

























































































































































































culture seems to be oppressive. When a woman has a hair which is too kinky or curly, then
straightening it is very normal or obvious as manifested by women of Addis. Making hair denote

a stage of development from childhood to maturity, or indicate modernity or status accordingly.

The implication is that the natural hair could be made proper, modern by purchasing and using
the proper products on the hair. Thus these products produce and reproduced whiteness. The
existing advertisements in Addis Ababa are then worded to play on stereotypes and promoted a
negative association with natural blackness. It is then clear that straight and colored hair became
such a part of the culture that made women of Addis to unconsciously respond to the social
norms and expectations (This may not include all women though). But the legacy of all this
conditioning is so severe and still exploring the natural beauty of blackness to be not an option

for many.

4.3 Analysis from Feminism Perspective

Davis, Wolf and Bordo argue that beauty is integral to the construction of femininity in a
gendered social order. The female sex is idealized as the incarnation of beauty, while the bodies
of most ordinary women tend to be treated as inferior and in constant need of improvement (as
cited in Davis, 2003, p.80). Analysis of the portrayal of women in Ambharic secular songs
undertaken by Tsion (2007) found out that women are highlighted as beauties in men’s world in

such a way that the highest value is assigned to her physical attributes (as cited in Gubae, 2009,

p.35).

The hair beauty myth is not limited to a specific age group in Addis Ababa. Younger girls as

well as older women believe the myth. The ideal is imported from abroad via the mass media and
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promoted by the products sold in the local markets. Women in Addis appear almost with similar
hair texture, color and length which result in having homogeneous definition of hair beauty

which in turn erases the hair diversity image.

Though educating and empowering women has begun to flourish in Ethiopia, at the same time
they have begun to be bombarded by increasing images of female beauty through different mass
media like advertisement. As a result, the ideal hair beauty began to be internalized by women of
Addis. So, through time this hair beauty seems to be categorized as a norm for women and they

are valued according to that ideal beauty but not men.

Kenaw (2006) puts forward that the advertisements that are broadcasted by the Ethiopian
Television emphasize women’s physical pulchritude, making one think that a woman’s outward

appearance carries more weight than her intellectual self (as cited in Gubae, 2009, p.35).

As stated by Dworkin in the 1970’s feminists discussed and identified the pressures within male
dominance that caused them to feel they should diet, depilate and makeup. Feminist writers
rejected a masculine aesthetics that caused women to feel their bodies were inadequate and to
engage in expensive, time consuming practices that left them feeling that they were inauthentic

and unacceptable when barefaced (as cited in Jeffreys, 2005, p.1).

In line with this, the women of Addis are expected to spend time and money for caring for their
beauty to be considered attractive, beautiful and modern. Then we can say it is not a choice to
make hair according to the standard but rather became a tradition or norm of the society. When a

woman “chooses” hair extensions, relaxers, perms, treatments, hair colors, how much choice
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does she have in a culture that promotes the ideal hair beauty as modernity, beauty and

professional?

Jeffreyst, in her book Beauty and Misogyny suggests that beauty practices are not about
women’s individual choice or a “discursive space” for women’s creative expression but a most
important aspect of women’s oppression (Jeffreys, 2005, p.2). This can be shown in the selected
advertisements in Addis Ababa. Women in order to be considered modern, beautiful and
professional, then they are obliged to change their natural hair texture and color. So, it can be
said that the existing hair beauty belief promoted by the ads made them to choose the ideal hair

beauty theme to be considered beautiful, modern and the like.

The hair beauty myth is also unhealthy in a sense women lose their confidence on their natural
hair appearance/texture which forced them to be dependent on different hair products and
artificial hair. Therefore we can say women are oppressed because they have to adjust their
physical appearance in order to have acceptable look or to fit in the societal standard but not
men. They have to present themselves as young, attractive and civilized person as much as
possible. For example, for women it is not so easy to join gymnasium and do sports for 3 or 4
days in a week for their own health because they will lose their hair styles and have to go back to

hair salons for adjustment which cannot be realistic and affordable.

Since beauty practices are harmful to the health of women then they should be examined
accordingly (Ibid, p.3). The advertisements which portray women as an object of desire make
women to strive to fit into it. Girls from early age suffer from dissatisfaction of their physical

appearance like their hair texture. They will develop a belief that they should strive to fit into

56



some sort of category and not appreciating diversity and uniqueness that truly makes someone

beautiful.

Graydon argues, “Women’s bodies are sexualized in advertisements in order to grab the viewer’s
attention. Women become sexual objects when their bodies and their sexuality are linked to
products that are bought and sold. This is mere portrayal of women as sex objects”(as cited in

Kenaw, 2006, p.18).

Nowadays, in Ethiopia women began to join universities, get employed in different
organizations, became entrepreneurs in different sectors. These kinds of engagements are
believed to empower them economically, socially and politically. But struggling to have their
physical appearance in line with professional, modern, acceptable look, they need to spend their
time and money accordingly. It can be argued that men for example go to their hair salons to
make their hair. But women after making their hair smooth, then they need to treat it daily but
not men. Women are much obsessed with their body image, skin color, hair image and the like.
This may hinder the way they are striving to become economically strong and in turn not to be as
fruitful as expected to be the bread makers as men do. This is because the expectation of physical
appearance of a woman and a man is not equal. Employers in Addis Ababa usually prefer to hire
women as a sales person than men because it is believed that they attract more customers and can
be remembered easily by men. As a result, women are selective in which profession they should
join which fits with the local market. Their high heel shoes, their hair style and other facial
cosmetics they use, make them believe that they can’t do hardship jobs like being a geologist, an

engineer, etc. They need proper care for moving around but not men. But nowadays even if we

57



see some improvements in those fields of studies, women usually take the office work or the

supporting staff job.

As Naomi Wolf in her book The Beauty Myth indicated, “Where women escaped from the sale of
their sexuality in a marriage market to which they had been confined by economic dependence,
their new bid for economic independence was met with a nearly identical barter system. And the
higher women climbed during this period up the rungs of professional hierarchies, the harder the

beauty myth has worked to undermine each step” (wolf, 2002, p.21).

Even if they are educated, gained access to businesses, still they are considered as objects of
men. The beauty myth still hinders them from advancement. The more they become a public
figure the more they are expected to take care of their beauty like making and styling their hair.
Thus, the beauty myth shows the power relation between men and women. In Addis Ababa, in
different work places women beauty is given more value such as in cabin crews. And hence, this
forced employed women to budget their salary to their beauty and clothing. That is why we
usually hear men saying their wife’s salary doesn’t make a difference that much to their house
expense because they spent it more to their beauty. And so because of this, women are not

socially, economically or politically strong. They are trapped by the beauty myth.

Thus, even if it is said that Ethiopia is working on gender equality, still women are trapped by
the beauty myth and they are not free. The beauty myth hinders their advancement and could not
compete equally with men. Even students in the universities are running to get money from men
because men are still treating them as an object. Women are selling their bodies as a source of

income and as a short way to be rich than getting it through education or so. Thus, “the
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production of femininity” can seem “either entirely voluntary or natural” (Jeffreys, 2005, p.174)

but it is not both.

In Ethiopian context, beauty is important in the construction of femininity as manifested in the
local proverbs, music, books. But this differs from one ethnic group to the other. Female are
more conscious about their beauty than men. Because of this, from the feminist point of view
women are oppressed. They do not do it by their own choice but it is a social and economic
necessity. Musicians, dancers, artists are all required to make up their face, and their hair to be
accepted by the society. Whereas men are presented with their natural physical appearance for
most jobs because they are men. Women need to go to hair salons before going to work or
occasions which usually need constant care and treatment. But men even if they go to hair salons

they usually don’t change their hair texture or color.

“ . Women may have the right to walk in public, and the right to work outside the home, but
they must show their deference through their discomfort and pain. The cost is high”(Ibid, p.173).
Women become dependent on the hair beauty products and in turn they believe that they are
deficient without it. They have lost their confidence on their natural beauty. Those women using
the artificial hair for example, it is not so easy to drop that artificial hair and appear with the
natural one because the society already knows her by that artificial image and she will fear that
she may be rejected by her families and colleagues. So we can’t say that it is by their own choice
that they alter their hair because the situations forced them to follow the societal standards for
acceptance and to be considered beautiful. They are tied with the societal norms, with the codes

of the working environment, occasions and the like.
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Man with kinky hair doesn’t matter but a woman with that hair type has to always iron it or
cover it with some artificial one. They can’t go out simply with their natural hair- they have to
make their hair and have acceptable look. The ideal served a political end. The stronger women
were becoming politically, the heavier the ideals of beauty would bear down upon them, mostly

in order to distract their energy and undermine their progress (Wolf, 2002, p.3).

4.4 Analysis based on Objectification Theory

Advertisements in Addis Ababa portray women almost with the same hair texture, color and
length. Women in those advertisements appear with made hair and facial-makeup and others.
These advertisements can be criticized for always promoting the artificial beauty of women. As
Kenaw indicated there are advertisements with women holding roles that do not demand body
portrayal but still we see an emphasis on physical body. This is still depicting women as sex

objects (Kenaw, 2006, p.19).

From the selected ads in this study for example the advertisement of a food product seems to
focus on the woman appearance rather than the product. And the woman appearance has no
connection with the product advertised. This may also connote that woman these days’ prefer to
cook in the kitchen with uncovered hair, the opposite seem to be traditional one. Thus, as
Fredrickson & Roberts (1997) indicated by internalizing observer’s perspectives as a primary
view of the physical self, women may lose access to their own physical experiences (as cited in
“Self Objectification,” n.d, p.8). As a result, it can be said that internalizing women hair beauty

ideal may result in losing the natural hair image of women.
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Plus to this, the objectified images of women may affect women in that area to constantly
evaluate their appearance and as a result adjust it accordingly which may also consume their time
and energy that could have been spent on other activities. As Lee & Johnson (2009) indicated
“self-objectification arises when a person or society emphasizes focus on physical appearance,
beliefs about importance of appearance, and internalization of appearance ideals” (as cited in

Davis, 2013, p.25).

Thus, the billboard advertisements in Addis Ababa seem to divert from the primary objective of
promoting a product, service or idea to presenting the objectified image of women. This kind of
advertisement is considered nowadays mandatory to get attention of the viewers of the
advertisements. Plus to this, the women beauty ideals promoted by those ads hinders the
accessibility of natural beauty and forces women o try to reject their biological natures. Such as,

a young and beautiful woman on an advertisement connotes growing old as non beauty.
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Chapter Five
Conclusions and Implications

This chapter presents conclusion of the study analysis. After that, it forwards implications for

further studies.

5.1 Conclusions

The study was conducted on women hair images on print advertisements focusing on the
billboard advertisements in Addis Ababa. It examined how advertisements portrayed women
beauty with special emphasis on women hair images. It analyzes what the hair beauty concept

means and the hidden myth of the beauty theme those advertisements present.

Qualitative research was employed using a semiotic analysis of Roland Barthes and also by
analyzing from the feminists’ perspective and objectification theory. The research uses the
critical paradigm which requires a dialogue between the investigator and the subject of inquiry

which is believed to transform ignorance into more informed consciousness.

In the first place, advertisements that include the most frequently seen hair styles are selected and
then described based on their textures, colors and length. Then their connotation is interpreted.
And through the deconstruction of the hair image, the mythic meaning of the feminine hair
beauty is analyzed so that it enables to understand how women hair beauty is positioned by the
advertisements. Plus to this, the outcome of the semiotic analysis is reviewed from the feminism

perspective and objectification theory.
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Thus the analysis shows that the relationship of sign and its meaning is unnatural and they are
related to meet a certain goal. The women hair images in those advertisements carry the
‘obvious’ meaning of women hair beauty in Addis Ababa. But this concept is not something
universal because it doesn’t include the hair type of all women like who have got kinky, black
and short hair. It can be understood that the theme of women hair beauty is not free but fixed
with respect to the linguistic community that uses it. The concept of hair beauty is then at one
time historical and intentional and it is the motivation which causes this myth to be ‘obvious’,

2

‘absolute’, ‘unconditional” or ‘fixed’.

Thus the analysis shows that the meaning of hair beauty is distorted by the concept of modern,
professional and beautiful look. Myth is always clear when seen from the standpoint of the
signifier which has been robbed. For instance, the mythical nature of the use of the image of the
women hair is apparent if the women’s actual/natural hair texture is known or considered. As a
result, the study indicates that the straight, blond, colored and wavy hair sign is ‘rich’ in
history. Myth functions by depriving it of history and turning it into an empty form to carry a

different meaning. This is analyzed from slavery and white supremacy point of view.

The myth and connoted hair beauty values reflected in the advertisements are what they are
because of the belief in white supremacy which is related to the history of slavery. As history
indicates, slavery made African Americans to subject their Negroid hair and skin to straightening
and bleaching to minimize the difference between themselves and whites. From this point,
Blackness began and continues to be juxtaposed to Whiteness, and each is defined by what the

other is not.
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In early 1900’s, a generation that had heard stories of or personally experienced enslavement
were eager to dissociate themselves from the slave class. However, the average Black person was
also subjected to a beauty ideal and there was lack of natural hair images. In the 1960’s black
hair underwent its biggest change and thus Afro hairstyles began to appear but the capitalist
backlash diminishes these revolution. Thus, the Westernized hair beauty ideals continue to
survive. Furthermore, the manufactured hair products in the world today promote the concept of
hair beauty by their products. Therefore, it can be said that the hidden myth of those concepts

serves the interest of the few.

From this we can understand that reality was once objective or exists externally, but overtime it
is shaped and reshaped by different factors such as political, economical, social or gender based.
This process of naturalization then put this reality into structures which then is inappropriately
framed to be the universal truth. Accordingly, since the women hair images promoted by
different advertisements present only a few women hair types then the reality that it carries is not

objective but rather is a historical reality.

The existing advertisements in Addis Ababa are then worded to play on stereotypes and
promoted a negative association with natural blackness. It is then clear that straight and colored
hair became such a part of the culture that made women of Addis to unconsciously respond to

the social norms and expectations.
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Moreover, from the feminists’ point of view, it is found that women are trapped by the hair
beauty myth and thus this hinders them from advancement. Their struggle for economic
independence is met by the beauty myth. And the objectification of women in advertisements
pressured women to evaluate their physical appearance every day. Thus, these beauty practices

are important aspect of women’s oppression.

Generally therefore, similar women hair images results in having homogeneous definition of hair
beauty which in turn erases the hair diversity image. So, as it is said the ideal served a political

end.

5.2 Implications

Women hair images in advertisements in Addis Ababa have some implications. The existing
advertisements promote the ideal hair beauty which in turn enriches the idea to continue to exist
in the minds of the people as ‘universal’ concepts. But the promoted idea is fixed, not free

because it doesn’t serve the interest of all people.

The study implies that the reality of women hair beauty is distorted by different media outlets
like advertisement. And this shows that the natural hair image of women living in that area need
to be adjusted accordingly in order to be considered as having beautiful, modern and professional

hair in that society.

Thus, this implies that advertisers could make a difference by giving attention on how to present

the advertisements for the benefit of the society. They should promote the societal value of that
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particular people so that they could appreciate what they have. Plus, they can contribute in
developing the idea that diversity is beauty. As a result, promoting the different hair styles in
Ethiopia could enrich the values of the society and also could help the people to be creative in

their own ways.

On the other hand this study also implies that media and their products are not all natural and
thus it enables the readers/listeners of any advertisement to critically examine the media
messages before accepting it as the reality of the world. Additionally, it indicates that any media

products that seem to hold a universal concept could be deconstructed, questioned or examined.

Morcover, other researchers may study the other women beauty images in line with this analysis
in the future studies. They may also conduct a study on the effect of the internalization of the
beauty ideals by the readers/ listeners of any advertisement. Other methodological approaches

may also be used to find out new possible realities in advertisements or any media outlets.
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Appendix

Women Hair Images of different advertisements analyzed
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