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Abstract

South Koreans today take a remarkably liberaluatéittowards plastic surgery, as the highest
per capita consumers of plastic surgery in the dvorhis rise in surgery has accompanied
dramatic change in the Korean attitude toward$tty and advanced a new attitude, one that
was rare as recent as in 1990. Moreover, this adittis the long held Confucian attitude
towards the body. Originating from late Choseoregdpminant Confucian values held that the
body was sacred, and should remain unaltered sinsebequeathed by one’s parents. This
thesis examines how these dominant attitudes t@ithedbody had changed and led to today’s
liberal attitudes regarding plastic surgery over plast few decades. It first builds on theories
of culture to understand the source of such chage then uses discourse analysis of
advertisements and a TV show to examine the prevawv logic that endorses plastic surgery
consumption. The thesis argues that the new méokgtlastic surgery accompanied a swift
value change wherein market actors (i.e., plasiigesy clinics and other media agents)
actively used certain status-based notions as-kibgl to forge the plastic body as a new ideal
for status competition and in the process, displantd attitudes towards the body. This thesis
shows how adoption of new cultural practices in mest of globalization simultaneously
happens on the basis of prior cultural understaysdin
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 The rise of plastic surgery in South Korea

In July 2012, 21-year-old Kim Yu-mi won the titlé iss Korea in the South Korean beauty
contest (Kim, 2013). Later that year, the beautyeq however, was forced to make a public
confession while participating in an entertainm&mw on Korean TV. Rumors that had turn
into a scandal surrounded Kim Yu-mi, as an old pb@ph of a schoolgirl circulated on the
internet after the competition. In her schoold&jisn’s looks were remarkably different and
there was no doubt that she has gone under the &me the photo was taken. The beauty
gueen’s response was one of shock, in regardstdl®media made it seem like she claimed
her beauty to be natural: “I never once said thaga$ born beautiful” she responded with
apparent disbelief that people would make a laggadal out of the fact that she received
plastic surgery. She added, that she could unchet tii@ people’s disappointment, nevertheless,

but going under the knife was nothing she planodude (Kim, 2013).

Only two decades ago, it would have been considemedarrassing to reveal that one had
undertaken surgery for cosmetic needs. People aveoemore stealth about such operations.
Plastic surgery patients might have even been iguest their morality for undertaking such
decision based on cultural beliefs that are att laasentury old (Kim, 2003:98). But Korean
views on the body have been changing, and attittmleards plastic surgery have become
remarkably liberal among many South Koreans jugtr @/decade or two. According to the
International Society for Aesthetic Plastic Surge(ySAPS) figures from a worldwide survey
of cosmetic procedures performed in 2010 (publishegtie Economist), South Korea topped

the list in the number of surgical procedures gital

Korean’s body ideal went from one where any modtfan was not only undesirable but also
immoral to one where modification is remarkably eggied as a means of one’s status
enhancement. How did such cultural change occueg?giial of this thesis is to explore this
transformation of South Korea as the world’s ptastirgery capital. In doing this, | intend to
go further beyond the questionwhat individual motivationSouth Koreans today have to go

under the knife in such remarkable numbers, anttadstrace the development in cultural

1 See: http://www.economist.com/blogs/graphicdetail/2012/04/daily-chart-13 (last accessed 11.05.2015)
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change and rise of a new rhetoric that legitimlestic surgery consumption as a means of

status enhancement.

1.2 Research gquestion

In contemporary South Korean society, plastic syrgeremarkably common. However, this
is a recent development that accompanied a drastatian body ideals. For some 500 years,
Neo-Confucianism dominated as the official ideolagyKorea. There was an society-wide
emphasis on strictly following its teachings, ahd endeavor was to create a Neo-Confucian
state (Kim, 2003:98). This meant not only that thtate operations were guided by
Confucianism but also that an official ideology rdgating certain attitudes towards the body
was in place to guide individual beliefs and acti@md their daily life orientations. The body
was believed to be sacred, since it was bequeathede’s parents and therefore, had to remain
unaltered (2003:98). The body had to be respeotéuket extent that during the Kabo Reforms
between 1894 — 1896 (modernizing reforms suggestddr King Gojong), many people chose
to take their lives rather than cut their hair ugbe enactment of the ‘Short hair act’ (Seth,
2011:246).

Of course it would be absurd to suggest that Kooedtaral values have not changed since this
time as they certainly have. However, Confuciancemtinued to evolve and become adapted
in today’s Korea in ways that many analysts of kos#ll see the influence of Confucianism in
the daily lives of Koreans (Kim, 2003:102-103). 8itaneously, there are cultural changes that
are seemingly counterintuitive from this vantagapof a Confucian state, one of which being
the dramatic increase in plastic surgery consumpitio South Korea, especially since the
middle of 1990s.

There are surely several reasons behind the dfitlésonational trend but some argue for the
influence of the modern Korean pop-culture andetsbrities (Davies & Han, 2011; Fedorenco,
2014; Holliday & Elfving-Hwang, 2012; Lee, 2012; 8m 2014). Chelsea Kim (2013) argues
that the Korean celebrities are becoming more gonsabout their looks as they appear in
close up angels in the constantly advancing mestianiques, such as high definition TVs.
Plastic surgery is then the key to stay “as flawlasd perfect as possible”, but at the expense
of revealing it to the public. Before-and-after-pt® showing the faces of celebrities before
and after the cosmetic procedures, often circ@edand the internet. It is almost impossible to



deny that some form of plastic surgery have beere dmstead of trying to deny it, there is the

option left to proudly go public about it (Kim, 281

However, in order to understand this cultural shifbody ideal, it is crucial to ask how plastic
surgery has not only become less stigmatized, lisrben and women have become more open
and acceptable towards going under the knife, mrernmportantly ask how its pervasive and
rapid acceptance occurred despite the seemingalit@rriers that were in place. Yet, as | have
mentioned earlier, the newly relaxed attitudes waades towards the body are very much a
recent phenomenon, not the least because the aupgacedures for cosmetic purposes are
new. Aesthetical plastic surgery was first introgltito the Korean society in the 1950s by the
Americans and the first surgery clinic for cosmgiirposes opened in 1961 (Stone, 2013),
however, it was not until the mid-1990s that plastirgery took off as a popular and common
method for enhancing one’s status-position in $gcithis shows that the availability of the
technology itself was only a necessary conditiarttie rise of popularity of plastic surgery but

not a sufficient condition on its own.

So my thesis provides a twofold understanding isf¢hltural change and new reality Koreans
live in. | ask the following questions.

« How do we understand the change in attitude towihel&orean body around the mid-
1990s?

« What accounts for the change during this spedifie tperiod and how do theories of
culture help to account for the change in bodylgfea

« What new discourses are promoted in the new wohlerevplastic surgery is common
and justifiable, and how can we use media souesderstand the new reality that

South Koreans live in?

1.3 Defining plastic surgery

Surgery for cosmetic purposes goes by many namds &l ‘cosmetic surgery’, ‘aesthetic
surgery’, ‘anaplasty’ or ‘plastic surgery’. Althoghere are many synonyms, ‘plastic surgery’
will be the mainly used within this thesis. Moregvaurgery for cosmetic purposes can either
be invasive or non-invasive. In this thesis, theutowill be on the invasive type of surgery

procedures as they provide some drastic exampldémodify modifications. It is, however,



important to note the high frequency of non-invassurgical procedures — no knife cosmetic

fixes — such as botox, peels, fillers and dermabmngserformed for smoother skin.

In the recent decade, enhancing one’s looks thrquighktic surgery has been a growing
phenomenon in South Korea among both men and wohherkKorean ‘double-eyelid’ surgery
is one of the most requested and preferred amdmyadedures (Marx, 2015). Most patients
who go under the knife do so to have their eydiidise, and this happens as early as in their
high school years. It is furthermore quite common rhothers to encourage their teenage
daughters to get the double eyelid procedure wihep dre still young. In fact, most people do
not even consider the Korean double-eyelid surgsrgn actual surgery since the procedure
has become so common and routine (Kim, 2013).

Yet, there are more complicated invasive surgicat@dures for cosmetic purposes becoming
increasingly more common, for exampleinoplastyor “nose job” to improve the appearance
of the nose by rising the bridge and making theemasre narrow and the “V-line” surgery, a
procedure involving correction of the jawline byaking and shaving it to achieve a smoother
facial line and create a “V-shaped” face are sameeasingly popular procedures (The Atlantic,
2013).

1.4 Disposition

In the following two sections, | will provide a riew of previous studies on plastic surgery in
South Korea as well as a historical overview foeg2n the significant cultural changes and
changes in values that had accompanied Koreangdsing acceptance of bodily modification.
Next, | provide a theoretical framework to undemstaultural change and especially argue that
an understanding of culture as a “tool kit” helps anderstanding of why Koreans prioritized
the status-ideal rooted in Confucianism while salety modifying their body ideal to embrace
plastic surgery as a new mode of status-displajpenmidst of expanding consumerism and
commodification of the body such consumerism nevdlebrates. Then | go on to introduce
my method of analyzing current discourses in ptastirgery, newly embraced and idealized,
before presenting the analysis of ads and a TVrpmgl present the analyses as a look into
the “new world” where legitimizing rhetoric of theew bodily ideals are pervasive and

normalized.



2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORY

2.1 Literature Review: Confucianism and ChanginglBluleals

This following section provides a historical oveawi of how Korean body ideals have been
changing over the past century. The reason foudeg this part into the thesis is to provide a
basis for understanding how cultural change haverged throughout Korean modern history,

and to seek connections to present day attitudéiseobody and plastic surgery.

2.1.1Confucianbody ideals

Confucianism was the ruling state philosophy in é&ofor almost 500 years. It had become
influential in every aspect of Korean life, incladipolitics, culture, the family and society (Lee,
2013:200). Understanding the Confucian ideologyortant in two ways for us to understand
the acceptance of plastic surgery. First, Confusmnincludes a set of behavioral dictates
whose basis lies in personal relationships, stats#tions, and duty and obligations based on
those positions, and we can find its influence loa hierarchical status relationships and
competition still manifest in contemporary Koreac8nd, Confucianism also includes a set of
body ideals that look remarkably different from tleals held by Koreans today. Therefore, to
understand the continuity and contradictions in ‘tBenfucian” characteristics of Korean
society today, | will first briefly discuss its delepment, its continuities and changes.

The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were theaple of Korean Confucianism. By the
eighteenth century Korea had become a normativefuCam society exhibiting standard
criteria such as “patrilineage with its attendantestral and mourning rites, the universal
acceptance of ethics concerned with the five so@hdtions, the supremacy of the civil
bureaucracy, the recruitment of officials througbinal service examination, and the uniform
adoption of a Confucian curriculum in educationatablishments” (Haboush, 1991:84).
However, the influence of Confucianism declinecaagsult of a number of reforms prior to
Japanese colonialism (1910 — 1945) (Lee, 2013:2013.period of late Choseon saw new laws
to modernize the country, which included the uséhef solar calendar instead of the lunar
calendar, the abolition of slavery, the prohibitiohchild marriage, and the permission of
widow remarriage (2013:201). One of the most caomrsial reforms of the Kabo reforms



(1894-1897) was the ‘Short Hair Act.” According tlte late Choseon ‘Confucian attitudes
towards the body,” manipulation of the body, alevith cremation and, later, organ and blood
donations, equaled violation of Confucian prec€ptsoe, 2011). The body was believed to be
sacred, since it was bequeathed by one’s paramdstharefore had to be treated with respect
and remain unaltered (Kim, 2003:98). The unchandgindy ideal was a given and was
fundamentally tied to one’s morality, place in stgj and filial obligations. Hence the body
remained intact and “unharmed” from the individs&dtus understandings that Confucianism
promoted. These Confucian rituals and values medtby the upper class also spread and

became desirable among commoners (Haboush, 1991:110

The Confucian beliefs and practices of late Chostared to break down in the late 1800s and
especially during the reform movement between 183896. Abolition of class relationships
during the reforms shifted subsequent class relsiips and gave birth to new groups of
individuals, especially during the Japanese colop&xiod (Seth, 2011:285). The newly
emerged group of small modern class included psafeals such as teachers, doctors,
accountants, businessmen, bankers, and civil serirathe colonial bureaucracy. Members of
this middle class were urban cosmopolitans. In, fdi$ group was more open to new ideas
than the previous generations and embraced cemamaern” practices with excitement,
including wearing Western-style clothes. Furthempoeading newspapers, magazines, and
modern literature either by Korean writers or fgreivriters and sending children to modern
schools were also part of the new modernity adwlceging this period. The rising demand
for ‘modern-style schooling’ reflected the socibbages Korea was undergoing, as education
became a key in maintaining this new status (2@K):2ZI'hese changes in totality reflected the
beginnings of a modern lifestyle rapidly taking glan Korea albeit among a small elite class

during this time.

The reforms and abolition of traditional class stawe during the late 1800s-early to 1900s,
accompanied modernization of some aspects of Kdrees including presentation of one’s
body in manners in a “modern” way. Being able teehd/estern-style hair and dress signified
a certain class identity. But while Western-stylettung signified certain cosmopolitan and
modern identities and linkages between presentatfoone’s body and class identity, this
changing linkage between class and style did naetmeauty was explicitly a basis for status

competition.
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2.1.21894-1897: Kabo Reforms and the fall of ChoseonaSty

During late Choseon, the body was not a meangdtarscompetition but one which individuals
had a moral duty to respect and keep. However, madeg reforms during th&abo Reform
movementn 1894 — 1896 brought the largest challengesdoe®n Confucianism in its five
hundred years (Seth, 2011:246), including the ualtis held toward the body. The Kabo
Reforms proclaimed measures to modernize the cpamd one of the most controversial
among these laws was the so-called ‘Short Hair Aagform which required Koreans to chop
off the knot on top of the head (the “topknot”)@st of a modernizing measure. Government
officials carried scissors to cut the topknotshaf populace first on the streets of the capital but
the movement soon spread throughout the countryeier, this movement initially met large
resistance as the topknot was in fact “the symlbd@@anfucian society as well as of man’s
authority in Korea’s patriarchal society” (Lee, 30401), and caused riots and massive political
oppositions throughout the country, especially agnitve Neo-Confucian scholars. Many lives
were taken — among them both scholars and governofigcials (Seth, 2011:249) and some
even committed suicide refusing to cut their togkn@Vhile initially met with drastic reaction,
short hair for men soon after become normalizedlegitimized.

These measures of Kabo reforms were a step imahsformation of Korean attitude regarding
the body brought on by the new international emument. It is an early example of how Korean
attitude towards the body has started to changkewioving towards modernization. However,
such change, while signifying a new stage of Koreay-“modern” identity and a step away
from the long-held Confucian attitudes towards libely, was far from the intentional bodily

modification as a means for status competition @eteday.

2.1.31920s-1930s: New Women and Colonial Korea

The 1920s and 30s saw some notable changes in i®ptesition and status in Korean society.
The 1920s was a particularly important time, ardad@nd cultural changes in Korea involved
women to a large extent. The modernizing societggmted new ideas and opportunities, which
were embraced by several Korean women. Due to thigoKReforms, a number of legal
restrictions on women were abolished, as well #d amarriages and the prohibition to remarry
for widows (Seth, 2011:286). Magazines such asthgoson@r The New Womaancouraged

women to become “consumers,” and continuously idyced images of “modern women” with
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demands of sexual freedom (Rhee, 2014:402). ThedtoiNew Woman’ belonged to a small
number of women who demanded liberation and edghts and leaned towards consumer-
oriented life styles, in the 1920s and 30s. Expagthe term even further, female high school

students, educators, artists, and writers wereidscl.

The women who had obtained their education abroa@ wf small scale but received much

attention from the public:

Their distinctive appearance, characterized by bdimir, shortened skirts, and high
heels, was seen as a challenge to the generaltatipes of femininity. In fact, these
women’s demands for freedom and equal rights aiesgenuch controversy as did their
hairstyle and fashion choices, since their bolderdisss of gender equality and
expressions of sexuality posed a clear threat tstieg gender relations. First and
foremost, they challenged the idea that women shioeil'wise mothers and good wives,”
arguing that it promoted unrealistic expectationat tfailed to accommodate actual
socio-economic conditions.’(Rhee, 2014:408)

With this said, the period from about the fall b&étChoseon dynasty until the 1930s provided
some early changes — both cultural and social -ngnilwee Korean people, although it seems
that conservative Confucian ideas, from today'spective, were still dominating. The modern

ideas such as the view upon education, fashionaexmden emerging in the 20s seem to have

shaded the Korean society of today.

We are now starting to see some gradual changestevdeideals of female-hood, among a
certain class of women, started to include beasity status ideal but this intersected with class
identity and served as a distinction mechanism &orya small group of women who actively

took part in such practices. This visible changdifastyle and appearance through fashion
starts the early cultures of consumerism that tatha small group of affluent women and the
legitimization of commercialized beauty as a stadiesl. However, it is important to mention

that this group constituted a small privilegedeeiit the Korean society and the way they lived

their lives were far removed from the common mass.

2.1.41950s: Plastic surgery’s arrival to Korea

Until this point in time, we have started to seeneagyradual changes around attitudes toward
appearance, but it was not until the 1950s whestiplaurgery arrives to Korea. However, the
purpose of plastic surgery was not for beauty hrgtactice was not as widespread as in today.

In November 1953, an American plastic surgeon RipR Millard arrived to South Korea. He

12



was commissioned as part of a plastic surgeon fearthe United States Marine Corps to
provide humanitarian relief, or, as he characterizéAmerican goodwill in Asia” (DiMoia,
2013:177). Part of his role was to help treat lkaraccident and burn victims from the Korean
War (1950 to 1953). However, Dr. Millard’s treatrher the victims took a slightly different
track then what was planned from the beginningpédormed what is said to be the first

recorded double-eyelid surgery in South KorearohystThompson, 2012:98).

His reasoning behind the treatment was to helpnsstaeate more of a ‘Western look’ in order
to become accepted among Americans and thus, &ssinmto the emerging international
economy (98). According to one article (The Atlan2013), Dr. Miller later wrote iithe
American Journal of Ophthalmolog$The Asian eyelid produces a passive expressioichw
seems to epitomize the stoical and unemotional eraoh the Oriental.” The procedure
escalated and surgery for cosmetic purposes péseirdo mainstream culture. In August 1961,
the first plastic surgery department was estabdistie onsei University Severance Hospital in
Korea, according to th&orean Society of Plastic and Reconstructive SurgdlSPRS).
However, the arrival of plastic surgery did not esgarily mean that consumers flocked to it

right away.

It was not until the middle of 1990s that plasticgery became a fully commercialized industry
for beauty and Koreans embraced it as a meanshianea their looks. This shows that the
availability of technology in itself was only a essary condition for the popularity of plastic
surgery we see today and it took effort by a laitber entities such as the industry, the surgeons,
hospitals, and the media etc. to reestablish tleeofplastic surgery as something cosmetic and

legitimize its usage as such.

Furthermore, while status competition was salienthe largely upwardly mobile Korean
society during the post-War era, status was link#ld a host of other criteria at the time: for
example, occupational status, education, and paEremalth. Plastic surgery obtained its use
as a status-enhancing tool only after consumerisiy bloomed in Korea and after the body

became a canvas for commercialized and consumptead status competition.

2.1.51990s: Plastic surgery and the Financial Crisis

Up until the mid-1990s, plastic surgery was oniyi@ginal practice in South Korea. However,

around this time, a new body ideal emerged, onestiganatizes modification less and one that
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equates the body as a canvas for status compefitiansforming the body became increasingly
legitimate as a way to make status-claims and sagessful in a status-driven society. This
new ideal effectively displaced the old notion thmddily modification is immoral and
disrespectful to one’s parents, and became replaitbda new notion that incorporates plastic
surgery into the realm of status competition. Tlatipl transformation of Confucianism
through the displacement of its body ideal thenuiameously relied on the continuity of the

status-driven notion of relationships.

Starting from the 1990s we can see a dramaticfoanation and a development in surgery
trends. In 1997, the Asian Financial Crisis hit tholkiorea. This financial crisis has not only
led to massive restructuration of the economy blsb asubsequent liberalization that
transformed the domestic economy. Most notably, ekiim service sectors, in retail and
finance, have liberalized and households have bednaneasingly financialized as increasing
number of Koreans have taken on consumer debtdghrotedit cards and mortgage loans. This
period ensuing the crisis also marked Korea’s fanstion into a mass consumerist society.

Since the crisis, plastic surgery rates have atemrto the highest per capita globally. While
the whole industry has transformed during the e@@ly, individuals have started to legitimize
plastic surgery as a way to survive the severe editign in the job market. This has created a
world characterized by a heightened pressure t@nigt conform to beauty ideals, but since
plastic surgery has become easily accessible thrthgmushrooming of the industry, beauty

ideals become something that can be easily purdrase®attained.

Sharon Hejiin Lee (2012:71) argues that for wonwebe capable in today’s South Korea, it is
not enough to have certain skills; to be considdyedutiful is as important. The Korean
employment market is not only competitive but onepearance plays an even bigger role

nowadays for successful job-hunting:

The new femininity ideal of a successful, selfifidfl, and ever-girlish woman also
demanded an assiduous regime of body care, whomesity was evidenced by the
spread of plastic surgery. Casual observers ofitengreted this trend as narcissism and
vanity, but the truth was that perfected appearavaa crucial asset in the tough job
market, where good-looking people were openly gieen advantage (Fedorenko,
2014:4).

The 1997 economic crisis in South Korea led torapetition for jobs and people started to try

to get into the job market by living up to the Etbeauty standards (Lee, 2012:71).
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According to a sociologist at Ewha Women’s Univigrsh Seoul, Choi Set-byol, the main
group of plastic surgery patients tend to be yourmgnen entering the marriage and job
markets: “As it gets harder to find jobs, they'\ware to believe they must look good to survive.”
(Businessinsider.com, 2013) There is a clear ideaday’s Korea that the prettier you are, the
more benefits you get. That there is a tendencgédople to be more inclined towards attractive
people when they make decisions, whether in theiaggr or job market. This idea, however,
has not only spread among the youths. To easethpetition, parents may even promise their
children to pay for their surgery procedures ifytstudy hard and pass their exams. In another
interview in an article from The Atlantic.com, 2QE3female student Kang Na-yeon is getting
an eyelid surgery as a graduation gift from heepts. She says that companies prefer to hire
“pretty people” and therefore it is a reason forepés to let their children undergo plastic

surgery in a young age for it to look more natasathey mature.

Another article by the Business Insider in May 20d®vides an interview with Lim In-sook,
a professor of sociology at Korea University, oe gubject of women undergoing plastic
surgery for the sake of their futures in South Koi®he argues how plastic surgery has become

just another accepted way of standing out in aésugpmpetitive society”:

This is a highly male-dominated nation where womead both brains and beauty, or

often beauty more than brains, to get a job, getiathand to survive in all aspects of

life (Businessinsider.com, 2013).
Acquired beauty through plastic surgery tends ve gie impression of promising social status.
The fact that parents encourage their childrerotargder the knife even feeds the presumption

of the importance of plastic surgery for status sunctess in a competitive South Korean society.

Nevertheless, the competition on the job markédtowever not necessarily the only reason.
Appearance had furthermore become important imtagiage and dating market, as a means
to boast the social status of a person, to gaiogr@ton, etc. The importance of appearance is
well applicable to Korean stars and celebritiest isimilar way. Since the mid-1990s, South
Korean popular culture has seen a boom, oftenreeféo adallyu or the “Korean Wave”, and
its overall influence in the country has also dracadly increased. Korean celebrity culture is
now visible everywhere on the media and the interAdvertisement for famous brands —
cosmetics or else — with fashionable K-pop stacscatebrities are everywhere contributing to
set the standards of the beauty ideals. Surgerigslare booming and their adverts are showing
transformed faces of men and women who got suigaiok like notable Korean celebrities.

Thus, a rising consumerism and commodificationhef body started to become widespread
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throughout the country. By now there is a visilildiss competition around beauty leading to a
modification of the body through surgery. After timéd-1990s cultures of consumerism was

rising, and neoliberal globalization was openingdomestic markets. The surgery businesses
started looking into the domestic market to developsumer culture. The business expansion

into the domestic market opened up new spheresrofmodification of the body.

2.2 Contemporary studies on plastic surgery in Is&area

This section presents a theoretical perspectiveutinre and cultural change to understand the
continuity and changes in Confucianism and how cencral agents could utilize elements of
old Confucian understandings to make a new pradaifcplastic surgery appeal and gain
legitimacy as a means of status competition. Thee ahows that cultural change does not
emerge out of nowhere but instead happen throutgitsaatilizing old elements of the prior
system that have affinities with the new practites/ are trying to promote.

2.2.1Theories of Culture and Cultural Change

In the previous literature review, | have traced ttansformation in the Korean body ideals.
Notions of bodily respect that was grounded in Qoiain dictates of filial piety, hierarchical
relationships with parents, have gradually chartpeaugh modernizing reforms, appearance
of new social classes, diffusion of Western pragtiand ideas, introduction of technologies
and its adaptation and commercialization to suit Korean context. While the Confucian
prohibition of bodily modification has graduallyskened, the importance of status relationships,
yet another characteristic of Confucian values,eh&eightened in the age of capitalist

competition and consumerism.

The issue we need to understand is how to expt@rcaltural shift in how plastic surgery is
discussed and accepted. Therefore, this sectiaimisd at providing a theoretical perspective
to understand cultural change. The historical dismn above established that only after the
mid-1990s did plastic surgery get combined withustaompetition. This implies that despite
the technical availability of plastic surgery sirtbe 1950s, it was not immediately embraced
by Koreans. Instead, an ideational shift had taipead justify the use of such technology for

status competition. Therefore, the level of un@erding for change needs to be at the cultural
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level and, a cultural theory approach is applietthéofollowing discussion (Chan 2009; Swidler
1986; Wuthnow and Witten 1988).

It is important to keep in mind that the conceptcafture is in itself diverse and thus it is
necessary to define culture. Here, | will be usanghropological and sociological approaches
to understanding culture. This literature on cdtigr again separated into those that primarily
view culture asmplicit in social life and other studies in which cultiseseen as aexplicit
social product (Wuthnow and Witten, 1988:49). Sitimefocus of our discussion is the implicit
value orientations and ideals that lead to plastrgery consumption, we are talking about the
former in this thesis. The implicit view of culturefers to culture being the ground of social
relations and this literature primarily charactesizulture in terms of norms and values but also
beliefs and attitudes. Therefore, focused herdraainderlying meanings, the connotations,

and the unstated presuppositions that seem to goial behavior of special interest.

Culture is usually invoked to explain continuitiasaction. These old perspectives, since they
focus on shared value systems and continuous &edently coherent action, cannot account
for change. However, as we have seen in the Kazaae of plastic surgery, cultural change
sometimes occurs to dramatic effects. More receatlgjumber of theorists have outlined a
theory of cultural change. In terms of viewing auét as an implicit feature of social life, culture
appears to be “built into” all social relations,nstituting the underlying assumptions and
expectations on which social interaction depen®88150). Thus, Wuthnow and Witten
(1988:64) understands cultural change as stemmamg $hifts in the relations between social
environments and ideological forms. The idea isiff@ulture constitutes shared value between
every social constituent that are self-containieere cannot be cultural change since everyone

acts in the same ways and buys into the same setiohs.

Within the relation between ideological forms armtial environments are three typical
processes that are distinguished: production, sete@nd institutionalization. Referring back
to the late 1890s reform period in the historiedt®on, these three processes of change can be
seen in Korea around this time, which were brolytdiuthorities inside the country and from
abroad. Hence came new ideas to be institutiorthiizéorea through industrialization and
modernization leading to cultural change away frth Confucian understandings about the
body. Changes in the social environment that adieMgls of uncertainty, provide opportunities

in which new ideologies are likely to be produc&8g8:65).
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While these theoretical perspectives have attemfueelxplain some change that emerges
through the interaction between ideas and environsné is Swidler’s theory that has been the
most influential in the theorization of culture astductural change. She accounts for structural
change through introducing the notion of “tool kit”her theory that emphasizes how culture
can be used as tools for action. Because indivddbalve agentic choices in selecting and
utilizing cultural elements, that chasm betweenwviddial agency and culture leaves room for
change; The widely accepted metaphor of a “todl{#futhnow and Witten 1988, Swidler

1986, Chan 2009) proposes that culture mattersrapatoire from which individual actors

construct their strategies of action for variousds of problem solving (Swidler, 1986:273).

The symbolic experiences, mythic lore, and ritualcfices of a group or society create
moods and motivations, ways of organizing expegenad evaluating reality, modes of
regulating conduct, and ways of forming social tmnahich provide resources for

constructing strategies of action (1986:284).

The tool-kit concept of culture has made a sigaiitccontribution to the theory of culture and
action. Often depending on practical urgency antlual competences, or institutional
demands, people who share similar values and belgaf behave very differently. The tool-kit
concept thus explains the reason for people diffeim their strategies of action even if one
might share the same cultural values and faceame structural constraints (Chan, 2009:275).
A culture is therefore not a unified system thashms action in a consistent direction. Rather,
it is more like a repertoire from which actors seldiffering pieces for constructing lines of
action; a “tool-kit” (Swidler, 1986:277).

Culture is moreover defined in Chan (2009:273) aslgective and coherent meaning system,
but simultaneously as a practical but yet fragmetdel-kit for agents of change. Chan applies
a cultural model to discuss how culture mattef®iging a new market in the global diffusion
of capitalism, focusing on the case of China amdathoption of life insurances. Her argument
is that culture served as a coherent system of imggrnwhich shaped the characteristics of the
market for life insurances, but simultaneously udtas a repertoire of strategies is what made
the market possible (2009:273). Economic actor&isgemarket emergence mobilize the
cultural tool-kit to circumvent shared ideas, bisli@nd values unfavorable to the development
of a market (2009:273). In the case of China aedattoption of life insurances, the insurance
practitioners’ movements inevitably shape the festwf the market’s development while

circumventing the local cultural resistance.

The life insurance market was introduced in Chimahie early 1990s. In the beginning of

forging the insurance market, there was a locastasce to receive life insurance as a form of
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risk management due to the cultural taboo on tpie wf premature death and misfortune. This
cultural resistance is argued to be rooted in th@&3e concepts of life and death. Orientation
towards life in this world has been widely recoguizas part of the Chinese cultural tradition,
while death, viewed as something unknown, is ramglgntioned in the teachings of
Confucianism (2009:284).

In the attempt of removing the local resistancstrategy was to re-define life insurance as a
variant of money management:

When we sold this product, we first talked to thespects about the importance of

protection and risk management. When we foundtti@prospects didn't like to listen

to what we said, then we talked about dividendsty\adten, when they heard of
dividends, they just liked it. They bought it akiad of investment. (2009:290)

The life insurance agents went door to door tatgktories about families without an insurance
and their misfortunes. To sell these insuranceciad] it is important to consider what rhetorics

to use. Therefore, words like ‘love’ and ‘respoiilgyd was used rather than ‘premature death’.

The one-child policy in China has led parents tufotheir energy and emotions into bringing
up “one perfect child” (2009:291). In the exampler@arketing child policy in China, the sales
agents presented the idea that “any parents wiea @oout their child’s future would buy this
policy” and “saving just one yuan a day for youilds future”. What moved the people the
most to buy the insurances was “saving one yuaaydat the child”, and not that the policy
covered benefits after death. Nor did they thinkhaf policy as a savings plan. The parents
rather bought it as a trendy gift to show lovetfagir child, or even using it to show off their
financial status:

We just intended to sell one [child policy] to ealsbusehold. But later on many

households bought ten policies or more. Why? Soaments asked how many policies

the parents who lived next door bought. When thegrth that their neighbors bought

one, they said they wanted two. When they heartthiesr neighbors bought two, they

wanted three or four.... They all wanted to show thay loved their child even more
and to show off (2009:292).

This is the argument | would like to apply to thedy of plastic surgery in Korea. The Korean
body turned into spheres of status-enhancementadetden the older cultural notions in Korea.
While status aspirations previously were expressewther spheres of life- occupation,
education, wealth, the Korean body has becomedhesphere for status competition as seen
in the rise of plastic surgery. Like Chan’s worklde insurance suggest, | also find that market

agents (e.g., plastic surgery clinics) utilize thition of “status” previously present in the
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cultural understanding and rely on a repertoirestaditegies to associate and equate plastic

surgery as a meaningful avenue for life quality(saenhancements.

So meanings are conjointly created by actors, pkstic surgery clinics, consumers, TV
programs, media celebrities, that participate tivaly legitimizing plastic surgery as an avenue
for self-improvement and a method of win status petition. The cultural tool-kit model for

studying the plastic surgery phenomenon in Soutre&ahus helps understand how culture
matters in forging a new market in a country whadeviduals need a “renewed self” in order

to actively take part and be competitive in thebglzing world.

2.2.2Forging a new market in South Korea

When forging a new market, demand for that spepifaziuct need to be created. In the case of
forging a plastic surgery market in South Korea,ghmarily agents in making the market have
been the industry actors such as the plastic syrggrcs. The clinics hunt for customers
through advertisements, and they often expand thewertising reach through endorsing
celebrities and the newly rich that embrace thdeas promoted in the adverts. Along with the
clinics’ adverts there are reality shows on plasticgery on TV encouraging its audience to
undergo cosmetic procedures as they are sendirigentessage how beauty brings advantages
in both society and life. Through these venues, masanings to legitimize the continued
consumption of plastic surgery become producedulgted, and delivered. These circulated
meanings as well as visible actions of early adsptihe celebrities, the new rich) provide
justification for emulation among consumers in $okibrea. In this section, | will focus on
how media, rising celebrity culture, and the plastirgery clinics’ advertisements provide
reflections of the new meanings that are circulatethe age when plastic surgery is vastly
legitimized.

The advertisements send messages of legitimizafiplastic surgery and importance of body
and appearance as means for status-enhancemewntcdrsestently promise future success in
life after having undergone plastic surgery andge their clinics for enhancement of those life
chances. They have dramatized the life problemsithubl Koreans face, found ways to further
problematize the issues which the market for plastirgery has the solution (Kaur et al,
2013:61). Understanding the actions of these maaators through a cultural tool-kit
perspective is thus applicable.
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The cultural change in South Korea leading to #& reality based on beauty as a tool in status
competition among Koreans, involves an advanceimfeiobkism, a source and a cause of the
potential demand for plastic surgery. The emphasisooks in modern Korea has become
pervasive and especially reflected in the businasd-materialist cultures. To be clear, plastic
surgery has not invented the problem of lookism,which source lies externally, however
market actors have strategically responded to theaeaty ideals and importance of looks to
expand their market.

To have the “right face” with no “inauspicious fegds” can be of great advantage when job-
hunting in today’s South Korea (Holliday & Elfvindwang, 2012:73). It implies to have a
physical appearance that connotes youth, vitahty @per-class looks. In the 1990s, physical
appearance has become one of the requirementhfdoyment in the Korean business world.
This can be seen in the candidates’ resumes wherstandard form of a Korean resume
requires a picture of the applicant. Except fromncadion and work experience, a persons’
appearance can be a determining factor for givilgpad first impression of the employer
leading to ones’ future career. A common rumor gxXédging the importance of looks in the
Korean business society is how the employers gaugir the numerous amounts of resumes
through looking at the pictures of each candidate @ck those with the most appealing faces
for the next round during the application procédse pressure on appearance is inevitably
greater for women than for men. However, due tetieeme emphasis put on appearance men
cannot escape this fact nevertheless. An employte ‘fnendly’ facial features is always

preferable since it is important for social bondinghe workplace (2012:73).

The importance of appearance in the Korean businedd is represented in the format of the
resume and the rumor about the evaluation durisgibases’ application process. Hiring good-
looking employees increases the possibility of kegpgood relations with the business’
customers. Keeping good relations is directly lshke a business’ reputation. Hence, selecting
good-looking employees is significant for the besisi success. In this way, looks have been
an important criterion to succeed in the Koreanirmss world. The market agents of plastic
surgery have relied on this element of Korean statmpetition as a “tool kit” to promise
plastic surgery as an avenue to provide solutiongdividual problems in a society where

supreme appearance and good looks are highly valued

According to a psychologist at Yonsei UniversitySaoul, Whang Sang-min, plastic surgery
has become a weapon in what he explains as “Kdre#fosts to impress others, like buying
an expensive handbag.” (NY Times, 2011). Whileaasing materialism through consumerism
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is a worldwide phenomenon and something that peaptever the world are adapting to, as a
new mechanism for identity building and maintainffipuz, 2009:377), for the case of Korea,
the new consumerism has specifically linked to pase of a new “body” through its
modification.

A woman'’s body itself becomes a site of globalundt signifying her elite status as a

member of the cosmopolitan — and overwhelmingly ¥fes— global community by

participating in the main activity of global culearconsumption of global products. (Kim,
2003:98)

The industry has, through appealing to needs armuledeconnect to the production of wants
system (2009:79), and referring to emotions sucaray, guilt, and the desire to look good,
expanded the plastic surgery market in South Karka.individual body has thoroughly been
incorporated as a site for change and status eaherd.

In relation to this, as a response to the 1997 tvéis and as part of its globalization plan the
South Korean government began to develop the ptipraliexport industry of Hallyu. As
Hallyu grew in popularity inside South Korea, itosostarted to spread across the boarders to
other countries around Asia and the rest of thédvéidthough coincided with the rise in plastic
surgery, the increase of Hallyu did not precederitreate the market for plastic surgery.
However, as the industry effort to legitimize oaglic surgery continued, there has been an
increase of faces and bodies displayed in the metirmale and female Korean pop-stars who
are living up to the modern standards of beautynwhallyu had its break-through. Through
the visible undertaking and endorsement of plasiigery by celebrities that have an ever-
increasing presence in Korean society, the proafggitimization of plastic surgery has been
accelerated. This points towards how K-pop stave baen instrumental in the spread of plastic

surgery as people started emulating them.

These “good looking” people are expressed througtiay such as in TV dramas or movies,
as people who easily gain everything they desieetduheir favorable appearances: happiness,
economic wealth, and success. Thus, plastic sulggzgmes a dominant factor for fulfilling
these dreams. The constant messages surgery damcdsthrough advertising lead people to
believe that good looking is a strong competitideantage. These developments show how
the South Korean pop wave, through the celebriied pop stars, contributed to the
acceptability of plastic surgery by shaping theaglabout beauty and self-management (Lee,
2012:10).
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Beauty products’ advertising and fan-goods sugboasers and souvenirs with pictures of the
Korean stars on them, are a rather likely motivatar peoples consuming since the pictures
of their idols and celebrities creates emotions likesire. In excess of souvenirs and beauty
products, the consumption of plastic surgery pracesi has increased as well. Here has the

notion of ‘desire’ possibly provided the motivatanstructure, as “...‘desire’ has been
commonly viewed as both the engine and the chi&ti@h characteristic of consumption”

(llouz, 2009:381).

According to Kaur et al (2013:69), advertisingéosmetic products works by lowering peoples’
self-perception and then delivering relief fromstimegative feeling as an emotional benefit
through consumption of that brand, or in this cassmsumption of plastic surgery. Creating
emotions through advertising language and imagessésl to control people’s minds. The
advertisements make people feel the pressure yowsthin the ‘in-group’ and avoiding the
‘out-group’ by encouraging to go under the knifg. ding so, they will become just like the
K-pop celebrities, new rich or famous people whaklgood. Therefore, it seems to indicate
that in order to be successful one needs to constates goods or services such as plastic
surgery like these famous men and women. Thus sthesegic way of advertising could be
applicable to the case of how plastic surgeonsirttsKorea advertise their businesses, sending

out messages that aim at creating a need for uoiderglastic surgery among the costumers.

Modern consumption depends upon advertising, andasly does the consumption of plastic
surgery and their emotional appeal. The way comtiezdin shopping centers and shopping
malls are displayed creates and evokes desireqnoe form of emotions (lllouz, 2009:381).
Fantasy worlds are created through consumptiomrioff a variety of identities, vicarious
experiences and emotions to the modern individblaiough an intense aestheticization of the
body, the industries connected to diet, fashiospestics, and health have indeed been created
and transformed the consumer. The market encoumgssation in ways through which we
evaluate others and think others evaluate us, asicur body shape, clothing, choice of food,
or the way we dance (2009:384).

The plastic surgery market creates its’ demandutjitcappealing to emotion, which in turn
creates a desire to yet again solve the problestatiis competition. The cultural tool-kit works
then as industry actors partially rely on old noti®f status, while reformulating other aspects
such as the body ideal, to make it appealable enctntemporary context of heightened
commercialization. Their continued legitimizatiohtlee practice of plastic surgery and bodily
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transformation, through advancement of rhetoriogids of self-improvement then is how this

new market is formed in the globalizing societySouth Korea.
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3. METHOD AND DATA SOURCE

In my empirical section, | use plastic surgery atsements and a TV show as sources to
analyze the discourses surrounding plastic surgenmarily examine how in so many of these

sources, plastic surgery is presented and underst®@ tool for status competition, and how
plastic surgery constitutes a natural avenue faiustcompetition and enhancement of self-
worth. My main data sources come from plastic syrgelvertisements from random clinics

and a reality TV show. | use discourse analysisiatgipretative and constructivist approaches
to analyze these materials. The full data sourcesoabe found in the appendix.

3.1 Research design

Constructivism implies that social phenomena acglpced through social interaction and are
in a constant state of revision. This process isnofnfluenced by knowledge or discourse
(Bryman, 2012:33). In understanding how plastigsty become legitimated as a valid means
for status enhancement, | took an interpretativckea@mstructivist approach to the questions of
what accounts for the cultural change and how weusa media sources to understand the new
reality that Koreans live in. However, accordingctmstructivism, both the social actors and
the researcher construct their own perceptions@fatorld. This means that since knowledge
is always in revision, the interpretation of a esber cannot be regarded as definite nor
absolute (2012:33). In order to understand thedvogople use ‘categories of ideadiich are

themselves products of social interaction (Bryn21,2:34).

This thesis adopts a qualitative approach that ae@slprimary sources of advertisements and
a TV program with already existing academic literaton the research topic. The first part of
the thesis relies mainly on secondary data while ptesenting statistics on plastic surgery. In
the latter part in examining the new meaning systetiscourse analyses of a TV show and
content analysis of plastic surgery adverts aredgoted. A critical discourse analysis was
performed to analyze the secondary data such tadeay news articles on the Internet, plastic
surgery adverts from random clinics and a realyshow. As already been clarified, all of the

secondary sources used for this research werectadldrom the Internet. | visited plastic

surgery clinic’'s homepages, Youtube.com, and netgs-aand collected a total of eight

advertisements. The total list of advertisements@atures from the reality show can be seen

in the appendix at the end of this thesis for e@rpig the evaluation of looks and plastic surgery
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to such an extent in South Korea. Furthermore stagions have been done through using

Korean-English dictionaries and consultation froordéan friends.

This study seeks to investigate how discourse idianand advertisement concerning plastic
surgery involve people’s construction of meaningserefore, a qualitative analysis is more
appropriate rather than a quantitative analysisesihe analysis involves understanding of

contextual meaning systems.

3.1.1(Critical) Discourse Analysis

In this study, a critical discourse analysis fraragwis employed as a method inspired by
Kuldip Kaur et al, (2013:62). According to Kaurattadvertisements belong to media discourse
as they involve language and social processesefidrer they used this framework to “show
the link between the nature of social practice ttiedproperties of language “texts”, in the case
of beauty advertisements in local English magazir&imilarly, | will use this critical discourse
analysis perspective to explain how advertisingused to control people’s minds, i.e.
advertisers, in my case; the surgery clinics, emglivategies to influence their customers
through advertisement. Furthermore, this study algb reveal how the ideology of beauty is
constructed as synonymous with a better life thinaihg reality TV show ‘Let Me In’. | intend
to show how the use of language and illustratiaml tto manipulate costumers’ and the
audience’s beliefs based on the content of theradements and the TV show and promote
meanings consistent with the new body ideal thettfjas plastic surgery. In this way, | explain
how plastic beauty constitutes a new way Koreardgerstand the world as well as how to

evaluate and enhance their self-worth.

3.2 Demarcations

This thesis offers insight to the increasing ptastirgery phenomenon in modern South Korea

while examining the newly formed idea of bodily nfazhtion and linkage between one’s body,

2 Their data analysis is based on Fairclough’s &iitiDiscourse Analysis framework (2001): “His three
dimensional framework includes a conception of @isse as text (micro level), discourse practicesgrlevel)
and sociocultural practice (macro level). Its aBrta explore the relationships among language,ladgoand
power and to find out how advertisers persuadevilraen to buy their products.” (Kaur et al, 2013:62)
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consumerism, and status competition. While issuels as gender equality, roles and sexuality,
fashion, individuality/group culture in South Koresocio-political or economic issues are
briefly touched upon, they are not the main focuhis thesis. | also aimed at mentioning as
little as possible about the issue of gender. Tdthave not presented this as a piece in terms
of women being the only exposed target group fastut surgery. The reason for this is that
while women has the primary groups of plastic stygatients in South Korea, plastic surgery
is not a phenomenon exclusively targeting womeris #s much of, and increasingly more, a

phenomenon among men. Therefore, a specific fosustber sex is not part of the thesis.

Furthermore, | do not emphasize in this studybasons for undergoing plastic surgery among
the Koreans is to look “Western” (Marx, 2015; Kig@12; Choe, 2011; Standen, 2013; Stone,
2013; Kim, 2003). In the beginning, this was a ¢opvhich | did not intend to discuss in my

thesis. However, along the path of my researcimiecto realize that it is rather assumed among
scholars studying the topics of plastic surgerpsna that plastic surgery is seen as a way for
Asian women to get a “Western” look. In parts whiemeake comments on the “Western look,”

| intend it as a description of the idealized usthnding of the West specific to South Korean

society rather than the ‘objective West'.

Finally, as the topic of this thesis is quite nfalteted, | realize that the same issue could have
been approached by other categories of analysigeerteless, | chose to approach it through
tracing the development of the body ideal and & meaning systems that are promoted. This
is not to suggest that one cannot explore the isEptastic surgery from the angles of gender

studies or orientalism.

3.3 Ethical Considerations

This thesis conducts a critical discourse analyaikile conducting discourse analysis, the
research is not physically near the populationtwdys Concerning discourse analysis, usually
the data one needs for conducting research isdgiraacessible through texts, visuals, or
internet sources and the information used is ajr@adblically available. Furthermore, since |

did not physically enter an individual’s or groujpp@oples’ lives while conducting research, |

could watch the reality show and the plastic syrgelverts several times for analyzing without
considering consuming anyone else’s time but my.oWms method therefore only poses
minimal ethical risks. Nevertheless, observatiamshe Internet and social media still ought to
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require caution and consideration. After all, ist#l a study concerning people, and it is the

researcher who is responsible to report securedeanifted knowledge (Bryman, 2012:139).

3.4 Validity and reliability

According to Bryman (2012:389-390), validity andiabkility are measures to evaluate a
gualitative research. Validity refers to the idéosition of similarities between the research
findings and the theoretical concepts in a qualtatesearch. This thesis is using qualitative
methods while taking a constructivist approach. fdgearch observes cultural change since
the fall of Choseon dynasty connected to the phemanof an increasing plastic surgery market
in the South Korean society. | have provided a nadrand thorough evaluation of the historical
sources to enhance my interpretation of the devedmps and such narrative, | believe, is well-
informed and internally valid. Similarities betwe#re theoretical concepts and the findings

from observations are as well identified.

If this research had been conducted through fietlwoSouth Korea, visits to plastic surgery
clinics and observation of public plastic surgedyexts in the capital of Seoul would have been
performed. In this way, the data collected for tieisearch would have been primary and most
likely classified as valid and reliable. Insteaisjte to plastic surgery clinics, observing adverts
and reality shows were conducted online in Swetteough observation of websites. While
collection of online sources does not guaranteeesgmtativeness, | am certain that a different
method of collecting advertisement would have wdidimilar results, subsiding potential
issues in reliability. As widespread as they ane,advertisements for plastic surgery in Korea

are quite uniform and coherent in their messagdsaays of product presentation.
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4. ANALYSIS

The aim within this analysis was to show the peakasess of rhetoric justifying plastic surgery
as a tool for status competition in modern Southeldo society. By analyzing adverts selected
from a number of plastic surgery clinics and thalitg TV show ‘Let Me In’, | aimed at
explaining how the plastic beauty constitutes a m&y Koreans are understanding the world
as well as their self-worth, and one that has dtaally changed from not only the old world
where any kind of bodily modification constitutexbbo but also the world where the linkage
between body and status display has not existedddiition, these advertisements and TV
programs represent active legitimizing work by isitiy and market agents and their efforts at

circulating new meanings in their effort to createl expand the market for plastic surgery.

4.1 Clinics and Adverts

In this section, the study on plastic surgery atdveiill be elaborated. The adverts used for
research were found on the Internet and collectedh fseveral clinics’ homepages. Try,
googling ‘Plastic Surgery Korea’ under the sectmmimages, and the result will be a dazzling
surprise. Similarly, walking around in certain digis of Seoul, the fancier and richer areas
such as for example Gangnam or Apgujeong, oneewdbunter a non-ending stream of plastic
surgery clinics’ adverts in public spaces, on bsiss®l subway stations. The clinics’ name signs
can be seen outside by the entrance in rows angl@avhe streets, and some buildings occupy
as many as sixteen floors of clinics and beautyrsa{Marx, 2015). They go by names such as:
Small Face, Magic Nose, Dr. 4 Nose, Her She, BefodeAfter, Reborn, Top Class, Wannabe,
4 Ever, Cinderella, Center for Human Appearanaed April 31 Aesthetic Plastic Surgery.
Eight images of plastic surgery adverts were chdseanalysis, and they are to be found in
the Appendix of this thesis. News articles from liternet, describing the milieu in Seoul are

further used to back up my findings.

The walls of subway stations are plastered withedgdvfor a numerous amount of plastic
surgery clinics (Appendix image 4). In the adverttte left in image 4, next to a smiling woman
there is a sign above two gift-boxes saying: “Tlestlpift”. Plastic surgery is thus seen as a
commodity, and as a desirable gift. Spending mamegxpensive goods is a sign of economic
wealth. Therefore, if one affords it, plastic sugges instrumental in achieving status

recognition. Most of the adverts are picturing trefand after’-photos of patients whom have
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gone under the knife for a specific clinic (Appentinage 3 and 5). In the photos taken before
the surgery, there are unhappy faces with empteglaRight next to them are photos taken
months after the surgery of a drastically differlate smiling with confidence while showing
of thin straight noses, big round eyes and V-shagexs. The ‘before’ and ‘after’ in these
photos, points toward a new mode of competitionsiatus and the desirable ideal: plastic

beauty.

Although, there are several clinics taking a sonevmore creative approach by using images
of fairytale figures or else, as well as sloganheir adverts in order to catch peoples’ attention
In an advert bylewelry Plastic Surgery Centelbefore and after’-pictures are shown of a
man’s and a woman’s confidently smiling faces, vatslogan reading out: “Your visual has
now become a jewel” (Appendix image 6). Anothereaxtiby the clinidNamu Plastic Surgery
shows a woman’s naked shoulders with a small patateer head. The peel — filled with spots,
dirt and holes — is coming off the raw potato, amdlerneath emerges a smooth and bright
finish. In the upper right corner of the advertidols a slogan: “Small & Smooth. Smaller,
softer... Be born again”, and “Happy Re-birthday tw¥/written in the bottom right corner
(Appendix image 7).

A third advert byTHE Plastic Surgerglinic also uses “before and after’-photos but ecwer,
there are horizontal lines drawn across one wonfacs as if to measure the symmetry of the
before-face with the after-face. Arrows, lines andtes in Korean are describing the
asymmetrical features of the before-face. Abovehiads is yet another slogan, and it says:
“This is innovation” (Appendix image 3). To considine use of language is important in
advertising as vocabulary convey positive or negaitileological opinions about people and
events (Kaur et al, 2013:64). The positive vocatyulalates to a product’s or service’s quality
whereas the negative vocabulary are linked to tbblpms which existed before the product
or service was used. The advert of image 3 contagw/ord meaning “innovation” in English,
which applies for the list of positive vocabulaifie message is for people to embrace the fast
change of society as a progress and an innovafioose failing to embrace such change are
somehow losing out in a world where certain charsgegerceived as “innovations”. Another
advert shows a face of a woman as a jigsaw puaatethe only two missing pieces is one for
her nose and one to put in her chin. There is lldegide her, and it says: “Completion of
dignity” (Appendix image 1). Thus the message @f #davert to its customers is that plastic

surgery becomes a mean to “complete dignity”, anselirectly necessary for status.
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Another plastic surgery clinic @enith Plastic SurgeryThis clinic has chosen to use a classic
fairytale figure for its advertising: The queenSnow White. As the original story goes Snow
White is the most beautiful woman, however, aceardo the plastic surgery advert, the queen
could get her will with some help from Jenith Pla8urgery: “In Jenith’s fairytale there is a
happy ending” (Appendix image 8). The slogan refieis painted picture of the queen entering
a big gate leading into the clinic, and then themepicture of her showing how she has become
more beautiful than Snow White herself. In the orirbehind the queen, Snow White’s
expression is furious with anger and jealousy ¢iverqueen’s beauty. Beneath the slogan there
is a text in Korean telling a short story of how tjueen could have had a happy ending only if
she visited the Jenith Plastic Surgery clinic. Thdvertisement reflects the dominant
assumptions about women’s beauty as a source anpstatus but also potential happiness.
Dissatisfaction of one’s life and jealousy leadiagvil behaviors stem from one’s unfulfilled

beauty ideals, and such can be easily amenableibg gnder the knife.

Some adverts also use symbols or pictures ratharlibfore and after-photos. In the case of an
advert made by th&rand Plastic Surgerglinic, the upper part of the image has pictures o
two rings (Appendix image 2). The ring on the leds a small jewel on the top, and the ring to
the right, looking exactly the same, has a biggesj. Under the rings in the same image, one
can see a pair of hands reaching up into the aigrto catch a bridal bouquet. Exactly the
same pair of hands to the right is instead throvaiwgy the bouquet. There are different ways
to interpret the message of this advert. Insteadeairing that small jewel ring as wedding ring,
you will wear the big sized jewel ring (if you getastic surgery). If you look pretty you can
marry someone who will give you financial securitye rings could also be a comparison
between your beauty and the size of the jewel-stanthe rings. Before going under the knife
you are compared with the smaller jewel ring. Aftaving had surgery you have become that
big bright jewel in the other ring. The arms eithesiching out for or throwing away the bridal
bouquet symbolizes what situation you could berying to catch your friends’ bouquets on
their weddings wishing you will marry too one day, actually getting married yourself.
Interpreted either way, this advert suggests tiratigh the help of Grand Plastic Surgery clinic,

one will be able to get married (likely someondeicthan not).

What these adverts seem to suggest the obserteatidy looking beautiful, one can gain
advantages in life and therefore, plastic surgetgm investment” one can go through for better

life chances. Thus, this advert is linked with gsatompetition, targeting the Korean marriage
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market, and how the surgery clinics are establghm understanding of their customers’ self-

worth constituted by plastic beauty.

Furthermore, in the article by Marx from March 20&6e can read about her visit — one out of
several — to a Korean plastic surgery clinic. & Hospital there is a “new-patient
guestionnaire”. The questionnaire is based on pialthoice and rather interesting for my

study considering the options given to each quesiibe following questions are included:

Reason you want surgery?
[] Preparing for job

[] Wedding

[] Regaining self-confidence

[] Suggestions from people

What kind of a look do you want?
[] Natural

[] Very different

[] Completely different

Which entertainer do you most want to resemble?

Do you have other friends who are considering astrgery? How many?
01

[] 2-3

[13-5

[] Many

If you get the results you want from plastic suygevhat is the thing you most want to do?
[] Upload a selfie without using Photoshop

[] Get a lover

[] Find a job

[] Enter a competition for face beauty

These questions indicate what the reasons havefbeenevious patients to undergo plastic
surgery, and that the questions demonstrate thertampce of looks present in multiple spheres
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of South Korean society, in business culture, raggimarket, self-worth in social media, and
in status competition. The clinics, then, serva kmd of “cultural brokers” through their active
meaning-making and sending potential consumersasfip surgery messages regarding a new
life chance through consumption of plastic surg€Ffiey introduce and reinforce ideas
regarding self-worth and beauty through their atisieg regarding plastic surgery, which
notions become embraced by consumers. However,ateepnot notions that are completely
disconnected from prior notions of Confucianismt tather notions that tie beauty to status
ideals, life enhancement, etc. Along with the cihiadvertising, the questionnaire above also

works as an example to justify plastic surgery smoawithin a competitive society.

As the point of the thesis is to look at changéaaly ideals, the aim with this analysis is to
provide a glimpse of the new logic that is natwedi and legitimized as a result of the market
making activities of cultural and market brokerbefle are a number of common themes that
have arisen from the analysis of these advertismnés explained in the literature review
section about forging a new market, these advengsegs all use strategies to reach out to the
consumers and appeal to their social needs. A @molid pointed out and created within the
advertisements as they commonly are referring tcorapetitive job or marriage market and
thus, the clinics provide the solution to the peobi plastic surgery for increasing one’s chances
in a competitive society. Problem solving as wslba investment in the body through plastic
surgery for the future is created by the clinicgtesy commonly point towards beauty as a

status ideal and a life enhancement.

4.2 ‘Let Me In’ — the reality show

So far, | have discussed plastic surgery clinidsestisements and how they tend to focus on
creating a meaning or circulating message to prentmir service. In this section, | will
continue on this discussion focusing on a popudatity show in South Korea. The idea of
having a reality show based on plastic surgerytsoniginally Korean. Nevertheless, ‘Let Me
In’ is a plastic surgery reality show broadcastedSmuth Korean television, and among the
most widely viewed programs on the topic in Souttrd&. Thus, | chose to apply a critical
discourse analysis of one episode of this reations

In the previous section, | examined the connediietween plastic surgery clinics and messages
of status competition. ‘Let Me In’ reflects a micosm of this status competition, and provides

a rich setting to analyze not only what meaningobee attached to plastic surgery and become
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circulated through media, but also how the pargiotp in the reality TV show understand their
situations and justify their “needs” for plastiaogery. The reality show revolves around two
contestants who are chosen out of thousands ofi@epplying to the show. However, only

one of them gets to have the makeover on the sholegins with interviews where the

applicants meet the hosts of the show, all of tmeadel-like men and women who likely

already had some procedures done, and get tdéatldtory of why they desperately need to
take this opportunity to win a plastic surgery sfmmmation.

Each episode has a theme. For example; ‘embarrasggtiers’, ‘men edition’, and
‘unsymmetrical faces’. The episode, which | will bging as an example in my study is the
‘Monster-like women’-episode. In the beginning wéey episode the hosts sit together and chat
about their own problems and complexes about Hygiearances in the past after presenting
the topic of the day. Next, they present the twatestants of the episode. In the twenty-second
episode of season two from February 2014, the tasm@n who are considered to look the most
like “monsters” are chosen by a jury of surgeonshenshow. Next step is to compare the two
contestants and decide which of them is going talgemakeover. One of the women is being
referred to as the alien ‘E.T.” from the movie witie same name. However, the other woman
whom they call ‘Frankenstein’ was selected. Shenditfirst apply to the show. Her husband
did. Deeply troubled as he was over his wife’s (Giyeon Kim) extremely low self-confidence,
he participated in her place for the interviewhe show. He explained to the surgeons and the
hosts of the show that Sue-Hyeon’s self-confidesse low that she does not dare show herself
in public. She never walks outside to play with sen since she is afraid of the other parents
looking at her. She was teased ever since she erakland called the monster of ‘Frankenstein’

(appendix image 9).

Sue-Hyeon is convinced to come to the show fongerview in person instead of her husband.
Also, she gets filmed to do a short documentarytffershow and she explains her situation in
front of the camera man as she cries. She revealshe grew up being bullied by other kids.
Sue-Hyeon’s youth is presented through a shoreacversion — with actors playing her as a
kid and the bullies — while she tells about heutnatic experiences. While listening to Sue-
Hyeon'’s story, melodramatic music plays in the lggoknd and some of the hosts burst into
tears because they feel sorry for her. To introdeeHyeon to the viewers behind the camera,
action filled audio effects and pictures of herttexa picture of the actual Frankenstein monster
is displayed, and it all resembles very much aetraif a horror movie. A voice describes all of
her facial features one by one: “Her whole facarigular and masculine, a hexagon face. A
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rectangular forehead, droopy and sleepy eyes bhgtuwose and an “out-sticking clown chin”.

This is the woman who has been called ‘Frankendimi28 years.”

The camera team follows Sue-Hyeon to a playgrolmskdo their house where she sometimes
dares to go and play with her son, but she alwags to avoid other parents. The camera team
is interviewing two other mothers in the park agkabout Sue-Hyeon: “I see her sometimes,
but I have never seen her face”, one of the motiesw/er the camera team. A few meters away
in the background sits Sue-Hyeon with her son irlde The other mother turns around at her
making an effort to have a conversation. She &lks-Hyeon and wondering how many months
old her son is. Sue-Hyeon answers her back in astmee that he is ten months old. But then

she does not dare to stay for a longer conversatitnthe others so she stands up and walks
back home with her son. Her husband tries to emgguher to go out more often to meet the
other parents but Sue-Hyeon says it is too emb&ngsThe husband says in the interview how

they usually fight over this subject.

During the meeting with the hosts in the TV stuthey ask her to tell them why she would like
to have the makeover. She tells them that sheged ser 28-year long life in difficulty and
tears, and she asks them to give her good oppbesim the future through this makeover.
After she leaves the studio, the surgeons staeflect and discuss over her appearance. Before
they finally state Sue-Hyeon to be chosen to urméngir makeover, both girls are called up
on stage. From here the show displays E.T. vs.kérstein. The studio is dark and two
spotlights light up the two contestants next tcheaither. Suddenly the spotlight next to Sue-
Heyon turns of. She was chosen to have “her lilnglked to the better”. The other girl, Seojin
Choi, cries in despair in the darkness next tethge. After all the attention and congratulations
paid towards Sue-Hyeon, the hosts talk to Seojokdétage. They tell her that there will be
another way for her. After consultation with thecttos, the production crew of ‘Let Me In’ are
planning to support Seojin financially.

Turning the attention back to Sue-Hyeon, she is siting in a chair facing an audience of
plastic surgeons. They ask her some further quesabout her opinions and what she wishes
to change. She asks them to make her chin narrévesvever, the only thing she likes with
herself is her teeth, which also the surgeons comepit her for, as well as her pupils.
Furthermore, the surgeons suggest an eyelid suagemell. The consultation on stage ends in
further congratulations and applause, and the sigaaoice in the background asks if Sue-

Hyeon will be able to realize her dream for a niéev Backstage Sue-Hyeon meets up with her
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husband and son. She cries out and laughs withifreggpand gives her husband a high-five

while cheering: “Now | can change my whole facejtting!”

For the following 80 days, one gets to follow teqess and procedures of the makeover; from
the consultations of the doctors, to the operadimh her recovery. She has to go through many
painful steps during the heeling process and sheatdake care of herself for several days.

She is provided a vast amount of lotions and difeatments to help the healing process of her
face and “to become beautiful”. She also has apatsoach teaching her how to exercise her

body and how to walk classy and in confidence.

80 days after the surgery, Sue-Hyeon comes bathetstudio to show her new self. Stylists
are dressing her, and doing her makeup and harHyeon is waiting behind two big sliding
doors leading to the stage. The hosts call her reardeask her to come out and show herself.
Dramatic music plays, smoke and other stage efteetsised from the sides of the stage, and
the light turns off leaving only the few spotligh®&he hosts look nervous as the doors slowly
slides open. A silhouette of a slim woman showsugh the smoke and she starts walking
towards the hosts as their eyes stare and moutips 8ue-Hyeon stops at the middle of the
stage and turns her back towards the hosts, thereanand the studio’s audience. On each side
of her are to big displays showing her full-sizemtlyp, and a portrait photo of her face before
the makeover. She finally turns around to facecdmmeras, while the hosts and the audience
are all holding their breaths. They inhale dranadlycat her new appearance, start shouting,
screaming, crying, and clapping their hands intexoent while throwing compliments at her
over the look of “new” Sue-Hyeon. The hosts kedimgeher how sexy and lovely she looks.

Suddenly a big screen behind Sue-Hyeon displaysldaphoto of her. She is asked to turn
around and answer who that woman on the photdhis.glances at the photo with a chocked
expression. While laughing together with the otharshe sight of her old self, she says: “I
don’t know her. | don’t want to think about it”. &dHyeon still has not seen herself in the mirror
since she had the surgery. But now is the time.iSbgcited after hearing all the compliments
about here being so beautiful. She turns arounch agal sees herself on the display walking
in on stage. She sees a close up of her face anb#ts ask her what she thinks. She thinks
she looks beautiful and that she cannot belieigher. Then, the stylists start to explain how
they transformed her looks through makeup, hair @othing stating how they gave her a
“Gangnam-style”, i.e. an upper class look poputathie fancier areas of Gangnam in Seoul.

The surgeons follow with explaining all the surdipeocedures done to her face.

36



Filmed like a catwalk, the “new” Sue-Hyeon is walginext to the “old” Sue-Hyeon, stopping
in front of the camera to turn their faces towaatle other. The “old” Sue-Hyeon without
makeup and styling has a gloomy and unhappy fasiptession. She meets the face of the
“new” Sue-Hyeon, smiling confidently. The new Sugeldn shakes her head at her old self and
then turns back to the camera. At the end of tleevsliSue-Hyeon’s husband and son walk in
on stage. When they meet she tries to lift hengoimto her arms but he looks like he does not
recognize her. Her husband stares at her. The hskthim if he ever have seen this woman
before and he answers that it is the first timel, #nat she looks so beautiful. He says that she
has become more beautiful than any other womartlatche wants to go on dates with her
now. One of the hosts is joking and tells Sue-Hy®aimost one-year old son that his parents
are going to be very busy tonight. Lastly, Sue-Hyeopromising in front of the camera how
she is not going to make complains to her husbagthare and that she is going to treat him
so well. She also promises to go out play withdwer so he can make friends since she believes
it is because of her that he did not have manwndisdo play with. “I will live a more confident
life”, is her finishing line. Everyone applause ahd family reunites in a hug.

The analysis of this episode of the reality shoet‘Me In’ as well as the plastic surgery adverts
analyzed above show a dramatically new world thatekns live in now from the world where
the importance of filial piety and respect for pasedefined the moral essence. Over the past
few decades, beauty has come to determine the wbirtdividuals and the ideas and messages
attesting to a better life are not only freely aleted but even legitimized and normalized to

the extent that those who do not conform to thesems are the ones that deviate from society.

As stated above, these messages are not createtirmywhere but actively created by market
agents that selectively build on certain notionst@d kits while eschewing other non-
compatible notions. As market agents, plastic samgen South Korea are advertising their
businesses through messages aiming at creatingdafoeundergoing plastic surgery to stay
within the ‘in-group’ for status enhancement (Katial 2013:69). The plastic surgery market
creates this demand by providing a solution tgtiedlem of status competition: plastic surgery
for beautification of the body. The reality showddhe plastic surgery adverts, show the nature
of the status competition in today’s South Koreaniety, one where the body has become

incorporated into the sphere of consumption andsastfor status competition.
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5. CONCLUSION

This thesis explored the transformation of the lkarbody ideal from one where old cultural
notions prohibited modification of one’s body toew ideal where bodily modification through
plastic surgery is remarkably accepted as a mefamsets status enhancement. In doing this, |
have traced how such cultural change came about@ndsuch process accompanied the rise
of a new rhetoric that legitimizes plastic surgeppsumption as a means of status enhancement.
Thus, this study provided discourse analysis dftaurgery clinic’s advertising and a popular
reality TV show on the same topic in South Korea.

The aim of the analysis was to look for rhetoriattjustifies plastic surgery as a tool for status
competition in modern South Korean society. By prialy adverts selected from a number of
plastic surgery clinics and the reality TV showtiMe In’, | showed how the plastic beauty
constitutes a new way Koreans are understandingdhle as well as their self-worth, and how
advertisements employed by the clinics show thengit to manipulate and influence their
customers, hence the active meaning-making by rhadters in forging a new market. The
analysis is based on cultural theory approach (Q06a9; Swidler 1986; Wuthnow and Witten
1988). It demonstrates how culture matters as art@pe from which individual actors
construct their strategies of action for variousds of problem solving, and how market agents
rely on certain cultural notions in forging new ikets in the midst of global diffusion of
capitalism.

A qualitative research was conducted on how donti@amfucian attitudes towards the body
had changed and led into today’s liberal attitudggmrding plastic surgery over the past few
decades. | took an interpretative and constru¢tapproach to the questions of what accounts
for the cultural change and how we can use medieces to understand the new reality that
Koreans live in. The findings show that the plastirgery clinics used various strategies in
advertising to manipulate their customers by prongoan idealized lifestyle, provided through

consumption of plastic surgery.

Furthermore, this study revealed how the ideoldgyeawuty is constructed and directly linked
to status competition through advertisements aedréfality TV show by stereotyping how
plastic surgery is synonymous with a better lifdhefiefore, in order to be successful the
indication is that one need to afford status thswgsh as plastic beauty that rich or famous men

and women has.
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In conclusion, the plastic surgery advertisersgeuy clinics) not only promote their procedures
but outlines beauty standards of the Korean sqceetiyural values and lifestyles today. This
social practice has shaped the attitudes towarlbaldy of Koreans to a considerable extent.
The historical overview revealed the significantatal change that has accompanied Koreans’
values and increasing acceptance of bodily modifinayet the historically-formed cultural
understandings also inform the actions of markgiradegitimizing change. Alford (1997:16)
argued that “globalization has created a raggething edge dividing tradition and modernity,
one that provides new opportunities to experimeith wdentity, as well as new scope for
identity’s destruction.” (Alford, 1997:16) South Ka has changed and is still changing yet
also building on the past. Globalization and diffasof consumerist ideals have transformed
the values and ideals of South Koreans as seemenvast increase of plastic surgery
consumption yet the concrete changes have beemlrabout by the legitimizing market

activities of the cultural and market brokers.
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Appendix

1. Plastic surgery adverts

Image 1. http://careernote.co.kr/425 (2014-04-18)

"Completion of dignity.”

Image 2. http://m.blog.daum.net/johna808I3/2 (202418)

The image is an advert for the clifdecand Plastic Surgery
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Image 3._http://www.wikitree.co.kr/main/ann_ringgitd=104789&alid=137458

(2014-04-18)

“This is innovation.” The image is an advert for the clifitlE Plastic Surgery

Image 4. http://hankookilbo.com/v/33e4f77844ce4B68i9b83585750b (2015-04-19)

Image of walls plastered with plastic surgery atlven a subway station in Seoull.
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Image 5. http://matome.naver.jp/odai/214184000733801/2141840291728295303
(2015-04-19)
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The image is an advert for the clilitega Plastic Surgery.

Image 6. http://www.ilbe.com/3479310184 (2015-04-19

"Your visual has now become a jewé&lie image is an advert for the clidiewelry Plastic
Surgery Center
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Image 7. http://realtime.wsj.com/korea/2013/06A0%2015-04-19)

_-Lr .!'..-._.-:: : -.,“. 4 -_'.-_.
“Smaller, softer... Ladies, Be born again. Happy Réabay to you” The image is an advert
for the clinicNamu Plastic Surgery

Image 8. http://kinstar.tistory.com/171 (2015-04-19
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“In Jenith’s fairytale there is a happy endind’he image is an advert for the clidienith
Plastic Surgery.
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2. ‘Let Me In’

Image 9. http://www.instiz.net/pt/723250?id=pt&aaiey=1 (2015-04-21)

BEYRGElTHo g

A before and after plastic surgery photo of Sue-giykim from the reality showet Me In
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