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Ellen, a Chinese American in her forties, informed me she had had her upper eyelids
surgically cut and sewed by a plastic surgeon twenty years ago in order to get rid of "the
sleepy look," which her naturally "puffy" eyes gave her. She pointed out that the sutures,
when they healed, became a crease above the eye which gave the eyes a more "open
appearance." She was quick to tell me that her decision to undergo "double-eyelid"
surgery was not so much because she was vain or had low self-esteem, but rather because
the "undesirability" of her looks before the surgery was an undeniable fact.
During my second interview with Ellen, she showed me photos of herself from before and
after her surgery in order to prove her point. When Stacy, her twelve-year-old daughter,
arrived home from school, Ellen told me she wanted Stacy to undergo similar surgery in
the near future because Stacy has only single eyelids and would look prettier and be more
successful in life if she had a fold above each eye. Ellen brought the young girl to where I
was sitting and said, "You see, if you look at her you will know what I mean when I say
that I had to have surgery done on my eyelids. Look at her eyes. She looks just like me
before the surgery." Stacy seemed very shy to show me her face. But I told the girl
truthfully that she looked fine and beautiful the way she was. Immediately she grinned at
her mother in a mocking, defiant manner, as if I had given her courage, and put her arm up
in the manner that bodybuilders do when they display their bulging biceps.
As empowered as Stacy seemed to feel at the moment, I could not help but wonder how
many times Ellen had shown her "before" and "after" photos to her young daughter with
the remark that "Mommy looks better after the surgery." I also wondered how many times
Stacy had been asked by Ellen to consider surgically "opening" her eyes like "Mommy
did." And I wondered about the images we see on television and in magazines and their
often negative, stereotypical portrayal of "squinty-eyed" Asians (when Asians are featured
at all). I could not help but wonder how normal it is to feel that an eye without a crease is
undesirable and how much of that feeling is imposed. And I shuddered to think how soon
it might be before twelve-year-old Stacy's defenses gave away and she allowed her eyes to
be cut.
The permanent alteration of bodies through surgery for aesthetic purposes is not a new
phenomenon in the United States. As early as World War I, when reconstructive surgery
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was performed on disfigured soldiers, plastic surgery methods began to be refined for
purely cosmetic purposes (that is, not so much for repairing and restoring but for
transforming natural features a person is unhappy with). Within the last decade, however,
an increasing number of people have opted for a wide array of cosmetic surgery
procedures, from tummy tucks, facelifts, and liposuction to enlargement of chests and
calves. By 1988, two million Americans had undergone cosmetic surgery (Wolf
1991:218), and a 69 percent increase had occurred in the number of cosmetic surgery
procedures between 1981 and 1990, according to the ASPRS or American Society of
Plastic and Reconstructive Surgeons (n.d.).
Included in these numbers are an increasing number of cosmetic surgeries undergone by
people like Stacy who are persons of color (American Academy of Cosmetic Surgery
press release, 1991). In fact, Asian Americans are more likely than any other ethnic group
(white or nonwhite) to pursue cosmetic surgery. ASPRS reports that over thirty-nine
thousand of the aesthetic procedures performed by its members in 1990 (or more than 6
percent of all procedures performed that year) were performed on Asian Americans, who
make up 3 percent of the U.S. population (Chen 1993:15). Because Asian Americans seek
cosmetic surgery from doctors in Asia and from doctors who specialize in fields other than
surgery (e.g., ear, nose, and throat specialists and ophthalmologists), the total number of
Asian American patients is undoubtedly higher (Chen 1993:16).
The specific procedures requested by different ethnic groups in the United States are
missing from the national data, but newspaper reports and medical texts indicate that
Caucasians and nonwhites, on the average, seek significantly different types of operations
(Chen 1993; Harahap 1982; Kaw 1993; LeFlore 1982; McCurdy 1980; Nakao 1993;
Rosenthal 1991). While Caucasians primarily seek to augment breasts and to remove
wrinkles and fat through such procedures as facelifts, liposuction, and collagen injection,
African Americans more often opt for lip and nasal reduction operations; Asian Americans
more often choose to insert an implant on their nasal dorsum for a more prominent nose or
undergo double-eyelid surgery whereby parts of their upper eyelids are excised to create a
fold above each eye, which makes the eye appear wider.
Though the American media, the medical establishment, and the general public have
debated whether such cosmetic changes by nonwhite persons reflect a racist milieu in
which racial minorities must deny their racial identity and attempt to look more Caucasian,
a resounding no appears to be the overwhelming opinion of people in theUnited States.
Many plastic surgeons have voiced the opinion that racial minorities are becoming more
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assertive about their right to choose and that they are choosing not to look Caucasian.
Doctors say that nonwhite persons' desire for thinner lips, wider eyes, and pointier noses is
no more than a wish to enhance their features in order to attain "balance" with all their
other features (Kaw 1993; Merrell 1994; Rosenthal 1991).
Much of the media and public opinion also suggests that there is no political significance
inherent in the cosmetic changes made by people of color which alter certain
conventionally known, phenotypic markers of racial identity. On a recent Phil Donahue
show where the racially derogatory nature of blue contact lenses for African American
women was contested, both white and nonwhite audience members were almost
unanimous that African American women's use of these lenses merely reflected their
freedom to choose in the same way that Bo Derek chose to wear corn rows and white
people decided to get tans (Bordo 1990). Focusing more specifically on cosmetic surgery,
a People Weekly magazine article entitled "On the Cutting Edge" (January 27, 1992, p. 3)
treats Michael Jackson (whose nose has become narrower and perkier and whose skin has
become lighter through the years) as simply one among many Hollywood stars whose
extravagant and competitive lifestyle has motivated and allowed them to pursue cosmetic
self-enhancement. Clearly, Michael Jackson's physical transformation within the last
decade has been more drastic than Barbara Hershey's temporary plumping of her lips to
look younger in Beaches or Joan Rivers's facelift, yet his reasons for undergoing surgery
are not differentiated from those of Caucasian celebrities; the possibility that he may want
to cross racial divides through surgery is not an issue in the article.
When critics speculate on the possibility that a person of color is attempting to look white,
they often focus their attack on the person and his or her apparent lack of ethnic pride and
self-esteem. For instance, a Newsweek article, referring to Michael Jackson's recent
television interview with Oprah Winfrey, questioned Jackson's emphatic claim that he is
proud to be a black American: "Jackson's dermatologist confirmed that the star has
vitiligo, a condition that blocks the skin's ability to produce pigment ... [however,] most
vitiligo sufferers darken their light patches with makeup to even the tone. Jackson's
makeup solution takes the other tack: less ebony, more ivory" (Fleming and Talbot
1993:57). Such criticisms, sadly, center around Michael Jackson the person instead of
delving into his possible feelings of oppression or examining society as a potential source
of his motivation to alter his natural features so radically.
In this chapter, based on structured, open-ended interviews with Asian American women
like Ellen who have or are thinking about undergoing cosmetic surgery for wider eyes and
http://condor.depaul.edu/~mwilson/extra/multicultur/openface.html (3 of 20)4/12/2007 8:39:43 AM

Eugenia Kaw

more heightened noses, I attempt to convey more emphatically the lived social
experiences of people of color who seek what appears to be conventionally recognized
Caucasian features. Rather than mock their decision to alter their features or treat it lightly
as an expression of their freedom to choose an idiosyncratic look, I explain everyday
cultural images and social relationships which influence Asian American women to seek
cosmetic surgery in the first place. Instead of focusing, as some doctors do (Kaw, 1993),
on the size and width of the eyelid folds the women request as indicators of the women's
desire to look Caucasian, I examine the cultural, social, and historical sources that allow
the women in my study to view their eyes in a negative fashion-as "small" and "slanted"
eyes reflecting a "dull," "passive" personality, a "closed" mind, and a "lack of spirit" in the
person. I explore the reasons these women reject the natural shape of their eyes so
radically that they willingly expose themselves to a surgery that is at least an hour long,
costs one thousand to three thousand dollars, entails administering local anesthesia and
sedation, and carries the following risks: "bleeding and hematoma," "hemorrhage,"
formation of a "gaping wound," "discoloration," a scarring, and "asymmetric lid
folds" (Sayoc 1974:162-166).
In our feminist analyses of femininity and beauty we may sometimes find it difficult to
account for cosmetic surgery without undermining the thoughts and decisions of women
who opt for it (Davis 1991). However, I attempt to show that the decision of the women in
my study to undergo cosmetic surgery is often carefully thought out. Such a decision is
usually made only after a long period of weighing the psychological pain of feeling
inadequate prior to surgery against the possible social advantages a new set of features
may bring. Several of the women were aware of complex power structures that construct
their bodies as inferior and in need of change, even while they simultaneously reproduced
these structures by deciding to undergo surgery (Davis 1991:33).
I argue that as women and as racial minorities, the psychological burden of having to
measure up to ideals of beauty in American society falls especially heavy on these Asian
American women. As women, they are constantly bombarded with the notion that beauty
should be their primary goal (Lakoff & Scherr 1984; Wolf 1991). As racial minorities,
they are made to feel inadequate by an Anglo American-dominated cultural milieu that has
historically both excluded them and distorted images of them in such a way that they
themselves have come to associate those features stereotypically identified with their race
(i.e., small, slanty eyes, and a flat nose) with negative personality and mental
characteristics.
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In a consumption-oriented society such as the United States, it is often tempting to believe
that human beings have an infinite variety of needs which technology can endlessly fulfill,
and that these needs, emerging spontaneously in time and space, lack any coherent
patterns, cultural meanings, or political significance (Bordo 1991; Goldstein 1993; O'Neill
1985:98). However, one cannot regard needs as spontaneous, infinite, harmless, and
amorphous without first considering what certain groups feel they lack and without first
critically examining the lens with which the larger society has historically viewed this
lack. Frances C. MacGregor, who between 1946 and 1959 researched the social and
cultural motivations of such white ethnic minorities as Jewish and Italian Americans to
seek rhinoplasty, wrote, "The statements of the patients ... have a certain face validity and
explicitness that reflect both the values of our society and the degree to which these are
perceived as creating problems for the deviant individual" (MacGregor 1967:129).
Social scientific analyses of ethnic relations should include a study of the body. As evident
in my research, racial minorities may internalize a body image produced by the dominant
culture's racial ideology and, because of it, begin to loathe, mutilate, and revise parts of
their bodies. Bodily adornment and mutilation (the cutting up and altering of essential
parts of the body; see Kaw 1993) are symbolic mediums most directly and concretely
concerned with the construction of the individual as social actor or cultural subject (Turner
1980). Yet social scientists have only recently focused on the body as a central component
of social self-identity (Blacking 1977; Brain 1979; Daly 1978; Lock and Scheper-Hughes
1990; O'Neill 1985; Turner 1980; Sheets-Johnstone 1992). Moreover, social scientists, and
sociocultural anthropologists in particular, have not yet explored the ways in which the
body is central to the everyday experience of racial identity.
METHOD AND DESCRIPTION OF SUBJECTS
In this article, I present the findings of an ethnographic research project completed in the
San Francisco Bay Area. I draw on data from structured interviews with doctors and
patients, basic medical statistics' and relevant newspaper and magazine articles. The
sampling of informants for this research was not random in the strictly statistical sense
since informants were difficult to find. Both medical practitioners and patients treat cases
of cosmetic surgery as highly confidential, as I later discuss in more detail. To find a
larger, more random sampling of Asian American informants, I posted fliers and placed
advertisements in various local newspapers. Ultimately, I was able to conduct structured,
open-ended interviews with eleven Asian American women, four of whom were referred
to me by the doctors in my study and six by mutual acquaintances: I found one through an
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advertisement. Nine had had cosmetic surgery of the eye or the nose; one recently
considered a double-eyelid operation; one is considering undergoing double-eyelid
operation in the next few years. The women in my study live in the San Francisco Bay
Area, except for two who reside in the Los Angeles area. Five were operated on by doctors
who I also interviewed for my study, while four had their operations in Asia -- two Seoul,
Korea, one in Beijing, China, and one in Taipei, Taiwan. Of the eleven women in my
study, only two (who received their operations in China and in Taiwan) had not lived in
the United States prior to their operations. The ages of the Asian American women in my
study range from eighteen to seventy-one; one woman was only fifteen at the time of her
operation. Their class backgrounds are similar in that they were all engaged in middleclass, white-collar occupations: there were three university students, one art student, one
legal assistant, one clerk, one nutritionist, one teacher, one law student, and two doctors'
assistants.
Although I have not interviewed Asian American men who have or are thinking of
undergoing cosmetic surgery, I realize that they too undergo double-eyelid and nose
bridge operations. Their motivations are, to a large extent, similar to those of the women
in my study (Iwata 1991). Often their decision to undergo surgery also follows a long and
painful process of feeling marginal in society (Iwata 1991). I did not purposely exclude
Asian American male patients from my study; rather, none responded to my requests for
interviews.
To understand how plastic surgeons view the cosmetic procedures performed on Asian
Americans, five structured, open-ended interviews were conducted with five plastic
surgeons, all of whom practice in the Bay Area. I also examined several medical books
and plastic surgery journals which date from the 1950s to 1990. And I referenced several
news releases and informational packets distributed by such national organizations as the
American Society of Plastic and Reconstructive Surgeons, an organization which
represents 97 percent of all physicians certified by the American Board of Plastic Surgery.
To examine popular notions of cosmetic surgery, in particular how the phenomenon of
Asian American women receiving double-eyelid and nose bridge operations is viewed by
the public and the media, I have referenced relevant newspaper and magazine articles.
I obtained national data on cosmetic surgery from various societies for cosmetic surgeons,
including the American Society of Plastic and Reconstructive Surgeons. Data on the
specific types of surgery sought by different ethnic groups in the United States, including
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Asian Americans, were missing from the national statistics. At least one
public relations coordinator told me that such data is unimportant to plastic surgeons. To
compensate for this lack of data, I asked the doctors in my study to provide me with
figures from their respective clinics. Most told me they had little data on their cosmetic
patients readily available.
COLONIZATION OF ASIAN AMERICAN WOMEN'S SOULS: INTERNALIZATION OF
GENDER AND RACIAL STEREOTYPES'
Upon first talking with my Asian American women informants, one might conclude that
the women were merely seeking to enhance their features for aesthetic reasons and that
there is no cultural meaning or political significance in their decision to surgically enlarge
their eyes and heighten their noses. As Elena, a twenty-one-year-old Chinese American
who underwent double-eyelid surgery three years ago from a doctor in my study, stated: "I
underwent my surgery for personal reasons. It's not different from wanting to put makeup
on ... I don't intend to look Anglo-Saxon. I told my doctor, 'I would like my eyes done
with definite creases on my eyes, but I don't want a drastic change."' Almost all the other
women similarly stated that their unhappiness with their eyes and nose was individually
motivated and that they really did not desire Caucasian features. In fact, one Korean
American woman, Nina, age thirty-four, stated she was not satisfied with the results of her
surgery from three years ago because her doctor made her eyes "too round" like that of
Caucasians. One might deduce from such statements that the women's decision to undergo
cosmetic surgery of the eye and nose is harmless and may be even empowering to them,
for their surgery provides them with a more permanent solution than makeup for
"personal" dissatisfactions they have about their features.
However, an examination of their descriptions of the natural shape of their eyes and nose
suggests that their "personal" feelings about their features reflect the larger society's
negative valuation and stereotyping of Asian features in general. They all said that "small,
slanty" eyes and a "flat" nose suggest, in the Asian person, a personality that is "dull,"
"unenergetic," "passive," and unsociable" and a mind that is narrow and "closed." For
instance, Elena said, "When I look at other Asians who have no folds and their eyes are
slanted and closed, I think of how they would look better more awake." Nellee, a twenty
one-year-old Chinese American, said that she seriously considered surgery for double
eyelids in high school so that she could "avoid the stereotype of the ,oriental bookworm"'
who is "dull and doesn't know how to have fun." Carol, a thirtv-seven-year-old Chinese
American who received double eyelids seven years ago, said: "The eyes are the window of
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your soul ... [yet] lots of oriental people have the outer corners of their eyes a little down,
making them look tired. [The double eyelids] don't make a big difference in the size of our
eyes but they give your eyes more spirit." Pam, a Chinese American, age forty-four, who
received double-eyelid surgery from another doctor in my study, stated, 'Yes, Of course.
Bigger eyes look prettier... Lots of Asians' eyes are so small they become little lines when
the person laughs, making the person look sleepy." Likewise, Annie, an eighteen-year-old
Korean American woman who had an implant placed on her nasal dorsum to build up her
nose bridge at age fifteen, said: "I guess I always wanted that sharp look -- a look like you
are smart. If you have a roundish kind of nose it's like you don't know what's going on. If
you have that sharp look, you know, with black eyebrows, a pointy nose, you look more
alert. I always thought that was cool." The women were influenced by the larger society's
negative valuation of stereotyped Asian features in such a way that they evaluated
themselves and Asian women in general with a critical eye. Their judgments were based
on a set of standards, stemming from the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European
aesthetic ideal of the proportions in Greek sculpture, which are presumed by a large
amount of Americans to be within the grasp of every woman (Goldstein 1993:150,160).
Unlike many white women who may also seek cosmetic surgery to reduce or make easier
the daily task of applying makeup, the Asian American women in my study hoped more
specifically to ease the task of creating with makeup the illusion of features they do not
have as women who are Asian. Nellee, who has not yet undergone double-eyelid surgery,
said that at present she has to apply makeup everyday "to give my eyes an illusion of a
crease. When I don't wear make-up I feel my eyes are small." Likewise, Elena said that
before her double-eyelid surgery she checked almost every morning in the mirror when
she woke up to see if a fold had formed above her right eye to match the more prominent
fold above her left eye: "[on certain mornings] it was like any other day when you wake
up and don't feel so hot, you know. My eye had no definite folds, because when Asians
sleep their folds change in and out -- it's not definite." Also, Jo, a twenty-eight-year-old
Japanese American who already had natural folds above each eye but wishes to enlarge
them through double eyelid surgery, explained:
I guess I just want to make a bigger eyelid [fold] so that they look bigger and
not slanted. I think in Asian eyes it's the inside corner of the fold [she was
drawing on my notebook] that goes down too much.... Right now I am still
self-conscious about leaving the house without any makeup on, because I feel
just really ugly without it. I try to curl my eyelashes and put on mascara. I
think it makes my eyes look more open. But surgery can permanently change
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the shape of my eyes. I don't think that a bigger eyelid fold will actually
change the slant but I think it will give the perception of having less of it, less
of an Asian eye.
For the women in my study, their oppression is a double encounter: one under patriarchal
definitions of femininity (i.e., that a woman should care about the superficial details of her
look), and the other under Caucasian standards of beauty. The constant self-monitoring of
their anatomy and their continuous focus on detail exemplify the extent to which they feel
they must measure up to society's ideals.
In the United States, where a capitalist work ethic values "freshness," "a quick wit," and
assertiveness, many Asian American women are already disadvantaged at birth by virtue
of their inherited physical features which society associates with dullness and passivity. In
this way, their desire to look more spirited and energetic through the surgical creation of
folds above each eye is of a different quality from the motivation of many Anglo
Americans seeking facelifts and liposuction for a fresher, more youthful appearance. Signs
of aging are not the main reason Asian American cosmetic patients ultimately seek
surgery of the eyes and the nose; often they are younger (usually between eighteen and
thirty years of age) than the average Caucasian patient (Kaw 1993). Several of the Asian
American women in my study who were over thirty years of age at the time of their eyelid
operation sought surgery to get rid of extra folds of skin that had developed over their eyes
due to age; however, even these women decided to receive double eyelids in the process.
When Caucasian patients undergo eyelid surgery, on the other hand, the procedure is
almost never to create a double eyelid (for they already possess one); in most cases, it is to
remove sagging skin that results from aging. Clearly, Asian American women's negative
image of their eyes and nose is not so much a result of their falling short of the youthful,
energetic beauty ideal that influences every American as it is a direct product of society's
racial stereotyping.
The women in my study described their own features with metaphors of dullness and
passivity in keeping with many Western stereotypes of Asians. Stereotypes, by definition,
are expedient caricatures of the "other," which serve to set them apart from the "we"; they
serve to exclude instead of include, to judge instead of accept (Gilman 1985:15). Asians
are rarely portrayed in the American print and electronic media. For instance, Asians (who
constitute 3 percent of the U.S. population) account for less than 1 percent of the faces
represented in magazine ads, according to a 1991 study titled "Invisible People" conducted
by New York City's Department of Consumer Affairs (cited in Chen 1993:26). When
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portrayed, they are seen in one of two forms, which are not representative of Asians in
general; as Eurasian-looking fashion models and movie stars (e.g., Nancy Kwan who
played Suzy Wong) who already have double eyelids and pointy noses; and as
stereotypically Asian characters such as Charlie Chan, depicted with personalities that are
dull, passive, and nonsociable (Dower 1986; Kim 1986; Ramsdell 1983; Tajima 1989).
The first group often serves as an ideal toward which Asian American women strive, even
when they say they do not want to look Caucasian. The second serves as an image from
which they try to escape.
Asian stereotypes, like all kinds of stereotypes, are multiple and have changed throughout
the years; nevertheless they have maintained some distinct characteristics. Asians have
been portrayed as exotic and erotic (as epitomized by Suzie Wong, or the Japanese
temptress in the film The Berlin Affair), and especially during the U.S. war in the Pacific
during World War II, they were seen as dangerous spies and mad geniuses who were
treacherous and stealthy (Dower 1986; Huhr and Kim 1989). However, what remains
consistent in the American popular image of Asians is their childishness, narrowmindedness, and lack of leadership skills. Moreover, these qualities have long been
associated with the relatively roundish form of Asian faces, and in particular with the
"puffy" smallness of their eyes. Prior to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, for instance,
the Japanese were considered incapable of planning successful dive bombing attacks due
to their "myopic," "squinty" eyes; during the war in the Pacific, their soldiers were
caricatured as having thick horn-rimmed glasses through which they must squint to see
their targets (Dower 1986). Today, the myopic squinty-eyed image of the narrow-minded
Asian persists in the most recent stereotype of Asians as "model minorities" (as
epitomized in the Asian exchange student character in the film Sixteen Candles). The term
model minority was first coined in the 1960s when a more open-door U.S. immigration
policy began allowing an unprecedented number of Asian immigrants into the United
States, many of whom were the most elite and educated of their own countries (Takaki
1989). Despite its seemingly complimentary nature, model minority refers to a person who
is hardworking and technically skilled but desperately lacking in creativity, worldliness,
and the ability to assimilate into mainstream culture (Huhr and Kim 1989; Takaki 1989).
Representations in the media, no matter how subtle, of various social situations can distort
and reinforce one's impressions of one's own nature (Goffman 1979).
Witnessing society's association of Asian features with negative personality traits and
mental characteristics, many Asian Americans become attracted to the image of
Caucasian, or at least Eurasian, features. Several of the women in my study stated that
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they are influenced by images of fashion models with Western facial types. As Nellee
explained: "I used to read a lot of fashion magazines which showed Occidental persons
how to put makeup on. So I used to think a crease made one's eyes prettier. It exposes your
eyelashes more. Right now they all go under the hood of my eyes." Likewise, Jo said she
thought half of her discontent regarding her eyes is a self-esteem problem, but she blames
the other half on society: "When you look at all the stuff that they portray on TV and in
the movies and in Miss America Pageants, the epitome of who is beautiful is that allAmerican look. It can even include African Americans now but not Asians." According to
Jo, she is influenced not only by representations of Asians as passive, dull, and narrowminded, but also by a lack of representation of Asians in general because society considers
them un-American, unassimilable, foreign, and to be excluded.
Similar images of Asians also exist in East and Southeast Asia, and since many Asian
Americans are immigrants from Asia, they are likely influenced by these images as well.
Multinational corporations in Southeast Asia, for example, consider the female work force
biologically suited for the most monotonous industrial labor because they claim the
"Oriental girl" is "diligent" and has "nimble fingers" and a "slow-wit" (Ong 1987:151). In
addition, American magazines and films have become increasingly available in many parts
of Asia since World War II, and Asian popular magazines and electronic media depict
models with Western facial types, especially when advertising Western products. In fact,
many of my Asian American woman informants possessed copies of such magazines,
available in various Asian stores and in Chinatown. Some informants, like Jane, a twentyyear-old Korean American who underwent double-eyelid surgery at age sixteen and nasal
bridge surgery at age eighteen, thumbed through Korean fashion magazines which she
stored in her living room to show me photos of the Western and Korean models who she
thought looked Caucasian, Eurasian, or had had double-eyelid and nasal bridge surgeries.
She said these women had eyes that were too wide and noses that were too tall and straight
to be on Asians. Though she was born and raised in the United States, she visits her
relatives in Korea often. She explained that the influences the media had on her life in
Korea and in the United States were, in some sense similar: "When you turn on the TV [in
Korea] you see people like Madonna and you see MTV and American movies and
magazines. In any fashion magazine you don't really see a Korean-type woman; you see
Cindy Crawford. My mother was telling me that when she was a kid, the ideal beauty was
someone with a totally round, flat face. Kind of small and five feet tall. I guess things
began to change in the 50s when Koreans started to have a lot of contact with the West."
The environment within which Asian women develop a perspective on the value and
meaning of their facial features is most likely not identical in Asia and the United States,
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where Asian women are a minority, but in Asia one can still be influenced by Western
perceptions of Asians.
Some of the women in my study maintained that although racial inequality may exist in
many forms, their decision to widen their eyes had little to do with racial inequality; they
were attempting to look like other Asians with double eyelids, not like Caucasians. Nina,
for example, described a beautiful woman as such: "Her face should not have very slender
eyes like Chinese, Korean, or Japanese but not as round as Europeans. Maybe a Filipino,
Thai, or other Southeast Asian faces are ideal. Basically I like an Asian's looks.... I think
Asian eyes [not really slender ones] are sexy and have character." The rest of her
description, however, makes it more difficult for one to believe that the Asian eyes she is
describing actually belong on an Asian body: "The skin should not be too dark ... and the
frame should be a bit bigger than that of Asians." Southeast Asians, too, seek cosmetic
surgery for double eyelids and nose bridges. One doctor showed me "before" and "after"
photos of many Thai, Indonesian, and Vietnamese American women, who, he said, came
to him for wider, more definite creases so that their eyes, which already have a doubleeyelid, would look deeper-set.
In the present global economy, where the movement of people and cultural products is
increasingly rapid and frequent and the knowledge of faraway places and trends is
expanding, it is possible to imagine that cultural exchange happens in a multiplicity of
directions, that often people construct images and practices that appear unconnected to any
particular locality or culture (Appadurai 1990). One might perceive Asian American
women in my study as constructing aesthetic images of themselves based on neither a
Caucasian ideal nor a stereotypical Asian face. The difficulty with such constructions,
however, is that they do not help Asian Americans to escape at least one stereotypical
notion of Asians in the United States -- that they are "foreign" and "exotic." Even when
Asians are considered sexy, and attractive in the larger American society, they are usually
seen as exotically sexy and attractive (Yang and Ragaz 1993:21). Since their beauty is
almost always equated with the exotic and foreign, they are seen as members of an
undifferentiated mass of people. Even though the women in my study are attempting to be
seen as individuals, they are seen, in some sense, as less distinguishable from each other
than white women are. As Lumi, a Japanese former model recently told A. Magazine: The
Asian American Quarterly, "I've had bookers tell me I'm beautiful, but that they can't use
me because I'm 'type.' All the agencies have their one Asian girl, and any more would be
redundant" (Chen 1993:21).
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The constraints many Asian Americans feel with regard to the shape of their eyes and nose
are clearly of a different quality from almost every American's discontent with weight or
signs of aging: it is also different from the dissatisfaction many women, white and
nonwhite alike, feel about the smallness or largeness of their breasts. Because the features
(eyes and nose) Asian Americans are most concerned about are conventional markers of
their racial identity, a rejection of these markers entails, in some sense, a devaluation of
not only oneself but also other Asian Americans. It requires having to imitate, if not
admire, the characteristics of another group more culturally dominant than one's own (i.e.,
Anglo Americans) in order that one can at least try to distinguish oneself from one's own
group. Jane, for instance, explains that looking like a Caucasian is almost essential for
socioeconomic success: "Especially if you go into business, or whatever, you kind of have
to have a Western facial type and you have to have like their features and stature -- you
know, be tall and stuff. So you can see that [the surgery] is an investment in your future."
Unlike those who may want to look younger or thinner in order to find a better job or a
happier social life, the women in my study must take into consideration not only their own
socioeconomic future, but also more immediately that of their offspring, who by virtue of
heredity, inevitably share their features. Ellen, for instance, said that "looks are not
everything. I want my daughter, Stacy, to know that what's inside is important too.
Sometimes you can look beautiful because your nice personality and wisdom inside
radiate outward, such as in the way you talk and behave." Still, she is seen encouraging
twelve-year-old Stacy to have double-eyelid surgery because she thinks "having less
sleepy looking eyes would make a better impression on people and help her in the future
with getting jobs." Ellen had undergone cosmetic surgery at the age of twenty on the
advice of her mother and older sister and feels she has benefited. Indeed, all three women
in the study under thirty who have actually undergone cosmetic surgery did so on the
advice of their mother and in their mother's presence at the clinic. Elena, in fact, received
her double eyelid surgery as a high school graduation present from her mother, who was
concerned for her socioeconomic future. The mothers, in turn, are influenced not so much
by a personal flaw of their own which drives them to mold and perfect their daughters as
by a society that values the superficial characteristics of one race over another.
A few of the women's dating and courtship patterns were also affected by their negative
feelings toward stereotypically Asian features. Jo, for example, who is married to a
Caucasian man, said she has rarely dated Asian men and is not usually attracted to them,
partly because they look too much like her: "I really am sorry to say that I am not attracted
to Asian men. And it's not to say that I don't find them attractive on the whole. But I did
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date a Japanese guy once and I felt like I was holding my brother's hand [she laughs
nervously]."
A MUTILATION OF THE BODY
Although none of the women in my study denied the fact of racial inequality, almost all
insisted that the surgical alteration of their eyes and nose was a celebration of their bodies,
reflecting their right as women and as minorities to do what they wished with their bodies.
Many, such as Jane, also said the surgery was a rite of passage or a routine ceremony,
since family members and peers underwent the surgery upon reaching eighteen. Although
it is at least possible to perceive cosmetic surgery of the eyes and nose for many Asian
Americans as a celebration of the individual and social bodies, as in a rite of passage, this
is clearly not so. My research has shown that double-eyelid and nasal bridge procedures
performed on Asian Americans do not hold, for either the participants or the larger
society, cultural meanings that are benign and spontaneous. Rather, these surgeries are a
product of society's racial ideologies, and for many of the women in my study, the
surgeries are a calculated means for socioeconomic success. In fact, most describe the
surgery as something to "get out of the way" before carrying on with the rest of their lives.
Unlike participants in a rite of passage, these Asian American women share little
communitas (an important element of rites of passage) with each other or with the larger
society. Arnold Van Gennup defined rites of passage as rites which accompany every
change of place, state, social position, and age" (quoted in Turner 1969:94). These rites
create an almost egalitarian type of solidarity (communitas) between participants and
between the participants and a larger social group. A body modification procedure which
is an example of such a rite is the series of public head-scarification rituals for pubescent
boys among the Kabre of Togo, West Africa (Brain 1979:178). The final scars they
acquire make them full adult members of their group. Their scarification differs
considerably from the cosmetic surgery procedures of Asian American women in my
study in at least two of its aspects: (1) an egalitarian bond is formed between the
participants (between and among those who are doing the scarring and those who are
receiving it); and (2) both the event and the resulting feature (i.e., scars) signify the boy's
incorporation into a larger social group (i.e., adult men), and therefore, both are
unrelentingly made public.
The Asian American women who undergo double-eyelid and nasal bridge surgeries do not
usually create bonds with each other or with their plastic surgeons. Their surgery, unlike
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the scarification rite of the Kabre, is a private event that usually occurs in the presence of
the patient, the doctor, and the doctor's assistants only. Moreover, there is little personal
connection between doctor and patient. Though a few of the Asian American women in
my study were content with their surgery and with their doctors, most describe their
experience on the operating table as one of fear and loneliness, and some described their
doctors as impersonal, businesslike, and even tending toward profit making. Annie, for
instance, described the fear she felt being alone with the doctor and his assistants in the
operating room, when her mother suddenly left the room because she could not bear to
watch:
They told me to put my thumbs under my hips so I didn't interfere with my hands. I
received two anesthesia shots on my nose -- this was the only part of the operation
that hurt, but it hurt! I closed my eyes. I didn't want to look. I didn't want to see like
the knives or anything. I could feel like the snapping of scissors and I was aware
when they were putting that thing up my nose. My mom didn't really care. They told
her to look at my nose. They were wondering if I wanted it sharper and stuff. She
said, "Oh no. I don't want to look" and just ran away. She was sitting outside. I was
really pissed.
Elena described her experience of surgery in a similar manner: "I had no time to be
nervous. They drugged me with valium, I think. I was awake but drugged, conscious but
numb. I remember being on the table. They [doctor and nurses] continued to keep up a
conversation. I would wince sometimes because I could feel little pinches. He [the doctor]
would say, "Okay, Pumpkin, Sweetheart, it will be over soon."... I didn't like it, being
called Pumpkin and being touched by a stranger... I wanted to say Shut up! to all three
people." Clearly, the event of surgery did not provide an opportunity or the atmosphere for
the women in my study to forge meaningful relationships with their doctors.
Asian American women who undergo cosmetic surgery also have a very limited chance of
bonding with each other by sharing experiences of the surgery, because unlike participants
in a Kabre puberty rite, these women do not usually publicize either their operation or
their new features. All informed me that apart from me and their doctors, few people knew
about their surgery since at the most they had told three close friends and/or family
members about it. As Annie stated, "I don't mind if people found out [that I had a nose
operation], but I won't go around telling them." Jane explained: "It's nothing to be
ashamed of, not at all, but it's not something you brag about either... To this day my
boyfriend doesn't notice I had anything done. That makes me feel pretty good. It's just that
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you want to look good, but you don't want them [other people] to know how much effort
goes into it." In fact, all the women in my study said they wanted a "better" look, but one
that was not so drastically different from the original that it looked "unnatural." Even those
who underwent revision surgeries to improve on their first operation said they were more
at ease and felt more effective in social situations (with boyfriends, classmates, and
employers) after their primary operation, mainly because they looked subtly "better," not
because they looked too noticeably different from the way they used to look. Thus, it is
not public awareness of these women's cosmetic surgery or the resulting features which
win them social acceptance. Rather, the successful personal concealment of the operation
and of any glaring traces of the operation (e.g., scars or an "unnatural" look) is paramount
for acceptance. Clearly, the alteration of their features is not a rite of passage celebrating
the incorporation of individual bodies into a larger social body; rather, it is a personal
quest by marginal people seeking acceptance in a society where the dominant culture's
ideals loom large and are constraining. The extent to which the Asian American women
have internalized society's negative valuation of their natural features is best exemplified
by the fact that these women feel more self confident in social interactions as a result of
this slight alteration of their eyelids-that is, with one minor alteration in their whole
anatomy -- which others may not even notice.
MEDICINE AND THE ""DISEMBODIMENT" OF THE ASIAN AMERICAN FEMALE
CONSUMER
Some sectors of the medical profession fail to recognize that Asian American women's
decision to undergo cosmetic surgery of the eyelid and the nose is not so much triggered
by a simple materialistic urge to feel better with one more status item that money can buy
as much as it is an attempt to heal a specific doubt about oneself which society has
unnecessarily brought on. For instance, one doctor in my study stated the following about
double-eyelid surgery on Asian American women: "It's like when you wear certain shoes,
certain clothes, or put certain makeup on, well why do you wear those? Why this brand of
clothes and not another? ... You can label these things different ways, but I think that it
[the double-eyelid surgery of Asian Americans] is just a desire to look better. You know,
it's like driving a brand-new car down the street or having something bought from
Nordstrom." By viewing cosmetic surgery and items bought from a department store as
equally arbitrary, plastic surgeons, like economists, sometimes assume that the consumer
(in this case, the cosmetic surgery client) is disembodied (O'Neill 1985:103). They view
her as an abstract, nonhuman subject whose choice of items is not mediated by any
historical circumstances, symbolic meaning, or political significance.
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With "advances" in science and technology and the proliferation of media images, the
number of different selves one can become appears arbitrary and infinite to many
Americans, including the women in my study. Thus, many of them argue, as do some
plastic surgeons (see Kaw 1993), that the variation in the width of the crease requested by
Asian Americans (from six to ten millimeters) is indicative of a whole range of personal
and idiosyncratic styles in double-eyelid operations. The idea is that the women are not
conforming to any standard, that they are molding their own standards of beauty.
However, they ignore that a primary goal in all double-eyelid operations, regardless of
how high or how far across the eyelid the crease is cut, is to have a more open appearance
of the eye, and the trend in all cases is to create a fold where there was none. These
operations are an instance of the paradoxical "production of variety within
standardization" in American consumer culture (Goldstein 1993:152). Thus, there is a
double bind in undergoing a double-eyelid operation. On the one hand, the women are
rebelling against the notion that one must be content with the physical features one is born
with, that one cannot be creative in molding one's own idea of what is beautiful. On the
other hand, they are conforming to Caucasian standards of beauty.
The women in the study seem to have an almost unconditional faith that science and
technology will help them feel satisfied with their sense of self. And the plastic surgery
industry, with its scientific advances and seemingly objective stance, makes double-eyelid
surgery appear routine, necessary, and for the most part, harmless (Kaw 1993). The
women in my study had read advertisements of cosmetic surgery clinics, many of them
catering to their specific "needs." In my interviews with Nellee, who had once thought
about having double-eyelid surgery, and Jo, who is thinking about it for the near future, I
did not have to tell them that the operation entailed creating a crease on the upper eyelid
through incision and sutures. They told me. Jo, for instance, said, "I know the technology
and it's quite easy, so I am not really afraid of it messing up.
CONCLUSION. PROBLEM OF RESISTANCE IN A CULTURE BASED ON ENDLESS
SELF-FASHIONING
My research has shown that Asian American women's decision to undergo cosmetic
surgery for wider eyes and more prominent noses is very much influenced by society's
racial stereotyping of Asian features. Many of the women in my study are aware of the
racial stereotypes from which they suffer. However, all have internalized these negative
images of themselves and of other Asians, and they judge the Asian body, including their
own, with the critical eye of the oppressor. Moreover, almost all share the attitude of
http://condor.depaul.edu/~mwilson/extra/multicultur/openface.html (17 of 20)4/12/2007 8:39:43 AM

Eugenia Kaw

certain sectors of the media and medicine in regard to whether undergoing a surgical
operation is, in the end, harmful or helpful to themselves and other Asian Americans; they
say it is yet another exercise of their freedom of choice.
The American value of individualism has influenced many of the women to believe that
the specific width and shape they choose for their eyelid folds and nose bridges indicate
that they are molding their own standards of beauty. Many said they wanted a "natural"
look that would be uniquely "in balance" with the rest of their features. However, even
those such as Jane, who openly expressed the idea that she is conforming to a Western
standard of beauty, emphasized that she is not oppressed but rather empowered by her
surgical transformation: "Everything is conforming as I see it. It's just a matter of
recognizing it.... Other people -- well, they are also conforming to something else. Nothing
anybody has ever done is original. And it's very unlikely that people would go out and be
dressed in any way if they hadn't seen it somewhere. So I don't think it's valid to put a
value judgment on [the type of surgery I did]. I'm definitely for self-improvement. So if
you don't like a certain part of your body, there's no reason not to change it."
The constraints Asian American women in my study feel every day with regard to their
natural features are a direct result of unequal race relationships in the United States. These
women's apparent lack of concern for their racial oppression is symptomatic of a certain
postmodern culture arising in the United States which has the effect of hiding structural
inequalities from public view (Bordo 1990). In its attempt to celebrate differences and to
shun overgeneralizations and totalizing discourses that apparently efface diversity among
people in modem life, this postmortem culture actually obscures differences; that is, by
viewing differences as all equally arbitrary, it effaces from public consciousness
historically determined differences in power between groups of people. Thus, blue contact
lenses for African American women, and double eyelids and nose bridges for Asian
women are both seen as forms of empowerment and indistinguishable in form and
function from perms for white women, corn rows on Bo Derek, and tans on Caucasians.
All cosmetic changes are seen in the same way -- as having no cultural meaning and no
political significance. In this process, what is trivialized and obscured is the difficult and
often frustrated struggle with which subordinate groups must assert their difference as
something to be proud of in the face of dominant ideologies (Bordo 1990:666).
With the proliferation of scientific and technological industries, the many selves one can
become appear infinite and random. Like the many transformations of the persona of
Madonna throughout her career or the metamorphosis of Michael Jackson's face during his
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"Black and White" video, the alteration of bodies through plastic surgery has become for
the American public simply another means of self-expression and self-determination. As
Ellen said, "You can be born Chinese. But if you want to look like a more desirable one,
and if surgery is available like it is now, then why not do it?" She said that instead of
having to undergo the arduous task of placing thin strips of transparent plastic tape over
the eyelids to create a temporary crease (a procedure which, she said, many Asians
unhappy with single eyelids used to do), Asians now have the option to permanently
transform the shape of their eyes.
Thus, instead of becoming a battleground for social and cultural resistance, the body has
become a playground (Bordo 1990:667). Like Michael Jackson's lyrics in the song "Man
in the Mirror" ("If you want to make the world a better place, then take a look at yourself
and make a change"; Jackson 1987), it is ambiguous whether political change and social
improvement are best orchestrated through changing society or through an "act of creative
interpretation" (Bordo 1990) of the superficial details of one's appearance. The problem
and dilemma of resistance in U.S. society are best epitomized in this excerpt of my
interview with Jo, the twenty-eight-year-old law student who is thinking of having doubleeyelid surgery:
JO: In my undergraduate college, every Pearl Harbor Day I got these phone calls
and people would say, "Happy Pearl Harbor Day," and they made noises like bombs
and I'd find little toy soldiers at my dorm door. Back then, I kind of took it as a joke.
But now, I think it was more malicious.... [So] I think the surgery is a lot more
superficial. Affecting how society feels about a certain race is a lot more beneficial.
And it goes a lot deeper and lasts a lot longer.
INTERVIEWER: Looking into the future, do you think you will do both?
JO: Yeah [nervous laughter]. I do. I do.
Jo recognizes that undergoing double-eyelid surgery, that is, confirming the undesirability
of Asian eyes, is in contradiction to the work she would like to do as a teacher and legal
practitioner. However, she said she cannot easily destroy the negative feelings she already
possesses about the natural shape of her eyes.
Implications: Asian Americans and the American Dream

http://condor.depaul.edu/~mwilson/extra/multicultur/openface.html (19 of 20)4/12/2007 8:39:43 AM

Eugenia Kaw

The psychological burden of having constantly to measure u has been often overlooked in
the image of Asian Americans as model minorities, as people who have achieved the
American dream. The model minority myth assumes not only that all Asian Americans
are financially well-to-do, but also that those Asian Americans who are from relatively
well-to-do, non-working-class backgrounds (like many of the women in my study) are free
from the everyday constraints of painful racial stereotypes. As my research has shown,
the cutting up of Asian Americans' faces through plastic surgery is a concrete example of
how, in modern life, Asian Americans, like other people of color, can be influenced by the
dominant culture to loathe themselves in such a manner as to begin mutilating and revising
parts of their body.
Currently, the eyes and nose are those parts of the anatomy which Asian Americans most
typically cut and later since procedures for these are relatively simple with the available
technology. However, a few of the women in my study said that if they could, they
would also want to increase their stature, and in particular, to lengthen their legs; a few
also suggested that when safer implants were found, they wanted to augment their breasts;
still others wanted more prominent brow bridges and jaw lines. On the one hand, it
appears that through technology women can potentially carve an endless array of new
body types, breaking the bounds of racial categories. On the other hand, these desired
body types are constructed n the context of the dominant culture's beauty ideals. The
search for the ideal body may have a tremendous impact, in term of racial discrimination,
on patterns of artificial genetic selection, such as occurs at sperm banks, egg donation
centers, and in the everyday ritual of courtship.
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