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ABSTRACT

THE (GEO)POLITICS OF BEAUTY: RACE, TRANSNATIONALISM,
AND NEOLIBERALISM IN SOUTH KOREAN BEAUTY CULTURE

by

Sharon Heijin Lee

Chairs: Nadine C. Naber and Maria S. See

Departing from the current literature on cosmetic surgery, which largely asks
why Korean women undergo procedures at the highest rates per capita globally and
pathologizes them for doing so, The (Geo)Politics of Beauty: Race, Transnationalism and
Neoliberalism in South Korean Beanty Culture maps the discursive formation of plastic
surgery by asking Aow it has become normalized as economically necessary. This
dissertation articulates plastic surgery as a form of “body work” shaped by consumer
and popular culture, on the one hand, and neoliberal policies and rationalities, on the
other. Situated in the epistemological gap between Korean studies and Asian
American studies, The (Geo)Politics of Beanty places these literatures in dialectical
tension while locating the Korean beauty aesthetics within a genealogy of imperial

racial formation. Through an examination of the politics of the everyday that make



cosmetic surgery a viable form of self-management along with the concomitant
industries productive of, and profiting from, these beauty practices, The (Geo)Politics of
Beauty theorizes the concealed relations between seemingly unrelated spheres—
popular and consumer culture, medicine, tourism, the military and other
governmental institutions.

The (Geo)Politics of Beanty juxtaposes close reads of popular cultural forms with
lived experiences in the form of consumer practices as well as feminist resistance
campaigns against heteropatriarchal beauty standards in general and cosmetic surgery
and dieting in particular. Accordingly, this dissertation analyzes a variety of popular
cultural forms including Korean serial dramas and films, independent documentaries,
on-line video clips and advertisements and mainstream television shows related to
plastic surgery. In addition, The (Geo)Politics of Beanty utilizes a wide range of discursive
materials such as public advertisements, newspaper and magazine articles and
brochures as well as archival materials and in-depth interviews. This range of texts
and interdisciplinary methodologies—archival research, discursive analysis and
ethnographic interviews—form an interdisciplinary project that offers a transnational
feminist perspective on Asian/American and more specifically, Korean/American

women’s identities and experiences of embodiment.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2006, the South Korean film 200 Pounds Beauty (W] A+

2 9] 2006) garnered over 6.23 million admissions, making it a sleeper hit and

South Korea’s most successful comedy to date.! Criticized in some circles, on the
one hand, as pro-plastic surgery and hailed by others as a satirical indictment of South
Korea’s “booming surgery culture,” 200 Pounds Beauty chronicles Hanna’s journey
from obese back-up singer to sleek and sexy headliner.? Saving up money from gigs
as South Korea’s most famous pop star’s “ghost singer” and as a sex hotline operator,
Hanna undergoes major surgery and reemerges with an ideal face and body according
to dominant 21t Century South Korean beauty standards. As a result, her outward
appearance is finally considered as beautiful as her voice. Her popularity eventually
surpasses even the woman whose voice she had secretly supplied, yet the attempt to
keep her former identity (and looks) a secret proves too much a burden for the pure
hearted Hanna who eventually confesses her secret at a major concert to tens of

thousands of fans. Albeit shocked at first, masses of fans accept Hanna for

1 Nigel D’Sa, “200 Pounds Beauty Weighs in at Box Oftice,” HanCinema: The Korean Movie and Drama
Database, February 2, 2007, accessed December 1, 2010, http://www.hancinema.net/200-pounds-
beauty-weighs-in-at-the-box-office-8630.html.

? Kim Yong-hwa, No Hye-yeong and Suzuki Yumiko. 200 Pounds Beanty, vl += 7] Z9]. DVD
(Kim Yong-hwa, 2006: 120 min).



her honesty, thus catapulting her even further into stardom and providing a tidy
ending to the film.?

While 200 Pounds Beaunty fits neatly into the romantic comedy genre replete
with a heroine who must overcome obstacles in order to find not only herself but
true love, it is also exemplary of the myriad popular cultural productions that both
speak to the pervasiveness and normalization of cosmetic surgery in contemporary
South Korean society.* These narratives, while not uniform, render visible the
neoliberal logics driving cosmetic surgery consumption as well as mounting social
anxieties about its unprecedented and unregulated consumption. For example,
although Hanna is far more talented and hardworking than the pop star for whom
she sings, she is unable to fully realize her potential until she has undergone her
physical transformation to meet heterosexual gendered norms. After investing in her
self vis-a-vis surgery, however, her previous industriousness and dedication coupled
with her new appearance allow her to finally be recognized for the gifts she possessed
all along. Yet, 200 Pounds Beanty also teaches us a moral lesson about cosmetic

surgery consumption. That is, it is not until Hanna is honest with her fans (and

3 All Korean words and names have been romanized throughout this dissertation using the McCune-
Reischauer system with the exception of words directly quoted from previously published texts or
widely known proper names. I also retain the spelling of Korean names as they appear in English
language publications. 1 follow the Korean naming practice of surname then given name when the
person referenced is Korean and the Western convention of given name followed by surname when
referencing Korean Americans.

Throughout this dissertation I use the terms “cosmetic surgery” and “plastic surgery”
interchangeably. Ilean more on the term “cosmetic surgery” when I am discussing the particular
context of South Korea (in chapter four for example), because in my estimation, it is a more accurate
translation of the Korean terms, méyong songhyong (U] <A 653), which connotes reconstructive surgery
for beauty purposes.



friends) about her past that she finds true success and happiness—one’s character
and integrity must also match one’s appearance.

Around the same time that cosmetic surgery began to take prominence within
South Korean popular culture, attesting to its ubiquity, U.S. media outlets also began
reporting on South Korean cosmetic surgery consumption. In November of 1993,
for instance, The Wall Street Journal ran an article entitled, “Cosmetic Surgery Goes
Hand in Glove With the New Korea.”> The subheading read: “What Would
Confucius Say About the Westernization of Eye, Nose and Breast?” The article
opens in MyOngdong, one of the Seoul’s bustling shopping and tourism districts,
describing it as a hub for finding “Western-style accessories” including Calvin Klein
clothing, Gucci and Chanel handbags and Western-styled “eyes, noses and breasts.”
With the same fervor with which they seek out the aforementioned fashion
accessories, the article asserts, “Korea’s young and affluent women (and some men)”
seek “to ‘go Anglo’ with Caucasoid features.” The article’s shocking revelation
presumes that South Korean affluence through a so-called “New Korea” is signaled
by a bizarre South Korean consumption of all things “west” to such an extent that
not only is Korean culture replaceable via Western-styled fashion, but Korean
phenotypes are also necessarily replaced through a new kind of commodity that

marks Korea’s entry into modernity.

> Steve Glain, “Cosmetic Surgery Goes Hand in Glove With the New Korea,” The Wall Street Journal,
November 23, 1993.



In the 1990s to the 2000s, U.S. media coverage regarding South Korean plastic
surgery consumption such as the above The Wall Street Journal article was innumerable.
From The Oprah Winfrey Show (the subject of chapter one) to MTV, a particular
discursive formation concerned themselves with South Korean women’s desire to
“go Anglo” through plastic surgery and attain “Caucasoid features.” While The Wall
Street Jonrnal article is unique in its blatant use of outdated ethnological terminology,
most of these representations presuppose a biologically essentialized appearance for
both Koreans and whites and assert that Koreans are trying to achieve, through
cosmetic surgery, white “looks.” Moreover, as the article above illustrates by likening
cosmetic surgery procedures to the purchase of handbags or brand name clothing,
these discourses typically point to South Korean women’s cosmetic surgery
consumption as an example of their excessive, if not bizarre, consumer practices.
And, just as the article harkens to Confucius, asking “What Would Confucius Say
About the Westernization of Eye, Nose and Breast?,” these essentialized notions
posit a traditional Korea that is at odds with the trends, practices and spending habits
of “New Korea.” U.S. obsessions with Korean cosmetic surgery, as the only avenue
through which to contend with South Korea’s newfound affluence (and influence),
comes at a time when U.S. economic global dominance appears most threatened,
which perhaps says more about an anxious western gaze that desires to see itself in
places where its hegemony is on the wane.

The seeds of this dissertation were planted by, what has been to my Korean

American sensibilities, a glaring contradiction. As a transnational Korean American



growing up in Southern California near Los Angeles, home to the largest population
of Koreans outside of Seoul, cosmetic surgery was not only normalized but also
unproblematic for both first and second generation Koreans within my Korean

American community and my extended family in South Korea. Often a marker of

high school or college graduation and usually in preparation for sahoe saenghwal (X}3]

A& or professional life, including finding suitable marriage prospects, cosmetic

surgery and the “double eyelid” surgery (as it is colloquially referred) in particular,
often signified the beginning of a woman’s life outside the familial home. Like
Hanna whose singing career depends on her outer appearance, friends and family
around me would justify such bodily alterations as necessary for their professional
success if not personal happiness. The discourse of race, so prevalent in U.S.
depictions of South Korean women’s choices, was altogether absent in the personal
narratives I was privy to in these contexts.

Departing from the current literature on cosmetic surgery, which largely asks
why Korean women undergo procedures at the highest rates per capita globally and
pathologizes them for doing so, my dissertation The (Geo)Politics of Beanty: Race,
Transnationalism and Neoliberalism in Sounth Korean Beauty Culture, maps the discursive
formation of plastic surgery by asking how it has become normalized as economically
necessary. In other words, I examine the competing discourses that shape a regime
of truth that posits cosmetic surgery as a viable mode of economic investment.
South Korean women largely explain their cosmetic surgery consumption in

economic and aspirational terms, just as Hanna does throughout 200 Pounds Beanty.



As such, I articulate plastic surgery as a form of “body work” shaped by consumer
and popular culture, on the one hand, and neoliberal policies and rationalities, on the
other. Through an examination of the politics of the everyday that make cosmetic
surgery a viable form of self-management along with the concomitant industries
productive of, and profiting from, these beauty practices, I theorize the concealed
relations between seemingly unrelated and often uninterrogated spheres—popular
and consumer culture, medicine, tourism, the military and other governmental
institutions. While dominant U.S. discoutses focus on the racialization of the
individual, my dissertation asserts that the desire to undergo plastic surgery can be
located at the intersection of these global industries and state institutions.

In so doing, I argue that ideas about beauty, and women’s subsequent choices
in regards to it, are inherently geopolitical. I understand geopolitics as, per
transnational feminist cultural studies scholar Inderpal Grewal’s summation, not only
“a matter of state politics and claims of territories but also as a mode of regulation in
which discourses of territoriality, space, and nationalism produce forms of
subjectivity.”® That is to say, more than mere consumption, everyday practices of
beauty are embedded within deep histories of (neo)colonialism and produced by
transnational and local trajectories of global capital and competing discourses therein.
I argue that mapping U.S. notions of race onto the South Korean context elides the
geopolitical specificities that shape women’s quotidian and corporeal choices by

centering the U.S. nation state and further reinforcing the First World/Third World

6 Inderpal Grewal, Transnational America: Feminisms, Diasporas, Neoliberalisnzs (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2005) 17.



hierarchies that inform U.S. empire. As such, my work contributes to a larger
political and intellectual feminist project that seeks to build transnational alliances that
do not privilege U.S. feminisms or posit a “global feminism” but rather, excavate
linkages between women in various locations by paying careful attention to local
differences structured in complex unity with transnational capital.

Accordingly, chapter one examines global media vis-a-vis The Oprah Winfrey
Show and parses out how Oprah’s geopolitical positioning as a U.S. woman of color
necessarily affects her interpretation of Korean women’s choices—as evidenced by
the labored criticism this show received from South Korean viewers, presumably
leading her to cut the segment from subsequent airings of the episode. This chapter
illuminates the ways in which such popular culture representations enact discursive
violence through a centering of U.S. (white) women that constructs them as rational
agents in opposition to irrational South Korean women. By juxtaposing my analysis
of her global media empire, and this segment in particular, with independent
documentary filmmaker Elizabeth Lee’s good for her, this chapter offers not only a
sense of how these differing media forms operate but argues that ultimately, they
collude with the aims of neoliberal feminism, which shares the same neoliberal ethics
that undergird the cosmetic surgery industry.

While Asian American studies scholarship on plastic surgery focuses on the
salience of race in the self-identity fashioning of South Korean women, South
Korean scholarship sees cosmetic surgery as a symbol of the excesses of late

capitalism. Because scholars are often limited to their national language, the



intersections of these interventions are never fully interrogated. Situated in the
epistemological gap between Korean studies and Asian American studies, my second
chapter triangulates these fields with Korean beauty aesthetics while locating them
within a genealogy of imperial racial formation.” Indeed, plastic surgery in Korea can
be traced to the 1920s during the Japanese colonial period when Eugenics and
Ethnology informed elite Japanese and Korean choices to mimic white or more
specifically, Euro-American features.® Cosmetic surgery was available to the masses
after the Korean War, when American doctors alleviated Koreans of the “sleepy look”
of the “Oriental eye” as a Cold War humanitarian effort. Koreans’ negotiations with
colonialism and occupation by both Japan and the United States has influenced
Korean people’s conceptions of beauty exemplifying what Nadia Kim calls “imperial
racial formation” or “the link between the state and dominant representations” that
“has forged the superiority and normativity of White America and, in relation the
inferiority and Otherness of Korea and its people.” Using imperial racial formation
as a theoretical framework, then, chapter two complicates the ideology of imperialism
in the contemporary Korean aesthetic without reducing South Korean cosmetic
surgery consumption to an analysis of race devoid of U.S. and Japanese (neo)colonial

practices. Using Kim Ki-duk’s films Address Unknown and Time as well as Bong Man-

7 The “triangulation” of Korean studies, Asian American studies and cultural studies is informed by
the spatial and conceptual framework theorized by Native Pacific cultural studies scholars that
maintains that these points are always moving and in flux.
Vicente M. Diaz and J. Kehaulani Kauanui, “Native Pacific Cultural Studies on the Edge,” The
Contemporary Pacific 13, no. 2 (Fall 2001): 315 — 341.

Lee, Young-ah, Sl o= 7] v g =] %T—%ﬁ, (paper presented at Seoul National University’s
Women’s Studies Institute, Seoul, South Korea, Spring 2010).
? Nadia Kim, Imperial Citizens: Koreans and Race from Seoul to 1. A, (Stanford, California: Stanford
University Press, 2008), 56.



dae’s Cinderella, this chapter argues that processes of (neo)colonialism have
constructed for South Koreans an “American Dream”—aspirational desires for the
life promised by American neocolonialism and capitalism. As such, under the
auspices of militarized capitalism, both cosmetic surgery and sex work have emerged
as methods of “body work™ through which Korean women attempt to secure these
aspirations.

Since its (neo)colonial origins, however, cosmetic surgery in South Korea has
taken on new meanings that while possessing its refractory imprint, has grown
distinct from its (neo)colonial origins. South Korea’s neoliberal era has ushered in
new standards for feminine self-empowerment that are measured on a scale of
competitiveness on the labor and marriage market, displacing traditional emphases on
motherhood as the definitive marker of femininity. Since South Korea’s 1997 IMF
Crisis, rates of cosmetic surgery have risen to the highest per capita globally with
recipients citing fierce competition for jobs as their major reason for undergoing
procedures.

At the same time, also owing the economic downturn caused by the 1997
Crisis, the South Korean government has turned to its popular culture and more
recently, medical tourism industries for export growth. Hallyu or the “Korean Wave”
(as South Korean popular culture is known) grossed $71.4 million in 2005, illustrating

its global popularity while South Korea expects 100,000 medical tourists in 2012.10

% Doobo Shim, “Waxing the Korean Wave,” ARI Working Paper, No. 158, June 2011,
www.nus.ati.edu.sg/pub/wps.htm, 27.



Such developments have solidified the transnational connectivities through which
South Korean ideas about beauty and self-management circulate abroad and most
prevalently, to other parts of Asia. Chapter three illustrates the mutually constitutive
nature of Hallyn and the medical tourism industry, arguing that Ha//yu and Korean
dramas more specifically, not only regulate social anxieties about plastic surgery but
also act as “technologies of subjectivity” that proliferate neoliberal mandates that
champion the consumer market and cosmetic surgery in particular. I contend that
these cultural productions construct a fantasy space for viewers that, depending on
their position and location within geopolitical formations, enacts either nostalgic or
aspirational “Korean Dreams.” The medical tourism industry plays on such dreams
posing cosmetic surgery, and traveling to South Korea to undergo it, as a rational
economic investment in part because of how it is affectively tied to Hallyx’s narrative
and representational strategies. By showing how both Hallyx and South Korean
medical tourism are formidable players within transnational economies, this project
shifts debates about U.S. economic and cultural hegemony. Although global beauty
standards and consumption practices are largely thought to be at the mercy of U.S.
global hegemony, my project mines the ways in which cultural and economic flows
indeed move multidirectionally.

While this dissertation begins with The Oprah Winfrey Show in order to

understand how Korean women’s choices are framed internationally through a U.S.

Bae Ji-sook, “[KoreaToday] Cosmetic Surgery Emerges as Export Product,” The Korea Times (Kotea
Today, January 27, 2010),
http:/ /www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/nation/2010/01/117_59782.html.

10



lens, it is bookended by an examination of a localized South Korean context. As
discussed above, U.S. discourses such as The Oprah Winfrey Show and The Wall Street
Journal not only overdetermine race but subsequently present a myopic picture of
cosmetic surgery that often pathologizes the patient for their choices. Chapter four
examines a South Korean feminist non-profit organization’s, Yosong Minuhoe (also
known as Korean Womenlink), “Love Your Body” campaign as an example of
“counter-conduct” that attempts to disrupt the normalizing force of cosmetic surgery
consumption in South Korea.!! By focusing their campaign on the perhaps
particularly South Korean concern of “lookism,” Womenlink centers the specific
geopolitical concerns of contemporary South Korean women. In particular, I argue
that their interrogation of the cosmetic surgery industry’s predatory marketing
strategies and legal action against them (in addition to health-oriented educational
outreach, public forums, and rallies), refocuses debates on cosmetic surgery by
shifting the gaze from individual women to the entities that enact and profit from
such predatory strategies. In showing how various groups of women are constituted
differently by geopolitically situated sets of discourses, my project illuminates how
geopolitics operates in women’s everyday lives. As such, this chapter examines
feminist organizing in South Korea, highlighting their privileging of the everyday as a
viable site for feminist practices.

Taken together, these four chapters seek to understand how beauty is

mediated through variously structured fields of power specific to the geopolitical

" Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population (Lectures at the College de France), New York: Palgrave
Macmillon, 2007), 333-362.
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context. Because culture is both engendered by and engenders the economic and
political, this dissertation makes the larger argument that culture—in the forms of
cultural production as well as cultural practices—is a critical site for the study of the
body and consumption. Consumption itself can be understood as a cultural practice,
and accordingly, this dissertation locates the ways in which neoliberal
governmentalities operate through and are performed within culture itself.

In the following pages, I first provide an explication of my project’s
theotization of transnational Asian/American studies. Next, I review the existing
literature and theoretical frameworks on the body and neoliberalism, consumption
and modernity while locating my work’s contributions to these fields. I then provide
a description of my methodological approaches and finally, I end with a detailed

outline of each chapter.

TOWARDS A TRANSNATIONAL ASIAN/AMERICAN STUDIES PROJECT

Between 2008 and 2009, I conducted several interviews with second
generation Korean American women in their 20s and 30s in the Los Angeles area.
These women had undergone some form of cosmetic surgery and most typically the
double eyelid procedure. If U.S. discourses assert that Korean/Ametican women
want to “go Anglo” and I hypothesized that this assumption was incorrect or at the
very least inadequate, my fieldwork sought to locate more nuanced reasons for
Korean American cosmetic surgery consumption. More specifically, my questions

attempted to parse how Korean American women understand (if at all) the

12



relationship between cosmetic surgery, culture, nationalism and transnationalism. My
interviewees’ responses varied. Some women felt pressured by older women in their
families such as their mothers or aunties while others simply wanted to enhance their
ability to wear eye make-up. Still others asserted that it was normal for Koreans in
Korea and hence, also normal for Korean Americans gesturing towards surgery as a
form of diasporic performance.

Because my project is conceived transnationally as a two-sited project (Los
Angeles and Seoul), I spent the following year doing fieldwork in Seoul, South Korea
as a Fulbright-Hays and Korea Foundation fellow. In Seoul, I set out to understand
the networks through which ideas and practices of beauty travel to the Korean
American context and shape the lives of the Korean American women I had
interviewed. While there, my theorization of transnationalism and consequently, my
project changed. Kandice Chuh and Karen Shimakawa, for instance, argue for
modes of inquiry that do not merely recognize “the multiple meanings of Asianness
in Asian and Asian American studies and the historical conditions that give rise to
them.”!? Instead, they call for a newly emergent field of inquiry “situated around and
between those disciplinary formations, that takes as its focus precisely the differences
among those meanings as a way of exposing the ideologies that affiliate particular

kinds of value (political, institutional, cultural, historical) to epistemological objects

12 Kandice Chuh and Karen Shimakawa, “Introduction: Mapping Studies in the Asian Diaspora,” in
Orientations: Mapping Studies in the Asian Diaspora, ed. Kandice Chuh and Karen Shimakawa (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2001), 5.

13



and practices.”’3 Once in Seoul, Chuh and Shimakawa’s formulation resonated with
my findings. Since the U.S. military’s popularization and proliferation of racialized
cosmetic surgery in Korea after the Korean War, the cosmetic surgery industry (and
its procedures) has taken on not only new meanings but also new and lucrative
connections to other industries, creating connectivities to other populations in
addition to Korean Americans.

Accordingly, my dissertation attempts to provide an examination of the
Korean context “situated around and betweer” Asian and Asian American studies.
Rather than viewing South Korea simply as a point of context for Korean American
experiences, my project focuses on South Korea as a salient nexus of global capital
and transnational culture that has been shaped by U.S. imperialism but is not
determined by it. Whereas my original project sought to uncover the similarities and
networks connecting Korean and Korean American women, my dissertation instead
lluminates the ways in which gender, capital and culture operate in and through
South Korean discourses, global industries, and feminist practices. In so doing, I see
my dissertation as a mode of Asian American studies inquiry that is not intellectually
and geographically bound to the U.S. but asks instead how Asian American studies
itself might be transformed or informed by engaging with Korean feminist
scholarship and its attendant concerns. Through a transnational framework, then, my
project makes the larger argument that Korea is a crucial intellectual and political

node for Asian American studies given that it is a site of U.S. imperialism and

B 1pid.
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Japanese colonialism as well as a formidable player within contemporary formations
of global capital and politics.

As such, The (Geo)Politics of Beauty provides an invaluable foundation for my
book manuscript, which will return to the Asian American context in order to
develop a theorization of Korean diasporic beauty culture in conjunction with the
specificities of South Korea laid out here. As Chuh and Shimakawa explain,
“transnationalism exposes the apparatuses through which [postcolonial] ideologies
continue to be deployed and reveals how these contemporary deployments are
shaped by available technologies.”'* To be sure, my dissertation is a critical first step
in theorizing the transnational apparatuses and technologies that deploy and
disseminate the ideological realities, to which my original interviews alluded, shaping
Asian/American women’s everyday lives.

In addition to the interviews I collected in 2008 and 2009, my book
manuscript will delve deeper into Transnational and Diasporic studies by analyzing
further interviews with Asian American cosmetic surgery recipients, providing close
readings of cultural texts, and through an analysis of the trajectories of capital linking
South Korea and the U.S. vis-a-vis beauty industries. According to Cold War scholar
Jodi Kim, Asian American cultural productions can be understood as “Cold War
compositions” that “trace, uncover, and interrogate U.S. Cold War imperialisrn.”15 In

recent years, Asian/American plastic surgery consumption has been the subject of

" 1hid.

15 Jodi Kim, Ends of Empire: Asian American Critigne and the Cold War, (Minneapolis, Minnesota:
University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 12.
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multiple Asian American documentaries, petformance art pieces/shows, magazines,
and blogs. My book project will examine these Cold War compositions in order to
excavate not only the ways in which Korean beauty culture travels to and through the
Korean diaspora but how it is understood by Asian Americans within the imperial
legacy of Japan and the United States. By coupling my existing research on the
Korean context with more in-depth theorization of the Asian American one, my
book will provide a comparative and relational analysis of the lived and imagined

experiences of Asian/American embodiment in different diasporic registers.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

Drawing from the fields of Transnational Feminist cultural studies, Korean
studies, Economic Globalization and the Body, and Asian American cultural studies,
my theoretical framework brings together feminist critiques of modernity, approaches
to neoliberalism and the body and research on beauty and consumption to formulate
a transnational feminist practice. In the following section, I map the theoretical

concepts underlying my argument as well as the literatures I draw upon.

Geopolitical Biopower

Because male subjectivity has taken on a particular representational salience
within South Korean histories, feminist scholars have sought to counter this by
showing the specifically gendered effects of modernity on female subjectivity. These

scholars emphasize modernity as a lived experience and seek to show how South
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Korean women have navigated it as such. While these scholars’ own understandings
of modernity are differently inflected, each of these scholars show that modernity
cannot be understood as monolithic but rather as a local and gendered phenomenon.
For instance, Cho Haejoang argues that South Korea’s “aborted and colonial
modernity” created two major shifts in Korean womanhood through which Korean
women went from identifying themselves primarily as mothers to identifying
themselves primarily as wives and now in the current era of consumer culture, sexy
individuals (Cho 2002). On the other hand, Seungsook Moon’s concept of
“militarized modernity” shows how these shifts were, in fact, impelled and facilitated
by state discipline, which encouraged the “housewifization” of Korean women
(Moon 2005). Lastly, Nancy Abelmann has shown that the melodrama of South
Korean women’s personal narratives—the “melodrama of mobility”—both reflect
and constitute South Korea’s “compressed modernity” or rapid modernization
(Abelmann 2003).

Transnational feminist scholars have also made significant contributions to
critiques of modernity by questioning teleological assumptions that modernity is
necessarily progressive or emancipatory (Abu-Lughod 1998, Deeb 2006). These
scholars build upon the insights of Foucault whose work illuminates how the modern
state, its institutions and the family normalize and discipline through the production
of discourses about the self and sexuality. These scholars not only illuminate the
productive nature of modernity but also complicate binaristic understandings that

posit modernity against tradition and East against West, instead highlighting the
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fluidity of national boundaries especially in the colonial context. Rather than being
separate, Eastern and Western cultures have been constituted by each other such that
one would not exist without the other. As such, purely Eastern cultural practices, for
example, cannot be said to exist since cultural practices have developed in the context
of the other. By examining these processes of entanglement, we can examine how
seemingly static cultures are actually entwined through processes of hybridization.

Building upon the literatures above, I understand the entangled concept of
modernity through the notion of “geopolitical biopower.” According to Michel
Foucault, biopower is essential to the ways in which modern governments govern
their populations (Foucault 1990). In this formulation, power is organized around
two poles, which constitute the regulatory controls or biopolitics of the population:
control of the body and control of the population. In this view, the state is
concerned with the daily lives of individuals because their lives are politically useful
and thus, biopower is essential to the maintenance of capitalism, not only as a form
of control but also as a means of optimizing life. Biopower thus justifies
arrangements of power and hierarchies, making natural uneven distributions of power
and resources.

I pair the concept of “biopower” with geopolitics in order to yield a location-
specific understanding of power and how the local interacts seamlessly with the
global. As transnational feminist scholars have stressed, geopolitics are not simply
international conflicts between nation-states but rather, are technologies of power

that both produce and manage territorial space, as well as subjects of those territories.
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According to Inderpal Grewal, geopolitical biopower has specific relationships to
neoliberalism because of neoliberalism’s global reach in the last 30 — 40 years (Grewal
2005). Accordingly, neoliberalism’s emphasis on market logics has engendered
location specific concerns for variously gendered and racialized populations. Indeed,
the body is a crucial site for understanding geopolitical biopower in contemporary
South Korean society since as feminist scholar Kim Eun Shil relates, “Along with the
end of the Cold War regime and the active integration of the Korean society into the
global neoliberal order, bodies of consumer subjects that embodied the individuation
created by the market began to be constructed by demonstrating the value of
differences and diversity.”1¢ In the context of neoliberalism, then, South Korean
consumer culture has taken up the body as a new site for commodification using the
rhetorics of self-empowerment and personal style. I thus understand beauty culture
as a form of geopolitical biopower that engenders its own gendered codes of conduct
that are at once particular to the local context even while they travel through

transnational connectivities.

Consumption and the Body

Korean studies scholars have addressed consumption not only as a
consequence of capitalist modernity but also as a cultural and nationalistic practice.
Laurel Kendall, for instance, illuminates how South Korea’s modern history is

reflected in the changes to the wedding ritual over the past one hundred years and

1% Kim Eun Shil, “The Politics of the Body in Contemporary Korea,” Korea Journal 49, no. 3 (Fall
2009): 9.

19



how specifically, consumption has come to play a significant role within wedding rites
with the emergence of South Korea’s consumer culture (Kendall 2002). As Laura
Nelson shows, cultural rituals and consumption practices are linked to the state since
“consumer nationalism,” or nationalism based on bettering the collective economy,
describes the link between South Korea’s economy and national ethos (Nelson 2000).
South Korean nationalism is based on ideas of the future given Korea’s tumultuous
past and as such, South Korean women have been pushed to either be frugal or to
spend (depending on the economy) on behalf of their country. Significantly, this
framework fits nicely with the scholarship on modernity since pushing housewives to
be consuming subjects was part and parcel to the ways in which the Korean state has
disciplined housewives as “modern” wives and mothers.

Still other scholars have intervened to expose the ways in which these efforts
to constitute Korean women as consuming subjects have had significant effects on
Korean women’s bodies. According to So-Hee Lee, Korean housewives were swept
into consumerist postmodernity by the “Missy” phenomenon, which emerged as an
advertising ploy of a major Korean department store (Lee 2002). The “Missy”
embodies the image of a married woman who looks like a young, single woman,
usually works and engages in sexual encounters freely. Young-ja Lee stresses that this
image is in part accomplished through “body making” or the conflation of self-
identity through gender identity vis-a-vis body management i.e. consumer fashion,
dieting and plastic surgery (Lee 2000). As Taeyon Kim shows, however, although

South Korean women’s “body making”” may seem like a new phenomenon, South
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Korean women’s manipulation of their bodies can be seen as new forms of Neo-
Confucian “body techniques” finding expression in the context of global
consumerism (Kim 2003).

Although this scholarship addresses modernity and consumption, research
that places these concepts within a transnational context and interrogates how
practices such as “body making” extend beyond national borders is virtually non-
existent. My work examines how two of South Korea’s global industries—Ha//yn and
medical tourism—shape (as well as problematize) consumer practices and ideas about
modernity for both Koreans domestically as well as Asians residing outside of South
Korea. Moreover, although this scholarship theorizes cosmetic surgery as a
technology of the self and contextualizes it within social structures like Neo-
Confucianism, my work parses out the ways in which these practices have been
shaped by South Korea’s (neo)colonial encounters with the U.S. and Japan.

While Korean studies scholars address consumption as a consequence of
capitalist modernity within the South Korean context, Asian American cultural
studies scholars such as Mimi Thi Nguyen and Thuy Linh Nguyen Tu are increasingly
understanding consumption practices as “technologies of the self” ora “set of
dynamic practices through which subject positions are inhabited by individuals within
fields of power and knowledge production.”’!” Finding synergy with this

understanding of consumption, scholars such as Jigna Desai and Nhi T. Lieu have

7 Mimi Thi Nguyen and Thuy Linh Nguyen Tu, “Introduction,” in Asian American Encounters: Popular
Culture in Asian America (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 25.
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shown how diasporic acts of consumption in the South Asian and Vietnamese
communities respectively, constitute diasporic subjectivities (Desai 2005, Lieu 2007).

While scholars such as Desai and Lieu illuminate how consumption
constitutes diasporic identities through the transnational circulation of homeland
popular culture, other scholars have focused on consumption as a means of
constituting American identities. Lisa Park, for example, contends that second
generation Asian Americans use consumption as a ritualized and performative means
of proving their Americanness (Park 2005). Similarly, Shirley Lim shows how Asian
American women have historically engaged with various cultural forms including
beauty culture through ethnic beauty pageants, fashion and women’s magazines to
cultivate a sense of cultural citizenship or belonging both amongst themselves and
within American culture (Lim 20006).

When it comes to plastic surgery consumption and that of cosmetic eyelid
surgery in particular, however, Asian American scholars (in the humanities and
cultural studies, more specifically) have been less concerned with consumption in
processes of identity formation and more concerned with whether or not such acts of
consumption are agentive or oppressive. In scholarship that disavows Asian
American women who elect cosmetic surgery, race is assumed to correlate with
physicality and both are assumed to relate to ethnicity. In other words, women who
elect such procedures are assumed to “want to look white” and as such, assumed to
disavow their Asianness (Palumbo-Liu 1999, Kaw 1991). While these scholars

overlook individual agency, they pay close attention to the Cold War origins of
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racialized plastic surgery in Asian American communities. On the other hand, other
scholars argue that such critiques do not acknowledge the discursively constructed
nature of racialized traits and instead, assume them as natural thus reinscribing them
(Yamamoto 1999, Zane 1998). In this view, plastic surgery consumption can be seen
as one way of negotiating the material effects of such discourses on Asian American
bodies and although these works acknowledge individual agency, they also tend to
decontextualize the double eyelid surgery from its Cold War history.

To date, Taeyon Kim has provided the most three-dimensional treatment of
Korean cosmetic eyelid surgery that takes the discussion out of structure/agency
debates. In her dissertation, Kim historicizes cosmetic eyelid surgery and shows how
seemingly race-neutral medical discourses are implicated in the normalization of
racialized plastic surgery (Kim 2005). She also includes a short chapter on Korean
American consumption and argues that Korean American women elect the procedure
in order to enhance or solidify their diasporic Korean identities.

Although Asian American studies scholarship has examined consumption
practices and beauty culture as processes of identity formation, this scholarship rarely
links the two. When they have, as in the case of Kim, this scholarship continues to
focus on a singular racialized procedure rather than the cosmetic surgery industry as a
whole and neglects to interrogate the transnational industries and neoliberal
imperatives undergirding women’s choices. In other words, Asian American
scholarship has not, as of yet, taken seriously beauty culture as a site of consumer

culture through which Asian American identities are shaped vis-a-vis transnational
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networks in complex relation to U.S. nationalism. Furthermore, while Asian
American studies scholarship has tackled the issue of racialized beauty standards, it
has mostly done so within structure/agency debates that limit conversations to an
either/or framework. While this dissertation does not address Asian American
cosmetic surgery consumption as its primary source material, it brings Asian
American studies literature and insights to bear on the Korean context in order to
yield a transnationally informed and diasporically wrought analyses.

In order to do so, I draw upon sociologist Nadia Kim’s concept of “imperial
racial formation.” Kim describes “imperial racial formation” as a process of
racialization that occurs “across borders and through multiple and related lines of
inequality.”’® Kim uses the term to describe the process through which South
Koreans have been inculcated into American racial ideologies vis-a-vis military
occupation, mass media, and complementary ideas in South Korea and channeled
through Japan. Kim’s formulation highlights the fact that U.S. imperialism in Asia
since World War II has been a key source for racializing Asians and interpellating
them into American ideologies. While my own use of “imperial racial formation”
finds synergy with Kim’s, I modify it to address consumptive practices in order to
complicate understandings of race as they pertain to beauty ideals. In other words,
while U.S. discourses on cosmetic surgery have focused on race, I reframe the issue

through the lens of U.S. imperialism in South Korea, which allows me to more

18 Kim, Imperial Citizens, 3.
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broadly understand how gendered consumptive practices in South Korea continue to
be constituted by the legacy of U.S. imperialism.

As stated in the section above, neoliberal markets in South Korea have
brought new forms of bodily enhancements, permanent or otherwise, as means of
self-care and management. Thus, I see consumption practices as a primary vehicle
through which neoliberal ethics play out. I agree with Nguyen and Tu’s formulation
of consumption practices as technologies of the self. Building on Foucault, they
understand consumption as a set of practices through which individuals inhabit
different subject positions “within fields of power and knowledge production.”
Thus, consumption is more than the accumulation of stuff but the practices through
which identities and in this case, appearances, are transformed. I argue that such
consumptive practices are a form of “body work.” According to sociologist Debra
Gimlin, “body work™ is “work on the self. By engaging in body work, women are
able to negotiate normative identities by diminishing their personal responsibility for
a body that fails to meet cultural mandates.”? Gimlin’s “body work” is a method for
reconciling the separation between “the body” and “the self” and takes place in
aerobics classes, weight control organizations, and beauty salons in addition to plastic
surgery clinics. While my use of the term “body work™ builds on Gimlin’s, I
significantly depart from her definition because I use the term to suggest both the
work that women do 7 their bodies as well as the labor performed &y their bodies.

Thus, the concept of “body work™ aptly illustrates the different but gendered ways in

¥ Debra Gimlin, Body Work: Beauty and Self-Image in American Culture (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2002), 6.
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which imperial racial formation, in the development of capitalized and militarized
modernity, has mobilized South Korean women’s bodies in multiple ways depending

on their social and class locations.

Neoliberalism and the Body

Whereas Korean studies scholars see questions of beauty and consumption as
consequences of South Korea’s rapid modernization and Asian American studies
scholars frame Asian American beauty consumption within the politics of race,
scholars of Economic Globalization and The Body frame these issues within debates
about economic rational actors and embodiment. These scholars are concerned with
whether or not people can make rational choices about their bodies, for instance, and
how to take people’s experiences with embodiment seriously. Perhaps most
compelling is that these debates nod to the ways in which people are increasingly
considering their bodies as domains of self-entrepreneurship, management and care.
As such, these scholars have asked whether these engagements can be considered
ethical, especially given the politics of neoliberalism on a global scale.

According to Nancy Scheper-Hughes, while commodification of the body is
not specifically a result of globalization, new technologies have generated new
markets for bodies and body parts (Scheper-Hughes 2003). In other words, although
transactions concerning the body have existed for centuries, late capitalism has
opened up the range of transactions possible through a litany of new technologies,

thus creating a world of haves and have-nots in which the body itself has become a
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prized commodity. Nikolas Rose and Carlos Novas offer perhaps the most
optimistic view of the relationship between biology, technology and citizenship (Rose
and Novas 2004). They argue that in the West, biological citizenship is catalyzing a
specifically active form of citizenship wherein practices of biological choice are taking
place within a “regime of the self” through which people are increasingly seeing
themselves as enterprising individuals, actively shaping their lives through acts of
choice.

Significantly, these aspects of “biological citizenship” echo the imperatives of
neoliberal governmentality that proffer individuals as responsible for their own self-
cultivation and management. As David Harvey, Elizabeth Martinez and Arnoldo
Garcia note, as economic policy, neoliberalism promotes the freedom of the market
through deregulation and privatization at the expense of collective good by cutting
public expenditure of social services (Harvey 2005, Martinez and Garcia 2007). Yet,
as many scholars assert, neoliberalism does not simply shift state functions to the
private sector but also functions as a mode of governmentality that shifts strategies of
government to private individuals (Brown 2003). The model neoliberal citizen, then,
calculates her choices within multiple spheres—economic, political, social—rather
than attempting to alter these spheres.

Neoliberalism has not only had profound effects on individual bodies,
however, but on populations of laboring bodies as well. Third World women have
been disproportionately and intentionally affected by neoliberal economic policy

since the First World orchestrates—indeed, engineers—the poverty-stricken
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conditions of their home countries in order to create a pool of laborers that will do
the jobs that no one else will do (Chang 2000, Parrenas 2001, Louie 2001). Nowhere
is the debate on the bodily effects of economic globalization more heated, however,
than in the realm of sex work. Many Western feminist scholars vie for an
understanding of sex work as another form of labor and for sex workers to be
recognized as agentive laborers who deserve safe and fair working conditions
(Chapkis 2003, Doezma 2001, Kempadoo 1998). On the other hand, many Third
World feminists disagree, pointing to the global and geopolitical structures that
unevenly shape women’s choices (Aguilar 2004, Lacsamana 2004, Moon 1997).

As with Asian American studies scholarship, scholarship that addresses plastic
sutgery consumption in this field also focuses on agency/structure debates. Kathy
Davis shows that plastic surgery consumers, like others engaged in selling their
bodies, body parts or manipulating their bodies for medical rather than cosmetic
reasons, are motivated by a sense of ownership over their bodies and the desire to
look “normal” (Davis 1995). In her following book, however, Davis notes a cultural
shift in discourses on the body and plastic surgery more specifically such that
discourses of “normal” or “abnormal” have shifted to discourses of difference and
individuality. Discourse matters: whereas discoutses of ab/normality framed plastic
surgery as a solution for extraordinary circumstances, discourses of equality frame it
as a neutral technology that can apply to everyone since we are all “equally” different

(Davis 2003).
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While scholarship on Economic Globalization and The Body has begun to
address the effects of neoliberalism, both as economic policy and governmentality, on
the body, much of this scholarship continues to focus on the either/or framework
concerning agency and structure and whether or not people can be rational economic
actors when it comes to their bodies. My project focuses instead on the industries,
institutions and histories that shape women’s beauty and body choices. Rather than
understanding cosmetic surgery as either inherently empowering or oppressive, my
project maps the competing discourses and counter-discourses with which women
have to contend. That is to say, I situate Korean women’s agency within the
discursive formations that shape their terms for agentive action. In so doing, I do
not discount the possibilities for agency but attempt to account for the larger
historical, economic, and political forces that set the stage for women’s everyday
choices.

Morteover, debates in the field are uneven in the sense that these rational
economic actors are often assumed as Western and white, thus making much of this
scholarship questionable in non-Western contexts. And, while many scholars of
color have shown the disproportionate effects of neoliberalism on Third World
women laborers, this scholarship has not yet adequately addressed the effects of
neoliberalism on middle-class consumption practices in non-Western contexts. My
work thus makes a particular contribution by placing the middle-class cosmetic

surgery consumer in conversation with the presumed lower-class militarized sex
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worker as a means of understanding how militarized and capitalist modernity has
placed distinct but related demands on women’s laboring bodies.

To these ends, I understand neoliberalism as not only a set of economic
policies but also as a mode of governmentality that shifts strategies of government to
private individuals. Scholars such as Wendy