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In March 2013, Unilever Israel, owner of the Dove brand of personal beauty prod-
ucts, launched a new campaign that called for mothers and their adolescent daughters
to talk with one another about the issue of self-esteem and body image. The cam-
paign was based on perceptions regarding the centrality of the mother–daughter rela-
tionship both in the context of girls’ body image and identity development (Maor,
2012) and as a unique site in which girls learn what proper femininity and the proper
feminine appearance are (Borello, 2006). The campaign, which lasted for 6 months,
was run primarily on two Internet platforms targeted at women: Onlife (http://www
.onlife.co.il) and Saloona (http://saloona.co.il/ishamulmaraa). Saloona and Onlife are
content and current events sites for women that deal with a wide variety of issues,
such as society, economics, politics, fashion, food, and gossip. Although the sites’
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basic orientation is toward liberal feminism, they nevertheless convey contradictory
messages—a feature that they would appear to share with women’s magazines (Gill,
2007). The campaign on the Onlife site included six videos of interviews with moth-
ers and their adolescent daughters, and was described as “bringing together mothers
and daughters from across the country and confronting them with the questions that
concern all of us daily, the matter of self-esteem and what we consider to be beauti-
ful.” The Saloona site featured 15 coauthored posts by mothers and their adolescent
daughters under the heading “We are Two: Mother–Daughter Blogs,” along with five
posts by adult women.

The Israeli campaign was part of the global “Campaign for Real Beauty” launched
by Unilever in 2004. That year an Israeli campaign entitled “Real Women” aimed at
generating social change with respect to existing stereotypes about women. Specif-
ically, it sought to broaden narrow and unhealthy images of feminine beauty; to
encourage public discourse around the issue; and to help women feel more confident
about their beauty (Lachover & Barak-Brandes, 2009). The Dove Campaign for Real
Beauty is an example of the growing trend for commodity activism, in which brands
serve as arenas for social activism. Over the past several years, the Dove campaign has
attracted the attention of feminist scholars, who have attempted to understand the
complex nature of the links between popular messages of social change, feminism,
and consumerism (Dye, 2009; Gill, 2007; Johnston & Taylor, 2008; Lachover &
Barak-Brandes, 2009; Lovgren, 2012; Murray, 2013, 2014). The main contention of
these scholars is that the campaign actually reinforces the oppressive hegemony of
the ideology of female beauty in order to encourage the purchase of beauty products,
thereby increasing the corporation’s profits.

Offering a different perspective, Banet-Weiser’s (2012) analysis of the culture of
capitalist branding challenges the traditional dichotomy between the commercial and
inauthentic versus the noncommercial and authentic, arguing instead that marketers
use social media to construct “authentic” relations with consumers that help to
develop the brand. In Banet-Weiser’s analysis of the Dove campaign, she shows
how practices introduced in the campaign—such as the creation of online content
by users (“interactive subjects,” p. 56) on the corporation’s website—blur the lines
between marketers and consumers, or between sellers and buyers. She argues that
consumers have been made into active partners in constructing the Dove brand,
while at the same time serving as agents of female self-empowerment. The campaign
thus resonates with a feminist viewpoint that calls for empowering women worldwide
and giving them a voice and the ability to express themselves.

The Israeli Dove campaign under analysis here is based mainly on discussions
between ordinary mothers and daughters that are presented in online videos and
blogs, which are forms of expression that are ostensibly personal while actually being
produced by advertisers. Interestingly, the campaign is not centered around the
individual female consumer but rather the reciprocal mother–daughter relationship,
which is viewed as a useful context in which to build up daughters’ self-esteem and
positive body image. Based on discourse analysis of the campaign on the two online
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platforms, this article thus examines the way in which the campaign reflects and
constructs the role of mother–daughter relations in structuring girls’ body image.
Drawing on Banet-Weiser’s approach, we also critically explore the capitalist and
postfeminist culture that forms the context of this online campaign.

The following article proceeds in three parts. First, we will describe the Dove cam-
paign and situate it within the context of feminist critique and also with regard to
Banet-Weiser’s critical analysis of the campaign through the lens of brand culture. As
the Dove campaign focuses on girls’ body image and the role of mother–daughter
relations in the construction of a positive body image among the former, we will then
provide some feminist perspective on girls, body and media. Second, we will analyze
the campaign using discourse analysis technique and provide critical examination of
the messages in the Dove campaign in Israel regarding the role of mother–daughter
relations in constructing the body image of teenage girls. Drawing on Banet-Weiser,
we explore how discussions between mothers and daughters comprise a new sphere
in which the branding process is carried out.

Mother–daughter relations, brand culture, and authenticity

The Dove campaign: A feminist critique
The Dove campaign was based on research commissioned by the corporation. Their
study found that women have a poor body image (Etcoff, Orbach, Scott, & D’Agostino,
2004) and suggested that there was great marketing potential in appealing to women
who were seeking a different philosophy of beauty. Based on these findings, Dove
launched its Real Beauty campaign across the globe, including in Israel. The goal of
the campaign, which was disseminated over traditional as well as new media, was to
challenge dominant perceptions of beauty and to portray real women. Although the
campaign was rolled out in more or less the same way throughout the world, it was
adapted to the cultural sensitivities of each country and disseminated over traditional
as well as new media.

Cultural feminist writings about the ideology of beauty and its cultural influences
have questioned whether the Real Beauty campaign is indeed feminist and whether its
goal is really to change cultural perceptions and gender norms. Feminist studies have
claimed that the campaign reflects the commercialization of feminism—termed “con-
sumer feminism” (Johnston & Taylor, 2008)—or feminist marketing rhetoric (Duffy,
2010), which involves harnessing the cultural power of feminism for commercial pur-
poses and thus de-politicizing feminist messages (Murray, 2013, 2014). Scholars have
also argued that the Real Beauty campaign transmits an individualist message of the
necessity to improve oneself, thus expressing a postfeminist ideology that is discon-
nected from the feminist program of bringing about structural and collective change
(Dye, 2009; Murray, 2014). As mentioned above, Banet-Weiser (2012) analyzed the
Dove campaign through the lens of brand culture, offering a critical analysis of the
authenticity embedded in it.
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Branding the authentic
According to Banet-Weiser (2012), brands and advertisements are about culture
as much as they are about economics. This is especially the case in a digital media
environment where viral ads, guerrilla marketing, online consumer campaigns
and competitions, and user feedback mechanisms enable corporations to script
advertising messages that feel distinctly noncommercial, and therefore authentic.
Banet-Weiser explores spaces that have been historically considered “authentic”—
such as religion, creativity, politics, and the self—and that have recently and increas-
ingly been reformed as branded spaces, arguing that brand strategists strive to build
loyal relationships between products and consumers, relationships that must be
constantly nurtured (p. 59).

Banet-Weiser concludes that despite the social change rhetoric that frames much
commodity activism, including the Real Beauty campaign, the empowerment that
it aims at is most often personal and individual. In the case of Dove, the politics
embraced by the company involve gender and self-esteem. Dove did not invent the
discourse of female self-empowerment, but the company most certainly retools it in
the service of brand culture and commodity activism. Thus, Dove positions itself as
the tool and platform through which women and girls can not only become empow-
ered at the individual level, but also through which they can become social activists
as well (Banet-Weiser, 2012).

Feminist perspective on girls, the body and media
The Dove campaign focuses on girls’ body image and the role of mother–daughter
relations in the construction of a positive body image among the former. The feminist
social constructivist perspective on girls and the body sees the individual both as a
product of the social order and as producing it (Frost, 2005). From this perspective,
girlhood is not determined by biological or psychological processes but is socially
constructed, anchored in historic, material, and discursive contexts (Aapola, Gonick,
& Harris, 2005), with the media constituting a major source of the messages that define
it (Carter, 2012). Feminist critiques of the media focus on the ways in which media
representations of women glorify their appearance at the expense of other attributes.
Indeed, they argue that the media structure dominant cultural standards of beauty,
emphasizing the young, White, thin, and “perfect” feminine body instead of referring
to a variety of attributes and putting forward diverse representations of femininity.
Girls and women are thus driven to try and adapt themselves to an ideal of beauty that
is, in practice, unattainable (Lemish, 1998; Wolf, 1991). These hegemonic discussions
of the body generate a sense of “otherness” for the innumerable girls who do not fit the
ideal representations. Girls are therefore likely to develop problems with their body
image, to the point of hating their bodies (Frost, 2005).

Feminist critiques also focus on the contradictory messages girls receive con-
cerning their body. On one hand, there is an acceptance of traditional discourses
of feminine modesty and sexual victimization, while on the other hand, there is
the ever-intensifying sexual objectification of women and teenage girls by popular
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culture (Durham, 2008; Gill, 2007; Jackson & Vares, 2011) that encourages girls to
treat their body as an object for others’ esthetic use and pleasure and to constantly
improve their physical appearance (Aapola et al., 2005).

Mother–daughter relations and the development of self-esteem and body image
As noted, the Dove campaign presents mother–daughter discussions on the issue
of self-esteem and body image. The campaign is thus based on existing percep-
tions regarding the centrality of mother–daughter relations in the context of the
development of girls’ body image and identity (Maor, 2012). Studies in this field
acknowledge that these relationships constitute a unique site in which young women
learn about “proper” femininity and the appropriate feminine look (Borello, 2006).
Social learning theorists believe that girls learn to be like their mothers by means
of the encouragement and positive reinforcement they receive when imitating their
mothers’ behavior, a process they call modeling (Boyd, 1989). In contrast, psycho-
analytical approaches (e.g., Chodorow, 1974) highlight the personal identification
between mother and daughter, expressed, inter alia, in a lack of physical separation
and in the mother’s view of her daughter’s body as an extension and reflection of
her own (Orbach, 1993). Mothers feel they have a responsibility to pass on cultural
norms regarding appearance to their daughters, yet they are also interested in helping
their daughters avoid the oppressive dictates of beauty (Friedman, 2011).1 Nichter,
for instance (cited in Friedman, 2011), maintains that mothers who do not surrender
to this ideal of feminine beauty convey a message to their daughters that reduces
conflict and creates a proximity and alliance between them. When the dialogue
between mothers and daughters is not subject to the uncompromising and oppressive
ideal, it can be more intimate and personal.

Most studies in the field focus on the vulnerability of mothers and daughters to
hegemonic messages regarding the female body. However, as many contemporary
studies have shown, while women do succumb to cultural pressures with respect to
their bodies, they also display independence, strength, and resistance, albeit within the
confines of the cultural structure (Borello, 2006; Maor, 2012). Thus, for instance, some
mothers encourage their daughters to find their own form of liberated expression
(Friedman, 2011). This would appear to be the case with the Dove mother–daughter
campaign in Israel, which is based on the assumption that mother–daughter relations
can be liberating and empowering and can be a source of resistance to the oppressive
ideology of feminine beauty. The current analysis thus offers a critical examination of
the messages in the Dove campaign in Israel regarding the role of mother–daughter
relations in constructing the body image of teenage girls. Drawing on Banet-Weiser,
we explore how discussions between mothers and daughters comprise a new sphere
in which the branding process is carried out.

Analyzing Dove’s mother–daughter campaign

The research corpus included all items published on the two websites that hosted
the campaign during the period March to August 2013.2 Three types of item were
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included: (a) six videos posted on the Onlife site, documenting interviews with
mothers and their adolescent daughters; (b) 15 joint posts by mothers and their
adolescent daughters on the Saloona site; (c) five posts by adult women. Each type of
item has its own particular attributes. The videos were professionally produced and
were based on separate interviews with a mother and her daughter, which were then
edited together with captions such as “mother–daughter,” “body image,” and “what
is beauty?” Each video also included still photos of the mother or daughter, showing
the mother’s childhood or deepening our acquaintance with the daughter (she might
be shown playing a musical instrument, riding a horse, or the like). Some of the
joint mother–daughter posts on the Saloona site were penned by women who write
regularly for the site or other online arenas together with their daughters. For the
most part the photos that accompanied the posts were not professional. The texts were
varied in their style, though their language tended to be colloquial and they were not
professionally edited. The other five posts on Saloona were written by adult women,
some of them regular contributors to the site, and were illustrated with drawings of the
female body.3

All items were subjected to discourse analysis (Gill, 2000). Each of the researchers
analyzed all of the materials in the corpus, and the analyses were then merged. In
the next stage, we identified four main categories that emerged from the texts in
answer to the research question. After rereading the texts, we extracted examples
relevant to each category. For each category, we examined whether the mothers’
discourse differed from that of the daughters, and whether these discourses were
uniform or diverse. We also investigated whether there were any differences between
the corpus sites. Particular emphasis was placed on revealing different and con-
tradictory aspects in the discourse. Our analysis also included reference to what
was not apparent or explicitly stated, for what is missing in a discourse can be as
significant as what is present (Gill, 2000). Based upon Banet-Weiser’s theoretical
approach, we show that the campaign’s text is not merely another product of market-
ing, because digital platforms such as these blur the boundaries between advertiser
and content producer, between marketer and consumer, and between the authentic
and the phony. Hence, we examine the discourse on body image as reflected in
the Dove campaign by critically observing its contexts and the boundaries of its
authenticity.

The analysis included all the visual and audio elements in the various items. The
visual analysis, conducted by both researchers in parallel, was more significant for the
videos. Along the lines of Barthes’s semiotic analysis (Barthes, 1977), we generated
the most denotative description possible of the visual images and used it to exam-
ine who and what was being portrayed, what the distance was between the depicted
individuals, whether there was contact between them, and, if so, what the nature of
this contact was. We then attempted to infer what connotative message was con-
veyed by the visual image and whether and how this message supported the text it
accompanied.
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Mothers and daughters, body image, and social context

Closeness and dialogue between mothers and daughters
Some of the major issues in mother–daughter relationships are to do with distance
and closeness, separation and connection, borders and autonomy, and indepen-
dence and dependence (Friedman, 2011). The discourse of the campaign also
revolves around this duality, as it transmits a message about the importance of emo-
tional closeness in the mother’s contribution to her daughter’s positive self-esteem.
While the mother–daughter posts stress this closeness and downplay distance, the
single-author adult women’s texts promote a sense of distance and independence.
This duality is deeply reflected in the visual dimension, in which physical closeness is
depicted as correlating with emotional closeness. In all the videos, the mothers and
daughters are filmed separately, but the video always ends with a photo showing a
hug or a touch (initiated by the mother) with both mother and daughter smiling or
laughing. This duality is also reflected in the verbal dimension. In the video featuring
Yael and Chen Mishali, the physical difference between the mother and her daughter
is quite striking. Yael, a girl of Ethiopian extraction who was adopted by a “White”
family, admits that “I’m somewhat different.” In contrast to this physical difference,
the verbal text stresses what are referred to as their “similarities.” The mother, for
instance, talks about the similarities they share: “She is very creative. She loves to
write. There’s no way of knowing whether that comes from me or from somewhere
else, but we are very similar in this.”

In the context of this emotional closeness, the discourse of the campaign indi-
cates that mothers’ training of their daughters regarding their self-esteem and body
image must take place through open and honest discussion. Both the videos and the
joint posts are based on a dialogic format that reflects cultural perceptions regard-
ing the centrality of conversation in women’s lives and in particular its fundamental
role in mother–daughter relations (Tannen, 2006). The campaign presents a num-
ber of routine mother–daughter dialogues on topics related to appearance, such as
revealing clothing, beauty care, being overweight, acne, and so on. The dialogues tend
to be depicted as based on attentive listening and sometimes even on “friendship.”
Oshra Benda, for instance, describes her relationship with her daughter as follows:
“She includes me as one of her girlfriends. She understands what I tell her. What she
says is very important to me.” Her daughter Tal also sees conversation and dialogue
as central to her close relationship with her mother: “We do lots of things together.
Phone calls all day. She understands what I say. Every morning we sit together and
drink coffee.” The visual images support the verbal message. The two are depicted
sitting at a table, drinking coffee and talking, just like two girlfriends.

In her research into the unique dialogue between mothers and daughters, Tannen
(2006) found that women are particularly sensitive to criticism from their mothers,
especially when that touches on their physical appearance. Nevertheless, the discourse
of the campaign shows that the mother–daughter dialogue also arouses a meaningful
inner conversation that can lead to mutual understanding. For example, the end of an
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argumentative dialogue between Michal Tsafir and her daughter about her daughter’s
appearance for a date indicates that the conversation between the two has given rise to
renewed self-examination: the mother reexamines her experiences of her body during
adolescence and her own parenting style, while her daughter raises questions about
her relationship with her mother:

Maya, a victorious expression on her face, goes off to fix her hair. But her body
language shows that I managed to undermine her confidence. And I am really
drained, and my confidence has also been shaken. Maybe I really don’t
understand anything??… I try to remember how things were when I was her
age… Eventually Maya comes out of her room, erect and beautiful and in a bad
mood. All I want to do is hug her and tell her how much I love her and care
about her and want the best for her. And then she asks me: Mom, does this really
not look good on me or is it just that you’re worried about what others will think
of you if I dress this way? I am silent, stunned by her question. Mom, I know you
love me. I just want you to trust me.

Tannen (2006) offers two explanations as to why mothers and daughters so often
critically examine each other’s appearance. She believes that it is an expression of
closeness between them, yet she also suggests that each sees the other as representing
her in the world. Because women are judged mainly by their appearance they are crit-
ical of how the other looks. Hence, one of the covert messages of the campaign is a call
for mothers to engage in dialogue with their daughters about the beauty myth, as sug-
gested by the text, “Real Beauty—The Mother–Daughter Encounter,” that appears on
the screen at the start of the Onlife videos. Mother–daughter dialogue is thus seen as
a source of pleasure from the relationship and as having healing powers (Friedman,
2011).

The mother as a model of self-acceptance
The campaign attributes a major role to the mother in building up her daughter’s
self-esteem and body image against the background of the narrow and oppressive
model of beauty characteristic of Western culture (Lemish, 1998; Wolf, 1991). The
mothers very often encourage their daughters to free themselves of the beauty myth
and to discover their “genuine” interior. One mother, Smadar Gal-On, explains: “The
real thing is the soul within. When you spend less time on what is outside you can
discover it.” Her daughter Lihi testifies to the internalization of this message: “Real
beauty does not need an exterior. This may sound too good to be true. But it’s the
truth. It’s what I think.”4The video featuring Pascal Berkowitz, who is disabled, offers
a prime example of the centrality of the mother as exemplar, demonstrating how Pas-
cal’s acceptance of her body serves as a model of self-acceptance for her daughter. As
Pascal says: “With legs, without legs, the bottom line is that a person can do whatever
he or she wants. It’s just a matter of deciding.” Later in the video, the daughter echoes
her mother’s words: “She [my mother] always realizes her dreams. Even without legs.”
She goes on to say: “I am satisfied with my life.”
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At the same time, though, the campaign also features relationships in which the
mother plays a negative role in the construction of her daughter’s body image. For
example, Hagit Ginsburg writes about how her mother’s body image influenced the
development of her own body image both as a girl and as an adult woman:

For as long as I remember myself and her, there was a look full of hope in her
eyes… the look of a woman who had managed to survive some crazy diet for
more than two or three days and was advancing—or so it seemed to
her—toward the thin and shapely body that would make her happy. And I, who
grew up to be a chubby girl and a full-figured woman, remember that look more
than any diet… already at age nine I was on the way toward self-fulfillment.

The mothers often also include their daughters in their own adolescent experi-
ences of coping with low self-esteem, in effect re-experiencing their childhood and
adolescence through their daughters (Hammer, 1976). In these cases, the mothers
serve as a “corrective” model, utilizing their own negative experiences from their ado-
lescence in order to help their daughters avoid similar feelings toward their body. For
example, in a post published by Orit just as her daughter Nitsan was about to start
eighth grade, she reveals her own experiences during adolescence:

The big bang started around fifth grade. My body began changing, and not at a
rate that suited me. It was really weird to go to sleep a little girl and wake up in
the morning a little woman … I always chose shirts that were two or three sizes
too big for me. I felt more comfortable that way. My favorite season was winter,
when I could wear layers.

In cases such as these, the mother, who is meant to symbolize power and authority,
exposes her past weaknesses as a girl, thereby enabling greater proximity between
herself and her daughter. This also helps to demonstrate how much this sense of
shame from one’s body is traumatic for girls, as it accompanies women even through
to adulthood.

Sexuality and its exclusion
Feminist critiques of the media point to the growing sexualization of women and girls
in popular culture (Gill, 2007), which has given rise to anxieties and moral panics
regarding girls’ sexuality (Mazzarella, 2005). Public discourse also tends to closely
associate girls’ bodies with their sexuality and individual identity (Aapola et al., 2005).
The discourse of the campaign, however, almost completely ignores sexuality. This
exclusion of sexuality is apparent not only in the daughters’ discourse, who make no
mention of passion or enjoyment from their bodies, but also in the discourse of their
mothers, who convey ambivalent feelings regarding sexuality. Therefore, despite the
message of the importance of emotional closeness, there is no open and explicit dis-
course of mothers’ anxieties regarding sexuality. For instance, in a blog post, Nurit
writes about her daughter’s sense of freedom when wearing a swim suit: “I can’t ignore
that she is behaving completely differently to the way I behaved when I was her age.
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I was so ashamed then, so afraid to be exposed, and the swim suit was the most
uncomfortable thing for me.”

Similarly, a post by Michal Tsafir represents another example of a mother’s vague
connection to her daughter’s sexuality:

My daughter Maya came in wearing a skirt that ended just below her pelvis, a
revealing shirt and 15 cm high heels.

Me: Purim was last month, and those shoes were part of your costume. I let you
wear them that one time. And what is that skirt you’re wearing? It’s too short. . .
Maya: Mom, do I really not look good in this, or are you afraid of what people will
think of you if I dress like this?

Dress style often expresses attitudes toward sexuality, and discourses about cloth-
ing express sexual socialization (Friedman, 2011). Interestingly, it is the daughter who
sharpens the distinction between the esthetic and sexual dimensions of her appear-
ance as she points to the social supervision being performed by her mother. Moreover,
she also hints that her mother is blurring the boundaries between them by viewing
her daughter’s body as part of her own image. Be that as it may, there is no explicit ver-
balization of the mother’s fears and their origins can only be guessed at. It would also
appear that the mother’s regulating message reflects a paternalistic and conservative
approach that identifies the female body with vulnerability, victimization, passivity,
and objectification, rather than seeing it as a site of agency, sexual desire, and plea-
sure, as contemporary feminist discourse increasingly tends to do (e.g., Fine, 1988;
Lamb, 2010).

Thus, while the daughters’ sexuality has an ambivalent presence in the campaign’s
discourse, it is muted, excluded, and de-sexualized. Although the current campaign
was not marketing a specific product, the Dove brand is identified by the mothers
and their daughters with soap. In this regard, it is no coincidence that there is a sym-
bolic resemblance between Dove’s soap (which symbolizes purity) and girlhood, also
associated with purity, in terms of both appearance and behavior. This conforms to a
cultural discourse that stresses girls’ dignity (e.g., Walkerdine, 1997).

Between the social sphere and the mother–daughter sphere
The mothers and the daughters featured in the campaign, and particularly in the
Onlife videos, reflect a broad variety of Israeli social groups, including different types
of family (in terms of ethnicity, family composition, and etc.), geographic location
(the center, the periphery, and the Occupied Territories) and sociocultural affiliation
(in terms of religiosity and political outlook, immigrants from various countries
and native born Israelis, Jewish and Palestinian citizens of Israel, etc.). In fact, the
campaign manifests Third Wave feminist ideas by linking gender with two other
dimensions: nationality and race. The aspect of nationality is particularly evident in
the video featuring Amal and Yara, who emphasize their (Christian) Arab identity
in their self-presentations, with the mother talking proudly of her familial heritage.
Amal and Yara’s excellent Hebrew is notable, yet their Arabness is by no means
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muffled, as Amal, the mother, drops Arabic into her comments as well. Moreover,
mother and daughter both express a direct criticism in which gender and nationality
are tied together. Amal: “Artists in general have it hard. All the more so when they
are Arab Palestinians and women at that [… ] it is still an ongoing struggle to have
the woman’s voice heard.” And her daughter, Yara: “You’ll be surprised to learn that
some people [in Arab society] disapprove of Mom working as a singer.”

Race and the acceptance of Black beauty are directly discussed in the video featur-
ing Yael and Chen. As mentioned above, Yael, who is White, adopted Chen, who is of
Ethiopian descent. Unlike the other videos, this one does not deal with the girl’s accep-
tance of her body, but rather with social acceptance of the other (Black) body, and in
doing so overlooks a key aspect of their relationship, that is, the absence of genetic
affinity. Yael comforts her daughter when she is mocked for being Black, explaining
that people are just jealous of her beauty. At a deeper level, the mother suggests that
she also exposes her daughter to the complexity of racism in Israel by saying: “There
are questions [Chen raises] which I don’t have an answer for and that’s also what I tell
[her].” The wider social criticism that trickles into the campaign is thus also tied to
the interpersonal sphere of the mother–daughter relationship, which constitutes the
heart of the campaign. As we have seen, critique in relation to nationality serves as
an adhesive in the bond between Amal and Yara, while criticism of racism in Israeli
society binds Yael and Chen.

While nationality and race were addressed in the campaign, however, class was
all but absent from it, despite its centrality in contemporary Israeli society (Bareli,
Gutwein, & Friling, 2005). The campaign shows women with the economic ability to
keep themselves well groomed and to purchase consumer goods, and focuses on their
negotiations with and ideological objections to the oppression of the beauty myth.
The videos present tidy domestic spaces and mothers with professional occupations.
The cowritten blogs also reveal an everyday life characteristic of the middle class. The
campaign’s choice to ignore class is particularly striking in one of the cowritten blogs
that focuses on brand purchases. Jackie, who grew up in the bourgeois neighborhood
of Ramat Aviv, located in the center of Israel, says that she moved to the country’s
periphery so as to provide a different atmosphere for her daughters. Nevertheless,
while the mother–daughter dialogue examines the cultural and ideological sway of
brands, it ignores the class dimension of consumerism. The campaign, therefore, fails
to say anything about class, thus reflecting the limits of its capitalistic context.

Indeed, even the only video that hints at the mother and daughter’s low class sta-
tus fails to challenge the existing social order. Vicky, who immigrated to Israel from
Uzbekistan in her youth, got married and started a family at a relatively young age.
She is now divorced and works as a cosmetician to provide for her daughters. While
the mother had to deal with the challenges of adjusting to a new country, her daugh-
ter is the epitome of Israeliness: She is a counselor in a youth movement, for instance,
and an emergency medical volunteer. The video underplays the prominence of class
divisions in Israel—“When I arrived in Israel when I was 15, I couldn’t express myself
like they do, I couldn’t even afford the clothes they buy themselves”—and echoes the

Communication, Culture & Critique 9 (2016) 379–394 © 2015 International Communication Association 389



Branding Relations: A Campaign by Dove S. Barak-Brandes & E. Lachover

prevalent neoliberal discourse (Filc & Ram, 2004), which ties social mobility to the
individual’s efforts. Thus, for instance, the mother encourages her daughters to get
an education so as to secure themselves a better future. As her daughter puts it, “she
always reminds us the education stuff. ‘Cause she didn’t finish high school and she
wants us to have the option of studying whatever we want.”

Conclusion: Branding the mother–daughter relationship

This article has analyzed Dove’s mother–daughter campaign with respect to the role
of mother–daughter relations in constructing the body image of girls while also tak-
ing critical account of the consumerist, capitalist, and postfeminist culture that forms
the context of this online campaign. The campaign focuses on mothers, who are the
ethical compass and model for their families (Chodorow, 1978) and, in this specific
case, for their daughters. The campaign’s discourse suggests a universal model of
motherhood, according to which the role and capabilities of mothers include concern
for and empowerment of their daughters’ self-image and self-esteem. At the same
time, the campaign promotes distinct and different models of motherhood, because it
allows for the expression of various and diverse points of view by different “ordinary”
women and girls.

The campaign empowers women in that it lets mothers speak about their own
experiences rather than using experts to talk about maternal practices. The very fact
that the campaign sought out mothers rather than any other adults in girls’ lives, and
particularly not their fathers, reflects the cultural view that the mother–daughter
relationship in our gendered society is close and complex and is a basis of power. The
opportunity given by the campaign for “ordinary” mothers to express themselves
in the public sphere is empowering, especially within a cultural framework that
tends to disregard the voices of mothers (Friedman, 2011). Likewise, the campaign is
seen as attempting to empower, motivate, and instruct mothers to believe that their
daughters can learn and change. In this regard, the campaign’s discourse conforms
with the approach taken in recent studies that discuss the complex role of the mother
as an agent of masculine culture while stressing mothers’ resources and objections
to existing cultural norms concerning the body (Borello, 2006; Friedman, 2011;
Maor, 2012).

We also attribute major importance to the fact that the campaign enabled girls to
sound their voices on platforms in the public sphere that appeal primarily to adults,
even if only within the framework of conversations with their mothers. This, we argue,
stands in contrast to the message conveyed by culture and the media that girls’ voice
and identity can only be expressed through their body (Pecora & Mazzarella, 1999).
Moreover, the campaign appears to be saying that this kind of “project of the self” can
empower girls and teach them to challenge the status quo (see Lazar, 2006). The girls in
the campaign are portrayed as having the potential to learn from the model provided
by their respective mothers. Their attitude toward their bodies and their beauty is seen
as mediated not only by social norms but also, and mainly, in the private sphere by the
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intervention of their families (especially their mothers) and by emotional experiences.
The campaign thus focuses on the power of the individual and does not promote
activism at the macro level. In this the campaign sits comfortably with contemporary
neoliberal and postfeminist ideologies of personal change and female empowerment
(Banet-Weiser & Portwood-Stacer, 2011).

By including critical messages regarding nationality and race, the campaign
would appear to have shifted from the individual level to the wider social sphere.
However, its social criticism was soft and indirect and served in the construction of
the mother–daughter relationship; at no point did it call for comprehensive social
change. This supports Banet-Weiser’s argument that the empowerment that the
branding process aims at is most often individual. Furthermore, by avoiding issues
to do with class, the campaign portrayed consumerism as constituting common
ground for individual women from all walks of Israeli society. In the context of
commodity activism (Banet-Weiser, 2012), consumers, and particularly mothers,
who tend to make household consumption decisions (such as the purchase of Dove
products), appear to have become both active partners in building the Dove brand
and agents for female empowerment, as they are seen as parents who socialize their
daughters and protect them from mainstream culture. We would argue that this gives
them an interesting power and that, in this regard, the campaign reflects a feminist
perspective.

The messages of the current campaign most likely derive from its digital context:
Its texts are positioned at the heart of a capitalist branding system while at the same
time constituting an authentic space (Banet-Weiser, 2012) that enables mothers and
daughters to talk about their views, experiences, and practices regarding how their
relationship is related to their bodies. In today’s branding culture, commodity activism
transforms consumers who actively participate in campaigns into an authentic com-
munity with a shared interest (in this case, the improvement of girls’ self-esteem)
that receives validation from the brand or corporation itself. To be sure, the current
attempt to turn mothers and daughters into an authentic and productive community
involves the hope that they will remain loyal to the Dove brand. However, the dis-
course of the campaign also contained clear expressions of criticism of the beauty
industry and the ability of girls and women to withstand its exhortations. The corpo-
ration tried to control the results of these expressions by selecting the platforms on
which to conduct its campaign, by selecting the participants, by editing, and by other
similar measures. Nevertheless, it must be noted that the participation of “ordinary”
women, the options offered by online platforms for responding to the content where
those are not censored, and the resulting public and media discourse do not neutralize
the considerable risks taken by the corporation.

In addition, in the context of a branding culture that mobilizes affective practices
in order to imbue products with symbolic meaning that extends their material value
(Banet-Weiser, 2012), it appears possible to argue that the Dove campaign mobilizes
the affectivity of the potent relations between mother and daughter in order to
load the Dove brand with emotional meaning. Hence, the authentic space of these
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relationships is branded, as it has been mobilized for commercial interests and loaded
with economic meaning. While Banet-Weiser argues that brands provide meaning to
the self, her/his relationships, and ordinary life, we propose that the Dove campaign
also demonstrates how human relations can be mobilized in order to provide brands
with meaning.

Notes

1 Historically, the ideal in the young Israeli state was that of a young woman who avoids
coquettishness (Helman, 2012).

2 After this period the campaign gradually diminished.
3 When the campaign was launched it was promoted on billboards depicting a young girl

wearing a sporty bathing suit against the background of a swimming pool. Most of her
body was hidden by the margins of the advertising poster with the following slogan: Six
out of every 10 girls are embarrassed by their bodies. These billboards were not included
in the research corpus.

4 References to the quotations are given in the appendix.
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Appendix

References to the Quotations

Vicky and Eden Akilov: Feel good with yourself at adolescence (Onlife, March 13,
2013) http://bit.ly/1u4Uahl.

Oshra and Tal Benda: Only 16 years old and more responsible than her mother
(Onlife, April 2, 2013) http://bit.ly/1djgpqY.

Pascal and Eden Berkowitz: My mother always realizes her dreams (Onlife, March
15, 2013) http://bit.ly/NOT46V.

Hagit Ginsburg: My mother taught me to despise my body (Saloona, March 24,
2013) http://bit.ly/NOREJA.

Smadar and Lihi Galon: I learned how to be a mother from my daughter (Onlife,
April 4, 2013) http://bit.ly/NpzqOP.

Yael and Chen Mishali: Today I know that brown is a beautiful color (Onlife,
March 11, 2013) http://bit.ly/1n4Eip6.

Amal and Yara Murkus: Firstly to be human (Onlife, March 18, 2013) http://bit
.ly/XLmY14.

Michal and Maya Tsafir: Mom, you do not understand. That’s how we dress at our
age! (Saloona, May 7, 2013) http://bit.ly/1dVDoVN.

Nirit and Shir Tsuk: Summer, summer, it’s so hot (Saloona, July 2, 2013) http://
saloona.co.il/zuk/?p=29.

Orit and Nitsan Yifrach: Memories from adolescence (Saloona, August 15, 2013)
http://bit.ly/1pY2onQ.
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