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COSMETIC SURGERY AND ITSANALOGICAL ASSOCIATIONS
Visualizing the Beautiful and the Sublime

No single attitude about beauty has been stargithroughout history. At various
times beauty has been revered, feared, scornesoagtht after. The idea that carnal
beauty is visible evidence of spiritual beauty bartraced back to Plato who believed
that ideal beauty in body and form made the spilitisible. With the arrival of
Christianity the attitude toward beauty became naonbivalent. Beauty was feared as a
sensual temptation, yet it was also revered amage of God'’s grace. The history of
Judeo-Christian attitudes toward beauty refleatssgtruggle to reconcile beauty as a
worldly vanity and beauty as God’s glory. In theateenth century the depiction of the
femme fatale conjured up images of a beautiful femmdno was inherently evil and
devouring. Beauty then was suspect and a qualibetfeared. Throughout much of
history, however, the physical facade was thouflas@an indicator of inner personality
and character. A beautiful face then would refeestmilarly beautiful moral and
spiritual inner self. Yet Tolstoy lamented at then of the century, “It is amazing how
complete the delusion that beauty is goodness'dfE4®). Shortly thereafter, Sigmund
Freud’s psychoanalysis promoted a legacy of shamend the body, and beauty in
general, suggesting that too much cultivation @fubg reflected pathological narcissism,
a cover for shame and worthlessness, in his opifittcoff 19). What we do know is
that beauty cannot be ignored, and further, thatityeinfluences our perceptions,
attitudes, and behavior toward others. Appearattee most public part of the self. It is

the visible self that the world assumes to be aanof the invisible, inner self. This



assumption may not be fair, but that does not nitadey less true. As Nancy Etcoff
states in her booRurvival of the Prettiest, “Beauty has consequences that we cannot
erase by denial. Academics may ban it from irgehit discourse and snobs may sniff
that beauty is trivial and shallow, but in the realrld the beauty myth quickly collides
with reality.”

People like to believe that looks don’t mattBut marketing executives know that
packaging and image are as important as the prdlunctt more so). We treat
appearance not just as a source of pleasure (ore9hbut also as a source of
information. We live in a world of “lookism” (Etdf 83), a kind of beauty prejudice
practiced at an unconscious level, and we areo#tti guilty of and victims of this social
phenomenon. The fact that we respond to beawgych visceral ways, including intense

pleasure, longing and envy is further proof of plogver of beauty in our daily lives.

But what exactly constitutes beauty in the harface and form? Again, there has
been much debate and disagreement throughoutyhmtdhe true characteristics
surrounding beauty, and physical beauty in pardicuMany people would admit that
while they could not actually define beauty, theywd recognize it when they saw it.
Yet even when they see it, they cannot exactlydaythey find it to be beautiful. For
the ancient Greeks physical beauty was based ugarsp mathematical calculations.
The most important human proportion system in Wastet dates to the fifth century
Greek sculptor Polyclitus whose bodily canons sgteeinfluence all of Western art until
the early twentieth century when modernism expammgdepresentations of the body.

For Polyclitus beauty resided in an aesthetic baget proportion and number, whose



elements were clarity, symmetry, harmony and coldhrecht Durer and Leonardo da
Vinci used similar guidelines in their work. Howayresearch now suggests that many
of these rigid neo-classical and Renaissance gnetefor human proportion (especially
those regarding specific angles) are not necegsangdortant to our notion of beauty, and
that the fundamental nature of human beauty regdesrily in aspects involving innate
biological attraction. Yet even though precise sugament systems seem to have failed
to come up with a beauty formula, there is evidehet general symmetry plays a
significant role in triggering notions of beautynoman beings. What is it about
symmetry that attracts us and why?

Nothing captures our attention like a humaeef and nothing rivals the face in
communicative power. Research and testing ovelaitelecade has determined that
newborn infants have a decided preference for syincakpatterns over asymmetrical
ones, including the human face. The fact that mendare seemingly born with these
“beauty detectors” suggests that these innate q@mfes are in place for a reason. One
possible reason that symmetry is tied to beaubgcause it acts as a measure of overall
fitness. To our ancestors overall physical fith@as the major criteria upon which they
assessed reproductive health. Biologists havedesed that in many species animals
displaying asymmetrical features have lower suhava growth rates, and therefore,
diminished reproduction. To our ancestors, asymymetpotential mates (male and
female) might have been a sign of malnutritionedsse, or even parasites. Since the goal
was to reproduce healthy viable offspring, anyblessign that a mating would fail to
produce such a result would mean immediate rejectichese physical cues to youth and

health (and hence to reproductive capacity) cartstitthe ingredients of male standards



of female beauty. The job of our biological anoestvas to reproduce, and those who
failed to meet the criteria of the first filter veeout of luck. In the human species males
retain their capacity to produce offspring far lenthan the female. The female’s role in
reproduction is far more demanding and taxing arbleey, and therefore, her
reproductive life is limited. To ensure that pdiahoffspring were given every
advantage of a strong and healthy mother duringegation, gestation and delivery, older
females were rejected as suitable mates. To guhjtly, the Darwinian notion of
“survival of the fittest” translated into survivat those exhibiting the greatest potential
(outward signs of youth) of healthy reproductiorour ancestors, which in turn evolved
into our biological aesthetic preference. For mgegrs this theory of sexual selection
was resisted by mainstream social scientists beagiportrayal of human nature
seemed to depend on instinctive behavior, andrthinsnized the uniqueness and
flexibility of humans. It was thought that cultuead consciousness were presumed to
free us from evolutionary forces (Buss 3). Beauty be in the eyes of the beholder, but
those eyes and the minds behind the eyes haveshaped by millions of years of
human evolution. Those in our evolutionary pasb\idiled to mate successfully failed
to become our ancestors. Simply stated, the argufoebeauty as a biological
adaptation is that beauty is a universal part oh&m experience, and that it provokes
pleasure, rivets attention, and impels actionshk§i ensure the survival of our genes.
Beautiful human features are a language, devotdtetadaptive problem of how to
visually signal one’s own value as a potential nzaté how to assess the mate value of
others through their visuals. Our extreme sengjtte youthful beauty is hard-wired,

governed by circuits in the brain shaped by natsesdction. In the course of evolution



the people who noticed these signals and desimdgbssessors had more reproductive
success. We are their ancestors. Which brings thee present, and as Nancy Etcoff
comments, “...such signals are now manipulated bgnetiss, plastic surgery, and
clothing, three giant industries in part devotedalse advertising. Additionally, one
cannot escape a comment on the irony of sexuakétin: in a world where men and
women try to stave off pregnancy for the majorityheeir sexual encounters, sexual
preference is still guided by ancient rules thakenas most attracted to bodies that look
the most reproductively fit. Nor can we escapegjdineng thought that women compete
in the mating world for men whose brains are hanedavto find nubile teenagers highly
desirable and particularly beautiful, a biologibaldover from a vanished way of life”
(Etcoff 24). And since we continue to be evaluaesdnate material all of our lives, this
in turn drives contemporary women to maintain thetaadards of youthful beauty for as
long as possible, turning to elective cosmetic syrgvhen the pull of gravity and the
passage of time become too great a threat todbéities to compete for male attention.
In fact, certain rules of symmetry that dictated tapresentation of Western art for
centuries, are the highly influential bases fromahlplastic surgeons borrow to resculpt
and reconstruct the human face and body. Andndeghink that we humans are too
highly evolved from our ancestors, let us reallm beauty brings out the primitive in all
of us. Millions have undergone voluntary aesthstigery that involves tearing or
burning the skin, sucking out fat, and implantiragious foreign materials into our
bodies. These drastic procedures are fraughtngits (including death), and are not
done to correct deformities, but to improve aestragtails—to keep us from being

“voted off the island”.



Beauty preferences would not be importantasiteey had consequences in the real
world. Etcoff reports that all the evidence suggéisat men’s real-life choices are
heavily influenced by appearances. There is l@tlielence that women with greater
intelligence have a greater advantage than thoseewavith greater beauty and less
intelligence. Good looks, therefore, can be ona wbman’s most fundamental assets,
but dependent upon a body that ages, it is an Hested woman uses or loses. Its
perishability is only too evident, and a painfidden for women who in their youth didn’t
realize that their desirability came primarily frdseauty and not from deeper more
substantial qualities. In her boGlur Looks, Our Lives, Nancy Friday comments that
like it or not, we live in the age of the Empty Rage, when how we look often takes
precedence over such enduring qualities as inggltig, integrity, kindness, and honesty.
It can be said then that looks play a prime rola wmoman’s fate in life. No matter how
irrelevant to her goals, how inappropriate to laégrits, or even how ridiculous the
comparison, women are always compared to one anatidefound wanting. When the
other woman is more beautiful, they feel enviowet;gnvy is hostility toward the very
thing one desires. Aware of this, competition aghaomen based on looks is bruising,
and consumer cultures have brought the beauty ditropeamong women to frenzied
heights. And despite the surreal beauty standesdpermodels (often attained through
obsessive dieting and exercise, cosmetic and sumgnhancement, digital alteration and
air-brushing), the media insist that their beastgttainable through hard work, effort,
and buying the right product or service. More amate women are choosing to undergo

the knife in a variety of cosmetic surgical procesfuin an effort to remain competitive in



a world where the cutting edge technology of agstlsergery combined with
media/marketing is setting new and less naturaldstals of beauty and desirability.
What started out as our ancestors’ biological aatapt of a fairly simple beauty
aesthetic for mating purposes has evolved into la-millionaire dollar industry of
designer faces and bodies. Let’s take a look #t¢he visual language surrounding this
topic using various framing mechanisms as wellagwus perspectives, and examine

how they work to elicit particular responses.

Let’s begin by identifying the framing mechsms. Images surrounding the topic of
elective cosmetic surgery can be categorized &snMsl as measurements of proportion
and scale; as charts and maps; as methods toiadyettract and persuade; as methods
of explanation; as methods of documentation andpemison; as methods of mapping
and diagramming; as guides and methods of instmicis images of metamorphosis and
transformation; and finally, as depictions of scayy memory, and ghost images. Certain
perspectives are obvious, and in this case, treppetive of the doctor/surgeon, as well
as the patient, seems most apparent and logicaddition, we will examine the
perspectives of the advertiser to the potentiahtjias well as the general public’'s
response to imagery surrounding this topic. Imdao, we will learn that imagery is
both potent and powerful in its usefulness to di@aar end. In the same way that our
ancestors learned to read visual cues to asswealuof the species, we have learned to
read visual language in our attempts to survivectirapetition within our species. Let’s

start with the media’s effect upon the general fgubl



The media knows only too well that women asenecessarily raised to look at men,
but rather that women look at other women. Wonoek it women for several reasons
including the pleasure of looking and admiring thetauty. However, another reason is
to check out the competition and to see how weksipdo it. Beauty and fashion
magazines exploit this natural tendency by highirghimages of the most gorgeous
female models among their glossy pages, and caa8libgt the most beautiful of
women to feel pangs of envy, frustration and dis&attion with their own appearance as
well as the resolve to “do something about it”.

Advertisers cater to women’s desires to improvenseves by providing visual promises
of softer, smoother, tighter, tauter, glossier, shapelier, bigger, smaller, better. Often

there is little text involved because the powethaf visual image is “proof” of the
promise. When it comes to physical beauty, we tdde to read about it, we just like to
see it, and preferably in ourselves. Gazing at thages of the magazine model, we
imagine ourselves transformed as well. Never ninadl the model probably never even
used the product being advertised, or that theymtookeing advertised for weight loss
won't also give you the amazingly glossy hair ttiet model possesses, or even that the
entire image has been air-brushed so that the rsddek appears completely poreless (a
condition which would in reality contribute to deatf the skin). The power of the
beautiful image is overwhelming, and we are nariegted in facts. Our beauty detectors
have peaked; that is to say, we have lost somerafadionality regarding reality.
Advertisers count on this response to help seit tients’ products and serviceroof

that it works is that we do not seem to learn feproduct’s failure to transform us;



instead we tend to blame ourselves as “beyond hélfter a series of failures (not the

fault of the product, mind you) the quest for bgaakes on a more desperate tone.

One indication that elective cosmetic surdgeay become mainstreamed into our
contemporary society is the fact that many womenatdother attempting to hide or
deny the fact that they have undergone a procedadeed, women in certain social
circles boast about the cost of their surgery t@mapt to gain status among their peers.
Advertisers of these procedures would have yowebelthakeverybody is doing it, and
that if you do not join them, you will be left bell. This sets up an uncomfortable
tension between those who “do” and those who “d®. nd@he images surrounding the
advertisements of elective cosmetic surgery areegeta subvert the actual procedure
(imagery involving blood, swelling, infection andip, as well as resulting permanent
scarring are absent), and concentrate insteadeandtvel ous andmiraculous results. In
other words, the informational brochures regargilagtic surgery usually depict women
who have allegedly experienced a life-altering $farmation from whatever specific
procedure they are seeking to promote. Liposudirochures might include an image of
a beautiful and slender, well-tanned couple (ndotitavers) clad in designer swimsuits
prancing on the white sandy beach alongside watelear and blue as the sky above.
They are smiling and carefree (probably debt-feeweall), oblivious to the woes and
concerns that plague the rest of us. The imaggesig that liposuction can transform
your life as well. It is extremely appealing, and anight linger for several moments
imagining how wonderful it would be to be carefrdebt-free, slender, beautiful, clear-

skinned, glossy-haired, and athletic, enjoying radiess vacation in a perpetual sunny



and exotic location, which includes a wild and pasate (yet safe) sex life with a
gorgeous man. Viewed in this way one might makaralogical connection between
cosmetic surgery brochures and the travel brochthegdeckon us aboard a cruise ship
destined for pleasure-filled exotic islands. Upmening the informational brochure on
various cosmetic surgery procedures, one mightnsgge a simple line sketch of the
necessary incision sites. The before-and-afteganais sometimes a sketch as well
indicating how the procedure will erase these tliogtareas and revitalize your
appearance to a more youthful and desirable sfte.fact that much of the brochure’s
imagery is done with simple sketches gives theguare a light-hearted quality, almost
as if the surgeon is an artist who can draw neesliend erase old ones. Seductive and

promising, these persuasive images are about thefuransformation.

Other framing mechanisms involve the imageseas from the perspective of the
surgeon or aesthetician (one who helps patientstwéir decisions concerning which
procedures would be most beneficial). The topibéssame; however, the images
associated with the planning and performing of @lcsurgery are vastly different. These
professionals are trained to view (scrutinize)ithenan face and body in a clinical
analysis. Many of the images thus framed revahoeind mapping and other clinical
notations of the face and body. Surgeons and #esitheticians chart their patients’
faces and bodies with lines, circles and dashest®where to make incisions, where to
pull and tighten, where to cut out areas of skiheke to shave bone, and where to
remove deposits of fat. In this way, analogicalogsations can easily be made between

these diagrammatic surgical charts and a dressregiaterns and guides where similar



notations also refer to cutting, folding and stilgh Surgeons view the human body
much like a geographic landscape (and during agolw@, much like a construction
zone). They view the contours of the body as adnlandscape, and as such, analogical
associations can also be made between the bodig cbferred to above, and road maps
and topographical guides. These simple face adg blearts (often made with a marker
pen) are deceptive in their importance to the divetacome of the procedure. Itis

ironic that the surgeon performing the procedua #ill ostensibly produce a more
attractive human face or body, is also withesfi¢osuiblime imagery of cut human flesh,
gaping wounds, oozing blood, and other viscerabgenathat conjures up notions of
unspeakable raw brutality. Such imagery, howeasgarpt horrific to the surgeon as it
would be to other viewers; rather it serves tonmf@nd direct the surgeon in his/her job.
Cosmetic surgery manuals are filled with imagesutfand bleeding flesh, of instruments
probing subcutaneous layers, of human tissue Is#iipped, twisted and otherwise
manipulated, of bones being cracked and shavegklafinous fat being sucked up tiny
hoses and redeposited through needles into oteas af the human body. In another
context these would be the nightmarish images wfatdorror and science fiction
movies, bringing to mind notions of torture andttieand of the sickeningly sublime.

The images created on the surgical table couldb@ahore disparate to the images of the

advertisers’ lure of transformation under a blug sk

Other framing mechanisms involving the imagargosmetic surgery are those as
seen by the consumer or patient. As a patienthasdikely seen and responded to the

imagery of the advertiser’s brochure. Prior telaesluled surgery, the patient will have a



consultation with the surgeon or aestheticians ftere where they will view a collection
of ‘before-and-after’ photographs of previous gats whose surgeries have been
successful. This may be the first time the patiatitsee the actual results of a procedure
performed on a real person. Initially, it mightho® as a shock that these images are not
of lovely models, but of actual people of variogesand levels of attractiveness. The
images are often stark and remind one of the pls#es on drivers’ licenses, or even
those guilty faces and profile images seen on eakcords. The ‘before’ photographs
are particularly alarming because the patienteés se the worst possible light.
Deficiencies or deviant features of the face onpa highlighted. The ‘after’
photographs show improvement not only in the satgiesults, but also in the overall
lighting and presentation of the patient. In thiesages the patient is often shown
wearing flattering makeup as well as an updaterstyde and jewelry. Scars and
bruising are often cleverly disguised, or at leastimized. Upon closer examination one
can usually see a marked improvement of the featugeestion. Unexpected and
inevitable, however, is the imagery that the patietomes privy to as an immediate
result of one’s own surgery. It comes in the faha self-portrait of bodily trauma and
its monstrous consequences. Wrapped in gauzeatthfes, grotesquely bruised and
swollen, the image reflected back from the mirsomiore akin to the victim of a horrific
automobile accident or a brutal beating. Themoisissociation whatsoever between the
reflected image in the mirror and the lovely imagethe cover of the cosmetic surgery
brochure. In addition, one must come to terms wighfact that the violence inflicted
upon one’s body during the course of a cosmetigesyrhas been voluntary, causing all

kinds of psychological self doubts and fears tdasi@. Gazing at one’s grotesque



reflection, waves of physical and emotional paitefinterfere with the patient’s ability
to see beyond the mirror, often causing confusiahself-loathing. The state of one’s
mind influences our perceptions of reality, andjh&ned sensitivity alters our response
to images. In this case, the same images thaiqudy evoked notions of pleasure and
attraction (the advertising brochures) might nowseafeelings of disgust, shame and
utter regret. The post-op patient then must &rder the realm of the physically and
emotionally sublime before emerging into the hofmd-ealm of the beautiful. Slowly
as days and weeks go by, drainage tubes are renatmegl with stitches, staples and
screws; swelling peaks and then subsides, bruissge color and begin to fade, and
incisions begin to heal. A slow, but sure transfation takes place. This process and
the images associated with it remind one of agr@al/s documenting the change of
seasons upon a landscape. And the scarring tinaime upon the landscape of the face
and body brings to mind the kinds of geographicaling that occurs during
disturbances upon the earth such as meteors, gaeathquakes, tornadoes and floods,
not to mention man-made disasters such as bombhimysther war-related activity. As
the patient eagerly checks for signs of healing,fite (or body) in the mirror eventually
becomes recognizable as oneself. At some poitliteiSurgery has been a success, the
improvement of the feature that was unsatisfagboigr to surgery will reveal itself, but
the metamorphosis from the sublime to the beausfafonizingly slow. It is during this
time that the patient becomes intimately acquaimtitdl one’s own image, searching not
only for the remnants of one’s previous countenabaealso indications of a yet-to-be

disclosed quality of beauty which was, in the p#tgemind, absent prior to the surgery.



Will we ever stop worshipping youthful beautZan we learn to see beauty in forms
that do not automatically push the ancient biolagreproductive buttons of our
ancestors? Etcoff writes that “knowledge is powieg; more we know about human
nature, the better hope we have of addressingidgpialities. The fact that a tendency or
preference is innate does not mean that cultumtyreuor circumstance cannot radically
alter its expression, and therefore, our impulsésitil then women will continue to
correct, alter, or enhance their natural appearasitey 2% century technology to better
match the aesthetics of female beauty establish#dteiancient world. The practice of
cosmetic surgery embraces many categories inclutimmce (biology and anatomy),
mathematics (proportion and design), psycholog§-(sege, envy, desire and disgust),
and aesthetics (notions of the beautiful and thdiree); and the imagery surrounding the

practice of cosmetic surgery is as unique and glagethe faces that are changed by it.
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