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A Postfeminist Apologia: Susan G. Komen for 
the Cure’s Evolving Response to the Planned 
Parenthood Controversy 
 

Sarah Stone Watt

 

 
Susan G. Komen for the Cure made the decision in early 2012 to end its longstanding grant funding of 

Planned Parenthood on the heels of a controversial federal investigation into Planned Parenthood’s spend-

ing practices. This decision sparked a heated public debate over the politics of women’s health and high-

lighted a possible rift in the feminist movement. Komen CEO Nancy Brinker crafted an apologia for the 

controversy through a series of statements that emphasized Komen’s focus on financial responsibility 

above all else. In doing so, Brinker employed a postfeminist rhetorical strategy that highlighted the dis-

tance between Komen’s goals and those of the larger women’s health movement.  

 
Keywords: apologia, breast cancer, cause-related marketing, feminism, image repair, postfeminism, wom-

en’s health  

 

In early February 2012, Susan G. Komen for the Cure (Komen), “the world’s largest 

breast cancer organization,”
1
 announced it would withdraw $700,000 in grant money 

from Planned Parenthood, “the nation’s leading sexual and reproductive health care pro-

vider and advocate.”
2
 For the next week, these two iconic advocates for women’s health 

dominated the news cycle in what was characterized as a “raging women’s health bat-

tle.”
3
 A few months earlier Planned Parenthood found itself at the center of controversy 

and under federal investigation for misusing government funds. Despite a longstanding 

partnership between the organizations, Komen publicly distanced itself from Planned 

Parenthood as a result of the controversy. Komen’s actions prompted an overwhelming 

barrage of criticism on multiple social media sites, as well as public statements from 

Komen affiliates in several states declaring opposition to the decision.
4
 The public reac-

tion indicated that supporters of both organizations now felt forced to choose between 
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supporting Komen’s mission of preventing and curing breast cancer, and supporting 

Planned Parenthood’s mission of providing “trusted community healthcare” for women.
5
 

People overwhelmingly chose Planned Parenthood.
6
 The controversy erupted so quickly 

and loudly that it prompted Advertising Age to call the break-up “a case for the marketing 

textbooks,” saying that Komen had demonstrated “how a brand can boomerang from one 

of the most loved to one of the most reviled in a head-snapping two days.”
7
 In the days 

following the announcement, press releases and internal documents demonstrated that 

Komen had not made this decision hastily. However, they also had not foreseen such an 

overwhelmingly negative response.
8
  

This essay examines the evolution of CEO Nancy Brinker and Susan G. Komen for 

the Cure’s apologia for de-funding Planned Parenthood. I argue that Brinker employed 

postfeminist rhetoric in an attempt to transcend the political implications of Komen’s de-

cision and, in doing so, fueled the controversy by highlighting the distance between the 

goals of her organization and the goals of the women’s health movement. Brinker’s in-

sistence that the decision “was not political” combined with her over-emphasis on financ-

es exposed an ideological rift between the postfeminist marketing of breast cancer fund-

raising and the feminist advocacy of the women’s health movement.  
 

Breast Cancer and Feminism 

 

Breast cancer awareness became a prominent part of the second wave feminist agenda, 

which brought public attention to women’s health issues that had long been considered 

private. Since the 1970s breast cancer activism has grown into a health social movement 

focused on framing the disease as an issue of major public concern and establishing a cul-

ture of enthusiastic public support for breast cancer research.
9
 In the 1970s and 80s wom-

en began to come forward with their breast cancer experiences to advocate for increased 

funding of breast cancer research, more control over treatment options, and prevention 

efforts.
10

 By the 1990s the movement had raised the level of social legitimacy for breast 

cancer, prompting increasing numbers of magazines to publish breast cancer-related arti-

                                                 
5
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cles.
11

 Articles in the early 1990s focused on the movement’s attempts to raise awareness 

and increase survivors’ influence over the scientific and government agendas for re-

search. In the mid-1990s the focus shifted toward the popularity of breast cancer as a 

charitable cause.
12

 Although many diverse groups make up the breast cancer movement, 

organizations like Susan G. Komen for the Cure—which “market personal experiences, 

empowerment rhetoric, and social networks to increase publicity while raising funds”—

came to dominate the conversation.
13

 

Komen’s founder and CEO, Nancy Brinker, is “widely credited with turning the dis-

ease into a marketable product with which consumers, corporations, and politicians are 

eager to associate.”
14

 Brinker created the Komen Foundation in her sister’s name in 1982 

to respond to the lack of treatment, support, and discussion her sister faced when she was 

suffering with breast cancer. She promised her sister, who lost her battle with breast can-

cer at age 36, “that she would do everything possible to end the shame, pain, fear, and 

hopelessness caused by this disease.”
15

 The organization “pioneered cause-related mar-

keting,”
16

 making the pink ribbon synonymous with the disease and carving out a niche 

market of survivors and supporters of breast cancer research.
17

  

The widespread marketing of pink products resulted in alliances between Komen and 

more than 200 corporations attempting to attract customers using cause-related market-

ing.
18

 Partnering with companies ranging from Ford to Yoplait, Komen and other breast 

cancer organizations fostered “an entire industry devoted to marketing products with a 

breast cancer theme.”
19

 The marketing messages associated with breast cancer fundrais-

ing are reliant on the static notions of femininity, materialism, and overwhelming opti-

mism, characteristic of postfeminism. Postfeminism gained popularity in the 1980s as 

anti-feminist backlash promoted the idea that women had achieved equality and feminist 

politics were no longer necessary.
20

 Taking into account feminist ideals such as empow-

erment and choice, postfeminist discourse refashions women’s politics into a drive for 

personal empowerment through sexuality and material consumption.
21

 When it is used in 

breast cancer marketing, the postfeminist approach invites people to participate financial-

ly in the women’s health movement without having to identify with feminist politics. So-

ciologist Gayle Sulik argues that this approach to activism “has transformed breast cancer 
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from an important social problem that requires complicated social and medical solutions 

to a popular item for public consumption.”
22

  

Pink marketing has become so ubiquitous that it has largely overwhelmed voices of 

dissent within the larger breast cancer and women’s health movements and has raised bil-

lions of dollars for breast cancer research.
23

 The prominence of their marketing campaign 

and their political influence in Washington has allowed Komen to marginalize dissenting 

voices such as Breast Cancer Action (BCA) who actively critique the commodification of 

breast cancer and companies that participate in it. Komen’s ability to overwhelm detrac-

tors and endear themselves to consumers, as well as Planned Parenthood’s contentious 

political position, may have contributed to Komen’s underestimation of the controversy 

they would cause in revising their granting guidelines and distancing themselves from 

Planned Parenthood. 
 

The Controversy 

 
Komen’s decision to change its granting guidelines came as a result of a political situa-

tion that had been mounting over the course of the previous year. In 2011 Americans 

United for Life (AUL) released a report pointing to “systemic financial irregularities and 

other abuses” apparent in its investigation of over twenty years of Planned Parenthood 

records.
24

 The report called for a federal investigation claiming Planned Parenthood mis-

used more than $300 million per year of tax payer money.
25

 Building on existing state 

investigations and decisions to defund Planned Parenthood, House Republicans placed 

Planned Parenthood at the center of already contentious partisan debates about govern-

ment spending and health care reform.
26

 The House launched an investigation into 

Planned Parenthood’s financial practices, looking specifically at how the organization 

was keeping federal funds from going to abortion services.
27

 This decision drew criticism 

from feminist organizations such as the National Organization for Women (NOW), and 

added to feminist concerns over a mounting “war on women” evident in ongoing debates 

about budgets, healthcare, and abortion.
28

 

Meanwhile, Komen, a major funder of Planned Parenthood, was bracing for an inves-

tigation of its own. In January 2011 Komen hired Karen Handel, an outspoken advocate 

against Planned Parenthood, as the senior vice president of public policy. By spring 

Komen had begun investigating the organization’s grant funding of Planned 
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23
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24
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Parenthood.
29

 In November, two months after the federal investigation was announced, 

Komen’s board voted to eliminate funding of Planned Parenthood. The next day the sen-

ior official in charge of community grants, Mollie Williams, resigned. Two weeks later 

Komen’s president, Elizabeth Thompson, informed Planned Parenthood of the board’s 

decision. The decision remained private until January 31, 2012 when a Komen spokes-

person announced the board’s decision and linked it to the ongoing federal investiga-

tion.
30

  

The public reaction was swift and loud. Social media sites such as Facebook and 

Twitter helped everyone from senators and celebrities to average citizens weigh in on the 

issue. Actor Chad Lowe tweeted, “If you’re not outraged by what the Susan G Komen 

organization has done by ending support for Planned Parenthood, you’re not paying at-

tention.” U.S. Senator and comedian Al Franken tweeted, “Planned Parenthood provides 

indispensable services to women in countless communities across the country RT 

@PPact RT if you #standwithPP.” @furrygirl chimed in with her personal account 

“Planned Parenthood has been my primary provider of healthcare for HALF OF MY 

LIFE now. #PPSavedMe #StandWithPP.”
31

 The reaction extended beyond social media 

as New York Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg pledged $250,000 to Planned Parenthood to 

help sustain their level of care for women’s health.
32

 The debate attracted people from all 

parts of the political spectrum. While most critics of the decision focused heavily on the 

implications for women’s health, feminist advocates also examined what the decision 

meant for the larger women’s movement. Amy Schiller argued that the brief break-up 

between these two organizations “provided a long overdue spotlight on the difference be-

tween feminism as a brand and feminism as a political movement.”
33

 With a sea of voices 

from across the nation weighing in on the decision, Susan G. Komen for the Cure was 

compelled to respond. 
 

Brinker’s Apologia 

 
Organizations like Susan G. Komen for the Cure are regularly called to account for their 

actions in order to maintain a positive public image. An organization can jeopardize its 

image by failing to uphold a certain degree of social responsibility, prompting a hostile 

public reaction. Public relations scholar Keith Michael Hearit explains that, “this hostility 

is a form of social sanction by which the supra-system (e.g. media, opinion-leaders, con-

sumers, etc.) in effect says, ‘we don’t approve of what you have done.’”
34

 In this situation 

the organization must offer a defense of its actions in order to maintain its image. In do-

                                                 
29

 Washington Post Staff. “Timeline of Key Events in Komen Controversy.” The Washington Post , Febru-

ary 7, 2012, http://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/timeline-of-key-events-in-komen-
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30

 Ibid. 
31
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32
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33
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34
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ing so, organizations rely on a collection of strategies referred to as apologia, or speeches 

of self-defense.
35

  

Rhetorical scholars Robert Rowland and Angela Jerome explain that when offering 

an organizational apologia the rhetor faces the difficult task of simultaneously maintain-

ing the organization’s positive public image and “presenting justification of action or de-

nial of guilt in the particular case (image repair).”
36

 Rowland and Jerome identify image 

maintenance as a universal goal of organizational apologia because “organizations want 

to maintain important and ongoing relationships with stakeholders, including employees, 

shareholders, key partners, the public, and government.”
37

 Regardless of whether image 

repair is necessary or not, the organization must always focus on image maintenance in 

order to protect and bolster credibility. 

While image maintenance is a necessity, it may not be possible for an organization to 

maintain its reputation without denying wrongdoing or justifying actions. When an or-

ganization is addressing “accusations of serious wrongdoing,” its spokespersons may uti-

lize a variety of image repair strategies to manage the way in which the organization is 

perceived in relation to the accusations.
38

 The strategies employed depend on whether the 

organization chooses to admit guilt, which must then be absolved, or to avoid such an 

admission altogether.
39

 To be successful, the organization must present an apologia strat-

egy that addresses the perceived wrongdoing without contradicting “the general percep-

tion or reputation of the organization.”
40

 

Komen’s strategy began to emerge after 24 hours of criticism circulating on the Inter-

net. The first statement, offered in the form of a press release, did little to quiet the fire-

storm of controversy. Over the next week Nancy Brinker went on to release a YouTube 

video, appear on a major news program, and offer two additional press releases to address 

the criticisms of her organization. As her message evolved, Brinker repeatedly attempted 

to transcend the criticisms by emphasizing Komen’s established role as a leading fund-

raiser for breast cancer. This attempt at image maintenance prevented her from repairing 

the rift Komen’s decision created with supporters of the larger women’s health move-

ment. In the remainder of this essay I examine Brinker’s attempt to transcend the contro-

versy by shifting the focus of concern away from politics and toward the fight against 

breast cancer, and argue that her strategy relied on a postfeminist understanding of wom-

                                                 
35
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36
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37
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38

 Rowland & Jerome, “On Organizational Apologia,” 195. 
39
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40

 Rowland & Jerome, “On Organizational Apologia,” 195. 
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en’s health that appealed to corporate sponsors while distancing her organization from the 

larger women’s health movement. 
 

Transcending Politics 

 
Transcendence is a form of apologia in which the rhetor avoids admitting guilt for any 

wrongdoing, and instead redefines the act using a frame of reference which appeals to a 

higher purpose.
41

 A transcendent strategy relies on two primary elements: “redefinition 

and an appeal to higher values.”
42

 In redefining, the rhetor dissociates the act from the 

current prevailing interpretation, and emphasizes a more noble purpose that the act will 

serve in the long-term. Brinker’s strategy distanced Komen’s decision from its immediate 

political implications and emphasized the measurably larger impact that future grants 

would have in the fight against breast cancer.  

Hearit explains that a successful transcendent appeal will typically employ “three 

forms of dissociations in particular: opinion/knowledge, business interests/social inter-

ests, and current/future.”
43

 The opinion/knowledge dissociation contends that the prevail-

ing interpretation of the situation is based on uninformed opinions, and when the public 

understands the knowledge upon which the organization based its decision, the organiza-

tion’s guilt will be absolved. The second dissociation relies on the assertion that the or-

ganization is acting not out of self-interest, but out of concern for the greater good. The 

third form of dissociation prioritizes a future-oriented view of the event and minimizes 

any potential short-term concerns. Taken together, these strategies are designed to show a 

higher moral purpose for the organization, legitimize its mission as socially responsible, 

and show that the organization has the “backbone” to stand up for what is right, even in 

the face of controversy.
44

 My analysis of Brinker’s strategy reveals that she attempted to 

redefine the controversy as apolitical by employing the opinion/knowledge and cur-

rent/future dissociations and contending that the controversy was the result of a simple 

misunderstanding. Then, as she looked to the future, she conflated business and social 

interests to focus on Komen’s fiduciary responsibility to its donors. The overwhelmingly 

negative response to her strategy demonstrates what scholars have identified as a major 

drawback to the transcendent approach; by appealing to a larger moral code the rhetor 

may alienate that portion of the audience that does not share the rhetor’s values.
45

  

 
Redefinition: “This is not a Political Decision” 

 
When Komen announced the revision of its granting guidelines to exclude organizations 

under investigation on the heels of a congressional fight over Planned Parenthood, stake-

holders in both Komen and Planned Parenthood interpreted the decision as a political 

                                                 
41
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77; Hearit, “Mistakes Were Made,” 221. 
42
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43
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45
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statement related to Planned Parenthood providing abortions.
46

 Komen affiliates in multi-

ple states spoke out against the decision and emphasized the importance of their relation-

ship with Planned Parenthood.
47

 After the announcement affiliates received calls demon-

strating the divisiveness of Komen’s decision. Andrea Higgins, Executive Director of 

Komen’s Houston affiliate, said,  
 

People have been calling us very angry. We understand why. Then, there have been peo-

ple who see this as very political and they’ve been on the other side of the issue and they 

applaud us. We don’t want them to do that either . . . We see this as access to care for 

women and we are not red or blue here.
48

  
 

At the same time, Planned Parenthood issued a press release saying that “Anti-choice 

groups in America have repeatedly threatened the Susan G. Komen for the Cure Founda-

tion for partnering with Planned Parenthood to provide these lifesaving cancer screenings 

and news articles suggest that the Komen Foundation ultimately succumbed to these 

pressures.”
49

 While Komen and its affiliates worked to distance themselves from the po-

litical disagreement, and Planned Parenthood publicly voiced disappointment, citizens 

and congressional representative signed petitions urging Komen to reverse the decision 

and donors vowed to stop supporting Komen and send their money to Planned 

Parenthood instead.
50

 

As the political debate grew louder, news outlets rushed to expose Komen’s con-

servative political ties. In addition to heavy coverage of Komen’s hiring of Karen Handel 

and her vociferous opposition to Planned Parenthood, reporters highlighted Brinker’s ties 

to the Republican Party and a new partnership between Komen and the George W. Bush 

Institute to provide breast and cervical screenings in Africa and Latin America. They also 

explained that the program was funded by drug maker Merck, a longtime donor to Re-

publican presidential candidate Rick Perry.
51

 Further, there were reports that anti-abortion 

groups “may have been tipped off to the decision well before it was public,” and that 

                                                 
46

 David Morgan, “Komen Move on Planned Parenthood Sparks Abortion Row,” Reuters, February 2, 

2012, http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/02/02/us-usa-healthcare-komen-idUSTRE8111WA20120202 
47

 “Arguments Against Komen Decision to Defund Planned Parenthood,” The Daily Beast, February 4, 

2012, http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2012/02/04/arguments-against-the-komen-decision-to-defund-

planned-parenthood.html; Sarah Kliff, “Seven California Affiliates Oppose Defunding Planned 

Parenthood,” Washington Post, February 2, 2012, http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/ezra-klein/post 

/seven-california-komen-affiliates-oppose-defunding-planned-

parenthood/2012/02/02/gIQAncMJlQ_blog.html; Cindy George, “Houston Affiliates Respond the Komen, 

Planned Parenthood Uproar,” Houston Chronicle, February 2, 2012, http://blog.chron.com/medblog/2012 

/02/houston-affiliates-respond-to-the-komen-planned-parenthood-uproar/.  
48
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50
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51
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Komen was not cancelling grants to other organizations, such as The Pennsylvania State 

University, which were also under investigation.
52

 

Despite evidence to the contrary, in each of her public statements Brinker insisted that 

the change to Komen’s funding guidelines was not about politics. The first response to 

the controversy on the Komen website offered to “set the record straight,” and expressed 

disappointment that the decision had been “mischaracterized.” Both the initial press re-

lease and Brinker’s YouTube video explained that in 2010 Komen began measuring the 

impact of community grants and, as a result of the findings, was simply strengthening 

performance criteria for grantees.
53

 The initial statement concluded with regrets that the 

organization’s decision would end some longstanding relationships, including the one 

with Planned Parenthood, but clarified that the decision was “not about politics.”
54

 Brink-

er’s attempt to dissociate the decision from any political motivation remained consistent 

even as other elements in her apologia evolved throughout the week.  

Brinker employed both the opinion/knowledge and current/future dissociations to re-

define the situation as a simple misunderstanding, and was adamant that as people 

learned more about the decision they would see the benefits of changing the granting 

structure to advance the fight against breast cancer. On February 2, Brinker appeared on 

MSNBC talking to reporter, friend, and long-time Komen supporter, Andrea Mitchell, 

about the decision. Mitchell conveyed the shock and disappointment that many Komen 

supporters felt with the decision and pressed Brinker to explain. In response, Brinker 

again insisted that the decision was not political. To bolster her point, Brinker claimed 

that Karen Handel had nothing to do with the decision. While Mitchell focused on the 

critics, pointing to donors backing away from Komen and images of people on Komen’s 

Facebook page “cutting pink ribbons in half,” Brinker said that her organization was get-

ting very favorable responses as well. Invoking the opinion/knowledge dissociation, 

Brinker claimed that the favorable responses came from “people who have bothered to 

read the material, who have bothered to understand the issues,” implying that those who 

were opposed to the decision did not have a sophisticated understanding of the situa-

tion.
55

 Brinker contended that the prevailing interpretation was based on uninformed 

opinions and that those who had accurate knowledge of the situation recognized the or-

ganization’s wisdom in strengthening guidelines.  

The following day, the Komen website featured another press release that began: “We 

want to apologize to the American public for recent decisions that cast doubt upon our 

commitment to our mission of saving women’s lives.”
56

 Although this statement started 

with a more explicit apology, it too relied on the opinion/knowledge dissociation. The 

organization recognized that the events of the preceding week had been “deeply unset-

tling” to many Komen supporters and it went on to explain that the problem was not the 
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change itself, but “the presumption that the changes made to our funding criteria were 

done for political reasons or to specifically penalize Planned Parenthood. They were 

not.”
57

 This statement affirmed Brinker’s redefinition of the situation as a strengthening 

of guidelines. It emphasized that claims made about the political nature of the organiza-

tion’s decision were based on uninformed presumptions rather than facts. To ensure that 

these presumptions were not made in the future, and that “politics has no place in [the] 

granting process,” the statement explained that the organization would amend the guide-

lines again to guarantee “that disqualifying investigations must be criminal and conclu-

sive in nature.”
58

  

The overt apology at the beginning of the statement led many news outlets to report 

that Komen had completely reversed their decision, yet others reported that was not the 

case.
59

 This second press release offered an explicit apology, but not for the political de-

cision. Instead, it acknowledged that in making the appropriate and informed decision to 

strengthen granting guidelines, Komen had failed to guard against the presumption that 

the decision was political. Revising the guidelines a second time would clarify Komen’s 

position so that these sorts of presumptions would not be made in the future. The state-

ment went on to call for “the public’s understanding and patience” as Komen worked 

with its affiliates to determine how to proceed.
60

 This language reinforced the point that 

the problem stemmed not from Komen’s actions, but from misunderstanding and a rush 

to judgment on the part of the public. 

Rather than admitting wrongdoing and seeking to repair its image, Komen insisted 

that its actions had simply been misinterpreted. Komen’s CEO sought to transcend the 

situation by redefining the conversation away from one concerned with the political im-

plications of the action and toward a discussion of the way funds could be used to fight 

breast cancer more effectively in the future. Brinker’s statements reinforced the organiza-

tion’s 30-year history of serving women and argued that the change in granting guide-

lines would help Komen to “continually evolve and do a better job of measuring and 

achieving impacts.”
61
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Moving Forward with an Appeal to Higher Values: “Fiduciary Duty” 

 
As Komen looked to the future, supporters of Planned Parenthood largely focused on the 

past, highlighting the important role Planned Parenthood played in saving lives. One of 

many outlets for supporters’ stories was a Tumblr site, “Planned Parenthood Saved My 

Life,” in which women and men offered their testimonies of survival relating to cancer, 

organ transplants, sexual violence, and more.
62

 These posts, along with t-shirts and pro-

test signs saying, “protect women’s health,” “real reform includes women’s health 

care,”
63

 “women’s health matters,” and “stop the war on women,”
64

 rhetorically situated 

Planned Parenthood within the women’s health movement by using women-first lan-

guage and highlighting the need for women’s control over their health. Using language 

often employed by the movement, supporters focused on Planned Parenthood’s commit-

ment to equipping women with the resources to make the best decisions for their bod-

ies.
65

  

Rather than engage the personal testimonies, Brinker attempted to transcend the con-

troversy and account for concerns about women’s empowerment by emphasizing 

Komen’s image as a prominent fundraiser. Her rhetorical strategy distanced the organiza-

tion from the women’s health movement and instead employed a postfeminist rhetoric 

which focused on consumption-based fundraising and donations coming from “the 

healthy financial resources of particular classes.”
66

 Whereas Planned Parenthood support-

ers revealed that women still lacked the ability to control their health, particularly repro-

ductive health, Brinker claimed that what women needed was more financial investment 

in expert medical solutions. The more that Brinker relied on Komen’s existing image as a 

fundraiser, the more she highlighted the organization’s postfeminist approach to women’s 

health. 

Throughout the week Brinker and the Komen Foundation emphasized the granting 

process above all else. In attempting to maintain its image, the organization conflated so-

cial interests with business interests and appealed to a “fiduciary duty to our donors.”
67

 In 

the first press release on the Komen site attempting to “set the record straight,” Komen 

explained the decision saying, 
 

Starting in 2010, Komen began an initiative to help us do a better job of measuring the 

impact of community grants. This is important because we invest significant dollars in 
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our local community programs—$93 million in 2011, which provided for 700,000 breast 

health screenings and diagnostic procedures. Following this review, we made the deci-

sion to implement stronger performance criteria for our grantees to minimize duplication 

and free up dollars for direct services to help vulnerable women.
68 

 

This statement sets the tone for later iterations of the apologia strategy, arguing that the 

new granting strategy “implemented more stringent eligibility standards to safeguard do-

nor dollars.”
69

 This framing of the decision emphasizes the importance of financial in-

vestment as a means to help women. As the statement unfolds further, it also offers the 

clearest illustration of Komen’s conflation of social and business interests claiming, “over 

the past three decades people have given us more than just their money. They have given 

us their trust and we take that responsibility very seriously.” Although these two sentenc-

es could be read as elevating trust in the organization over financial investment, subse-

quent statements demonstrate that Komen sees these two elements as inextricably linked. 

The second press release from Brinker and the Komen Board of Directors demon-

strates the conflation of trust and financial investment in the attempt to appeal to higher 

values. They explain that the decision stemmed from their “original desire,” which “was 

to fulfill our fiduciary duty to our donors.”
70

 Here Brinker and the Board of Directors el-

evate the responsibility to donors above all else. Even later in the statement when they 

mention that the “only goal for our granting process is to support women and families in 

the fight against breast cancer,” the grants take center stage. The focus on finances is also 

evident in Brinker’s interview with Andrea Mitchell. During the interview Brinker ex-

plains that “the investigation [of Planned Parenthood] isn’t the only issue,” it’s about 

“taking these grants into communities and being excellent grant-givers.”
71

 When Mitchell 

attempts to highlight supporters’ arguments for Planned Parenthood, Brinker argues that 

“Our issue is grant excellence” and explains that the services offered by Planned 

Parenthood, no matter how valuable women find them, are “pass-through grants” and that 

Komen has shifted focus to “direct service grants.”
72

 This emphasis on grants as the 

highest priority again causes Brinker to conflate business and social interests, saying, 

“This is about the restructure of our grant program. Now, as an NGO and a leader in the 

breast cancer space, we have an obligation to the community we serve, to donors, and to 

this country to translate cancer care in the way we know how.”
73

 

Brinker’s conflation of business and social interests not only reveals a focus on finan-

cial investment as the means of achieving women’s health, it also prefers Komen and 

medical expert knowledge of the disease over women’s embodied agency. Whereas the 

women’s health movement seeks funding and research into women’s health issues as a 

means of equipping women to make the best choices for their individual bodies, Brink-

er’s rhetoric constructs women as simply the target population for breast cancer services. 

When Andrea Mitchell presses Brinker about the political nature of the decision, pointing 

out that Planned Parenthood appears to be unfairly targeted by the new policy, Brinker 
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again diverts the conversation to the higher goals of grant-making within her organiza-

tion. Brinker says,  
 

The investigation isn’t the only issue, Andrea. In 2010 we set about creating excellence in 

our grants. Not just in our community grants, but in our science grants. Putting metrics, 

outcomes, and measures to them so that we can translate all of the science we’ve funded 

over the years.
74 

 

In this moment Brinker emphasizes the organization’s honorable record of advancing 

scientific research in the area of breast cancer and translating that research into care. 

However, rather than rhetorically aligning with the women’s health movement by 

demonstrating the potential for that research to empower women with the information 

necessary to choose the right path to care for their cancer, she distances herself from the 

movement by occupying the space of an expert who will prescribe for women the path 

they should take. To legitimize her role reversal, she uses the large amounts of money her 

organization has invested to reposition Komen as the expert on breast cancer and what 

should be done to stop it. 

In each iteration of her apologia Brinker attempts to redefine the situation and appeal 

to higher values by conflating business interests and social interests and insisting that, in 

the long run, financial investment in scientific research will save women’s lives. In her 

YouTube video Brinker explains that, thanks to Komen supporters, Susan G. Komen in-

vested $93 million over the past year in community grants. She emphasizes the im-

portance of increasing the funding each year and re-emphasizes what she sees as the 

highest value, saying “we have the highest responsibility to insure that these donor dol-

lars make the biggest impact possible.”
75

 Secondarily she says, “These changes mean that 

we will be able to do more to help women advance the fight against breast cancer.” Then 

she goes on to talk more about grants and to reiterate a point from the first press release 

that, “over the past three decades people have given us more than just their money, they 

have given us their trust.”
76

 Although Brinker again accounts for women as the target 

population for grants, she blatantly declares that the highest priority for her organization 

is donor dollars. 
 

Implications for an Evolving Apologia 

 
In attempting to transcend the situation, Brinker’s postfeminist rhetoric betrayed her or-

ganization’s roots in the women’s health movement and instead relied on a new incarna-

tion of an old idea—that those with the most money and power ought to decide what is 

best for women and their bodies. Brinker’s attempt to redefine the situation relied on her 

insistence that the public failed to understand the informed decision her organization was 

making. This strategy distanced Komen from the women’s health movement by implying 

that Komen’s knowledge of cancer care was superior to women’s personal and collective 

experiences of empowerment within the Planned Parenthood model. She called women to 
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move past their personal experiences and look toward the future when donor dollars 

could be put to work saving them.  

In her book, Pink Ribbons Inc.: Breast Cancer and the Politics of Philanthropy, Sa-

mantha King argues that the increasing role of organized giving “in the politics of breast 

cancer requires that we rethink some key assumptions about the movement and the mean-

ing of breast cancer in the contemporary United States.”
77

 The Komen/Planned 

Parenthood controversy demonstrates further the need for that rethinking. Brinker’s deci-

sion to adopt a postfeminist emphasis on money and expertise in place of women’s em-

powerment exposed the distance between the goals of fund-raising organizations such as 

hers, and the larger women’s health movement. Rather than enabling her to transcend the 

controversy, Brinker’s repeated insistence that the decision “was not political” combined 

with her focus on “donor dollars” highlighted the ideological rift between the postfemi-

nist marketing of breast cancer fundraising and the feminist advocacy of the women’s 

health movement.  

At the end of a long week of heated debate over Komen’s decision Brinker gave her 

final public statement on the issue. In the press release she accepted the resignation of 

Karen Handel and offered a markedly different take on the controversy. Rather than con-

tinuing to emphasize donor dollars and medical expertise, Brinker appeared to refocus on 

the women she created the organization to serve. She said,  
 

Susan G. Komen for the Cure’s mission is the same today as it was the day of its found-

ing: to find a cure and eradicate breast cancer – We owe no less to our partners, support-

ers and, above all, the millions of people who have been and continue to be impacted by 

this life-threatening disease. We have made mistakes in how we have handled recent de-

cisions and take full accountability for what has resulted, but we cannot take our eye off 

the ball when it comes to our mission.
78 

 

Rather than attempting to transcend the controversy, as she accepted Handel’s resig-

nation Brinker shifted from image maintenance to image repair as she admitted responsi-

bility for mistakes made in the changing of granting guidelines. She added that the organ-

ization “must learn from what we’ve done right, what we’ve done wrong and achieve our 

goal for the millions of women who rely on us. The stakes are too high and providing 

hope for a cure must drive our efforts.”
79

 

Apologias such as Brinker’s are unique in that they evolve over time, adapting to a 

constantly changing rhetorical situation. In these moments, Judith Hoover calls upon rhe-

torical critics to acknowledge that each strategy the rhetor deploys over time must build 

on the antecedent strategy even as they seek a shift to adapt to the changing nature of the 

situation.
80

 In Brinker’s final apologia she did not apologize for her earlier characteriza-

tion of opponents as misinformed, nor did she deny the importance of donor dollars to her 

organization. Instead, she offered a vague apology for “mistakes” that allowed opponents 

to fill in the mistakes that offended them. She realigned her rhetoric with that of women’s 

health advocates by refocusing on the women they serve and their ability to help provide 
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“hope for a cure,” rather than mandate a particular course of action. Yet, after such a 

dramatic week, this resolution seems all too easy. This case should serve as more than a 

lesson to rhetoric and public relations scholars on the successes and failures of apologia. 

This controversy demonstrated that there are real consequences to allowing the financial 

power demonstrated by breast cancer fundraising organizations to usurp individual wom-

en’s agency over their healthcare decisions, which is at the heart of the women’s health 

movement. 
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