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Abstract 

This paper addresses the growing phenomenon of cosmetic surgery tourism through a focus 

on the development of this industry in South Korea. Unlike many discussions of this topic, the 

paper decentres dominant narratives based on west-goes-east or north-goes-south journeys. 

Instead we look at regional flows by exploring the experiences of Chinese patients travelling 

to South Korea in search of facial cosmetic surgery に procedures often referred to as the 

けKﾗヴW;ﾐ Lﾗﾗﾆげ ;ﾐS ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デWS ┘ｷデｴ デｴW W┝ヮﾗヴデ ﾗa KﾗヴW;ﾐ ヮﾗヮ┌ﾉ;ヴ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWく WW focus on the 

contested understandings of the motives for and outcomes of this surgery between Korean 

surgeons and Chinese patients, documenting one example of the cultural investments and 

(mis)understandings that can impact on the experiences of medical tourists as they travel 

across national borders in search of treatment. We situate the development of cosmetic 

surgery tourism in Korea in the context of a discourse we call 'medical nationalism', showing 

how surgeons in particular reproduce this discourse in terms of pride in their contribution to 

the economic and reputational success of South Korea on a world stage. However, we 

demonstrate finally that, as a privatized, feminized and trivialized form of medicine, 

cosmetic surgery will always fail to deliver in this respect. 
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Tヴ;Sｷﾐｪ F;IWゲぎ デｴW けKﾗヴW;ﾐ Lﾗﾗﾆげ ;ﾐS MWSｷI;ﾉ N;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏ ｷﾐ Sﾗ┌デｴ KﾗヴW;ﾐ CﾗゲﾏWデｷI 

Surgery Tourism 

 

Ruth: けWhy do you think South Korea is one of the world leaders in cosmetic 

surgery?げ 

Dr K: けThank you!げ 

Ruth: けSorry, I meant: why do you think South Korea has such high numbers of 

cosmetic surgery patients?げ 

Dr K: けAhぐ eyes!げ 

Ruth: けOK, but why eyes?げ 

Dr K: けWesternization.げ 

Ruth: けOh really? Do you think East Asian patients are going for a Western look?げ 

Dr K: けWell, it is more complicated than that. First we had no cosmetic surgeons 

in South Korea, then Dr B, he was the first, he went to train in the US and he 

wrote the textbooks that we all studied from. We were the next generation, and 

he trained us and we used his books. But pretty soon we realised that Western 

techniques were totally inappropriate for the Korean body, so we, the next 

generation, had to rewrite the textbooks from scratch to account for this. Now 

we practice surgery that is right for the East Asian body. Thirty years ago other 

countries helped us, but now we help other countries, doing reconstructions in 

Mongolia, the PhilipヮｷﾐWゲ ;ﾐS Uﾆヴ;ｷﾐWくげ 

 

In July 2012, we met Dr K in his upmarket clinic in Gangnam, Seoul, South Korea (hereafter 

Korea) to interview him about cosmetic surgery tourism.[1] The pride he expressed in 
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KﾗヴW;げゲ IﾗゲﾏWデｷI ゲ┌ヴｪWヴ┞ ｷﾐS┌ゲデヴ┞が in the new techniques and developments in surgical 

practice, and in デｴW ｴWﾉヮ ﾗaaWヴWS H┞ KﾗヴW; デﾗ けSW┗Wﾉﾗヮｷﾐｪ Iﾗ┌ﾐデヴｷWゲげ, was in many ways in 

striking contrast to the narratives we encountered from Western cosmetic surgeons in our 

study, who often tend towards defensive justification of their profession. Dヴ Kげゲ narrative 

was reproduced many times during the course of our interviews with Korean surgeons, who 

expressed pride not just in their own individual skills, but the skills of the nationげゲ ゲ┌ヴｪWﾗﾐゲ 

as Koreans and their contribution to the economic and reputational success of Korea, often 

connecting cosmetic surgery to KﾗヴW;げゲ economic successes in the automobile, electronics 

and biotech industries, and especially the export of its popular culture, in a discourse that 

┘W I;ﾉﾉ けﾏWSｷI;ﾉ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏげ. 

 

Korean cosmetic surgery is often associated with デｴW けKﾗヴW;ﾐ Lﾗﾗﾆげが a set of facial surgical 

procedures to widen the eyes, narrow the cheekbones and jawbones, and augment the 

nose tip. Whilst there is an on-going academic and media SWH;デW ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW けWWゲデWヴﾐｷzatｷﾗﾐげ 

ﾗヴ けwｴｷデWﾐｷﾐｪげ WaaWIデゲ ﾗa KﾗヴW;ﾐ Iﾗゲmetic surgery, we see this as an issue impossible to 

resolve. Like Dr K, we understand that behiﾐS デｴW W;ゲ┞ ;ﾐゲ┘Wヴ ﾗa さWWゲデWヴﾐｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐざ デｴWヴW ｷﾐ 

fact lies a story that is さﾏﾗヴW IﾗﾏヮﾉｷI;デWS デｴ;ﾐ デｴ;デざく TｴWゲW IﾗﾏヮﾉｷI;デｷﾗﾐゲ ｷﾐIﾉ┌SW ヴWｪｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ 

understandings of bodily aesthetics such as the rejection of traditional beauty norms which 

IWﾉWHヴ;デWS デｴW けﾏﾗﾗﾐ a;IWげ ﾗa aWヴデｷﾉｷデ┞ ;ﾐS デｴW ﾐ;ヴヴﾗ┘ W┞Wゲ ﾗa ヮヴﾗヮヴｷWデ┞ ふW┞Wゲ デｴ;デ Sﾗ ﾐﾗデ 

gaze) に norms embedded in practices of physiognomy that continue to shape 

interpretations of physical appearance in Korea (Holliday and Elfving-Hwang 2012). These 

understandings have in fact taken on new importance in contemporary Korea, where they 

have interacted with other powerful cultural forces at national, regional and global scales, to 
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produce the Korean Look -- ; ﾉﾗﾗﾆ ﾐﾗ┘ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデﾗﾗS ;ゲ さヴｷｪｴデ aﾗヴ デｴW E;ゲデ Aゲｷ;ﾐ BﾗS┞ざ. We 

also align ourselves with writers like Lee (2016: 4), who interpret Westernization discourse 

;ゲ HWゲヮW;ﾆｷﾐｪ け;ﾐ ;ﾐ┝ｷﾗ┌ゲ WWゲデWヴﾐ ｪ;┣W SWゲｷヴｷﾐｪ デﾗ ゲWW ｷデゲWﾉa ｷﾐ ヮﾉ;IWゲ ┘ｴWヴW ｷデゲ ｴWｪWﾏﾗﾐ┞ 

ｷゲ ﾗﾐ デｴW ┘;ﾐWげく The meaning of the Korean Look is not only disputed by Western scholars 

and commentators, but also by Chinese patients travelling as cosmetic surgery tourists to 

Korea. It is the mutability of the Korean Look that forms one focal point of this paper -- 

exploring Chinese medical mobilities to Korea and Korean surgeons' responses to these 

patients, which we argue are mediated through the lens of Korean medical nationalism. 

 

Our paper explores the ways in which Korean cosmetic surgeons reproduce the discourse of 

medical nationalism, and how they understand and interpellate Chinese medical tourists 

who travel to Korea for facial cosmetic surgery. We also explore how Chinese patients 

negotiate surgical narratives they encounter in their quests to embody beauty, modernity, 

affluence and independence. In short, we document one example of the cultural 

investments and (mis)understandings that can impact on the experiences of medical tourists 

as they travel across national borders in search of treatment. Before doing this, however, 

we need to set the scene by outlining the success of the Korean cosmetic surgery tourism 

sector; providing a brief history of biomedicine in Korea and the discursive co-location of 

IﾗゲﾏWデｷI ゲ┌ヴｪWヴ┞ ;ﾐS ヮﾗヮ┌ﾉ;ヴ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ふデｴW けKﾗヴW;ﾐ Lﾗﾗﾆげ ;ﾐS デｴW けKﾗヴW;ﾐ W;┗Wげぶき ;ﾐS 

sketching the economic and cultural context in both Korea and China that produces the 

demand for Korean cosmetic surgery. 
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The material in this paper is drawn from a large, multisite and multi-method research 

project exploring cosmetic surgery tourism (see for example Holliday et al 2015).[2] We 

researched the motivations and experiences of more than 100 British, Australian and 

Chinese patients who participated in cosmetic surgery tourism, and around 100 workers in 

destinations that provide this service. The project used in-depth interviews, video and photo 

diaries, and participant observation to explore cosmetic surgery tourism and its connections 

to global flows of people and capital. In this paper we focus exclusively on one subset of our 

data, based in field sites in the Korean capital, Seoul, especially interviews with 20 Korean 

medical and medical tourism professionals, and with 24 patients from China who travelled 

to Seoul for treatment in 2012. 

 

 

Cosmetic Surgery Tourism and Korean Medical Nationalism 

 

The story of medical tourism to Korea is one of recent, rapid development, following the 

Asian financial crisis of 1997 and especially since 2007, after new legislation introduced by 

the Korean government aimed at marketing and developing the industry. Medical tourism 

was declared an economic growth engine in 2009 as the government announced its 

ambition to attract 1 million medical tourists by 2020 (Kim et al 2013). In terms of the 

development of markets, Korean medical tourism targets transcontinental travel (including 

けﾗ┗WヴゲW;ゲ KﾗヴW;ﾐsげ), tourism from near neighboursが ;ﾐS ヴWｪｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ┘ｷデｴ けﾉWゲゲ 

SW┗WﾉﾗヮWSげ ﾏWSｷI;ﾉ ゲWヴ┗ｷIWゲ ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ aﾗヴﾏWヴ “ﾗ┗ｷWデ Iﾗ┌ﾐデヴｷWゲ ｷﾐ ﾐﾗヴデｴW;ゲt Asia (Kim et al 

2013). Official figures claim the industry was worth US$ 360m in 2013 (Straits Times 2016). 
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Cosmetic surgery tourists are seen as especially profitable, sometimes charged three times 

more than domestic patients and yielding further revenue through in-patient care and 

touristic pursuits (Jin 2015). Understanding these developments in medical tourism requires 

us to engage with the history of Korean medicine, the discourse of medical nationalism, and 

the export of Korean popular culture. 

 

M;ﾆｷﾐｪ けKﾗヴW;ﾐ ﾏWSｷIｷﾐWげ 

The history and development of Korean medicine is detailed by DｷMﾗｷ;げゲ (2013). For our 

purposes, a few waymarkers are necessary to contextualize our discussion of cosmetic 

surgery tourism. The first is the tension between traditional Korean medicine ;ﾐS けﾏﾗSWヴﾐげ 

biomedicine (whether introduced by missionaries in the late nineteenth century, under 

Japanese colonization, or by American occupation). Equally important is the 

professionalization and financialization of medicine. The growth of medical expertise is tied 

to nation-building and profession-building, as doctors sought to consolidate their elite 

status and their contribution to the health and wealth of the nation and to the political-

economic project of けSW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏげ (Kim 2014). While the Korean state 

mobilized medicine for national projects in the 1960s, in other respects the government was 

often reluctant to invest in public healthcare, only (partially) introducing national health 

insurance in 1977, which expanded piecemeal, reorienting the practice (and business) of 

medicine and opening the door to forms of privatization and specialization, including 

aesthetic medicine. This process largely continued until the late 1990s. 

 

The けIMF crisisげ of 1997-9 sent shockwaves through the nation, renewing but also reframing 

or adapting けSW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏげ ;デ ; デｷﾏW ﾗa widespread un- and under-
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employment (Wong 2004). An expanded medical sector with significant overcapacity faced 

declining domestic demand, and turned to medical tourism in the mid-2000s. The turn to 

the aesthetic for patients similarly reflects the impacts of the crisis: first, as intensified 

competition in the employment market focussed attention on the appearance of applicants 

for jobs, especially (but by no means exclusively) women (Albrecht 2015); and second, as 

the crisis pushed doctors experiencing financial difficulties to diversify into new markets 

(Cho 2009). One key new market would be medical tourists; another, those seeking 

aesthetic procedures に a lucrative market not reliant on health insurance. Combining the 

two was therefore seen as doubly profitable. 

 

Korean Cosmetic Surgery 

けIn the mid-1990s, Korean celebrities travelled for cosmetic surgery to Japan, but 

since 2002, Korean celebrities started patronizing local hospitals. Also, Chinese 

celebrities started visiting Korea to do surgery in secret. Since the mid-2000s, 

Chinese and South Asians visited Korea for cosmetic surgery, and they were 

mostly celebrities or high-class people such as CEOs ... These days ぐ not only 

high-class people but also middle-and low-class people are engaging in the 

IﾗゲﾏWデｷI ゲ┌ヴｪWヴ┞ ｷﾐS┌ゲデヴ┞げ. (Korean surgeon) 

 

Kim (2003) argues that although Korean women have left behind a stifling Neo-Confucian 

femininity associated with subservience and reproductive destiny, cosmetic surgery is part 

of a new consumerist identity through which women have enslaved themselves, no longer 

to patriarchy but instead to the market (see also Leem 2015). Cosmetic surgery in Korea is 

still largely about embodied capital, conceived colloquially as ﾆ┞ﾞヴｴﾗﾐ ゲﾞﾐｪｴ┞ﾞﾐｪ ふけﾏ;ヴヴｷ;ｪW 
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IﾗゲﾏWデｷI ゲ┌ヴｪWヴ┞げぶ ;ﾐS Iｴｷｪげﾞヮ ゲﾞﾐｪｴ┞ﾞﾐｪ ふけWﾏヮﾉﾗ┞ﾏWﾐデ IﾗゲﾏWデｷI ゲ┌ヴｪWヴ┞げぶが H┌デ デｴW ヴｷｪｷS 

gender hierarchy implied by these terms is breaking down as many men also use cosmetic 

surgery to connote a softer, more amenable masculinity (Holliday and Elfving-Hwang 2006). 

Both women and men compete for jobs and partners in contemporary Korea, and the more 

ﾗﾐWげゲ ﾃﾗH ヴWﾉ;デWゲ デﾗ ｴﾗ┘ ﾗﾐW ﾉﾗﾗﾆゲが デｴW ﾏﾗヴW ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ デｴW ｷﾐ┗WゲデﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐ ﾗﾐWげゲ HﾗS┞ぎ 

 

けIn Korea people think plastic surgery a life investment. They would like to match 

their looks to their social status. They also have varied aims: some would like to get a 

good job; some would like to marry; some would like to become musicians or actors 

in the entertainment industryくげ (Korean Surgeon, Dr Sik) 

 

Di Moia (2013) provides a clear overview of the development of plastic surgery in South 

Korea as a medical specialism since the Korean War, focussing on the role of US military 

surgeons, especially Dr David Millard. Millard developed important reconstructive 

procedures for minimizing scars, but is best known today for his work on eyelid surgery. 

When a Korean translator working with the US Army requested to be made intﾗ ; けヴﾗ┌ﾐS-

W┞Wげ, Millard interpreted this as Westernization (Millard 1955). However, eyes vary 

significantly amongst the Korean population, and so the importance of the West in the 

widening of East-Asian eyes may be overstated. Nevertheless, war casualties and those with 

congenital defects provided Millard and others with opportunities for rapid professional 

development, and framed the procedures as reconstructive and humanitarian. DiMoia also 

highlights the transnational traffic of people, procedures and ideas (particularly with the 

USA), which would become a recurring theme in this story. As well as the US influence, he is 
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keen to locate Korean surgery in its regional context, noting growth of plastic surgery in 

neighbours such as Japan and Thailand に regional interchange is particularly important for 

the development of the aesthetics of surgical work, for informing the procedures that would 

come to characterize Korean cosmetic surgery (and their meanings). 

 

The gradual consolidation of cosmetic surgery as a legitimate specialism and branch of 

medicine also needs to be explained in its broader political-economic context に for example, 

in connection to the development of health insurance and the effect this eventually had on 

career choices for doctors, spawning in the early 1990s a culture of medical privatization as 

surgeons chose between the slow process of recouping costs via health insurance versus the 

immediate and higher returns from paying patients. Pushing doctors into private practice 

has created a competitive environment where surgical innovation is tied to economic 

success: 

 

けWhen [medical students] graduate, they cannot find sufficient work due to high 

IﾗﾏヮWデｷデｷﾗﾐく TｴW ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉゲ デｴW ﾏWSｷI;ﾉ a┌ﾐSゲ ぐ Iげﾏ ゲ┌ヴW デｴ;デ 

everyone wants to reap as much as they invest, and sometimes the revenue from 

medical insurance is not enough. This is why they enter the field of cosmetic 

surgery. And doctors are smart に very smart. They always experiment for new 

デｴｷﾐｪゲ デﾗ SW┗Wﾉﾗヮが ┘ｴｷIｴ ｷゲ ┘ｴ┞ IﾗゲﾏWデｷI ゲ┌ヴｪWヴ┞ ｷﾐ KﾗヴW; ｷゲ W┗ﾗﾉ┗ｷﾐｪ ゲﾗ a;ゲデく ぐ 

Every day surgeons are thinking of new ways of making money, so they develop 

ﾐW┘ デ┞ヮWゲ ﾗa ﾗヮWヴ;デｷﾗﾐゲげ. (Korean surgeon) 
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Medical nationalism 

So far we have outlinWS デｴW SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ﾗa KﾗヴW;げゲ IﾗゲﾏWデｷI ゲ┌ヴｪWヴ┞ ;ﾐS ﾏWSｷI;ﾉ デﾗ┌ヴｷゲﾏ 

industries, but in the quotes we have selected to illustrate this it is impossible to miss the 

sense of naデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ヮヴｷSW W┗ﾗﾆWS ｷﾐ ゲ┌ヴｪWﾗﾐゲげ accounts of Korean surgery -- world-leading 

medical technology and skill, Seoul (especially Gangnam) as a global surgical capital. In 

addition, surgeons were keen to tell us how competitive their industry is and just how good 

you have to be to work in it: 

 

けFirst, if you want to get into medical school, you should be in the top 1%, and [only] 

the top 1% amongst the top 1% can be a plastic surgeon. Intelligent students are in 

fierce competition to be a plastic surgeon. To be able to survive in the competition, 

plastic surgeons in Korea keep trying to study and develop surgical methods. 

Consequently, plastic surgery skills in Korea became the best in the world. There are 

over a thousand plastic surgeons, and the number of plastic surgery hospitals is 

increasing every year.げ (Korean Surgeon, Dr Ho) 

 

Throughout our fieldwork, surgeons were at pains to point out their reducing dependence 

on Western or Japanese medical technologies and to highlight instead the reversing of 

flows, which now emanate from Korea. This sense of national pride was expressed in 

ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ KﾗヴW;げゲ ｷﾐS┌ゲデヴies, its popular culture, and in relation to surgical skill:  

 

けI believe Korea is comparatively much more innovative compared to the rest of the 

world when it comes to cosmetic surgery. I can proudly say that even Europe is 

impressed at some of the skills we possess. Of course, at the beginning we did imitate 
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a lot of the techniques from the West, but we used it in such a way that would match 

the faces of Oriental people. For instance, I specialize in nose surgery, and the person 

who invented this technique is an American surgeon ... When he visited Korea to 

attend a meeting with cosmetic surgeons, he was surprised at the level some of the 

techniques were on. He said that although he had invented it, he did not expect other 

surgeons, especially those from Asia, would revolutionize it so much. That goes on to 

show that cosmetic surgeons in Korea have a high level of adaptability and technical 

skill.げ (Korean Surgeon, Dr Phi) 

 

We analyse this discourse of pride as an example of medical nationalism に a 

conceptualization applied by previous scholars to, among other contexts, anti-vaccine 

activism as an expression of anti-colonialism in India (McMillen & Brimnes 2010), the long 

history of discriminatory treatment of foreign medical professionals in France (Evleth 1995; 

Fannin 2010), the postcolonial nationalism of certain forms of Indian けデヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ﾏWSｷIｷﾐWげ 

(Alter 2015), and the centring of health care as a national achievement and as a tool for 

international diplomacy in Cuba (Johnson 2006).  

 

Our understanding of the Korean discourse of medical nationalism is resonant with 

Jﾗｴﾐゲﾗﾐげゲが ｷﾐ デｴ;デ ｷデ W┝;ﾏｷﾐWゲ ｴﾗ┘ HｷﾗﾏWSｷI;ﾉ ;S┗;ﾐIWﾏWﾐデ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ﾏ;SW IWﾐデヴ;ﾉ デﾗ 

national identity, though the historical and geopolitical context is somewhat different: 

ヮ┌HﾉｷIが けゲﾗIｷ;ﾉｷゲデ ｴW;ﾉデｴI;ヴWげ ｷﾐ C┌H;が ｷﾐIヴW;ゲｷﾐｪﾉ┞ ヮヴｷ┗;デｷ┣WS ;ﾐS IﾗﾏﾏWヴIｷ;ﾉｷ┣WS medicine in 

Korea (though both have developed medical diplomacy and medical tourism ;ゲ けﾗ┌デヴW;Iｴげ 

for medical nationalism). The Korean case ;ﾉゲﾗ IﾗﾐﾐWIデゲ デﾗ AﾉデWヴげゲ SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa A┞┌ヴ┗WS; 

and nature cure in contemporary India, not least in showing how traditional and modern 
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forms of medicine get resignified and repurposed over time, coming to be associated with 

the postcolonial nation in distinct ways. Alter also draws attention to the ways in which 

nationalism is embodied. 

 

Two important contexts framing the emergence of Korean medical nationalism have been 

its colonial history and its financial crisis. As Gottweis and Kim (2009: 226) argue in their 

SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けHｷﾗﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏげが KﾗヴW;ﾐ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏ けWﾏWヴｪWS ;ゲ ;ﾐ ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ デﾗ Iﾗ┌ﾐデWヴ 

Iﾗﾉﾗﾐｷ;ﾉｷゲﾏ ;ﾐS ｷﾏヮWヴｷ;ﾉｷゲﾏく ぐ Iﾐ KﾗヴW;げゲ デヴ;ﾐゲｷデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ ﾏﾗSWヴﾐｷデ┞が ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ;ﾐ 

engine for anticolonialism and modernization, providing the ideological basis for unification 

and is a source oa ぷﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉへ ヮヴｷSWげく This nationalism けｷゲ Hﾗデｴ ヮﾗ┘Wヴa┌ﾉ ;ﾐS ﾗﾏﾐｷヮヴWゲWﾐデ ｷﾐ 

KﾗヴW;ﾐゲげ ﾉｷ┗Wゲげ today (Cho 2008: 85), so it is unsurprising that Korean surgeons would align 

their professional identities and reputations with the nation, staking a claim on national 

medical prowess that now outstrips their former colonizers. 

 

In terms of the IMF crisis, Wong (2004) argues that the outworking of this crisis caused a 

reorientation of state policy, ushering in the けadaptive developmental stateげ. Similarly, Cho 

(2008: Βヲぶ ┘ヴｷデWゲ デｴ;デ けデｴW IMF ｷﾐデWヴ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐ Hﾗデｴ I;┌ゲWS ; ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴ;ﾉ デヴ;ﾐゲaﾗヴﾏ;デｷﾗﾐ of 

Korean society and spread a sense of national failure. It also provided Koreans with a chance 

デﾗ ヴWデｴｷﾐﾆ デｴW ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ;ﾐS KﾗヴW;ﾐ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏげく While 

devWﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏ ヴWﾏ;ｷﾐゲ ; けｪﾗ┗Wヴﾐｷﾐｪ ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪ┞げが Cｴﾗ ;ヴｪ┌Wゲ デｴ;デ ; central part of 

this rethink ┘;ゲ ;ﾐ ;IIﾗﾏﾏﾗS;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ; ﾏﾗヴW けﾐWﾗﾉｷHWヴ;ﾉげ, individual understanding of the 

ゲ┌HﾃWIデが H┌デ ゲデｷﾉﾉ WﾏHWSSWS ｷﾐ デｴW ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐぎ け; ﾐW┘ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲデｷI ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ ;Iデｷvely encouraged 

people to pursue their own dreams, which in turn would contribute to national 

development, rather than preaching repression of individual interests for the sake of 
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ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデげ ふCｴﾗ ヲヰヰΒぎ Γヲぶく KﾗヴW;ﾐゲ ┘WヴW ヴWｷﾐ┗WﾐデWSが Cｴﾗ IﾗﾐIﾉ┌SWゲ, as 

けﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲ ｷﾐ ; ｪﾉﾗH;ﾉ Wヴ;げ ふp. 93).  

 

This reframed, adapted notion of Korean nationalism is clearly discernible in the national 

pride expressed by Korean surgeons, and by their promoting of both Korean surgery as the 

best and of the けKﾗヴW;ﾐ Lﾗﾗﾆげ ;ゲ ; SｷゲデｷﾐIデｷ┗W ﾏ;ﾐｷaWゲデ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa KﾗヴW;げゲ ｪﾉﾗH;ﾉ ゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪく 

Echoing Gottweis and Kim (2009: 227), we see in Korea a distinctive form of medical 

ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏ H;ゲWS ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS け; HWﾉｷWa ｷﾐ デｴW SWWヮﾉ┞ デヴ;ﾐゲaﾗヴﾏ;デｷ┗W ヮﾗデWﾐデｷ;ﾉゲ ﾗa ﾏﾗSWヴﾐ 

biomedicine to be put into the service of Korean bodies and the economic future of the 

ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐげく Iﾐ デｴW I;ゲW ﾗa ﾏWSｷI;ﾉ デﾗ┌ヴｷゲﾏが ﾗa Iﾗ┌ヴゲWが ｷデ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ KﾗヴW;ﾐ HﾗSｷWゲ デｴ;デ HWﾐWaｷデぎ 

in common with other Asian states, medical tourism in Korea has been promoted and 

supported by the government as a key component of economic development , especially 

post-1997 (Chee 2010). But it is not just cutting-edge technology which surgeons imagine 

disseminating from Korea to the rest of the world, but also cultural and aesthetic flows.  

 

Gangnam Style and the Hallyu Economy 

The cosmetic surgery industry in Korea today is concentrated in particular parts of Seoul, 

especially Gangnam. This neighbourhood came to global attention with the spread of Pゲ┞げゲ 

video けG;ﾐｪﾐ;ﾏ “デ┞ﾉWげ ｷﾐ ヲヰヱヲが ;ﾐS is a potent symbol of modern, cosmopolitan, global 

Korea (Nelson 2000). As DiMoia (2013: 202) recounts, the rapid development of the 

Gangnam district over the past 30-40 years (and especially since the late 1980s) has lent the 

;ヴW; ;ﾐ け;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デｷﾗﾐ ┘ｷデｴ ﾐW┘ forms of affluence [and] luxury associated with a narrative of 

self-デヴ;ﾐゲaﾗヴﾏ;デｷﾗﾐげく Tｴｷゲ ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ;ﾉゲﾗ oriented towards youth culture. 
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Gangnam became associated with cosmetic surgery from the early 1990s, constituting a 

major economic force in the district; as in many districts where clustering of economic 

activity occurs, a climate mixing cooperation and competition has developed there, and 

surgeons characterized both as positive conditions for continued development: 

  

けSｷﾐIW デｴWヴW ;ヴW ゲﾗ ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ゲ┌ヴgeons, this can encourage competition and 

innovation, as well as sharing ideas and new concepts. As a result I think this 

helped the growth of cosmetic surgery in Korea in general, as well as cosmetic 

ゲ┌ヴｪWヴ┞ デﾗ┌ヴｷゲﾏくげ (Korean surgeon, Dr Phi) 

 

At the turn of the twenty-first century, Gangnam had also built a reputation as the epicentre 

of Hallyu from which the Korean Wave of popular culture was exported. Local cosmetic 

surgeons quickly capitalized on this, seeing the potential to reach an international clientele 

seemingly drawn to Korea, Seoul and Gangnam by the place-images disseminated by Hallyu. 

“ﾗﾏW IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデ;デﾗヴゲ aヴ;ﾏW デｴｷゲ ヮWヴｷﾗS ﾗa ｪヴﾗ┘デｴ ;ゲ デｴW けHallyu WIﾗﾐﾗﾏ┞げ に an economy 

ｷﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ けﾏWSｷI;ﾉ Hallyuげ ;ﾉﾗﾐｪゲｷSW ﾗデｴWヴ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ aﾗヴﾏゲ ;ﾐS ヮヴ;Iデices に and have identified 

けK-HW;┌デ┞げ ﾗヴ けG;ﾐｪﾐ;ﾏ HW;┌デ┞げ ;ゲ ; SｷゲデｷﾐIデｷ┗W ;ﾐS SWゲｷヴ;HﾉW ﾐW┘ ;WゲデｴWデｷIが ;IｴｷW┗;HﾉW H┞ 

accessing cosmetic procedures in its homeland (Cheung 2015; Wen 2014). And cosmetic 

surgeons have ridden this Korean wave, writing in profWゲゲｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ﾃﾗ┌ヴﾐ;ﾉゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ けG;ﾐｪﾐ;ﾏ 

ゲデ┞ﾉWげ ;ﾐS ┌ヴｪｷﾐｪ デｴWｷヴ ヮヴﾗaWゲゲｷﾗﾐ デﾗ I;ヮｷデ;ﾉｷ┣W ﾗﾐ デｴW ｪﾉﾗH;ﾉ ゲヮﾗデﾉｷｪｴデ ふE┌ﾐ ヲヰヱンぶぎ 

 

J┌ゲデ ;ゲ デｴW けKﾗヴW;ﾐ W;┗Wげ ﾗa KﾗヴW;ﾐ ヮﾗヮ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ｴ;ゲ Hヴﾗ┌ｪｴデ ゲﾗﾐｪゲ ﾉｷﾆW 

Gangnam Style to an international audience, the Gangnam Conference has long 

been the birthplace of truly cutting-edge aesthetic surgery techniques now used 
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デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴﾗ┌デ デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾉSく ぐ LｷﾆW デｴW BﾉﾗﾗﾏゲH┌ヴ┞ ｪヴﾗ┌ヮ ﾗa Eﾐｪﾉｷゲｴ ｷﾐデWﾉﾉWIデ┌;ﾉゲ ┘ｴﾗ 

met regularly to advance the thought in their respective fields of expertise, it is 

my wish that the Gangnam Conference continues to serve as the equivalent 

meeting of the minds for plastic surgeons, a place where they can share their art 

and their intellect, contributing clinical advances that spread internationally like 

the hit song Gangnam Style. (Hwang & Yi 2013: 800) 

 

Hallyu has had a profound impact on the image of Korea internationally. Defined by Ryoo 

ふヲヰヰΓぎ ヱンΑぶ ;ゲ ; けヴWｪｷﾗﾐ;ﾉﾉ┞ ゲヮWIｷaｷI ヮｴWﾐﾗﾏWﾐﾗﾐ ﾗa デヴ;ﾐゲﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ヮﾗヮ┌ﾉ;ヴ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ aﾉﾗ┘げが デｴW 

Korean Wave is often framed within a context of cultural hybridity, with attention paid to 

local, national, regional and global scales. Seen as a distinctively Asian cultural flow, Hallyu 

ｴ;ゲ ｴWﾉヮWS デﾗ ヮヴﾗS┌IW け; ┘ｷSW ┗;ヴｷWデ┞ ﾗa ┗Wヴﾐ;I┌ﾉ;ヴ ;ﾐS ﾏ┌ﾉデｷヮﾉW ﾏﾗSWヴﾐｷデｷWゲげ ふ‘┞ﾗﾗ ヲヰヰΓぎ 

143) that facilitatW ﾐW┘ ヴWｪｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ｷSWﾐデｷデｷWゲ ;ﾐS ｷﾏ;ｪｷﾐ;ヴｷWゲ ;ﾐS けﾐW┘ ﾆｷﾐSゲ ﾗa ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲ 

;Iヴﾗゲゲ HﾗヴSWヴゲげ ふヮく ヱヴΓぶ に one manifestation of which is the movement of people across 

borders, whether to visit key sites associated with Hallyu (Kim et al 2009) or on a more 

general pilgrimage to the home of the Korean Wave, hoping to experience (and maybe 

embody) the Koreanness symbolized in Hallyu. One key group now visiting Korea for both 

Hallyu tourism and medical tourism is Chinese outbound tourists, who often acknowledge 

the Hallyu effect in promoting Korea as an attractive destination, and in promoting Korean 

cosmetic surgery (Cheung 2015; Eun 2013). So the export of Korean cosmetic surgery is 

connected to the Korean Wave as a powerful contributor to the national economy. And a 

key market for such exports is China. 
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Chinese Tourism and the Export of Korean Cosmetic Surgery 

 

Cｴｷﾐ; ｷゲ ヴWIﾗヴSWS ;ゲ HWｷﾐｪ デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾉSげゲ aﾗ┌ヴデｴ ﾉ;ヴｪWゲデ ﾗ┌デHﾗ┌ﾐS デヴ;┗Wﾉ ﾏ;ヴﾆWデ ;ﾐS ｷデゲ 

travellers the highest spending. Travel to relatively nearby Asian destinations is a growing 

ヮ;ヴデ ﾗa デｴｷゲ ﾏ;ヴﾆWデが ;ﾐS Y┌ ふヲヰヱヴぎ ヱヱヵぶ ゲWWゲ デｴｷゲ ;ゲ ; ヴWaﾉWIデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ;ﾐ WﾏWヴｪｷﾐｪ けGﾉﾗH;ﾉ Aゲｷ;ﾐげ 

I┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ ｷSWﾐデｷデ┞が ﾗaaWヴｷﾐｪ けaﾗヴﾏゲ ﾗa ﾏﾗSWヴﾐｷデ┞ デｴ;デ Iﾗﾐゲ┌ﾏWヴゲ ｷﾐ Cｴｷﾐ; ゲWW ;ゲ けcloserげ to 

┘ｴ;デ デｴW┞ ;ヴW ゲデヴｷ┗ｷﾐｪ aﾗヴげ に closer, that is, than Western models. Korean culture, Yu adds, is 

seen by Chinese as a mixture of the traditional and the modern, as distinctive yet 

ヴWIﾗｪﾐｷゲ;Hﾉ┞ けAゲｷ;ﾐげく KﾗヴW;ﾐ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ｷゲ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ ヮﾗヮ┌ﾉ;ヴ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW CｴｷﾐWゲW ﾏｷSSﾉW Iﾉ;ゲゲ 

(Wen 2014) and this includes touristic consumption: from January to July 2014, 3.36 million 

Chinese visited Korea (rising from 2.22 million in 2011), engaging in a wide range of tourist 

activities, with a notable emphasis on shopping (see also Jeong 2012). Rofel (2007: 118) 

notes that in China けIﾗﾐゲ┌ﾏヮデｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ WﾏHﾗSｷﾏWﾐデが WﾏHﾗS┞ｷﾐｪ ; ﾐW┘ ゲWﾉaげ, and this 

equation is literalized most clearly in cosmetic surgery tourism, in travelling to procure a 

new embodied self.  

 

Wen (2013) provides a useful overview of the development of the Chinese beauty industry 

(including cosmetic surgery at home and abroad) and changing notions and uses of beauty, 

especially in the reform era. As she summarizes: 

 

The growing desire for a youthful and beautiful appearance through undergoing 

cosmetic surgery among Chinese women is the product of a complex 

combination of transnational and national forces, which include the construction 

of gender roles in a new consumerism-oriented body culture, the 
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reconfiguration of state power and market forces, as well as the expansion of 

global consumer capitalism, the flows of images, ideologies, and medical 

technology (Wen 2013: 213). 

 

WWﾐ ヮ;┞ゲ IﾉﾗゲW ;デデWﾐデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ ｪﾉﾗH;ﾉｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ デｴW けﾗヮWﾐｷﾐｪ ┌ヮげ ヮWヴｷﾗSが H┌デ ヴWa┌ゲWゲ デﾗ ゲWW デｴｷゲ 

;ゲ ヮヴﾗS┌Iｷﾐｪ ; ｴﾗﾏﾗｪWﾐｷ┣WS ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けｪﾉﾗH;ﾉ HW;┌デ┞げ H;ゲWS ﾗﾐ けWWゲデWヴﾐげ aW;デ┌ヴWゲく “ｴW 

reads the emerging Chinese beauty economy more in terms of hybridization, a mix of 

national, global and regional flows に and in the regional context, she sees Korea as exerting 

a particularly powerful influence, both via the Korean Wave and through the use of Korean 

surgeons in China and in Korea. Korean surgeons practising in China charge high premiums 

for their nationally-credentialed skills, so many would-be patients choose to travel to Korea 

to access cost savings (and to engage in touristic pursuits): one survey estimated that 60% of 

cosmetic surgery tourists to Korea in 2012 were from China (Jin 2015), a fact reiterated by 

surgeons we spoke with: 

 

けChinese patients make up the largest number of international patients. Koreans 

and Chinese look very similar, and since two countries are geographically close to 

each other, it is convenient for Chinese patients to visit Korea. Also, Chinese 

people are not ashamed or afraid of having plastic surgery, so that the number 

of Chinese patients is actively growing.げ (Korean surgeon) 

 

In fact, our conversations with surgeons revealed a lot more about their understandings of 

these patients, their desires and motivations に understandings that did not always chime 

with those voiced by patients themselves. 
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けTｴW KﾗヴW;ﾐ F;IW ｷゲﾐげデ Pﾗヮ┌ﾉ;ヴ Aﾐ┞ MﾗヴWげ: Korean Surgeons meet Chinese Patients 

 

Korean surgeons characterized Chinese patients as an important market segment, but 

also a difficult one: as demanding and indecisive, but as heavy consumers of cosmetic 

surgery, not afraid to let it show:  

 

けThe thing I notice about Chinese patients is that they are very demanding ぐ 

With Korean patients ぐ our meetings tend to finish quite quickly. On the other 

hand, with Chinese patients we talk for over an hour ... This is because they are 

so unsure as to how デｴW┞ ┘;ﾐデ ｷデ SﾗﾐWが SWゲヮｷデW HWｷﾐｪ SWﾏ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ぐ ｷデ デ;ﾆWゲ デｴWﾏ 

a very long time to make up their minds. You know how they say the Chinese 

デWﾐS デﾗ HW Sﾗ┌Hデa┌ﾉい I I;ﾐ ゲWW ┘ｴ┞ ぐ Sometimes we get patients, especially 

Chinese ones, who have a fantasy of cosmetic surgery. They believe it to almost 

be a form of magic, and sometimes request a completely different face to the 

ﾗﾐW デｴW┞ I┌ヴヴWﾐデﾉ┞ ｴ;┗Wく Oa Iﾗ┌ヴゲWが ｷデげゲ ﾐﾗデ ｷﾏヮﾗゲゲｷHﾉWが H┌デ デｴWﾐ W┗Wヴ┞ ゲｷﾐｪﾉW ヮ;ヴデ 

of the face must be operated on. But to request such a drastic change whilst only 

wanting to operate on some parts of the face is unrealistic.げ (Korean surgeon) 

 

Here unrealistic expectations or fantasies and a view of surgery as さmagicざ are used to 

distance these Chinese patients from Koreans. Iデげゲ ┘ﾗヴデｴ ﾐﾗデｷﾐｪ that this surgeon cannot 

resist a note of professional pride in saying that what they request is さnot impossibleざ; this 
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desire for a さcompletely different faceざ has made headlines when patients encounter 

difficulties at border control when they no longer look like their passport photograph に a 

story used to criticize デﾗ┌ヴｷゲデゲげ けW┝IWゲゲｷ┗Wげ Iﾗﾐゲ┌ﾏヮデｷﾗﾐが ;ﾉゲﾗ ヴWヮW;デWS ｷﾐ accounts of their 

shopping habits. During one casual conversation, an international marketing manager at a 

top-end clinic recounted what he claimed was a common story of a large group of Chinese 

cosmetic surgery tourists returning home after their surgery. He said that after their passage 

through Incheon, there was not a single gold watch left in the airport shop (he added that 

Chinese tourists like the けbrightest goldげ). It was clear from this anecdote that he saw 

Chinese tourists as favouring the gaudy and the brash, as having too much money and not 

enough class.  

 

However, in terms of the medical tourism industry in Korea, Chinese consumerism is 

reframed as highly valued (in economic terms at least), as one quote in a newspaper article 

illustrates: けWhen the Chinese come to the stores, they empty them,げ said Kim Soo-jin, a 

representative at the medical tourism unit of the Korean Tourism Office. けIf we can turn 

them into medical tourists, they are more likely to stay longer. They will eat one more meal, 

buy one more thing and go to another siteげ (Stevenson 2014). This more generous view 

notwithstanding, the Korean surgeons we spoke to tended to see Chinese patients as 

nouveaux に and deployed distinction to position them as implicitly inferior to Koreans in 

their aesthetic choices as well as their shopping practices. We heard surgeons make 

negative evaluations of Chinese patients compared to Koreans in a variety of ways:  

 

け[Chinese] patients are not brave compared to South Korean women. South Korean 

women are number one in the world. They are very brave and they want to try big 
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challenging things so when foreign patients come to see me and want to do difficult 

things, risky operations, I suggest they do not do this.げ (Korean Surgeon, Dr Gue) 

 

けKorean society encourages competition from a young age. Do you want to know the 

reason cosmetic surgery has advanced so much compared to the rest of the world? 

Because Korean people are very demanding. They are hard to please.げ (Korean 

Surgeon, Dr Pil) 

 

The contrast between these two statements is very revealing: Korean patients are 

characterized positively に as demanding the excellent skills that Korean cosmetic surgeons 

provide, and as bravely requesting procedures that push for advances in medical science 

and thus contribute to medical nationalism. In contrast, the けunrealisticげ demands of Chinese 

patients (for さmagicざ) represent infantilized ヮ;デｷWﾐデゲ ┘ｴﾗ Sﾗﾐげデ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ ┘ｴ;デ デｴW┞ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ ┘;ﾐデ. 

 

Another central point of contention between Korean surgeons and Chinese patients was the 

ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ﾗ┌デIﾗﾏW ﾗヴ けﾉﾗﾗﾆげ IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴWS SWゲｷヴ;HﾉWく TｴW ケ┌estion of whether a particular look 

┘;ゲ けWWゲデWヴﾐげ ﾗヴ ﾐﾗデ ┘;ゲ a recurring theme in our interviews, as it is in other accounts. 

Surgeons we spoke with rejected Westernization discourse when talking about Korean 

patients, or located it firmly in the past: 

 

け[Patients] do not go for a Western look as such, but they just want to give off a 

clear, transparent expression. Compared to the past, Korean patients do not 

ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ ┘;ﾐデ WWゲデWヴﾐ a;Iｷ;ﾉ aW;デ┌ヴWゲく ぐ Yﾗ┌ Iﾗ┌ﾉS ゲ;┞ デｴ;デ ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ ; ゲﾏ;ﾉﾉWヴ a;IW ｷゲ 
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the global ideal look に no-one would want their face to appear big.げ (Korean 

surgeon, Dr A) 

 

However, this surgeon hinted at a different aesthetic preference by Chinese patients, again 

connecting Chinese cosmetic surgery to conspicuous consumption and as an example of 

Chinese patients not choosing what they should: 

 

けNowadays, most Korean patients prefer a natural look に almost as if they had 

not had cosmetic surgery at all. [However], Chinese patients prefer the more 

Western look, even if it may look slightly unnatural. They like having big eyes and 

other outstanding features, almost so as to advertise that they have had 

cosmetic surgery. I personally believe that Korean patients, since Korea has a 

longer history of cosmetic surgery than China, have different mind-sets when 

compared to the Chinese ... Natural beauty is the key. Koreans do not like the 

Western look.げ (Korean surgeon, Dr A) 

 

Note the conflation here of Western with unnatural and with the past. Many Korean 

surgeons reiterated this claim に a prior looking to the West, and a present satisfaction with 

デｴW ﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉ けKﾗヴW;ﾐげ a;IWが ;ﾉHWｷデ デｴ;デ デｴW ﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉ ｷゲ surgically produced. けNaturalげ surgery 

evokes a confident, grown-up Korea, one that is sure of its own identity and no longer needs 

to emulate another. But despite recognising a different framing by Chinese patients of the 

procedures involved に ; さゲﾉｷｪｴデﾉ┞ ┌ﾐﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉざ ﾉﾗﾗﾆ ;ゲ ; ┘;┞ デﾗ さ;S┗WヴデｷゲWざ デｴ;デ デｴW┞ ｴ;┗W ｴ;S 

surgery -- most surgeons repeated the idea that Chinese patients travel to Korea in order to 

secure a Korean Look, and linked this to the Korean Wave: 
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けIデげゲ デｴW KﾗヴW;ﾐ Wave. Foreigners want to be like and emulate Korean stars, they 

want to have similar skin and facial features to them, in particular those from China 

and South East Asiaげ. (Korean Surgeon, Dr Hwan) 

 

So surgeons understand the Korean Look as desirable, as not Western, and position Chinese 

patients as travelling to secure it に another way in which medical nationalism was deployed, 

to assume that the Korean Wave has produced a demand for a particular Korean Look. But 

this Korean Look may not be as popular as Koreans like to think, and is not necessarily the 

beauty to which young Chinese aspire, as one rather disparaging Chinese patient told us in a 

typical exchange from our fieldwork:  

 

Domino: けI ﾉｷﾆW MｷIｴWﾉW ‘Wｷゲげ ゲデ┞ﾉWが ﾐﾗデ AﾐｪWﾉ;H;H┞げゲく I prefer faces with strong 

features.げ[3] 

Olive: けSo do you think the surgery has made your face too cute?げ 

Domino: けYes. I just wanted my face symmetrical and to look better. But according to 

KﾗヴW;げゲ ;WゲデｴWデｷI ゲデ;ﾐS;ヴSが HW;┌デ┞ ｷゲ [the] kind of boring faces I have seen in the 

ゲデヴWWデぐ ｷデげゲ KﾗヴW;ﾐ ゲデ┞ﾉWく Iデげゲ ﾐﾗデ ﾉｷﾆW WWゲデWヴﾐ ゲデ┞ﾉW, which has strong features ぐ I like 

a;IWゲ デｴ;デ ﾉﾗﾗﾆ Iﾗﾗﾉが H┌デ I;ﾐ ;ﾉゲﾗ aｷデ ｷﾐ Sｷ┗WヴゲW ゲデ┞ﾉWゲく Iデ SﾗWゲﾐげt necessarily have to be 

I┌デW ぐ I Sﾗﾐげデ ﾉｷﾆW HWｷﾐｪ デｴW ゲ;ﾏW ;ゲ ﾗデｴWヴゲが ﾗヴ ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ ; ゲｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴ a;IW ┘ｷデｴ ﾗデｴWヴ ｪｷrls 

in the street.げ 

 

Despite Dr Hwan recognising that Chinese and Korean people have different understandings 

of beauty, he maintained デｴ;デ けHWｷﾐｪ ﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉげ should be a universal aim. Chinese cosmetic 
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surgery tourists ﾗﾐ デｴW ﾗデｴWヴ ｴ;ﾐS ゲWW デｴW けﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉげ KﾗヴW;ﾐ Lﾗﾗﾆ ;ゲ ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デWS ┘ｷデｴ さgirls on 

the ゲデヴWWデざ, an everyday, perhaps homely ﾗヴ さI┌デWざ look, that they want to transcend with 

ふ┌ﾐﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉぶ けWWゲデWヴﾐげ aW;デ┌ヴWゲ that connote independence (the ability to afford surgery) 

and cosmopolitanism (a hint of Western culture).  And not a single Chinese patient 

associated their surgeries with a desire to look Korean, in contrast to the expectations of 

their surgeons. For instance, even when pushed Ching insisted she wanted surgery to suit 

her own face: 

 

Oﾉｷ┗Wぎ けHﾗ┘ SｷS ┞ﾗ┌ デWﾉﾉ デｴW ゲ┌ヴｪWﾗﾐ デｴW ┘;┞ ┞ﾗ┌ ┘;ﾐデ ┞ﾗ┌ヴ ﾐﾗゲW デﾗ ﾉﾗﾗﾆいげ  

Cｴｷﾐｪぎ けI ﾃ┌ゲデ デﾗﾉS ｴｷﾏ デｴ;デ I ┘;ﾐデWS ｷデ デﾗ HW ﾏﾗヴW SWﾉｷI;デWき I SｷSﾐげデ ┘;ﾐデ デﾗ デ;ﾉﾆ デﾗﾗ 

much because I think that he is more experienced. I listened to his opinion as I think it 

ゲ┌ｷデゲ ﾏWげく 

Olive: けWhy did you consider his suggestions rather than those suggested by others?げ 

Ching: Because he said that the bump can be removed to reshape the tip so that it 

can become sharper and straighter. I agreed with what he said and I can imagine 

that the result will be greatげ. 

Olive: けDo you want to have one that looks like those pop stars? That means a very 

sharp and straight noseげ. 

Ching: けI ┘ｷﾉﾉ IｴﾗﾗゲW デｴW ﾗﾐW デｴ;デ ゲ┌ｷデゲ ﾏWく ぐ I ┘ｷﾉﾉ ﾐﾗデ aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ ﾗデｴWヴゲげ IｴﾗｷIWくげ 

 

This misunderstanding between how Chinese patients frame the surgeries they want and 

┘ｴ;デ KﾗヴW;ﾐ ゲ┌ヴｪWﾗﾐゲ デｴｷﾐﾆ デｴW┞ ┘;ﾐデ ｪﾗWゲ ゲﾗﾏW ┘;┞ デﾗ W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ デｴW ﾉ;デデWヴげゲ ﾐWｪ;デｷ┗W 

ヮWヴIWヮデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa デｴW けSWﾏ;ﾐSｷﾐｪﾐWゲゲげ ﾗa CｴｷﾐWゲW ヮ;デｷWﾐデゲく The Chinese market for Korean 

cosmetic surgery serves as an interesting example of the promises and tensions in medical 
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tourism and medicine more broadly: patients, empowered as consumers, know what they 

want, and surgeons have both professionalized and commercialized to meet their demands. 

Biomedicine h;ゲ WﾏWヴｪWS ;ゲ ; けｪヴﾗ┘デｴ WﾐｪｷﾐWげ ;ﾐS ; ゲﾗ┌ヴIW ﾗa Korean national pride and 

competitiveness, while the procedures and their hoped-for outcomes are the result of 

hybridizations at national, regional and global scales.  

 

 

Discussion: Medical Nationalism in Korean Cosmetic Surgery Tourism 

 

There is a rather obvious contradiction that whilst the Korean Look is understood as 

けﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉげが ｷデ ;ﾉゲﾗ デ;ﾆWゲ IﾗゲﾏWデｷI ゲ┌ヴｪWヴ┞ デﾗ ヮヴﾗS┌IW (Albrecht 2015). What does natural mean 

here? Many of our surgeons carefully explained that cosmetic surgery in Korea has changed. 

They said that earlier patients wanted a more Western look in contrast to contemporary 

patients who want to look natural. The medical literature too makes many references to the 

dangers of Westernizing or using Western techniques on Korean bodies. For instance, 

removing fat from the eyes in blepharoplasty, creating Western-looking eyes, was thought 

of as desirable in the 1950s for US military surgeon Millard, but is now repeatedly cited in 

KﾗヴW;ﾐ ﾏWSｷI;ﾉ ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW ;ゲ ; ﾐWｪ;デｷ┗W ;ﾐS け┌ﾐﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉげ ゲ┌ヴｪｷI;ﾉ ﾗ┌デIﾗﾏW to be avoided 

(Dobke et al 2006). So natural has come to mean precisely not Western, but means 

(enhanced) Korean features on a Korean face and body. Importantly, this is articulated by 

surgeons in terms of specific methods associated with particular medical procedures. 

 

The procedures that make up the Korean Look ｴ;┗W ;デデヴ;IデWS IヴｷデｷIｷゲﾏ aヴﾗﾏ WWゲデWヴﾐ けヴ;IWげ 

scholars who have claimed them as whitening/Westernizing に especially in relation to the 
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widening of eyes (eg Kaw 1993). Such explanations rely on ideological models where white 

or Western aesthetics are internalized by black or non-Western others, most usually 

through the circulation of idealized media images from West to East or North to South. But 

these assumptions about media flows are outmoded. Geopolitics and cultural flows are 

shifting. No matter how much Western countries (and academics) like to think of 

themselves as principal global powers (or oppressors), the reality is that regional flows are 

probably more important to the construction of East Asian nationalisms and self-identities 

(Lee 2016; Smith 2014). We would also like to challenge simplistic and deterministic 

arguments that position cosmetic surgery in terms of media pressure for idealized bodies 

(eg Bordo 1997). Chinese medical tourists are certainly drawn to Korea by its popular 

culture exports. However, quality of surgery was cited by our participants as a more 

important driver of Chinese medial tourism.  

 

That said, there is undoubtedly a certain combination of procedures that is considered 

desirable. While surgeons were well-versed in (and critically engaged with) discourses of 

cosmetic surgery as whitening/Westernizing, they were silent on the issue of that other 

colonial power に Japan. In reality Korea draws many of its cultural references from Japan, a 

country itself working through national, regional and global cultural interactions. Kinsella 

(1995) shows how young Japanese women, for example, have actively engaged with 

Western popular culture to self-consciously construct デｴW ゲデ┞ﾉW ﾗa けI┌デWﾐWゲゲげ, appropriating 

elements from Disney cartoon cｴ;ヴ;IデWヴゲく “ｴW ゲｴﾗ┘ゲ ｴﾗ┘ けI┌デWげが SWゲヮｷデW HWｷﾐｪ ｷﾐデWヴヮヴWデWS 

H┞ ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ;ゲ デｴW ┌ﾉデｷﾏ;デW W┝Wﾏヮﾉ;ヴ ﾗa ヮ;デヴｷ;ヴIｴ;ﾉ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ｷﾏヮﾗゲWS ﾗﾐ ┘ﾗﾏWﾐげゲ HﾗSｷWゲが may 

be seen as a way for Japanese women to resist ヮ;デヴｷ;ヴIｴ┞く Wｴｷﾉゲデ J;ヮ;ﾐげゲ ﾉ;Hﾗ┌ヴ ﾏ;ヴﾆWデ ｴ;ゲ 

become less segregated by gender and more opportunities have opened up for female 
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employees, men have remained largely unchanged, such that when women enter marriage 

their new-found freedoms through the labour market are brought to an abrupt end. The 

responsibilities for women of being fully adult are crushing and, Kinsella argues, the 

appropriation of cuteness by young Japanese women constitutes resistance to growing up. 

Cute culture, she writes, is a female-led subculture that complements falling birth and 

marriage rates in Japan, allowing young women to remain free of adult responsibilities for 

longer before settling (if they ever do) for a life of domesticity and motherhood in the 

suburbs. So what some might call Westernization, Kinsella sees rather as the deliberate 

appropriation of certain elements of Western culture to voice a critique by young women of 

Japanese patriarchy. She draws attention to what the borrowing of certain elements of 

embodied styles does に- how it is localized. 

 

This cute look is reflected in Japanese popular culture, and if we look at a typical Manga face 

we can certainly identify key overlaps with the Korean Look: a narrow jawline, button nose, 

big eyes. So rather than asking how does the media shape bodies, we should be asking: 

what does the appropriation of particular elements of media images do? In this case, wide 

eyes for Korean women may signify extended youth, lack of interest in marriage, and sexual 

independence (a gaze) に which also tallies with declining marriage rates and more 

(unmarried) Korean women entering the workforce (Smith 2014). However, whilst Chinese 

medical tourists may also be seeking these markers of modern independence, to call this a 

けKﾗヴW;ﾐ Lﾗﾗﾆげ HWデヴ;┞ゲ デｴWｷヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ｷSWﾐデｷデ┞, perhaps ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ けWWゲデWヴﾐｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐげ ;ﾐ 

easier shorthand for the surgeries involved. As Appadurai (1990) reminds us, the West can 

be a very distant and abstract phenomenon for countries more concerned with the cultural 

imperialism of their near neighbours. Thus Koreans silently borrow the aesthetic of their 
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former colonizeヴ ┘ｴｷﾉゲデ ﾐ;ﾏｷﾐｪ ｷデ デｴW けKﾗヴW;ﾐ Lookげ; meanwhile, rather than betray their 

ﾗ┘ﾐ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ｷSWﾐデｷデ┞ ｷﾐ a;┗ﾗ┌ヴ ﾗa デｴWｷヴ ﾐWｷｪｴHﾗ┌ヴげゲが CｴｷﾐWゲW ヮ;デｷWﾐデゲ ヴWゲｷｪﾐｷa┞ ｷデ ﾗﾐIW ;ｪ;ｷﾐ 

;ゲ けWWゲデWヴﾐげが W┗Wﾐ ┘ｴｷﾉゲデ デｴW┞ access this aesthetic largely through imported Korean 

culture. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Westernization thesis is a powerful one and exists in both media and surgical discourse -

- as we saw in our opening conversation -- so it is something that surgeons feel the need to 

address. Yet our discussion suggests a decentring of the West as the hearth from which all 

global flows emanate, and refocuses attention on regional flows of people, culture and 

aesthetics. These flows interact with histories of colonialism and major political-economic 

events such as the IMF crisis, giving rise to medical nationalism among cosmetic surgeons 

;ﾐS デｴW KﾗヴW;ﾐ Lﾗﾗﾆ ;ゲ ; けﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉげ HW;┌デ┞ ゲデ;ﾐS;ヴS デｴ;デ ｷゲ ケ┌ｷﾐデWゲゲWﾐデｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ KﾗヴW;ﾐ ｷﾐ aﾗヴﾏ 

and meaning. 

 

However, when these flows meet Chinese patients they meet a slightly different cultural 

context に a newly modernizing, formerly communist superpower in which women have 

routinely participated in the labour force. Work is not new to women, but money is. It is this 

new-found wealth that they and their male counterparts wish to mark through cosmetic 

surgery in Korea. Blending iﾐ ゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ SﾗWゲﾐげデ Sﾗ デｴ;デく “デ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌デ ｷゲ ┘ｴ;デげゲ ヴWケ┌ｷヴWS ｷﾐ ; 

culture in which, until recently, status was marked by Party membership. Chinese patients 

ヴWケ┌ｷヴW けゲデヴﾗﾐｪげ ふﾐﾗデ I┌デWぶ aW;デ┌ヴWゲが ┘ｴ;デ デｴW┞ I;ﾉﾉ ; けン-Dげ look, often accomplished primarily 
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by nose-デｷヮ ;┌ｪﾏWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐく “デヴﾗﾐｪ aW;デ┌ヴWゲ ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ デｴW けWWゲデWヴﾐげ ﾐﾗゲW ゲｷｪnal conspicuous 

consumption. But surgery also represents continuity with body modifications of the past: 

foot binding once signalled subservient femininity, whist cosmetic surgery signals its 

opposite に modern, mobile, independent, youthful subjectivity. Importantly, both Korean 

I┌デWﾐWゲゲ ;ﾐS けﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉﾐWゲゲげ ;ﾐS CｴｷﾐWゲW ｷﾐSWヮWﾐSWﾐIW ;ﾐS けIﾗﾐゲヮｷI┌ﾗ┌ゲげ ゲ┌ヴｪWヴ┞ can be 

connoted by the same surgical procedures. 

 

Medical nationalism in Korea ｷゲ ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデ ;Hﾗ┌デ けHWゲデｷﾐｪ デｴW WWゲデげが ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデ ;Hﾗ┌デ ゲデ;ﾆｷﾐｪ ; 

claim in the region, and at the same time about nation-building, anti-colonialism and 

modernization (Gottweis & Kim 2009). And while some critics question the special status 

accorded to biomedicine by the state (Kim 2014), our research supports the idea of a 

distinctive and widely articulated discourse of medical nationalism, repeated so often as to 

HWIﾗﾏW けH;ﾐ;ﾉげ ふBｷﾉﾉｷｪ ヱΓΓヵぶ. However, whilst the Korean government provides support to 

the cosmetic surgery tourism industry, surgeons constantly grumbled about the lack of 

tangible financial assistance aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデく Fﾗヴ ｷﾐゲデ;ﾐIWが S┌ヴｷﾐｪ KﾗヴW;げゲ ゲヮﾗヴデｷﾐｪ 

mega-events the government gave tax breaks to hotels hosting foreign visitors -- which 

surgeons complained it will not give to hotels and clinics hosting cosmetic surgery patients.  

 

During our fieldwork many surgeons talked about broader medical developments arising 

from cosmetic surgery, or cosmetic surgery keeping medical skills けwarmげ whilst Korea 

attempted to branch out into more lucrative (and worthy) branches of medicine, such as 

oncology. In doing so they expressed the limits of a discourse of medical nationalism rooted 

in cosmetic surgery -- a feminized practice for patients, seen ;ゲ けWﾉWIデｷ┗Wげ, associated with 

vanity or condemned as misogyny. Whilst surgeons in Korea were often rather baffled by 



 30 

such criticism, and saw themselves essentially as helping people to feel better about 

themselves, there remains widespread opposition to the promotion of Korea as a cosmetic 

ゲ┌ヴｪWヴ┞ けﾐ;デｷﾗﾐげ ふChoo 2009; Leem 2015; Woo 2004). So whilst many surgeons are pushed 

towards cosmetic surgery by the Korean medical insurance system, their status amongst 

other doctors is by no means secure:  

 

Iげﾏ ゲ┌ヴW [other doctors] would find it unfair how we gain more money for 

comparatively easier and shorter operations, such as double eyelid surgery, which 

only lasts for about an hour, and we could gain 1,000,000 Won [around US$900] for 

it. They may even consider us thieves. However this is not just for doctors, but the 

ﾗ┗Wヴ;ﾉﾉ ｷﾏヮヴWゲゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa IﾗゲﾏWデｷI ゲ┌ヴｪWﾗﾐゲ ｷゲﾐげデ ┗Wヴ┞ ｪﾗﾗSく Fﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉW ｷﾐ デWﾉW┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ 

dramas and sitcoms we are portrayed in such a stereotype that shows us as rich, 

extravagant playboys. So yes, not a very good image at all. However we still hold a 

sense of pride in that Korea is the Number 1 in the world regarding cosmetic surgery, 

and we as cosmetic surgeons play a vital part in that, so that may be of some 

consolation to us. (Korean Surgeon) 

 

Cosmetic surgery is always tainted. It is privatized, feminized, criticized as vanity or 

┗ｷIデｷﾏｴﾗﾗS ;ﾐS ;ゲ ヮWヴヮWデヴ;デWS H┞ さヮﾉ;┞Hﾗ┞ゲざ ;ﾐS さデｴｷW┗Wゲざ. Because of this, cosmetic 

surgery can never be an unproblematic source of national pride that other branches of 

biomedicine and medical tourism can be. In this sense, cosmetic surgery tourism in Korea 

reveals the tensions and ambivalences inherent in the project of medical nationalism in a 

global, neoliberal era.  
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Notes 

1. All participants quoted in this paper were offered the choice of having their real name 

used, using a pseudonym they chose, or remaining anonymous. 

 

2. The research for this paper was funded by the Economic & Social Research Council (Grant 

Reference RES-062-23-2796, See http://www.ssss.leeds.ac.uk/). We would also like to thank 

our co-investigators, in particular Meredith Jones, our colleagues Thomas Campbell, Adrian 

Favell and Choon Key Chekar, and the editors and referees for this special issue. 

 

3. Angelababy is a Chinese-born, Hong Kong model, actress and model who is strongly 

;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デWS ┘ｷデｴ デｴW けI┌デWげ look of Korean stars like Jun ji-hyun. Michele Reis is a Hong Kong 

actress and winner of Miss Chinese International Pageant and Miss Hong Kong, who 

cultivates a more sophisticated and mature aesthetic. 
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