis felt the 

need to accentuate the difference between her character’s public and private life.  It was 

her decision, as she explains, to film a scene where she removes her make up, fake 

eyelashes, and her wig: 

There was something for me that I didn’t buy about Annalise in private. It felt like 

who she was in private had to be diametrically opposed to who she was in public. 

And so in order to do that, I felt like I had to physically take the wig off. I mean, I 

have no eyebrows. I have eyelashes that I put on, and there was something 

extremely vulnerable about that act – and I know it seems like a very simple act at 

the end of the day – but for me, that simple act really surmounted to something 

very powerful in the end, because what it was something being very, very private 

in public, which is absolutely the cornerstone of what we do as artists. (Karlin 

“Viola”) 

What is interesting is that Viola Davis is the one who decided to film that scene. A few 

years ago, she had already opened up about her struggle with alopecia. Therefore, her 

taking off her wig was liberating and powerful for herself, and for all African-American 
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women struggling with self-acceptance. She also said about her character:  “…Because 

who Annalise is in public is a big fat lie, and we have to see her taking off the armor, 

which is so thick, it becomes all the more dramatic when she removes it, and you see all 

the pain.” This statement resumes perfectly the overall feeling African-American women 

have been experiencing, living in a society controlled by white women standards of 

beauty. To have to constantly wear a wig to fit those standards can be felt as a lie.  Viola 

Davis feels that women of color are hiding behind an armor, and she felt the need to 

remove the armor, so viewers could see her (and Annalise) true self.  

In light of all this, intersectional analysis becomes even more necessary. Further 

research should recruit a more diverse subject pool and questions should be added for all 

subjects to answer in order to account for intersectional differences." Furthermore, more 

careful analysis of the differences between the responses of white subjects and those of 

other races/ethnicities should be performed. Since African-American women struggle 

with the ways in which the standards of white femininity position them in terms of their 

hair even without losing their hair due to chemotherapy, the differences in their responses 

would be especially telling: could it mean that the prospect of losing their hair would not 

be as overwhelming?   

 

5.4. Future Research  

 When I underwent chemotherapy, my entourage told me to get a nice wig that 

looks natural and pretend that I was not experiencing any physical alteration. Sometimes, 

I would even feel guilty and vain to worry about something so trivial as hair when other 

people were faced with more serious, life-threatening health issues. "It's just hair" I told 



162 

myself over and over. But hair is more than just hair. It is no coincidence that is referred 

to as our "crowning glory?” That is the reason why I decided to do this study. Because 

without hair, woman lose an important tool for expressing whom they are or how they 

feel. Many women feel guilty for caring so much about their hair when there are more 

serious problems in the world.  

 Women with hair loss should not feel guilty for mourning their hair loss. As we 

lose our hair we feel like we're losing part of ourselves. As my research demonstrated, 

mild to severe depression is common for women experiencing excessive hair loss. And 

the only advice they are given is to "learn to live with it," or, even worse, completely 

dismayed by the medical field. 

  Although I was given the same advice, I didn't follow it. Instead I decided to do 

something about it. Believing that "knowledge is power" I armed myself with 

information, and decided to write a dissertation on “the problem that has no name,” 

according to Friedan, in my case, hair loss and its impact on women’s identity.  

 Taking control of the situation helps to alleviate the associated depression. 

Learning how other people helped their hair loss creates hope and determination. I 

believe that women should talk about the links between hair loss, anxiety and depression 

and get a more balanced view of feminine beauty in the media. 

 Because we live in a media society, as Walters puts it, we cannot underestimate 

its power. Donna Haraway believes that many dualisms have been persistent in our 

western traditions. These dualisms are linked to a system of logic that isolates the 

“other.” (“Cyborg Manifesto”). The idea of a “theorized” body contributes to a better 

understanding of the post-modern debate on the female body being colonized by the 
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media. Therefore, women need to re-appropriate the media and re-create their image, the 

message.  

 Recently, The Conservative MP Nadine Dories talked about her thinning hair on 

National TV, which is a step forward to openly discuss women who are struggling with 

this taboo. As a society, we need to work harder to deconstruct the one size-fits-all image 

of female beauty and the beauty industry that so many women feel they have to live up 

to. Shampoo advertising featuring celebrities with glossy manes (often enhanced with 

hair extensions) can prey on girls’ low self-esteem and poor self-image, even if their hair 

is not thinning.  

 Finally, I strongly believe that women not only must deconstruct Haraway’s 

dualism, Butler’s gender performance, Wolf’s beauty myth, or Mulvey’s male gaze, but 

they only must shift the female gaze. After my research and interviews, I came to the 

conclusion that the male gaze is not the only issue women are facing. It is also the way 

women look at each other and what they expect from each other. I think that women have 

created a female gaze, and that this gaze is not targeting men, but other women. Women 

are contributing to their own objectification. They are the ones keeping Walter’s Material 

Girls alive.  Guy Debord has talked in the 1960’s about women’s images being “man-

made.” While I agree that our misogynistic society has created and emphasized the male / 

female dichotomy throughout the ages, I strongly believe that women are not ready, or 

haven’t done enough to brake that vicious circle. It is mostly young women who are 

obsessed with Kim Kardashian’s curves, beautiful long hair and fake lips.  

 Women must be willing to resist to the culture industries, resist following the 

trends, and take the risk to become outsiders. Because it is only then that outsiders will 
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become the norm. It is only then that we will face cancer without fear of losing our hair.  

With that being said, within the past three or four years, we have seen the emergence of a 

new kind of female characters: characters willing to resist the cultural norm.  Some call 

them the new anti-feminist characters. In fact, series such as Girls, Orange is the New 

Black, Homeland and Nurse Jackie, have developed a different kind of female characters, 

portraying “real” women. Let’s discuss Orange is the New Black. I believe that this series 

is groundbreaking, as it portrays women as plural: the characters are black, white, Latina 

and Asian. They are also of different body shapes and sexual orientations, with the 

portrayal of lesbian relationships, and a transgender woman. One of the characters of 

Orange is the New Black, Rosa Cisneros, is battling cancer. Her character does not seem 

to fear cancer (terminal cancer) or even care a bit about being bald. Not once do we see 

her trying to improve her appearance (like Samantha would do). In one episode called 

“Lesbian request denied” (directed by Jodie Foster), the audience even sees her plucking 

tit hair in her cell. This rawness may disgust some, but, more than that, the baldness and 

the tit hair plucking is what real women are.   

 I believe that Orange is the New Black is groundbreaking because it portrays 

women without artifice, women who represent the norm. And the success of Girls, 

Orange is the New Black, Homeland and Nurse Jackie, makes me hopeful that women 

are more ready than even to accept themselves for who they are, being willing to become 

“outsiders” and therefore becoming part of the norm. To a certain degree, one may posit 

that these series also deconstruct the gender binaries, or, as Butler describes it, gender 

performativity. These characters offer a way to move beyond the theories of the male 

gaze and rarely embody an inanimate object for men’s viewing pleasure. 
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However, as much as these new shows are groundbreaking, the main characters 

remain white. As I mentioned in my “limitations,” it is primordial to clear the gap 

between women and stop classifying them as “women,” in order to incorporate the 

question of intersectionality within “women.” Future research should be focusing on 

women as multi-dimensional. The aspect of intersectionality within the group of women 

is under-represented in this study, due to the lack of black female characters undergoing 

chemotherapy. A few years ago, Robin Roberts talked about cancer and hair loss in the 

media and became a role model for African-American women. However, Roberts 

remains a rare occurrence and more women of color should perform, in order to echo the 

diversity within women. It is only then that future research will be able to diversify their 

topics and interview women of color from a new perspective, not from the white, 

hegemonic one.  Lastly, further research should recruit a more diverse subject pool and 

questions should be added for all subjects to answer in order to account for intersectional 

differences. 

With that being said, mentalities and the global perception about hair loss seem to 

take a turn for the best. We are seeing more and more women, both in the media and in 

our everyday life, taking a stand against women’s objectification. Numerous women seek 

to break free from the white standards of beauty and claim that being bald is okay.  

 Country singer Kellie Pickler is a great example. In 2012, Kellie shaved her head 

in an act of solidarity with her childhood best friend, Summer Miller, who was fighting 

breast cancer. Kellie made the heartfelt gesture on Good Morning America, shedding all 

of her long blonde hair. Kellie also went on the The Ellen DeGeneres Show and talked 

about it: "I will be honest with you, I was a little nervous and she was too. (We thought), 
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'I hope we don't have some crazy birthmark or wart or mole or something' . . . but we had 

fun." She also claimed that shaving off all her hair in honor of her friend was "one of the 

most incredible days of my life," and concluded that “it is just hair!” (Chen “Kellie”).  

Such wonderful stories, which are actually more and more common, help 

demystify the idea that hair is an extension of our soul, and reinforce the notion that 

women are beautiful, with or without it.  
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Appendix A. Consent Form 

Please read this consent form and, if you agree to participate, sign it by hitting “reply” 
and then printing your name and the date in the spaces provided below. Send back the 
email. I will send you a questionnaire with further instructions. Print a copy of the email 
you receive with the questionnaire as it will include a copy of the signed consent form for 
your records. 
 
1) Title of Research Study: History of Hair: A Cultural Perspective 
 
2) Investigator: Dr. Christine Scodari 
    Co-investigator: Céline Guillerm, doctoral student 
 
3) Purpose: The research will explore why baldness is perceived so negatively within our 
Western societal values, and why it has a dramatic impact on women's lives, bodies, and 
souls, when they, in our study case, undergo chemotherapy.  
 
4) Procedures: If they sign and return this consent form, participants will receive a 
questionnaire in return. They will complete the questionnaire by computer, which 
includes questions that require open-ended answers. Participants are free to omit any 
items they choose. They are expected to complete the questionnaire within 30 to 45 
minutes. Participants will return completed questionnaire by email. Responses may be 
(confidentially) counted, characterized, and/ or quoted in articles for presentation and /or 
publication.  
 
5) Risks: The risks involved with participation in this study are no more than one would 
experience in regular daily activities, such as the slight embarrassment that might occur 
when the participant discusses her physical appearance and / or illness with others.  
 
6) Benefits: The study will enlighten participants about the important role of hair in 
determining a woman’s identity. It will also reveal the mix messages sent by the media 
regarding baldness and cancer.    
 
7) Data Collection and Storage: Participants will only be identified by their demographic 
information and/or pseudonyms in presentations and publications. The completed 
questionnaires and consent forms will be printed out, kept separate, and both will be kept 
in a secure room or office belonging to the investigator. The emails in which the 
questionnaires and consent forms were received will be deleted.  
 
8) Consent Information: For related problems or questions regarding your rights as a 
subject, the Division of Research of Florida Atlantic University can be contacted at (561) 
297-0777. For other questions, you should call the principal investigator, Dr. Christine 
Scodari (scodari@fau.edu) or Céline Guillerm (CGuiller@fau.edu). 
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9) Consent Statement: By signing my name below, I attest that I understand the above 
information, that I am above 18 years old, and that I voluntarily consent to participate in 
the study conducted by Dr. Christine Scodari, and Céline Guillerm, doctoral student.  
 
 
Signature of Subject (print name and date below) 
 
 
Name:         Date 
 
 
Signature of Investigator: Christine Scodari    Date 
 
Signature of co-Inverstigator: Céline Guillerm  Date 
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Appendix B. Questionnaire One (Internet) 

First, some questions about your diagnosis and treatments. 

 
In what year were you diagnosed with cancer?  
 
What type of cancer did you have?  
 
Did you undergo: 
 
Chemotherapy   �   radiotherapy           �       both  � 
 
What word would best describe your reaction to the word cancer when first diagnosed? 
 
What word would best describe your reaction to the word chemo when first diagnosed? 
 
Before losing your hair, did you consider covering it? 
 
Yes       �                   No        �                       Maybe      � 
 
With: 
 
Scarf     �                       Hat      �                        wig      �                        + all        �    
 
To what extent did you lose your hair? 
 
Partially   � Completely  � 
 
Did you lose it… 
 
Gradually?  � All of a sudden? � 
 
When you realized you were losing your hair, did you decide… 
 
To take action and shave them preemptively? � 
 
To “wait and see”? � 
 
What word would best describe your reaction to hair loss? 
 
 
 
Make a list of the side effects you experienced while undergoing chemotherapy, ranking 
them from the most painful and/ or disruptive, to the most “acceptable.” 
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1- 
2- 
3- 
4- 
5- 
 
Using three adjectives, describe how your entourage (family and friends) reacted to your 
diagnosis. 
 
1- 
2- 
3- 
 
Using three adjectives, describe how your entourage (family and friends) reacted to your 
hair loss. 
 
1- 
2- 
3- 
 
Do you think hair loss altered the way your entourage (family and friends) looked at you? 
 
Yes             �                        No         �    
 
Explain your answer:  
 
 
 
 
 
Did baldness require you to redefine feminine attractiveness? 
 
Yes   �   No  � 
 
For those of you who chose not to wear a wig, did choosing baldness allow you to 
redefine your situation as rebelliousness, rather than just making the best of a bad 
situation? 
 
Yes   �   No  � 
 
Can baldness become a sense of pride and attractiveness? 
 
Yes  �   No  � 
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Further comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Did you experience another form of loss due to cancer and/ or chemotherapy? If yes, 
explain which one and describe the way it did (or did not) alter your life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hair and its meaning 
 
Do you believe hair is a community affair? 
Yes   �    No  � 
 
If yes, do you think we can still be part of the community when bald? 
 
Yes   �    No  � 
 
Using 300 words or less, explain your answer: 
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The pressure of hair  
 
Using a Likert-type scale provided below, how would you measure the pressure you used 
to feel over your hair, before treatment? (circle your answer, 1 being the lowest and 10 
the highest) 
 
1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10  
 
Do you think women’s hair has a great sexual value? 
Yes   �   No  � 
 
If yes, using a Likert-type scale provided below, how important would you consider this 
value to be? (circle your answer, 1 being the lowest and 10 the highest) 
 1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10  
 
Do you think women’s breast has a great sexual value? 
Yes   �   No  � 
 
If yes, using a Likert-type scale provided below, how important would you consider this 
value to be? (circle your answer, 1 being the lowest and 10 the highest) 
 1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10  
 
Did baldness affect your ability to seduce? 
Yes        �       No  � 
 
Did another physical alteration affect you ability to seduce?  
Yes        �       No  � 
 
Using 300 words or less, explain your answer: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Influence of the media 
Do you think women’s appearance should be central to women’s identity?  
Yes   �   No  � 
 
In Seventeen magazine, more than 20% of ads are devoted to hairstyle and hair products. 
Do you think it reflects the importance hair has on your everyday life? 
Yes            �                  No  � 
 
Do you think the media portray women with cancer accurately? 
Yes   �   No  � 
Why? 
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In Pretty Woman, the character played by Julia Roberts changes clothes and hairstyles 
and as a result metamorphoses from a streetwalker (as a blond) into someone who can 
marry a millionaire (as a red hair). 
Do you agree that changing our hair changes our identity? 
Yes         �   No  � 
 
When Keri Russell from the show Felicity cut off her long and curly hair short, many 
female viewers decided they would not watch the show anymore. Rating plummeted and 
the network was inundated with angry letters from fans and Keri was asked to wear hair 
extensions.  
Do you identify with the female viewers who could not identify with Keri’s short hair 
cut? 
Yes   �   No  � 
 
Using 300 words or less, explain your position regarding hair change = identity change. 
 
 
 
In Sex and the City, do you believe that the characters embody this believe that hair = 
identity? 
Yes  �   No  � 
 
Miranda’s short red hair portrays her as angry, while Samantha’s blondness emphasizes 
on her sexual activities, and Charlotte’s elegant brunette hair marks her as a sweet 
woman.  
Do you believe that this show liberated women or, on the contrary, do you believe that it 
just reinforced many stereotypes and alienated them even more?  
 
 
What would you make of Carrie’s hair = identity?  
 
 
In Sex and the City, the character of Samantha is diagnosed with Breast cancer.  
While giving a talk at a breast cancer benefit party, she removes her wig, and so do many 
women in the assistance. The reaction at this episode was overwhelming. Many women 
felt that this scene was very empowering and that Samantha was courageous and looked 
fabulous.  
Do you agree? 
Yes       �    No  � 
 
Explain your answer: 
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When Samantha starts losing her hair, she decides to shave her head.  Her boyfriend 
Smith shaves as well. Did you recognize yourself in this scene? 
Yes  �   No  � 
 
Did someone of your entourage shave their head, thinking you would feel better? 
Yes   �   No  � 
 
Did you actually feel better? 
Yes   �    No  � 
 
Further comments:  
 
 
 
Jade Goody  
Are you familiar with Jade Goody and her series of self-portrayed “Jade with cancer 
documentary”? Jade Goody is a 27 year old English celebrity who appeared on the 
program “Big brother.” After being diagnosed with bowel, then ovarian and more 
recently uterus cancer, her cancer has spread and she was given a few weeks to live. She 
gave her permission for cameras to follow her everywhere and to basically “watch her 
die.” Although many have critiqued an obvious voyeurism towards Jade’s death, others 
believe she managed to promote early screening among women. She also discusses hair 
loss and many videos are available on the internet about Jade losing her hair. 
Jade Goody got married without a wig, stating that she looked just fine with her bald 
head. Do you think Jade May have helped other women in coping with hair loss and 
baldness? 
Yes    �   No  � 
 
Do you think this media coverage can help people understand the distress caused by hair 
loss, or on the contrary, do you believe the media frantic coverage of Jade is disturbing? 
 
 
 
 
Are there any other media representations of women with cancer not mentioned above 
that you would like to discuss? If so, what did you think of them? 
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Now, some questions about you: 
 
What is your appropriate age? 
 
18-24     25-34    35-49       50-59    60+  
 
What is your nationality? 
 
What is your race/ ethnicity? 
 
Asian  � African / Black  � Native American  �  European / White � 
Latino  � Multiracial � Other  � 
 
What is your highest degree of education? (click one) 
 
Less than high school   � High school graduate � Some college  � 
College graduate          � Master’s degree  �  Doctoral degree � 
 
Do you consider yourself: 
Working class   � 
Middle class  � 
Wealthy  � 
 
Anything to add? 
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Appendix C. Questionnaire Two (Interviews) 

First, some questions about your diagnosis and treatments 
 
In what year were you diagnosed with cancer?  
 
What type of cancer did you have?  
 
What kind of treatment did you undergo?  
 
What word would best describe your reaction to the word “cancer” when first diagnosed? 
 
What word would best describe your reaction to the word “chemotherapy” when first 
diagnosed? 
 
Before losing your hair, did you consider covering it? 
 
To what extent did you lose your hair? 
 
When you realized you were losing your hair, did you decide to take action and shave 
them preemptively, or to “wait and see”?  
 
What word would best describe your reaction to hair loss? 
 
What are the side effects you experienced while undergoing chemotherapy? Which one 
was the most painful and disruptive? 
 
Do you think hair loss altered the way your entourage (family and friends) looked at you? 
Why?  
 
Did baldness require you to redefine feminine attractiveness? Why? 
 
Do you think baldness can become a sense of pride and attractiveness? Why? 
 
The pressure of hair 
 
Using a Likert-type scale, how would you measure the pressure you used to feel over 
your hair, before treatment? 
Do you think women’s hair has a great sexual value? 
If yes, using a Likert-type scale, how important would you consider this value to be? 
Did baldness affect your ability to seduce? 
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Influence of the media 
 
Do you think women’s appearance should be central to women’s identity?   Why? 
In Seventeen magazine, more than 20% of ads are devoted to hairstyle and hair products. 
Do you think it reflects the importance hair has on your everyday life? 
In Pretty Woman, the character played by Julia Roberts changes clothes and hairstyles 
and as a result metamorphoses from a streetwalker (as a blond) into someone who can 
marry a millionaire (as a red hair). 
Do you think that changing our hair changes our identity? 
If I tell you: “hair change = identity change,” what would you say? 
In Sex and the City, do you believe that the characters embody this believe that hair = 
identity? 
Miranda’s short red hair portrays her as angry, while Samantha’s blondness emphasizes 
on her sexual activities, and Charlotte’s elegant brunette hair marks her as a sweet 
woman.  
Do you believe that this show liberated women or, on the contrary, do you believe that it 
just reinforced many stereotypes and alienated them even more?  
What would you make of Carrie’s hair = identity?  
When Samantha starts losing her hair, she decides to shave her head.  Her boyfriend 
Smith shaves as well. Did you recognize yourself in this scene? 
Did someone of your entourage shave their head, thinking you would feel better?  
 
Jade Goody  
Are you familiar with Jade Goody and her series of self-portrayed “Jade with cancer 
documentary”? Jade Goody is a 27 year old English celebrity who appeared on the 
program “Big brother.” After being diagnosed with bowel, then ovarian and more 
recently uterus cancer, her cancer has spread and she was given a few weeks to live. She 
gave her permission for cameras to follow her everywhere and to basically “watch her 
die.” Although many have critiqued an obvious voyeurism towards Jade’s death, others 
believe she managed to promote early screening among women. She also discusses hair 
loss and many videos are available on the internet about Jade losing her hair. 
Jade Goody got married without a wig, stating that she looked just fine with her bald 
head. Do you think Jade May have helped other women in coping with hair loss and 
baldness?  
Do you think this media coverage can help people understand the distress caused by hair 
loss, or on the contrary, do you believe the media frantic coverage of Jade is disturbing? 
Are there any other media representations of women with cancer not mentioned above 
that you would like to discuss? If so, what did you think of them? 
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Appendix D. Socio-Demographic and Treatment Characteristics of Interviewees 

Measure    Number 
Age  
Under 40     4 
Over 40      10 
         
Ethnicity 
White     9 
Black      2 
Latina      3 
Asian      None 
         
Education 
Less than high school    None 
High school graduate   4 
Some college    4 
College graduate          4 
Master’s degree    2 
Doctoral degree   None 
 
Social status 
Working class   5 
Middle class 7 
Wealthy 2 
         
Adjuvant therapy 

Chemotherapy   5 
Radiation    None 
Combination Chemo/radiation 9 
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Appendix E. Side Effect and Reaction to Cancer Treatments 

What word would describe your 
reaction to hair loss? 

What were the most painful / 
disruptive side effects of 
chemotherapy? 

Raging 
Resigned 
Scared 
Depressed 

Hair loss 
Nausea  
Fatigue  
Memory loss 
Weight gain 
Pain 
Ugliness 
Nail loss 

 
Describe how your family and friends 
reacted to your diagnosis  

Describe how your family and friends 
reacted to your hair loss 

Support 
encouraging 
astonished   
pity 
calm 
disbelief 
 

Pity 
naivety 
unimportant  
indifferent   
laughing  
disbelief 
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