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Abstract

Since early 2010s, cosmetic surgery (CS) has come into vogue across Asia, including
Thailand especially among women. Feminist scholars have extensively explored CS, with some of
this scholarship underlain by the concept of postfeminism. Postfeminism centres around
aesthetic/psychological/professional self-containment and self-empowerment, as well as self-
monitoring and scrutiny from other women. Postfeminism has been increasingly examined
concerning Asian locales. However, there has been scarce feminist research on not only young Thai
women’s CS experiences, but also the applicability of postfeminism in the Thai context. This thesis
thus aims to critically examine the reflective CS accounts of young Thai women through the lens of
feminist theory. The research questions of this study are: 1) what informs young Thai women’s
decisions to undergo CS?; 2) what are their post-operative experiences? To investigate these
questions, semi-structured online interviews were undertaken with 50 young Thai women who had
CS and five Thai cosmetic surgeons. The thesis has found that the reflective CS accounts of young
Thai women are greatly underpinned by postfeminism, with several influences about Thai society
and East Asian countries. These Thai and East Asian influences cohere with Chinese physiognomy;
the collectivist and conservative basis of Thai society; Thai and Korean popular culture; and Korean
and Thai-Chinese beauty styles. This thesis makes the prime theoretical contribution surrounding
the entanglement between women’s self-confidence/esteem and looks; various characteristics of
appearance-focused surveillance from men and women alike; and the distinctiveness of this project

from postfeminist manifestations in the West.
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Chapter 1 — Introduction

“Research ... begins with human curiosity and a desire to solve problems. It is at its core an
activity of hope” (Smith, 2012, pp. 202-203). This statement encapsulates my initial motivation for
conducting this PhD project. The ‘international’ theme of my lead supervisor’s office décor has
always reminded me of my childhood characteristic as a geography lover. When | was younger, my
major hobby was to engage with both Thai and world maps. This characteristic brought me to
successfully enter the arts programme of a reputed school in Bangkok® where | was stunned by the
massive value of physical attractiveness within the institution. During my high school life, |
recognised that excelling at academic subjects did not suffice, and at times, students’ beauty was
valued higher than their academic performance. | was pressurised by a multitude of attractive Thai
women? schoolmates to both thrive academically and beautify myself. Crucially, the catalyst of my
interest in exploring cosmetic surgery (henceforth CS) and beauty culture at length relates to many
conversations around CS among these schoolmates. Such dialogues went hand in hand with a
steady rise of beauty practices including injectables and CS in Thailand.

Having noticed that the majority of Thai people who undertook CS were women, | was
fuelled to delve into the gendered aspects of societal beauty demands. My passion in geography
made me come across the feminist book entitled Aesthetic Labour: Rethinking Beauty Politics in
Neoliberalism (Elias, Gill, and Scharff, 2017). This book offers judicious insights into the
connections between postfeminism and beauty regimes in several sociocultural contexts, ranging
from Anglo-America to Nigeria and multiple Asian countries like China, India, and Singapore.

Having considered aesthetic demands in Thailand, I sought to empirically interrogate the

1 The capital city of Thailand.

2 This thesis uses the word ‘woman’ instead of ‘female’ throughout. This is because I associate myself with
poststructuralist feminism wherein Butler’s (1988; 1990) description of gender as performative (rather than essentialist)
is of vital importance. The word ‘woman’ arguably sounds less essentialist than ‘female’. The same applies to the words
‘man’ and ‘male’, unless otherwise stated in direct quotations from other authors.



applicability of postfeminism in the CS context of Thai women. For this reason, my theoretical
framework is feminist theory under which postfeminism falls. | concurrently hoped to make some
recommendations for mitigating social injustice in Thailand.

This thesis serves as one of the outputs of the above motivation. Inscribed within feminist
scholarship, | explore 1) what informs young Thai women’s decisions to undertake CS?; 2) what are
young Thai women’s post-operative (post-op hereafter) experiences? To investigate these questions,
I employed in-depth online one-to-one interviews and a codebook thematic analysis (TA). This
study is substantial, as there has been scarce feminist research on CS among Thais despite the
popularity of CS in Thailand. The words CS and plastic surgery differ: the former is undertaken for
aesthetic purposes, whereas the latter is often medical/reconstructive (Wen, 2013, p. 4). This thesis
solely focuses on CS, with the backbone to decipher the underlying notions and social issues in
young Thai women’s CS accounts. The following section details the growth of CS in Thailand to

provide generic contextual information.

1.1 The Rise of CS in Thailand

With a swathe of political turmoil and demonstrations in the twenty-first century
(Sombatpoonsiri, 2018), Thailand is an upper-middle-income country situated in the Southeast
Asian region®. In a broad sense, never has Thailand been under a colonial rule by any Western
nations. Yet, the development of the Thai medical realm has been influenced by the West
(Charuluxananana and Chentanez, 2007). Thai sovereignty has supported this development through
diplomatic relations and trading with Western countries, as a way to avert Western colonialisation

in Thailand (Jackson, 1999; Wilson, 2011, p. 129). Furthermore, Thailand is considered as a beauty-

3 In addition to Thailand, the Southeast Asian region comprises Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei, Singapore, Timor-Leste,
the Philippines, Vietham, Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos.



ingrained country, on the grounds that appealing public self-images are essential for interpersonal
interactions in Thai society (Jackson, 2004; Kéng, 2021). The root cause of this is the long-held
importance of social hierarchy alongside the collectivist nature of Thai society, which shapes not
only varying degrees of respect but also the high value of public image (Mulder, 1996; Jackson,
2004; Kang, 2021).

In turn, Thailand has been deemed as a hub for various beauty regimes; for example,
injections like fillers and CS (Wilson, 2011, p. 124). In addition to gender confirmation surgery
(Aizura, 2009; Wilson, 2011; Kéng, 2021), other CS procedures in Thailand have also caught
immense attention from not only Thais but also foreigners, such as Australians (Jones, 2011;
Holliday, et al., 2015). According to International Society of Aesthetic Plastic Surgery (2021), the
three most sought-after CS procedures in Thailand consist of nose augmentation surgery
(rhinoplasty), double eyelid surgery (blepharoplasty), and breast augmentation surgery respectively.
Thailand has not been ranked incredibly high in terms of the number of CS operations performed
(Henley and Porath, 2021, p. 202), most likely because of a multitude of unlicensed Thai doctors
performing CS operations (Head, 2015). Nevertheless, the country has usually been included in
leading statistical data about CS (International Society of Aesthetic Plastic Surgery, 2012; 2018;
2020; 2021).

Some Thai people wish to have CS in South Korea (henceforth Korea) (Tiemlom, 2018, p.
56; Bangkok Post, 2020), a country exceptionally reputable for CS (Holliday and Elfving-Hwang,
2012). As with Thailand, CS in Korea is not properly monitored, hence statistical data as to the
number of CS recipients there have been hugely understated (Holliday and Elfving-Hwang, 2012, p.
58). Nevertheless, Korea has often been ranked as one of the top countries in the world when it
comes to the number of CS operations (International Society of Aesthetic Plastic Surgery, 2016).

CS tourism to Korea has come to the forefront in several parts of Asia owing to the increased



popularity of Korean celebrities (Yip, Ainsworth, and Hugh, 2019, p. 79). This has been the case
among Thais, as a number of Thai celebrities went to Korea for CS (Tiemlom, 2018, p. 56).
Rather than foreigners, this thesis qualitatively delves into CS undergone by Thais in
Thailand and Korea from a sociological perspective. One can witness the predominance of works
concerning medical tourism from abroad to Thailand (Jones, 2011; Wilson, 2011; Holliday, et al.,
2015; Jaisuekul and Teerasu, 2017); and quantitative studies on Thai people’s pre- and post-op
experiences (Akkalatham, 2013; Seewan and Benjarongkij, 2014; Virasorn, Thongrin, and
Lomchavakarn, 2020). Additionally, Tiemlom (2018) has conducted a qualitative project on Thai
women’s CS in South Korea with 10 interviewees. None of these works examines CS received by
young Thai women in relation to postfeminism, a widely discussed and contested term in feminist
scholarship. This gap informs the originality of my empirical project that qualitatively investigates
potential postfeminist manifestations within the Thai CS context of this thesis. This is paramount,
as postfeminism has long been perceived as disproportionately white Western given its neoliberal
core (Dosekun, 2015a). In what follows, | further unpack postfeminism while introducing my

theoretical framework.

1.2 Foundations of Theoretical Framework

My theoretical framework is feminist theory, which is expounded thoroughly in chapter two.
To lay the groundwork, it is important to identify what type of feminism with which | have
associated myself. Once hearing my mother’s claim that women, unlike men, need to look notably
attractive, | have been critical of the essentialist dichotomy around natural differences between
women and men (Weedon, 1997). Indeed, such a binary has preserved the gendered status quo, and
the above claim was made by my mother straight before the outset of my orthodontics experience.

Greater details on this personal story are outlined in chapter four. Yet, what is worth noting here is



the role of this anecdote in constituting the entry point for my subscription to poststructuralist
feminism. This branch of feminism disputes deterministic or reductive grasps concerning
individuals of any gender (Weedon, 1997).

Poststructuralism has been commonly drawn upon amongst scholars analysing the
postfeminist landscape (see for example: Budgeon, 2000; Scharff, 2009; Dosekun, 2015b; Rogan,
2018), which brought me to research postfeminism. In simple terms, dubbed as “gendered
neoliberalism” (Gill, 2017, p. 620), postfeminism refers to women’s individualisation and self-
empowerment (Elias, Gill, and Scharff, 2017). Analogous to postfeminism, neoliberalism is a term
concerned with de-politicisation in and outside the realm of political economy (Larner, 2000;
Duggan, 2003; Mitchell, 2010; Brown, 2015; Littler, 2017). Pertinently, postfeminism is grounded
in neoliberal ethos that generally projects consumerist and capitalist values onto people in an
individualistic manner (Giddens, 1991). In the wake of women’s successes caused by second-wave
feminism, postfeminism lures women into their constant aesthetic improvement for self-
empowerment, as though their subordinated positions in the gender order already faded (Baker,
2010).

I have been sparked by the works written by McRobbie (2004; 2009) and Gill (2007¢) that
explore various postfeminist materialisations via gendered media representations. These
representations, such as Bridget Jones’s Diary and Sex and the City, point to several contradictions
in the age where feminism has ostensibly accomplished its goals (Gill, 2007c; McRobbie, 2009).
Subsequently, “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162) and “the new sexual contract”
(McRobbie, 2009, p. 54) are coined to offer nuanced and comprehensive understandings of
postfeminism. Both notions are deeply predicated upon neoliberal ethos in the sense of women’s
self-containment, as well as having beauty as one of the cornerstones. These concepts do not totally

negate feminism, but they cast feminist collectivism against gender disparities as expendable



(McRobbie, 2004; 2009; Gill, 2007c). | elaborate further on these two notions and the terms
‘postfeminism’ and ‘neoliberalism’ in chapter two.

Postfeminist iterations have been discovered in a multiplicity of countries outside the West,
such as China (Chen, 2012; Liao, 2021; Jia, 2022); Japan (Gwynne, 2013; Fassbender, 2022);
Korea (Kim, 2011; Song, 2023); Singapore (Lazar, 2017); India (Anwer and Arora, 2020); and
Nigeria (Dosekun, 2015a; 2017; 2020). Dosekun (2015a, p. 967) opposes Gwynne’s (2013, p. 327)
assertion that postfeminism is more prone to enact itself within Western/non-Western countries in
the Global North. As Dosekun (2015a, p. 967) stresses, stark class asymmetries in the Global South
allow wealthy local women to embrace individualism and self-empowerment via global
consumerism and mobility. Dosekun (2017) found that young educated Nigerian women
demonstrated their postfeminist subjectivities, by undertaking aesthetic practices with a high pain
tolerance and having their subsequent empowered feelings from such engagement. Indeed,
neoliberal values, namely individualisation and de-politicisation, have become increasingly
omnipresent (Ong, 2006). When it comes to Thailand, Singpliam (2022a) uncovers postfeminist
manifestations in a celebrity TV show created by a Thai woman socialite, Vatanika. Such a
transnational direction of postfeminism prompted me to delve into the Thai CS context through a
feminist lens, with the intent to see whether postfeminism dominates this particular beauty context,

and if so, how.

1.3 Research Aim and Questions
This sociological study is a critical feminist exploration of young Thai women’s reflective
CS accounts. It unpacks the underpinning concepts and social issues that are impactful in this given

CS context. The following are the research questions:



1) What informs young Thai women’s decisions to undertake CS?

2) What are young Thai women’s post-op experiences?

This project examines what/who sparked young Thai women to undergo CS and what happened in
their post-op periods. Additionally, the study explores their identity formation while making sense
of their CS experiences and justifying their actions during the data collection. This examination is
rooted in constructionist epistemology, which is explained in chapter four. It also investigates these
women’s agency and power differentials embedded within their CS experiences, both of which are
central concepts in sociology for rigorously uncovering how society works. The thesis proffers its
own definitions of power and women’s agentic power in chapter two.

The outcomes of my study are neither universal nor generalisable to the wider Thai
population due to its qualitative and subjective nature, but the project illuminates a plethora of
insights into CS among young Thai women from a sociological point of view. This thesis primarily
concerns Thai people. Yet, a variety of scholars — irrespective of nationality — with interests in
sociology, body image, gender relations, (post)feminism, and/or media and communication can
learn from the thesis. To be precise, they can explore my literature review on both Western and
Asian contexts; my methodology developed amidst Covid-19 and informed by social research,
feminism, and beauty; and my findings chapters that present young Thai women’s reflections on

their CS experiences.

1.4 Thesis Outline
My thesis consists of nine chapters. Chapter one outlined my initial motivation for carrying
out this study, the pertinent contextual and conceptual/theoretical grounds, and the principal aim

and research questions of the project.



Chapters two and three are the literature review chapters, detailing how the research
questions and aim of this study, as well as its theoretical contributions, arise from previous research.
Chapter two is divided into three overarching sections: 1) feminism, power, and beauty; 2)
postfeminism (encompassing neoliberalism); 3) physical and psychological surveillance, to
articulate the theoretical framework of this project at length. Also fundamental to chapter two is the
emergence of two theoretical contributions. The central theoretical contribution relates to
advancing postfeminism, which is broken down into three sub-contributions. The first sub-
contribution is concerned with “the confidence cult(ure)” (Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19). The second
sub-contribution bears on “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) and “the
male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6). The third sub-contribution further enlightens how postfeminist
materialisations in Thai aesthetic culture are distinct from postfeminism in the West. The other
contribution centres around the role(s) of the media in facilitating young Thai women’s CS,
since the media have long been one of the overriding domains for analysing postfeminism (Gill,
2017; Evans, 2023).

Exclusively delving into academic works on the Thai and global perspectives, chapter
three is bifurcated into the two following sections: 1) Thai society; 2) cultural understandings of
beauty across countries. In doing so, chapter three not only explicates the overarching context of
this study, but it also shows the potential international significance of this project by examining
overlaps and dissimilarities between Western and Asian beauty understandings. Relating to such
international significance, one more theoretical contribution arises from this chapter. This
contribution is about the learned narratives of rationalising CS within the context of this thesis,
feeding into the broader realm of studies on CS.

Chapter four outlines the methodology of my project by engaging with scholarly works on

social research, feminism, and beauty. The methodology comprises philosophy; participant



recruitment; participant information; data collection; data analysis; power dynamics; personal
reflections; and ethical considerations. The chapter presents how | ethically planned and conducted
my project in tune with feminist canon and social research, as well as pinpointing my
methodological contribution and limitations. The research philosophy covers relativist ontology,
feminist constructionist epistemology, and a poststructuralist theoretical and analytical perspective.
The participants were 50 young Thai women CS recipients and five Thai cosmetic surgeons, all of
whom were based in Thailand. The methodological contribution of my study appertains to my
uptake of Zoom for conducting the interviews on a sensitive topic.

Chapters five, six, and seven showcase findings derived from my methodology. In this
respect, the first research question merits more lengthy discussion, as | have received more
considerable data about it compared to the second question. These three chapters hammer home the
aforementioned theoretical contributions predicated upon the findings. With reference to the first
research question, chapter five pivots on young Thai women’s practical drivers for CS. These
drivers consist of CS payments; exceptionally high CS costs; specific places to undergo CS; and
beauty styles for the procedures. Chapter six continues exploring this research question, focusing
upon what came before such practical considerations, i.e. these women’s various motives for
undergoing CS. The key arguments of these two chapters centre around postfeminist
materialisations, i.e. subtle reifications of patriarchy, regarding how power productively flowed
within and among women concerning bodywork.

Turning to the second research question, chapter seven details multiple aspects of their
post-op experiences, which covers self-esteem/confidence; self-disciplining; surveillance from men
and other women; and the professional sphere. The final section foregrounds the post-op
positionalities of the CS recipients on gender relations and beauty which underlay their post-op

accounts. The major argument of chapter seven rests upon both modest and apparent reifications of
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patriarchy, yet the former was more evident. Modest reifications primarily relate to the recipients’
heightened aesthetic/psychological/career self-empowerment and additional self-monitoring
following the procedures, as well as monitoring from other women. Meanwhile, apparent
reifications cohere with men’s policing of the recipients’ post-op appearance.

Chapter eight is the discussion chapter. It entwines the findings delineated in chapters five,
six, and seven with their wider meanings in relation to the academic literature. It addresses so-what
questions about the findings, as well as crystallising the principal argument and theoretical
contributions of the thesis. Considering the key arguments of chapters five to seven, the central
argument of this thesis is that the CS accounts of young Thai women are greatly underpinned
by postfeminism, with influences regarding Thai society and East Asian countries. The chapter
is divided into seven different parts: 1) socially constituted, intersectional, and conditional agentic
power; 2) learned narratives of justifying CS; 3) reciprocity between self-esteem/confidence and
looks; 4) convergences and divergences between gendered gazes; 5) salience of the media; 6)
postfeminism in the Thai beauty landscape; 7) adaptation of postfeminism to Thai and East Asian
influences.

Drawing a conclusion to the thesis, chapter nine consolidates my responses to the research
questions and my theoretical and methodological contributions. Here | also identify not only
recommendations to lessen beauty-related societal problems, but also possible paths for future

research. | end this thesis with my personal note reflective of my thesis production journey.
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Chapter 2 — Literature on Feminist Theory: The Entanglement

between Beauty and (Post)feminism

Chapter two is exclusively centred upon the theoretical framework of this study, namely
feminist theory, with the focus on various relationships between beauty and (post)feminism. It
commences by interrogating a body of works on patriarchy; feminism; power; and women’s agency
respectively. Concurrently, the thesis develops its own definitions of power and women’s agentic
power. This chapter then explores a wealth of literature around postfeminism and neoliberalism, as
well as the inclusive shift of postfeminism. Proceeding to the next section regarding physical and
psychological scrutiny, this chapter traces the unprecedented level of self-scrutiny in today’s
society; self-esteem/confidence; surveillance from other women and men; and the impacts of the

media upon beauty culture.

2.1 Feminism, Power, and Beauty

2.1.1 Patriarchy and Feminism

There are many framings of patriarchy (Millet, 1977; Goldberg, 1979; Lerner, 1986;
Pateman, 1988). Nonetheless, this project finds Walby’s (1989; 1990; 1996; 1997) observation of
patriarchy particularly useful. This is because a number of key feminist thinkers, such as McRobbie
(2009) and Budgeon (2014), conceptualise postfeminism by drawing upon her theorisation of the
term. According to Walby (1996), patriarchy is understood as a deep-seated notion around women’s
subordination due to social institutions that have benefited men. However, as Walby (1989; 1997)
posits, this notion is inherently fluid, in that it can interlock with several social characteristics:
ethnicity and class for instance. This means that women experience patriarchy differently depending

upon such characteristics, and that not all men are structurally powerful.
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As the above has made it clear, patriarchy rests on “intersectionality” (Crenshaw, 1989, p.
140). According to Davis (2020, p. 115), it is widely believed that Crenshaw (1989) introduces this
term to illuminate US legal injustice. Yet, several feminists of colour (Combahee River Collective,
1977/1986; Hull, Scott, and Smith, 1982) pinpoint the core of this notion prior to Crenshaw’s
(1989) conceptualisation, to address the lack of considerations on the interlocking nexus between
various social characteristics (Brah and Phoenix, 2004, p. 78; Davis, 2020, p. 115). Crenshaw
(1989; 1991) heralds this term as worthy of profound attention, as it throws light upon multi-layered
restricted access or marginalisation women of colour encounter in both private and public spheres
based on race and gender. Since then, various scholars have built upon the notion of
“intersectionality” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 140) to cover a multiplicity of social characteristics: not
only race and gender but also age, ethnic origin, class, religion, sexual orientation, disability, and
nation (Kim-Puri, 2005; Walby, Armstrong, and Strid, 2012, pp. 224-225), to name just a few.
Crucially, “intersectionality” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 140) is not about quantitative additions of such
characteristics; instead, these categories of difference are entangled with one another.

Patriarchy, Walby (1989, p. 220) suggests, is broken down into six principal parts: culture;
sexuality; productive/reproductive labours in the domestic domain; men’s violence; the workforce
(concerning glass ceiling and the gender pay gap); and the male-dominated authority/state. These
six aspects formulate overarching patriarchal social structures (Walby, 1989; 1997). The cultural
dimension of patriarchy refers to the institutionalisation of masculinity and femininity via
education, media portrayals, and many other realms (Walby, 1989, p. 227). This patriarchal
dimension encompasses the traditional linkages between physical attractiveness and women’s
values, which have been reified via the media and real-life actions (Walby, 1989). This sub-facet of
patriarchy is referred to as beauty patriarchy throughout the thesis. Additionally, this study decided

to refrain from the interchangeable use of structures and systems. It sticks with the former
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throughout, given the widespread view that the term ‘system’ could potentially deflect human
behaviours into abstract ideas (Walby, 2007, p. 455).

To fight against patriarchy, different waves of feminism have been established. First-wave
feminism centres around women’s rights to vote (Krolgkke and Sgrensen, 2006). Second-wave
feminism puts a spotlight on women’s personal struggles and gender-based discrimination, as well
as critiquing natural distinctions between women and men (Alcoff, 1995; Krolgkke and Sgrensen,
2006). Third-wave feminism is broadly characterised by the openness to the diversification of
women’s self-identities (regarding various sexual orientations and ethnic origins), resulting from the
rise of the self-empowerment rhetoric (Kinser, 2004; Zack, 2005; Budgeon, 2011a). Fourth-wave
feminism is encapsulated by digital feminist activisms combating a multiplicity of gender issues,
such as sexual objectification of women in the media and gender-based violence (Retallack,
Ringrose, and Laurence, 2016; Budgeon, 2021).

As an array of scholars claim (Mackay, 2015a; Gill, 2016; Winch, Littler, and Keller, 2016;
Winch, 2017; Budgeon, 2021), such metaphorical descriptions of each wave can be considered
misleading. They obstruct the construction of feminist solidarity between younger and older women
(Gill, 2016, p. 612). They also eclipse varying ways women from differing sociocultural
backgrounds have been affected by each historical condition (Winch, 2017, p. 212). As Winch
(2017, p. 218) puts it, “moving the focus away from the age differences of the feminists involved
and looking at the broader political contradictions at work allows for a more nuanced understanding
of patriarchy”. In view of this critique, this project on Thai women chose to avoid deeming these
generational metaphors of the waves as the central frame of reference. This is because, while
Thailand has not gone through a series of feminist waves like in the West, Thai women’s collective
effort into dismantling gender disparities has been unrelenting amidst many political upheavals

(Buranajaroenkij, 2023).
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Feminism consists of various principal strands, such as radical feminism, socialist feminism,
liberal feminism, and poststructuralist feminism. The definitions of each feminist strand evolve over
time in accordance with emerging debates. Radical feminism has long been subject to a multitude of
attacks on account of its man-bashing, essentialist images (Gelb, 1986; Byrne, 1996). This impinges
upon broader assumptions of feminism, as exemplified by Scharff’s (2010) empirical study. Scharff
(2010) adds that women’s disidentification with feminism is rooted in the heteronormative order
and thus has to do with lesbianism. Subsequently, having conducted a qualitative project on radical
feminism, Mackay (2015a) argues that this branch of feminism should not be reduced to such
extremist images. Rather, it is associated with great dedication to combating men’s violence against
women and patriarchy, in pursuit of radical social transformations (Mackay, 2015a).

Compared to radical feminism, the hallmark of socialist feminism appertains more to the
androcentric nature of capitalism. As Ehrenreich’s (2005) germinal work on this strand of feminism
holds, gender inequality is exacerbated by the devaluing of feminine skills, such as care provision.
As Gordon (2013, p. 22) adds, the other cornerstone of socialist feminism relates to its close links
with social class and race, in that working-class and non-white people have been socioeconomically
exploited. Liberal feminism detaches from socialist and radical feminisms, in that it largely
endorses individualistic moves towards gender equality (Budgeon, 2021, p. 107). Liberal feminism
incites women to individually gain masculine attributes (Friedan, 1981; Budgeon, 2021, p. 107).
Moreover, liberal feminists attend more to equality between men and women in comparison with
equity (Budgeon, 2019, p. 10). This means both are granted equal opportunities amidst the tenacity
of patriarchal social structures (Fraser, 2009; Budgeon, 2019, p. 11).

In addition to the three principal schools of feminist thought, poststructuralist feminism, to
which gendered power dynamics are central (Weedon, 1997), has been widely discussed for several

decades. Poststructuralist feminism problematises the essentialist dichotomous thinking, in order to
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widen gender categories and oppose the association between women and subjugated positions
(Butler, 1997; Davies and Gannon, 2011). Butler (1988; 1990) conceives of gender as performative
rather than deterministic or essentialist, which means gender, like sex, is a social construction that
can change over time. As Butler (1988, p. 531) puts it, “gender is not passively scripted on the
body, and neither is it determined by nature, language, the symbolic, or the overwhelming history of
patriarchy”. Poststructuralist feminism also disputes the dichotomy surrounding views on the body
and the mind (Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002). Pertinently, poststructuralist feminism challenges
the reductive dichotomy around natural differences between men and women (Weedon, 1997): men
as more rational and physically strong, and women as more emotional and aesthetic (Frost, 2003;
Autio, et al., 2013).

All of these four branches of feminism have the common ground concerning their end goals
of dismantling patriarchy (Mackay, 2015b). Yet, this project chose to adopt poststructuralist
feminism for theorising power, owing to its focus upon the mind and the body with which beauty is
closely interwoven (Budgeon, 2003). An array of feminist scholars have drawn extensively on
works written by Foucault, a French philosophical historian, who has been immersed in the
poststructuralist tradition (Fox, 2014). In what follows, this thesis consults with some trenchant
critiques on Foucault’s (1978b; 1980b; 1986) definition of power, to construct its own definition of

power.

2.1.2 Power

According to Allen (2009, p. 293), feminist scholars have widely explored the notion of
power since the twentieth century. Radical feminist theorists typically draw parallels between
power and men’s dominance. To illustrate, MacKinnon (1987; 1989) accentuates women’s

powerlessness determined by men’s domination. Similarly, Pateman (1988, p. 219), whose
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definition of power leans towards radical feminism, maintains that “in modern civil society all men
are deemed good enough to be women’s masters”. In relation to aesthetic culture, Blum (2003)
ascribes women who have had CS to narcissism and mental problems such as self-loathing.
Drawing a rigid line between natural bodies (original, unfixed) and unnatural bodies
(technologised), Ensler (2004) and Jeffreys (2014) see these women as falling into the trap of false
consciousness attached to social construct around women’s subordinated positions. However, Allen
(2009) argues for the understanding of power as a composition of the following forms: 1) power as
men’s domination over women; 2) power as women’s empowerment. This claim is the core of this
sub-section.

In relation to beauty, there have been heated debates around the term ‘empowerment’
amongst feminist scholars. This term has been adopted for advertising cosmetic products
(Whelehan, 2000; Lazar, 2006; Duffy, 2010), and for promoting women’s aesthetic self-
development via the media, often through capitalist logics (Banet-Weiser, 2015; Riley, Evans, and
Robson, 2023). Consequently, a range of women endorse the rhetoric of empowerment for
articulating their self-fulfilment adhered to enhanced beauty (Dosekun, 2017; Ma, 2022). Because
this thesis investigates CS from a sociological point of view, it would be problematic to solely
associate power with women’s empowerment. As Widdows (2018b, p. 227) holds, “[the
empowering stance] has led to a further claim that whatever is chosen is always the best choice and
by extension not to be criticised”. For this reason, given that women’s self-empowerment is a
paramount trope of postfeminism (Gill, 2007c), the thesis, akin to Gill (2007c) and McRobbie
(2009), avoids conceiving of postfeminism as a stance. Instead, this project treats postfeminism as a
concept for in-depth inquiry, as suggested by Gill (2007c). Postfeminism is unpacked at length

elsewhere in this chapter.
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Unlike radical feminism, having been a subject of debates within the poststructuralist
tradition, Foucault’s (1978b) definition of power is concerned with de-centralising, disciplinary
practices congruous with ubiquitous norms. As Foucault (1978b, p. 93) suggests at odds with the
top-down pattern, “power is everywhere, not because it embraces everything, but because it comes
from everywhere”. People’s day-to-day lives are more imbue with such disciplinary power in
comparison to oppressive power. For Foucault (1977), the concepts ‘power’ and ‘knowledge’ are
deeply entangled, in that the former gives rise to the latter. As such, power does not necessarily
arise from men; it can operate within women as a form of knowledge in quest of their higher self-
satisfaction (Sawicki, 1991; Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002). This Foucauldian definition was
critiqued in the sense of concentrating mainly on self-empowerment rather than social structures
(Hartsock, 1990; Ramazanoglu, 1993). Hence, later Foucault (1988) weaves external influences into
individuals’ agency. Foucault (1988, p. 18) then coins the notion of “technology of self” to describe
self-disciplining of ways of being for the sake of perfection and satisfaction, whilst historical and
sociocultural specificities lie behind such monitoring (Foucault, 1987).

A plethora of feminist works on beauty have been produced with the inspiration from
Foucault’s (1978b; 1987; 1988) theorisation of power. For instance, Bordo (1993) claims that
women subscribe to the disciplinary regime: they always monitor and alter their looks. As Bordo
(2016, p. 24, original emphasis) writes, “[CS] is a significant contributory cause of women’s
suffering by continually upping the ante on what counts as an acceptable face and body”. Similarly,
Bartky (1990) likens women’s habitual appearance-focused self-regulation — through applying
facial make-up — to a perpetuation of the gendered essence of beauty patriarchy. In turn, Bartky
(1997) and Murray (2007) maintain that power is in no way held by people in authoritative
positions only. Rather, everybody imposes power onto one another and within oneself based on

existing norms whilst simultaneously strengthening aesthetic demands (Bartky, 1997; Murray,
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2007). Butler (1997) extends Foucault’s (1978b; 1987; 1988) definition of power to call a special
attention to the psychological facet of women’s self-surveillance, which has fuelled a number of
thinkers (see for example: Elias, Gill, and Scharff, 2017; Yang, 2017; Riley, Evans, and Robson,
2023) to explore inextricable links between women’s self-beautification and their confidence.

Recently, Riley, Evans, and Robson (2023) provide a perceptive account of “technology of
self” (Foucault, 1988, p. 18), concerning body image and the media. Young women today cultivate
themselves through social media content on body posture and dieting as well as self-help apps
(Riley, Evans, and Robson, 2023, pp. 16-17). Subsequently, these women successfully foster their
self-confidence by virtue of their improved appearance, yet they are subsumed within beauty
patriarchy to value themselves based on bodywork performances (Riley, Evans, and Robson, 2023,
p. 17). This brings Riley, Evans, and Robson (2023) to describe “technology of self” (Foucault,
1988, p. 18) in their own words. According to Riley, Evans, and Robson (2023, p. 16), it refers to
“the ways in which people work on themselves to take up a desired subject position yet
simultaneously representing a limited agency since technologies of self operate within wider
discursive regimes that structure the availability and desirability of particular subject positions”. In
this sense, desirable subject positions are centred upon good looks and healthy states of mind, both
of which are under the patriarchal control towards women to be self-contained consistently (Gill,
2017).

Having engaged with the above literature, this thesis finds these Foucault-inspired works
beneficial for establishing its own definition of power for two main reasons. First, these works
allow the thesis to acknowledge women’s voices, potentials, and subjective identities rather than
completely rejecting them. Challenging Giddens’s (1991) conceptualisation of the body-mind
binary that treats the body as less important, Budgeon (2003) posits that the body and the mind are

mutually constitutive. The body is an ongoing process through which women negotiate with their
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identities (Shilling, 1993; Budgeon, 2003). Having undergone CS herself, Pitts-Taylor (2007)
compellingly recapitulates this body-mind spectrum. That is, women consider their potentials and
construct their voices and identities not only while planning and undergoing CS, but also while
interpersonally framing their CS accounts (Pitts-Taylor, 2007). They renegotiate with their
identities due to changes in their self-satisfaction following CS (Pitts-Taylor, 2007).
Correspondingly, back to Riley, Evans, and Robson’s (2023) above description of “technology of
self” (Foucault, 1988, p. 18), people’s desired subject positions in their self-beautification journeys
cohere with their identity formation.

Second, “technology of self” (Foucault, 1988, p. 18) draws attention to wider culture
wherein under no circumstances do women exist in a vacuum. Such identity building is interwoven
with the profound value of appearance tied to social acceptability in the current moment suffused
with consumer culture (Featherstone, 2010, p. 193). This has exerted influence in individuals
regardless of sex and gender, as manifest in men’s muscular-building practices and the growing use
of cosmetic products amongst men (Frost, 2003; Elsner, 2012; Miller, 2014), or even some evidence
of CS undergone by men (Holliday, Jones, and Bell, 2019). Nonetheless, women are embedded in
patriarchal social structures where they are more pressurised than men to strive for perfect
appearance (Gill, 2007a; McRobbie, 2015; Winch, 2015). Thus, this study describes power as a
stimulant formulated within oneself whereby looks are interlaced with minds, whilst being

tied to sociocultural influences.

2.1.3 Women’s Agency

This section draws upon feminist arguments of agency to define women’s agentic power. In
the contemporary era that abounds with neoliberalism, women usually conflate their

individualisation with their agency (Baker, 2008). Gill (2007a) offers perceptive insights into
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women’s agency, demanding further scholarly attention to the interplay between women’s agentic
positions and larger social relations. Critiquing Duits and van Zoonen’s (2006) emphasis on
women’s autonomous agency regarding their clothing, Gill (2007a) claims that agency is
inseparable from sociocultural contexts that are mostly patriarchal, thus coexisting with coercion.
Even when women link their own choices of staying preoccupied with beauty regimes to their
individual interests in beauty and fashion, such interests are moulded by societal preferences and
norms (Gill, 2007a, p. 73; Harris and Dobson, 2015). Likewise, Gillespie (1996) sees CS as both

liberating and coercive for women:

In a society in which women are valued according to their physical characteristics,
actions to improve their physical appearance may be an investment in their physical
capital and a means of achieving social power. At the individual level, therefore,
such action can be seen to be rational and empowering for women. At the macro-
societal level, however, women may be seen to collaborate in the dominant

discourses and ideologies that disadvantage them. (Gillespie, 1996, p. 83)

Davis’s (1995) work provides feminist scholarship with prolific thinking on women’s
agency and CS. Davis (1995) builds upon the line of enquiry countering duped-victim attitudes,
concerning women’s preoccupation with beauty for utilising their skills (Smith, 1990) and building
their identities (Young, 1990) amidst societal patriarchal oppression. Notwithstanding the non-
existence of women’s absolute freedom, CS ought to be more treated as an act of agency, instead of
a means of outrightly surrendering to men’s dominance (Davis, 1995). Bordo (1997) and Negrin
(2002) posit that Davis’s (1995) argument places insufficient emphasis on structural constraints that

act upon women. Bordo (2016) and Davis (2016) revisit this discussion; their stances remain the
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same. Davis (2016) accentuates that Bordo (1993; 1997) does not pay adequate attention to
women’s agency. As with Smith (1990), Davis (2016, p. 40, original emphasis) hails each woman
CS recipient as ““competent actors” with an “intimate and subtle knowledge of society,” including
the dominant discourses and practices of feminine beauty”. Meanwhile, CS, Bordo (2016) insists, is
a highly patriarchal practice integral to women’s career and romance successes. Hence, men
cosmetic surgeons are regarded as a saviour eliminating unpleasant feelings resulting from
intolerable appearance (Bordo, 2016).

Arguably, Bordo (1993; 1997; 2016) and Davis (1995; 2016) focus on different aspects of
body politics when making their claims. Davis’s (1995; 2016) positionality reflects how a multitude
of women narrate their CS stories today. For instance, Stuart and Donaghue (2011, p. 113)
foreground the perceived legitimacy of women’s CS rationalisation with reference to their own
comfortable feelings and self-confidence, both of which are deemed indispensable for their lives.
However, as Stuart and Donaghue (2011) argue, such rationale constitutes women’s agentic choices
that are in no way autonomous. Otherwise, justifications regarding choices would be dismissed as
emanating from individual desires (Budgeon, 2011b, p. 151). Gill (2007a) suggests that scholars
attentively take into account women’s articulation of their own choices in relation to externally
imposed factors for robust sociological analyses of their agency. By doing so, they can investigate a
range of discourses that enlighten women’s power and ones centred upon patriarchal oppression.

The crux of the literature on women’s agency appertains to the interrelationships between
women’s individualisation and patriarchal social structures. This crux applies to the
complexification of social media for women: the unprecedented societal impact of social media
induces an additional barrier to escape from beauty patriarchy, as eloquently captured by Gill
(2021a). Gill’s (2021a) work unmasks how her interviewees, most of whom are young women, are

complicit within the cultural imperative to craft glamorous yet unfaked self-depictions on social
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media. They are agentic in standing against various forms of social injustice including the ubiquity
of elusive mediated self-representations, whilst being embroiled in such ubiquity rooted in beauty
patriarchy (Gill, 2021a). Relatedly, Banet-Weiser (2018) underlines how the societal shift towards
commodification on social media, to which beauty and fashion are usually integral, has moulded
women’s agency even when they seek to challenge social injustice via social media channels. Along
these lines, Rogan (2022, p. 190) summarises that “digital spaces can be conceptualised as space
that both reproduces and subverts the expectations of femininity in neoliberal, postfeminist
contexts”.

Altogether, the structure-agency debate is centred upon nuanced perceptions of women’s
agency: women should be conceived of as neither cultural dupes nor subjects free from patriarchal
social structures. Having consulted with the above works, this thesis describes women’s agentic
power as their individual capacities to reach their own desires and/or highlight self-
determination, with a partial degree of freedom in accordance with patriarchal social
structures. This definition deeply resonates with Gillespie’s (1996) description of women’s agency
as outlined earlier. In conjunction with this thesis’s definition of power noted in the previous
section, women’s agentic power is an amalgam of women’s self-empowerment and men’s
dominance (including patriarchal social structures).

The foregoing CS-related works within the structure-agency debate sparked this thesis to
comprehensively explore young Thai women’s agency anchored in patriarchal social structures.
This project therefore constructed the following research questions: 1) what informs young Thai
women’s decisions to undertake CS?; 2) what are young Thai women’s post-0op experiences? In
doing so, this thesis responds to Pitts-Taylor’s (2007) assertion that, for interrogating the
subjectivities of these CS recipients, their interactions with other people during their CS journeys

(from the emergence of their initial ideas of having CS onwards) cannot be underestimated. The
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next section lays out postfeminism or “a distinctive kind of gendered neoliberalism” (Gill, 2017, p.

611) to which women’s agency is central.

2.2 Postfeminism

2.2.1 Foundations of Postfeminism and Neoliberalism

An array of feminist scholars have brought postfeminism into dialogue since the end of the
twentieth century (Banet-Weiser, Gill, and Rottenberg, 2020, p. 4). The term is characterised in
various ways: as an acute deflection of feminism (Faludi, 1991); as an epistemological transition
entrenched by postmodernism and postcolonialism (Brooks, 1997); and as another version of third-
wave feminism (Hollows, 2000). McRobbie (2004) and Gill (2007c) construe the aforementioned
definitions of postfeminism as lacking comprehensiveness for parsing the entire picture of social
transformations. Postfeminism does not wholly disprove feminism, given that feminism lays the
groundwork for postfeminism (McRobbie, 2004; Gill, 2007¢). For more nuanced grasps of
postfeminism, they develop “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162) and “the new sexual
contract” (McRobbie, 2009, p. 54) based primarily on gendered portrayals in popular culture.

Both concepts are inherently intertwined with neoliberal capitalism that exhorts people to
materialise their freedom by self-expressions through beauty and fashion (Crawford, 2006). Wolf
(1991) calls this neoliberal exhortation as a ubiquitous myth that bolsters gendered aesthetic
demands for women in particular to adhere to. Neoliberal ideology originated from the area of
political economy in the 1970s, centring around privatisation free from the state in line with
Reagan’s and Thatcher’s governments (Harvey, 2005). According to Hall (2011), Thatcher
conflated the rhetoric of individual responsibilities into her socioeconomic policies encompassing

housing and employment. Meanwhile, a multitude of scholars (Larner, 2000; Duggan, 2003;
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Mitchell, 2010; Brown, 2015; Littler, 2017) regard neoliberalism as having been extended to all
activities at both micro and macro levels, beyond the boundaries of political economy.

Neoliberalism in the micro level centres around self-disciplining and self-responsibilisation
amidst social inequalities. Exemplary of this is Scharff’s (2016) research that has discovered the
self-directed/responsibilised or entrepreneurial characteristic of young women classical musicians
who partook in the study. These women in such a precarious profession often individually tackle
insecurities and injuries, whilst embracing positivity and negating social injustice that operates
behind the scenes (Scharff, 2016). In feminist theorising, studies on neoliberalism in everyday lives,
including Scharff’s (2016) above research, are often drawn upon from Foucault’s (1978a, p. 87)
notion of “governmentality”. Having grasped how prisoners manipulate themselves while feeling
invariably observed, Foucault (1991) links such self-regulation to general people’s day-to-day self-
management in tandem with external influences. Put simply, “governmentality” (Foucault, 1978a,
p. 87) refers to the crisscrossing workings of power between selves, various individuals, and
institutions (Foster, 2018, p. 129).

Turning to “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162) as introduced earlier, congruent
with neoliberalism outside the political economic sphere, this sensibility involves the following
interconnected components: women’s individualism; self-empowerment; self-satisfaction;
preoccupation with bodies to increase their power; makeover; self-policing; and sexual
subjectification (Gill, 2007c). The sensibility is adaptable depending on emerging trends and ideas
(Gill, 2017, p. 611). The makeover element encompasses not only appearance alterations, but also
dating, parenting, gardening, and happiness levels (Gill, 2007c, p. 156; 2017, pp. 617-618). Gill
(2017, p. 620) also stresses the significance of considering the psychological (self-
esteem/confidence) and affective (positive attitudes or emotional expressions) sides of

postfeminism when drawing upon this sensibility. Postfeminism repudiates negative emotions such
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as anger but celebrates palatable expressions with positivity and resilience, on the basis of the
postfeminist belief that radical social transformations are not necessary (Gill, 2017, p. 610; Gill and
Kanai, 2018).

The above constitutes the ways “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162) formulates
the workings of power within women themselves that are by no means culturally and socially
dislocated (Gill, 2007a). At a deeper level, this sensibility reproduces patriarchy and heterosexuality
on the grounds of deterministic distinctions between women and men (Gill, 2007; Whiteman,
2023). Put another way, “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162) encapsulates neoliberal
injunctions, notably for women, to work on their physical and psychological selfhoods, rather than
driving people regardless of gender to collectively fight against gender inequality. Postfeminism is
therefore equated with a modest (yet persistent) reification of patriarchy. In short, the sensibility
refers to women’s self-determination and their subjectification through power (Banet-Weiser, Gill,
and Rottenberg, 2020). Such power does not come from men in a top-down fashion but is not
immune to patriarchy (Banet-Weiser, Gill, and Rottenberg, 2020).

Shifting our attention to “the new sexual contract” (McRobbie, 2009, p. 54), this contract is
coined under the inspiration of Deleuze’s (1986, p. 52) notion of “luminosity”. “Luminosity”
(Deleuze, 1986, p. 52) refers to visibilities that “are not forms of objects, nor even forms that would
show up under light, but rather forms of luminosity which are created by the light itself and allow a
thing or object to exist only as a flash, sparkle, or shimmer” (Deleuze, 1986, p. 52). Accordingly,
this contract is described as women’s shimmering visibilities in consumer culture (encompassing
beauty and fashion), educational and professional lives, and extreme behaviours such as smoking
and heavy alcohol consumption (McRobbie, 2009). Such visibilities — synchronising with the
institutionalisation of feminism in various domains like the media and law — bring postfeminism to

assume that feminism has already been successful and thus outdated (McRobbie, 2004, p. 257;
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2009). This is where postfeminism diverges from liberal feminism, although both endorse women’s
individual choices (Gill, 2007a). Yet, as McRobbie (2004; 2009) underscores, women’s shimmering
visibilities operationalise as power that is inseparable from patriarchy: women are embedded in
patriarchy-influenced power dynamics competing with men. This point stands in alignment with
“technology of self” (Foucault, 1988, p. 18): the notion characterised by the interrelatedness
between self-management and sociocultural and historical discourses (Foucault, 1987).

Patriarchy permeates beauty culture in the form of “postfeminist masquerade” (McRobbie,
2007, p. 718). This masquerade, situated within “the new sexual contract” (McRobbie, 2009, p. 54),
is defined as “the mask of make-up and the crafting of a highly-styled mode of personal
appearance” (McRobbie, 2007, p. 725). Women adopt this masquerade to further prosper in larger
society, undergirding the patriarchal root of aesthetic regimes (McRobbie, 2007). As Gill (2007c, p.
164) points out, “to a much greater extent than men, women are required to work on and transform
the self, regulate every aspect of their conduct, and present their actions as freely chosen”.
Consequently, women come under the appearance pressure and thus aim for perfection in their
looks. This is conceptualised as the “perfect” (McRobbie, 2015, p. 3) that signifies postfeminist
compulsions for women to attain flawless looks in pursuit of elusive beauty standards (McRobbie,
2015).

Gill (2007c) and McRobbie (2009) find postfeminism somewhat problematic while
introducing “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007¢c, p. 162) and “the new sexual contract”
(McRobbie, 2009, p. 54) respectively. This is because of the postfeminist championing of women’s
individual accomplishments and choices. As Gill (2007c) and McRobbie (2009) accentuate,
patriarchy and gender inequality have not yet vanished in the contemporary era; they have just
manifested themselves in a more subtle way in recent years. Hence, as aforementioned, they put

postfeminism forward as a broad landscape that requires thorough interrogation in lieu of a
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standpoint (Gill, 2007c). | decided to treat postfeminism as such alongside my uptake of feminist
theory as the theoretical framework, considering the persistence of gender disparities in Thailand as
outlined in chapter three.

Gill (2016, p. 613) notes that the prominence of postfeminism has been questioned by a
number of feminist scholars (Lumby, 2011; Retallack, Ringrose, and Lawrence, 2016). This is
because several forms of feminism, fourth-wave feminism typified by feminist activisms for
instance, have come into the limelight in the 2010s (Gill, 2016, p. 613). Many famous figures,
including women politicians and celebrities, have also begun to identify themselves as feminist
(Banet-Weiser, Gill, and Rottenberg, 2020). Rottenberg (2016) and Banet-Weiser (2018) introduce
“neoliberal feminism” (Rottenberg, 2016, p. 333) and “popular feminism” (Banet-Weiser, 2018, p.
1) respectively. The former is characterised as appertaining to how women, especially middle-class
women, strike a work-life balance that at times encompasses childcare responsibilities in a fairly
individualised and happy manner (Rottenberg, 2016). The latter refers to the popularity of feminism
via followers and likes on social media; and commodifications such as feminist-inspired goods, all
of which lend themselves into capitalist logics towards one’s economic accomplishments (Banet-
Weiser, 2018). Unlike postfeminism, feminism pays attention to the repercussions of gender
inequality in wider society (Rottenberg, 2016; Banet-Weiser, 2018).

However, an abundance of highly visible feminist iterations in the media have recently been
bound up with women’s individualism (Banet-Weiser, Gill, and Rottenberg, 2020, p. 13). Even
digital feminist activisms sometimes have universalising tendencies evoked by neoliberal ethos,
having failed to build full collective solidarity across various groups of women (Baer, 2016).
Interestingly, “neoliberal feminism” (Rottenberg, 2016, p. 333) and “popular feminism” (Banet-
Weiser, 2018, p. 1), like postfeminism, rest upon women’s individualisation. Postfeminism thus

persists amidst the recent popularity of feminism (Gill, 2016). To that end, the term “post-
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postfeminism” (Gill, 2016, p. 611) has not yet come into being. Until then, postfeminism needs to
be more critically challenged, in order for gender disparities to be immensely diluted (Gill, 2016).
In parallel, this thesis takes a critical stance to explore postfeminism, as evidenced in the findings

and discussion chapters.

2.2.2 Inclusive Trajectory of Postfeminism

Predicated on the bulk of media texts studied within popular culture, postfeminism was
initially understood as solely interpellating white Western, heterosexual, young women in the
middle class or above (Tasker and Negra, 2007; McRobbie, 2009). Nonetheless, the term has
evolved to include or consider a greater variety of social characteristics (albeit often with some
complexities), i.e. non-white-Western, non-heterosexual, and older women (Gill, 2017). Mora
(2022) aids in filling the scholarly gap addressed by Gill (2017, p. 615) on the scarcity of works that
interrogate the religious dimension of postfeminism. Mora (2022) claims that, while trying to
challenge Islamophobia, women hijab fashion bloggers utilise beauty to demonstrate their Muslim
femininity in a self-empowered manner congruent with postfeminism. As Mora (2022) notes, these
bloggers do so somewhat problematically, such as perpetuating Eurocentrism and hyper-femininity,
yet they enlighten the capacity for Muslim women to exhibit their self-empowerment.

The inclusivity of postfeminism has been extensively researched in relation to media
culture. To illustrate, McCann (2015) explores appearance-based self-monitoring of mainly
heterosexual women on the TV show called Snog, Marry, Avoid (SMA), with concerns to
hegemonic ‘natural’ looks Vvis-a-vis queer femininity. As McCann (2015, p. 238, original emphasis)
puts it, “rather than focusing on the participants of SMA as symptoms of a problematic hypersexual
culture, I argue for seeing these contemporary young women’s excessive femininity as queer, that

is, as troubling the boundaries of gender ‘normality’”. In respect of age, postfeminism
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complicatedly enacts itself to middle-aged and older women (Garde-Hansen, 2012; Whelehan and
Gwynne, 2014; Jermyn, 2016). Via the analysis of several films and advertising, Jermyn (2016) has
discovered older women’s representations around their beauty and fashion in accordance with
women’s makeover in “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162). These manifestations signal
makeover contradictions between youthful and ageing femininities while exhorting older women to
be resilient in styling themselves (Jermyn, 2016).

Turning to such evolvement of postfeminism at odds with white Westernness, this transition
has been found in the media and within the celebrity landscape. Among these, the research about
Asia encompasses Chen (2012) on chick lit in Shanghai; Gwynne (2013) on sexual depictions of
Japanese comics; Lazar (2017) on cosmetics ads in Singapore; Anwer and Arora (2020) on an
Indian film about sexuality; Song (2021) on baking blogs of young Korean mothers; Jia (2022) on
Victoria Secret femvertising in China, to name just a few. Jia (2022) is notably relevant to this
thesis given its sociological exploration of aesthetic culture in Asia. Jia’s (2022) analysis of
femvertising in China uncovers the importance of attending to both outer and inner beauty, which
resonates with the postfeminist focus on women’s disciplining of both physical and psychological
selves (Gill, 2017).

Highly relatable to this thesis despite its geopolitical location outside Asia is Dosekun’s
(2017) sociological project. Dosekun (2017) reveals the postfeminist subjectivities of young
educated Nigerian women in terms of beauty. These women act as agentic risk-takers, willingly
using somewhat painful beauty technologies of acrylic nails and hair weaves to satisfy themselves
(Dosekun, 2017). Dosekun (2017) concurrently introduces the postfeminist concept of “aesthetic
vigilance” (Dosekun, 2017, p. 169): women’s attentive physical and psychological self-policing
when engaging with cruel beauty regimes with optimistic attitudes. As Dosekun (2017) adds, this

notion is rooted in patriarchal rationality and lures women into feeling empowered. Dosekun’s
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(2017) research echoes one of the cores of this thesis, in that both involve beauty-related risks
tolerated by young women. Young Thai women who partook in this project were inherent risk-
takers given their engagement with CS.

Concerning the Thai context, Singpliam (2022a) examines postfeminist manifestations in
the reality show This is Me Vatanika, sitting in the intersection of celebrity culture, gender, and
wealth. While addressing gender issues, this popular show depicts the extravagant femininity of a
Thai woman elite celebrity named Vatanika in parallel with “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c,
p. 162) (Singpliam, 2022a). The show foregrounds the sweeping belief that for flawless appearance,
women should confidently keep on disciplining their body image and tolerate pain induced by
aesthetic regimes (Singpliam, 2022a). Drawing upon Dosekun’s (2015a) germinal claim that
postfeminism has transcended the boundary of Western countries, Singpliam (2022a) concludes that
postfeminism permeates This is Me Vatanika. Dosekun (2015a) accentuates the specificity (rather
than universality) of postfeminist iterations depending upon a given locale. Correspondingly,
Singpliam (2022a, p. 8) uncovers Thai conservatism in the show, namely politeness at variance with
overly provocative clothing.

Taken together, what is noteworthy in the academic works articulated throughout this sub-
section relates to the significance of self-improvement for women. Furthermore, as Singpliam
(20224, p. 18) suggests in relation to her research, “qualitative analysis through interviews with fans
from various economic, cultural or social backgrounds is needed to gain deeper insight into how the
discourses of empowerment and women’s agency are perceived by the fans of the show”. Given
these, | formulate the main aim of my empirical study on CS among young Thai women with the
use of qualitative interviews: to critically investigate their reflective CS accounts through the lens of
feminist theory. The studies concerning postfeminism in Asia have been disproportionately on East

Asian countries (China, Japan, and Korea) plus Singapore. Hence, this thesis regards its
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advancement of postfeminism as its central theoretical contribution, by further illuminating
postfeminist materialisations in Southeast Asia: the region that has been understudied vis-a-vis
postfeminism apart from Singapore. More specifically, the thesis demonstrates how postfeminism
in this Thai CS context diverges from postfeminism in Western countries, in view of Dosekun’s

(2015a) emphasis upon the fluid, non-universal essence of postfeminist iterations.

2.3 Physical and Psychological Surveillance

While analysing postfeminism, Gill (2017) foregrounds the relentless heightening of
surveillance in today’s society. This thesis, as noted earlier, views women’s agentic power as a
fusion of patriarchal social structures and women’s self-empowerment. Women’s monitoring of
themselves or other women based on appearance is complicit in such a power coalescence, as

articulated in this overarching section.

2.3.1 Unprecedented Level of Self-Scrutiny in the Contemporary Era

Neoliberalism has led to the unparalleled augmentation of beauty self-policing, which
perpetuates societal aesthetic demands (Gill, 2017). A significant shift concerning new year’s
resolutions is manifest: unlike previous generations, most women today set the main goals of
enhancing their aesthetic selves at the start of each year (Widdows, 2018a, para. 1-3). The
exponential growth of technologies partly constitutes the unprecedented level of self-surveillance in
today’s society. Illustrative of this are photo beauty apps, allowing users to remove facial and
bodily flaws or try virtually undergoing cosmetic surgery at their fingertips (Elias and Gill, 2018).
Drawing on Elias and Gill’s (2018) study, Peng (2020) has researched beauty filters in a Chinese
mobile payment app, Alipay. Peng (2020, p. 583, original emphasis) compellingly articulates the

nexus between aesthetics and technologies: “the “beauty-filters” design appears to address women’s



32

anxiety about their bodies, but it paradoxically amplifies this anxiety by defining their unaltered
appearance as imperfect and undesirable”.

It has been extremely challenging for women, even feminists, to be protected from societal
aesthetic demands shaped by beauty patriarchy (Gill, 2007c¢). Riley and Scharff (2012) have
discovered the beauty dilemma experienced by feminist scholars in their project. Specifically, even
these scholars find it tricky to escape from looks-based concerns against which they academically
stand (Riley and Scharff, 2012, p. 219). In essence, Riley and Scharff (2012) demonstrate women’s
struggle with shunning beauty patriarchy, which consequently entails their physical self-
surveillance to minimise their appearance concerns. Indeed, neoliberal injunctions configure every
woman, beyond those working in beauty/fashion industries, as subject to what Elias, Gill, and
Scharff (2017, p. 37) dub as “aesthetic entrepreneurship”. This postfeminist notion refers to a self-
reflexive project for maximising creativity in search of the more perfect version(s) of oneself, at the
expense of the discourse surrounding women’s docile bodies (Elias, Gill, and Scharff, 2017). This

alludes to societal aesthetic demands that render self-scrutiny inevitable.

2.3.2 Self-Confidence/Esteem

As outlined earlier, Gill (2017) incorporates self-esteem/confidence into “postfeminist
sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162), which falls under the postfeminist feature of psychological self-
regulation. Self-confidence refers to a psychological booster in doing a certain thing, such as
thriving in professional lives, whereas self-esteem is defined as the appreciation of one’s sense of
self (hooks, 2010). Whilst they slightly differ from each other, both terms place greater pressure on
women than on men (Banet-Weiser, 2015; Orgad and Gill, 2022). Since second-wave feminism,
self-esteem has been well-documented in feminist writing. For instance, Steinem (1992) and

Cruikshank (1996) underscore the intertwinement between self-esteem and politics. The democratic
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regime calls upon people to foster their self-esteem for the sake of democratic stability rather than
radical social transformations (Cruikshank, 1996).

Afterwards, self-esteem is considered in connection with commodification at the expense of
structural changes (Banet-Weiser, 2014; 2015). Banet-Weiser (2014) explores YouTube videos
posted by white and middle-class girls asking for reassurance regarding their appearance.
Remarkable points here are these girls’ uses of the videos as a tool for mitigating their self-esteem
issues, but also several criticisms on these girls’ failure to fulfil their sense of self (Banet-Weiser,
2014, p. 90). This finding is exemplary of the immense effect of individualism that characterises
today’s society. In her later work (Banet-Weiser, 2015), she pays heed to the salience of the self-
confidence/esteem mantra in the marketisation of self-empowerment by girls’ empowerment
organisations (GEOs). Such marketisation risks deflecting the urgency of structural problems, but
instead depicting self-esteem/confidence as women’s necessary attribute for their own
accomplishments (Banet-Weiser, 2015).

Gill and Orgad (2015) uncover several materialisations of self-confidence in magazines and
advertisements, which led to the more recent work (Orgad and Gill, 2022) that continues to position
confidence as a cult. Building upon “technology of self” (Foucault, 1988, p. 18), Orgad and Gill
(2022, p. 19) regard “the confidence cult(ure) as a gendered technology of self, which not only is
primarily addressed to women but also acts on gender relations, reframing critical accounts of
gender power in individual and psychological terms”. Such cult(ure) encourages women in
particular to focus more upon fostering their self-confidence/esteem (Orgad and Gill, 2022).
Paradoxically, it calls upon women to appreciate their own bodies via advertisements, in the era
characterised by unrealistic beauty standards, engendering postfeminist contradictions (Orgad and

Gill, 2022).
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Orgad and Gill’s (2022) work echoes Favaro’s (2017, p. 284) analysis of magazines and
websites, as well as her interviews with individuals who have directly contributed to these media
resources. As Favaro (2017) maps out in the Western context, these publications promote the
prerequisite of the confidence mantra for women, whilst delivering contradictory messages about
aesthetics. That is, the magazines and websites challenge unattainable beauty benchmarks yet
simultaneously underline the inevitability for women to work on their beauty and fashion (Favaro,
2017). Favaro (2017) and Orgad and Gill (2022) are sceptical of this confidence/esteem demand, as
it incites women to solve problems to an individual end rather than root causes. Orgad and Gill
(2022, pp. 4-5) underscore a noteworthy caveat: their aim is not to overturn the importance of
having self-esteem/confidence to which none of us is immune. Being confident in oneself is
generally helpful in some ways, such as when juggling with novel encounters (Orgad and Gill,
2022). However, Orgad and Gill (2022) call into question the de-politicisation of this
confidence/esteem imperative that seems empowering but in reality magnifies women’s
surveillance and exacerbates the status quo. Orgad and Gill (2022) are also stunned by the
unparalleled dispersal of such an imperative across various domains even in non-governmental
organisations (NGOSs) and international development.

Orgad and Gill’s (2022) work is a judicious and thought-provoking addition to feminist
scholarship, by providing an in-depth analysis of various materialisations of self-confidence/esteem.
Yet, Pradhan (2023) asserts that one of the shortcomings of Orgad and Gill’s (2022) work is
concerned with its geopolitical coverage. Having explored previous studies regarding Indian, Saudi,
and Afghan women, Orgad and Gill (2022) have found such a confidence/esteem rhetoric in the
Global South. However, Orgad and Gill (2022, p. 24) focus primarily upon the Global North,
namely New Zealand and Australia as well as European and Anglo-American countries. In view of

this limitation, this thesis intends to integrate “confidence cult(ure)” (Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19)
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into its theoretical contribution concerning postfeminism as indicated above. The project critically
examines the ways “confidence cult(ure)” (Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19) plays out in the CS
phenomenon of young Thai women. By doing so, the thesis can aid in fulfilling the psychological

dimension of postfeminism: the angle that warrants more scholarly focus (Gill, 2017; Evans, 2023).

2.3.3 Gazes from Others

Turning to beauty-based self-disciplining, “horizontal surveillance” (Gill, 2017, p. 617) or
scrutiny amongst women is salient today. These figurations of surveillance are developed from
Foucault’s (1978b) theorisation of power away from the top-down fashion (Gill, 2017). Women’s
surveillance of one another takes root in the rhetoric of women’s autonomy, as though men’s
domination were no longer vital (Gill, 2017). In this respect, Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz (2016,
p. 94) coin “postfeminist gaze”, to capture monitoring among women which obfuscates the subject-
object binary in the gender order (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016). “Postfeminist gaze” (Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) is framed through their interviews with British women.
Falling under “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007¢c, p. 162), this gaze is concerned with 1) looks-
based comparison with other women in both praising and competitive ways and, concurrently, 2)
women’s self-scrutiny on body image to continue to be deemed attractive or acceptable (Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016). Such a gaze is consumption-orientated and heteronormative in
essence, and its subsequent characteristics are comparative, ubiquitous, and judgmental (Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 108).

Since women are encapsulated by the gendered core of beauty, “postfeminist gaze” (Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) illustrates how power productively operates among women to
alter their appearance (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016). This gaze may ostensibly seem in

opposition to “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6): the notion originally concerned with audiences’
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objectification of actresses while seeing movies (Mulvey, 1975). Nowadays, “the male gaze”
(Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) is understood as the institutionalised gaze from heterosexual men towards
women, sometimes in an objectified or sexualised way (Gill, 2007b). Yet, according to Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz (2016, p. 109), “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) is still there, albeit
secondary to “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) from a perspective of
women. Both gazes overlap in the sense of being rooted in the patriarchal nature of beauty (Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016).

“Postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) is entangled with
“girlfriend culture” (Winch, 2013, p. 14) where “the long tradition of the commodification of
women for male desire is internalised, redirected and utilised by girlfriends” (Winch, 2013, p. 21).
However, Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz (2016, p. 98) make clear that women’s internalisation*
through “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) is not the focal point of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94). Instead, the central tenet is how women comment on and/or
validate each other on the basis of body image while formulating women’s subjectivities of one
another (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016). Given that Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz’s (2016)
article develops this form of gaze based on the British context, the thesis incorporates this gaze into
its theoretical contribution on postfeminism. This thesis showcases 1) how “postfeminist gaze”
(Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) enacts itself in the CS phenomenon of young Thai

women; 2) how it works together with “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6).

4 Such internalisation is tied up with objectification theory that centres around women’s self-understanding and
beautification through men’s objectifying looking towards women (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997; Calogero, 2004).
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2.3.4 Mediated Presentations

The media are thought of as a bedrock of postfeminism owing to their indispensability to
people’s lives (Gill, 2017; Evans, 2023). The media significantly strengthen the interplay between
disciplinary practices and societal beauty demands (Gill, 2017). Therefore, this sub-section on the
media and surveillance brings this thesis to make a theoretical contribution, by presenting the ways
the media facilitate young Thai women to have CS. This contribution can also add to the media and
communication scholarship.

Concerning mass media, images in magazines intensify fine-grained levels of appearance-
focused policing (Gill, 2017, p. 616), and TV portrays self-fashioning as an apparatus for women’s
self-empowerment (Roberts, 2007). For instance, Peng (2022, p. 743) unmasks the gendered
stereotyping of You Are So Beautiful, a Chinese makeover TV programme. Peng (2022, pp. 752-
753) demonstrates that the show hails cosmetic and fashion consumption as a toolkit for women’s
greater pseudo-empowerment, reproducing the societal requirement for women to discipline their
looks and minds®. The depictions of women’s makeover can intersect with social class, as
uncovered by Wood and Skeggs (2004) and Ringrose and Walkerdine (2008) regarding the UK
context. Some British TV programmes portray bourgeois femininity as the epitome of makeover,
thereby inciting working-class women to feel compelled to significantly reinvent themselves (Wood
and Skeggs, 2004; Ringrose and Walkerdine, 2008).

A number of makeover TV programmes and magazines encourage general people to surveil
their own appearance and have CS, reducing the social stigma of undergoing this invasive practice
(Brooks, 2004; Tait, 2007). To explicate this, American reality TV programmes animate the

postfeminist motif of looks-based self-satisfaction, by promoting CS through people’s actual stories

5 Peng (2022) connects this finding with the Chinese post-socialist age in which the state promotes consumption-
oriented choices to maintain the gendered status quo (Wallis, 2015, pp. 226-227).
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on self-reinvention (Banet-Weiser and Portwood-Stacer, 2006, p. 256). Meanwhile, Brooks (2004,
p. 215) notes that CS is portrayed by American magazines as a progressive and accessible aesthetic
regime. As Brooks (2004, p. 222) adds, such print media foreground the safety of CS so long as one
selects legitimate surgeons to preclude severe physical complications. Arguably, this highlights
women’s self-responsibilisation which is one of the key motifs of postfeminism (McRobbie, 2020).

The twenty-first century is saturated with the proliferation of social media, which has
magnified societal aesthetic demands due to its high accessibility and interactivity (Gill, 2021b;
Rogan, 2022). From a Foucauldian viewpoint, power relations that take place on social media are
not always hierarchical (Tokunaga, 2011; Marwick, 2012). In reality, a large part of social media
are characterised by self-curation and interactions between users, rather than the top-down
regulation from social media sites (Marwick, 2012, p. 391). Thus, Tokunaga (2011) and Marwick
(2012) argue that social media are predicated upon reciprocity, concerning one’s concurrent roles of
scrutinising oneself and being meticulously scrutinised. This means, while social media enable
people to craft their self-representations, they are contingent on validation from others (Dobson,
2015), which is exemplified by Gill (2021b) and Rogan (2022).

As Gill’s (2021b) UK-based empirical project points out, Instagram and TikTok play a
salient role in confounding people’s appearance concerns and therefore their self-monitoring, on
account of the visual-oriented nature of these sites. Gill (2021b) adds that a multitude of women are
inscribed within the attention economy, in which, as Lupton (2016) states, numerous individuals
strive for likes and praising comments on their posts in pursuit of more social acceptance. As this
thesis suggests, these findings from Gill (2021b) bear upon both postfeminism and “popular
feminism” (Banet-Weiser, 2018, p. 1), in terms of surveillance culture and women’s successes
dependent on mediated visibility respectively. Similar to Gill (2021b), having empirically

researched young British girls, Rogan (2022) mirrors Marwick’s (2015, p. 137) notion of



39

“instafame” that people derive from sharing (often aspirational) photos for self-empowered feelings
on Instagram. Rogan (2022) uncovers fierce surveillance among women on social media regarding
good-looking self-portrayals, not least Instagram, whereby gaining likes is integral to their self-
identities. Although her women participants acknowledge the importance of looks for men, they
suggest that girls are the main objects of digital scrutiny from both men and women (Rogan, 2022).
This means “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) still operates towards women on social media
(Rogan, 2022).

YouTube proves paramount for the postfeminist trope of self-surveillance, as epitomised by
Banet-Weiser (2017) and Riley, Evans, and Robson (2023), both of which explore the interplay
between self-policing and make-up tutorials on YouTube. Beauty vloggers get across their hopeful
and inspirational messages around self-empowerment through make-up to their audiences,
bolstering societal aesthetic demands (Banet-Weiser, 2017; Riley, Evans, and Robson, 2023). Riley,
Evans, and Robson (2023) see this situation as buttressing gendered aesthetic norms in a subtle light
and being harmful for social transformations. The repercussions from these videos are tied to what
Riley, Evans, and Robson (2023, p. 6) dub as “postfeminism 2.0”. This notion captures postfeminist
confusions regarding the body-positivity sentiment encompassing resilience and the relentless
intensification of the makeover paradigm (Riley, Evans, and Robson, 2023, p. 6).

Primarily presented in the media, celebrities and influencers are central to women’s self-
beautification, in that these public figures heighten beauty pressure at large by constructing societal
preferred looks (Gill, 2021b). Celebrities were traditionally solely on mass media but nowadays
have their profiles on social media for their fanbase expansions (Click, Lee, and Holladay, 2013;
Abidin, 2018; Rogan, 2022). Emblematic of this is Kim Kardashian who is today such a culturally
powerful prototype for the general public with concerns to glamorous fashion and beauty

(Wissinger, 2016; Rogan, 2022). Referring to “popular feminism” (Banet-Weiser, 2018, p. 1), the
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fame of celebrities is contingent upon the “economies of visibility” (Banet-Weiser, 2018, p. 21)
within which their successes are characterised by their popularity in the forms of comments,
followers, and likes (Banet-Weiser, 2018, p. 10). Through this logic, while democratising looks-
focused self-management and increasing aesthetic demands, women celebrities relentlessly use their
glamour to uphold their privileged economic and cultural status on both mass and social media
(Genz, 2015). From this thesis’s synthesis, women celebrities are clearly cemented in capitalism for
their fame to which glamorous appearance is integral.

Transitioning our attention to the influencer landscape, as Abidin (2016, p. 86) puts it,
“influencers are one form of microcelebrity® who accumulate a following on blogs and social media
through textual and visual narrations of their personal, everyday lives, upon which advertorials for
products and services are premised”. Women influencers fit well with postfeminism in respect of
authenticity and enhanced beauty (Banet-Weiser, 2012; Riley, Evans, and Robson, 2023). On
account of their ordinariness, influencers’ content is widely conceived of as more relatable
compared to that of traditional celebrities, which successfully reinforces appearance-focused self-
regulatory practices among their audiences (Abidin and Gwynne, 2017; Kanai, 2018; Gill, 2021b;
Chen and Kanai, 2022). According to Marwick (2013, p. 143), such relatability stems from the
ubiquitous understanding that “while mainstream celebrities are expected to protect their privacy,
micro-celebrities cannot or they’ll lose this attention”. Influencers today participate in mass media
as well, through which they are usually pressured to retain their authenticity and approachability
like how they perform themselves on social media (see for example: Jerslev (2016) on a British

beauty vlogger known as Zoella).

6 Senft (2008, p. 25) coins the term “microcelebrity” when investigating girls using webcams, to describe ordinary
individuals who become more famous by sharing their lives virtually.
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As with celebrities, influencers typically strive for their own economic self-empowerment in
alignment with postfeminism (McRobbie, 2007). To be exact, dependent upon the above-mentioned
“economies of visibility” (Banet-Weiser, 2018, p. 21), influencers “try to increase their followers
and likes; improve rankings; and rethink approaches to content based upon feedback provided by
their readers” (Duffy, 2016, p. 449). To be economically empowered, they usually face several
main obstacles. First, such authenticity of influencers is conditional, in that they are often
pressurised by brands to inform their fans of their satisfactory feedback on the products or services
(Abidin and Ots, 2015; Arriagada and Bishop, 2021; Lee and Abidin, 2022). Second, the role of
influencers is financially precarious, although it is ostensibly a promising passion-driven job due to
its entrepreneurial essence (Duffy, 2017; Glatt, 2022). Revenues from services/brands and metrics
(such as likes and follows) at times prove insufficient or unfair; therefore, some influencers partially
rely on digital apps/channels for more earnings from their fans (Glatt, 2023, p. 3). As this thesis
synthesises, women influencers are subsumed within the capitalist control, while creating

amiable/relatable yet aspirational personae to empower themselves and their audiences.

Chapter Summary

This chapter consulted with a wide array of scholarly works broadly related to feminist
theory, with the focus on its various connections with beauty. It started with the investigation of the
literature on patriarchy; feminism; power; and women’s agency. This was followed by the
exploration of academic pieces regarding postfeminism and neoliberalism, as well as the inclusive
transition of postfeminism. The chapter then examined the literature on physical and psychological
policing, which covers the unprecedented level of self-scrutiny in the contemporary age; self-
esteem/confidence; scrutiny from other women and men; and the effects of the media in aesthetic

culture.
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The chapter detailed how this thesis took inspirations from several thinkers to build its own
definitions of power and women’s agentic power. This study identifies power as a stimulus
constructed within oneself whereby one’s body is inseparable from their mind, whilst being
concomitantly bound up with sociocultural influences. This thesis describes women’s agentic power
as their individual capacities to fulfil their own aspirations and/or highlight self-determination, with
a partial degree of freedom congruent with patriarchal social structures. Relatedly, the thesis was
fuelled by authors in the structure-agency debate to frame the following research questions: 1) what
informs young Thai women’s decisions to engage with CS?; 2) what are young Thai women’s post-
op experiences? Here this thesis also mapped out some of its theoretical contributions: advancing
postfeminism; and showing the ways the media facilitate young Thai women to undertake CS. The
next chapter, which is the second literature review chapter, identifies one more theoretical
contribution of this thesis: showcasing the learned narratives of rationalising CS within the context

of this project.
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Chapter 3 — Literature on the Thai and Global Perspectives

Chapter three examines the Thai and global perspectives pertinent to this project. It
commences by looking into a swathe of literature on social inequalities in Thailand and insights into
Thai society, both of which constitute the overarching context of this study. This particular
engagement with scholarly works is advantageous for grasping sociocultural and historical
underpinnings to which Thai women are generally affixed. The chapter proceeds to explore cultural
understandings of beauty in not only Anglo-American contexts but also an array of Asian countries
with geographical proximity to Thailand. These understandings include learned narratives of
rationalising CS and dominant beauty styles. In doing so, this project contributes to international
significance by identifying parallels and differences between Western and Asian beauty
understandings. In the chapter, one more theoretical contribution of this thesis is set out: displaying

the learned narratives of justifying CS within the context of this study.

3.1 Thai Society

Thai society is much more collectivist than most of its Western counterparts (Hofstede,
n.d.b). However, neoliberalism, together with individualism, has become increasingly mainstream
in 1) digital entrepreneurship especially among people in the middle class or above (Leung and
Cossu, 2019); 2) the Thai elite celebrity landscape (Singpliam, 2022a). In Thailand, there have been
stark divisions between individuals in the lower, middle, and higher class standings’ (Kang, 2017).
Well-to-do Thais often travel overseas and are preoccupied with luxurious products (Kéang, 2017, p.
186), whilst poverty has profoundly impinged upon a significant part of the Thai population

(Teeratanabodee, 2023). Indeed, class and regional disparities have long been serious problems in

" This thesis uses the terms ‘class standings’ and ‘social classes’ interchangeably throughout.
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Thailand, with an immense distinction between Bangkok/provinces nearby and the rest of the
country in terms of prosperity (Arvidsson and Niesson, 2015).

Back to the works on neoliberalism in Thailand, one can witness the ascendency of young
Thai digital entrepreneurs, many of whom are socioeconomically privileged, running start-ups with
the inspiration from neoliberal ethos to embrace individualism and can-do attitudes (Leung and
Cossu, 2019). This neoliberal ethos has migrated from the West to the affluent groups of Thais
(Leung and Cossu, 2019). These start-uppers seek to escape from the conventional work structure,
yet they face precarious working conditions (Leung and Cossu, 2019). With reference to celebrity
culture, Singpliam’s (2022a) paper explores postfeminist iterations in the show This is Me Vatanika.
This show exhibits women’s individualism regarding self-beautification and self-confidence/esteem
while addressing gender issues (Singpliam, 2022a). Meanwhile, neoliberalism in Thailand has
gained scant attention within the literature; this is the absence this thesis sets out to fulfil by
reaching its principal aim. To reiterate, the thesis aims to critically examine young Thai women’s
CS accounts with the theoretical framework of feminist theory, encompassing postfeminism or
“gendered neoliberalism” (Gill, 2017, p. 620).

Despite such a scholarly gap about neoliberalism in Thailand, a number of publications on
beauty in the country have been produced. Good appearance is conceived of as a key status symbol
in Thai society (Van Esterik, 2000). As Van Esterik (2000, p. 4) claims, Thai sociocultural regimes
value “an essentialism of appearances or surfaces. ... The real is hidden and unchallenged. The
surface is taken for real”. Van Esterik (2000) holds that women are more pressured by such surface
effects compared to men, which is illustrated by gender asymmetry in the representations of Thai
media (Singhakowinta, 2014; Singpliam, 2022b). Having delved into two Thai TV ads surrounding
instant coffee and CS respectively, Singhakowinta (2014) has discovered that these commercials

strengthen the patriarchal imperative for women to self-beautify in quest for more optimal lives.
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Similarly, drawing upon viewpoints from some Thai university students, Singpliam (2022b)
confirms the ongoing sexism of media representations in Thailand in favour of men. That is, such
portrayals not only construct aesthetic benchmarks that are narrower for women, but also put a
spotlight on women’s looks to be scrutinised (Singpliam, 2022b). Also noteworthy is Singpliam’s
(2022b, p. 597) point that the collectivist hallmark of Thai society acts upon Thais to comply with
beauty standards which are reproduced via social media; otherwise, there may be negative
consequences towards ones who do not conform.

Indeed, beauty privilege has been deep-seated in Thai society; accordingly, multiple
categories for influencers have been defined. The first one is dubbed as ‘net idols’ who are known
for being either aesthetically outstanding or skilled in certain areas like comedy or music (Abidin,
2018). Nevertheless, according to Limkangvanmongkol and Abidin (2019, p. 98), within the Thai
context, “appealing to one’s physical appearance and beauty lends itself to an audience more easily
than possessing and demonstrating a talent”. In addition to net idols and some traditional celebrities
who actively partake in influencer culture, other categories of influencers in the Thai context consist
of ‘university queen bees’ (university students who are deemed exceptionally attractive) and
‘beauty bloggers/vloggers/YouTubers’ (social media users producing content on beauty items)
(Limkangvanmongkol and Abidin, 2019, p. 98).

The point that university queen bees are grouped into the influencer landscape alludes to the
usefulness of beauty to obtain high status within the educational domain. More broadly, drum
mayors and cheerleaders, who are typically selected based on physical attractiveness, are also
greatly admired at Thai schools and/or universities (Plook Magazine, 2020). Intrinsic to this are the
deeply hierarchical milieus of educational institutions in Thailand that further strengthen the
significance of good looks to obtain respect from others (Kéng, 2021, p. 275). Beauty privilege in

the educational realm has experienced some backlashes against it (see Kirdsaeng, 2020 for
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example), but it is still far from totally disappearing given its long-standing intensity. Such
pushbacks started to take place alongside the movement against appearance bullying (Bunnag,
2021). Commenting on one’s appearance, Whether positively or negatively, has been socially
normalised as a kind of greeting in Thailand (Ké&ng, 2021, p. 277). In response, discussions around
body shaming towards others and body positivity began to gain traction in the country following the
campaign #RealSizeBeauty launched by the Thai-Australian Miss Universe Thailand 2021,
Anchilee Scott-Kemmis (Bunnag, 2021, para. 1). However, this campaign has not yet completely
tackled the hardly attainable characteristic of aesthetic ideals in Thailand, because of the persistent
popularity of beauty pageantry amongst Thais (Chia and Maneechote, 2021b).

With reference to gender equality, Thailand is ranked 5™ out of 11 in the Southeast Asian
region and 74" out of 146 in the world (World Economic Forum, 2023). Statistically, Thailand has
been positioned as having higher gender equality compared to a number of Asian countries like
Japan, Korea, China, and India (World Economic Forum, 2023). Little has this situation changed
over the past few years (World Economic Forum, 2020; 2021; 2022). Gender asymmetry in Thai
society has been particularly at stake in the political arena concerning its hitherto androcentric
essence (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2019). In Thai political history, there has been only one woman
prime minister, Yingluck Shinawatra, who received significant sexist criticisms from Thai
conservative media outlets (Harrison, 2017). Gender disparities also persist in the educational,
health, and professional realms (World Economic Forum, 2020; 2021; 2022; 2023).

Gender inequality concerning the world of work and education is relatively subtle. As
regards women’s economic involvement, Thailand has been ranked within the world’s top 25 in the
table (higher than the UK) (World Economic Forum, 2020; 2021; 2022; 2023). Notwithstanding
this success, one can witness the existing gendered gap of income, career progressions, and career

participation in Thailand (World Economic Forum, 2020; 2021; 2022; 2023). Thai women with
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flexible working conditions have long been incited to comply with normative gender roles like
domestic responsibilities whilst having economic independence (Komolvadhin, 2008, p. 2). Thai
women managers and executives have grappled with a glass ceiling to a greater extent than their
men counterparts (Hansatit, 2014). In respect of education, although Thailand has been classified as
one of the world’s top countries for girls’ enrolment in the tertiary education, the literacy rate has
been unequal, again in favour of men (World Economic Forum, 2020; 2021; 2022). Thus, Thai
women’s participation in professional and educational realms appears to be good on the surface, but
it is apparently patriarchal from a deeper perspective. This, the thesis suggests, echoes McRobbie’s
(2009, p. 54) “new sexual contract” in that such participation constitutes shimmering visibilities
amidst the patriarchal basis of larger Thai society.

Buranajaroenkij (2023) offers comprehensive historical insights into how gender inequality
has been combatted in Thailand. As written in chapter two, Thailand has not gone through a series
of feminist waves like in the West (Buranajaroenkij, 2023). Yet, a variety of women’s organisations
have been established since the nineteenth century, which have brought about some legal changes to
protect women’s rights (Buranajaroenkij, 2023). Remarkable is the pro-democracy youth movement
that arose in 2020 (Buranajaroenkij, 2023, p. 215). Hence, this movement has primarily aimed at
challenging the military government that originally came forward due to a coup d'état (Phoborisut,
2020). Such a youth initiative instigated the inclusion of Thailand in the intra-Asian activism
#MilkTeaAlliance together with Hong Kong and Taiwan, with the goal of eradicating Asian
authoritarianism (Dedman and Lai, 2021, p. 97). Taking inspiration from #MeToo, this pro-
democracy youth movement addressed an array of gender issues related to gender-based violence,
sex work, abortion, and LGBTQ+ rights (Buranajaroenkij, 2023, p. 216; Teeratanabodee, 2023, p.
2). This demonstration has been unprecedented in the sense of the overall very young age of Thai

protestors (university-age people and schoolers) and their collective critiques regarding education in
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Thailand (Loos, 2020, para. 5). The protest also enlightened disability, class, and environmental
issues in Thailand (Teeratanabodee, 2023, p. 2).

Though being such a breakthrough, the Thai youth activism has faced several immense
obstacles. Firstly, Teeratanabodee (2021; 2023, p. 19) details an important internal conflict: a
number of pro-democracy protestors suggested that democracy took precedence over gender
equality. In other words, messages around pro-democracy have been more palatable than those
about feminism due to the long-standing patriarchal control in the country (Teeratanabodee, 2021,
p. 7). Nonetheless, the movement brought feminist knowledge to the fore within Thai civil spaces,
moving discussions on feminism beyond academia (Buranajaroenkij, 2023, p. 216; Teeratanabodee,
2023). This activism also expanded feminism beyond the parameter of class-privileged, cisgender,
heterosexual Thai women (Chia and Maneechote, 20214, para. 4). Secondly, the collective fight of
young Thai generations against gendered injustice has come into collision with the unwillingness of
the Thai authoritarian regime to change the status quo (Buranajaroenkij, 2023, p. 216). One of the
main reasons centres around the hitherto patriarchal nature of the Thai authority/polity
(Buranajaroenkij, 2023, p. 220) that shapes social structures in the country. Another prime reason
coheres with the paramount entrenchment of seniority in Thailand. Older Thais are more prone to
possess greater power in both private and public spheres (McCampbell, et al., 1999; Sringernyuang,
et al., 2020; Baker and Phongpaichit, 2022). Therefore, as Kéng (2021, p. 5) maintains, it is
common in Thai society to ascertain people’s ages to pay respect to the older.

Thai society is filled with religious and spiritual beliefs. The major religion in Thailand is
Buddhism, to which the rules of karma and the effects of sin are integral (Chaipraditkul, 2013). In
terms of spiritual beliefs, akin to some other Asian countries like Korea (Holliday and Elfving-
Hwang, 2012), Thailand is often thought of as superstitious and spiritual. Fortune telling via various

approaches such as astrology reading is commonplace in the country (Trakulsuksawasd, Ingsiriwat,
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and Wangsillapakun, 2021). Chinese physiognomy (Ngo Heng in Thai) has long penetrated Thai
society (Aizura, 2009). It is described as a Chinese art of observing body features to evaluate
people’s characters and destinies (Wakefield and Yarborough, 2006). Predicated upon Chinese
physiognomy, good features that often bring good luck comprise, but are not limited to, relatively
sharp and straight noses; nose wings which are not too narrow; double eyelids; upward sloping eye
tips; mouths suited well with other facial features; and moderately sharp chins (Angkasirikul, 2006).
As written in chapter two, there has been a scarcity of scholarly research on religion-related
postfeminist materialisations (Gill, 2017, p. 615). To broadly fulfil this paucity as part of the prime
theoretical contribution of this thesis, the project interrogates whether there are any connections
between CS accounts and religious and spiritual beliefs, and if so, how.

Taken together, the course of this PhD project coincides with the continuation of social
inequalities in Thailand, some ground-breaking Thai breakthroughs against social injustice, and the
surge of the dissemination of feminist insights among Thais. Given this concurrence, this thesis
investigates the post-op positionalities of young Thai women who partook in this study in relation
to gender relations and inequality, as evidenced in chapter seven. Such positionalities assist the
thesis in grasping their viewpoints underpinning their post-op accounts, which feeds into one of the

research questions: what are young Thai women’s post-0p experiences?

3.2 Cultural Understandings of Beauty across Countries

3.2.1 Learned Narratives of Justifying CS

This sub-section introduces the readers to learned narratives of rationalising CS in a
multiplicity of countries. In this respect, the seminal work in feminist scholarship is Gimlin’s
(2007) qualitative comparative study between the US and Great Britain. As for the findings, to a

greater extent than British women, their American counterparts highlight their financial sacrifices
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for CS and endorse individualism by equating their CS rationale with their self-satisfaction (Gimlin,
2007). However, the CS justifications made by British women encompass not only self-satisfaction
but also heterosexual romantic desirability/romantic relationship (Gimlin, 2007). British women
overall construct their CS accounts away from financial sacrifices by reporting having used money
from inheritance or insurance pay-outs (Gimlin, 2007, p. 49). This is on the grounds of
conservatism around beauty practices in Great Britain which construes CS as a need, in lieu of an
aesthetic regime that requires careful financial planning (Gimlin, 2007, p. 55). It is also such a
conservative outlook that shapes the CS rationalisations of British women in line with their
psychological torments affixed to their pre-op appearance, which is less dominant among American
women (Gimlin, 2007).

With reference to the Asian continent, Holliday and Elfving-Hwang (2012) investigate
learned narratives of justifying CS in Korea, revealing the significance of Korean physiognomy in
influencing the reasons of some Koreans to have CS in search of more propitious features. This is
because astrology and face reading have been entrenched in Korean society (Kim, 2005), in terms
of job hunting and social bonding (Holliday and Elfving-Hwang, 2012, p. 73). Afterwards,
concerning aesthetic modifications of Korean women, Elfving-Hwang (2016) unmasks an
underlying effect of the discourse around displaying respect to others. Having examined older
Korean women’s accounts, Elfving-Hwang (2016) demonstrates close connections between their
self-beautification, including CS, and their yearning for greater self-confidence to appear more
respectful when socialising. Based on Elfving-Hwang (2016), women’s individualisation is not
immune to the social norm in Korea regarding the usefulness of looks for social interactions. An
additional point to make is the popularity of CS among Korean men. According to Holliday and

Elfving-Hwang (2012), a multitude of Korean men usually undertake CS for physiognomy or
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professional purposes in the same way as their women counterparts, or for obtaining less masculine
appearance.

For East and Southeast Asian countries, in addition to Korea, CS has particularly boomed in
Taiwan and China (Henley and Porath, 2021, p. 202). There has been a dearth of in-depth studies on
learned narratives of justifying CS among Taiwanese people. However, Wen (2009; 2013) explores
such narratives in the Chinese context at length. Speaking of the Chinese context itself, CS has been
on the rapid rise since early 2000s (Wen, 2013; Henley and Porath, 2021). This is primarily because
the Chinese post-socialist era is characterised by the surge of consumer capitalism, provoking the
vital importance of physical attractiveness (Wen, 2009, p. 9). Concurrently, the state has used the
discourse of outer looks as a vehicle to retain women’s subordination (Wen, 2013). Wen (2013)
interrogates Chinese women’s agency concerning CS, arguing for the attention to sociocultural and
historical circumstances wherein these women show their agency for higher self-esteem when
building their CS rationale. As evidenced in these accounts, such circumstances relate to the
centrality of looks to one’s social status, income, employability, and competitiveness for marriage
in China (Wen, 2013). Later, Wen (2021, p. 267) points out that, while patriarchy continues calling
more upon women to enhance their appearance compared to men, an array of Chinese men undergo
CS for marriage-related reasons. Same as Holliday and Elfving-Hwang’s (2012) preceding work,
Wen (2021) also unmasks Chinese men’s CS justifications tied to their career developments and
desires for more feminised looks.

Regarding learned narratives of rationalising CS in the Thai context, Kéng (2021) uncovers
that such narratives are concerned with crafting appropriate self-images for fostering interpersonal
interactions and class standings. This reflects the aforementioned point that, due to strong social
hierarchy in the country, good self-images are paramount to interpersonal interactions within Thai

circles (Jackson, 2004; Kéng, 2021). Yet, Kéng (2021) explores CS along with many other aesthetic
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practices such as tattooing, Botox, and muscle building. More broadly, Kéng’s (2021) data
collection methods, participant groups, and scope of beauty regimes analysed differ from this thesis.
As one of its theoretical contributions, this project seeks to extend Kang’s (2021) research by
providing a broader, albeit primarily subjective, picture of CS justifications amongst young Thai
women. In turn, the thesis can showcase some similarities between this research and other contexts,

adding to the broader realm of studies on CS.

3.2.2 Dominant Beauty Styles

This sub-section centres around particular aesthetic styles that people usually choose for
their CS. The work that this thesis finds notably contested is Kaw’s (1993) paper. As Kaw (1993)
contends, despite defending their desires not to look white, East Asian American women inexorably
follow dominant Caucasian beauty standards by undergoing double eyelid surgery and rhinoplasty
to blend into wider American society. Kaw’s (1993) essay is critiqued by Holliday, et al. (2017),
who argue that white Western beauty is no longer the aesthetic epitome in the world (Holliday, et
al., 2017, p. 199). As Heyes (2016, p. 194) challenges Kaw (1993), some non-Asian people also
engage with double eyelid surgery, and numerous individuals of East Asian parentages inherently
have double eyelids. Heyes (2016) sums up that ageing is more salient in double eyelid surgery.
Taking this debate on board, the thesis suggests that Kaw’s (1993) argument is slightly outdated,
given the recent sweeping effects of Korean popular culture in the US and across the Asian
continent (Lee, 2011; Ju and Lee, 2015; Ainslie, 2016). To illustrate, as Ju and Lee (2015) point out,
young Asian Americans hail Korean popular culture as a source of comfort owing to cultural
affinities between Korea and their ethnicities (Hong Kong, Taiwanese, and Vietnamese in this
case). The impacts of Korean popular culture on Southeast Asia are spelled out below in this sub-

section.
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With reference to CS benchmarks in East Asia, in quest of gaining an international
recognition of CS specialism, Korean surgeons have transformed Western surgery guidelines into
techniques for augmenting nose tips and widening eyes in Korean styles (Holliday and Elfving-
Hwang, 2012; Holliday, et al., 2017). Korean CS recipients previously favoured white Western
aesthetics at variance with Japan, Korea’s former coloniser (Holliday and Elfving-Hwang, 2012, p.
69). Yet, in recent years, Korean women, whether younger or older, have undertaken double eyelid
surgery and rhinoplasty with the aim of enhancing their Korean looks rather than altering them in
line with white Western images (Kim, 2012; Holliday, et al., 2017; Elfving-Hwang, 2021).
Although the appearance of some K-pop artists, such as Girls’ Generation, has recently become
sultry, desirable appearance amongst Koreans is overall more modest compared to white Western
looks (Holliday and Elfving-Hwang, 2012; Shilling, 2016; Seo, Cruz, and Fifita, 2020).

Within the CS context of China, as Wen (2013, p. 212) writes, “while the features of
Western images, such as bold assertiveness, feminine youthfulness, and the erotic body, become a
signifier of cosmopolitan modernity, the features of Oriental beauty such as softness and tenderness
become markers of traditional Chinese values”. Chinese people aspire to undergo double eyelid
surgery to look spirited and more conspicuous in comparison with young Koreans, but not precisely
in Western styles (McCurdy, 2006; Hwang and Spiegel, 2014; Holliday, et al., 2017). Having
investigated beauty norms portrayed via cosmetic hospital websites in China, Luo (2012) has
discovered that the trend of large breasts in the country corresponds to white Western aesthetic
standards. By contrast, Chinese women gravitate towards smaller chins and eyes that are less deep-
set (Luo, 2012). Arguably, CS preferences of Chinese women are intertwined with both Western
and Chinese feminine ideals.

As aforementioned, the CS trend among Korean and Chinese men has been on the

prominent rise. Many Korean men aspire to have softer looks to avoid being associated with solid
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masculinity (Jung, 2010; Holliday and Elfving-Hwang, 2012). As Holliday and Elfving-Hwang
(2012, p. 61, original emphasis) state, “the ‘soft’ image, for these men, includes a less angular jaw,
double eyelids and a prominent nose tip, while augmenting pectoral and bicep muscles to give their
bodies ‘definition’”. These looks are often more ‘natural’ than Western appearance (Holliday and
Elfving-Hwang, 2012). According to Wen (2021, p. 253), Chinese men have been affected mainly
by Korean entertainment figures, followed by Japanese comics and aesthetic-oriented Western men,
to attain such less masculine appearance. Overall, it is safe to suggest that Korean and Chinese men
desire to have post-op features that are more aligned with Asian looks rather than Western ones.
For the Southeast Asian region in general, aesthetic standards mixed between white Western
and East Asian (notably Korean) features prevail in several Southeast Asian countries, Vietnam and
Singapore for instance (Hoang, 2014; Yip, Ainsworth, and Hugh, 2019). Yet, such benchmarks
demonstrate the clear visibility of Asian features and therefore cannot be conflated with white
Western ideals (Frith, Shaw, and Cheng, 2005; Yip, Ainsworth, and Hugh, 2019). Meanwhile, since
the outset of the twenty-first century, the Southeast Asian region has been inundated with Korean
music and dramas (Yip, Ainsworth, and Hugh, 2019, p. 79). As Yip, Ainsworth, and Hugh (2019, p.
79, original emphasis) maintain, “always featuring highly “attractive” actors and actresses, this
wave diffused to all parts of Asia where the transnational influences can be observed in makeup
trends, skincare practices, and cosmetic facial surgeries”. However, preferred aesthetics are distinct
in Malaysia. As Malaysia is a multi-ethnic country primarily made up by Malay, Chinese, and
Indian ethnicities, Menon (2019) claims that cosmetic surgeons who are salient in the design of
post-op looks prefer Chinese and Indian aesthetic styles over their Korean and white Western
counterparts. Muslim Malay post-op benchmarks have still tried to catch up by virtue of the

religious opposition to appearance alterations (Menon, 2019).
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Regarding the extant literature on Thailand, regionally speaking, north-eastern (Isaan in
Thai language) Thai women have the highest tendency to be socially stigmatised about facial looks
due to their relatively flat noses (Rongmuang, et al., 2011, p. 115). Notwithstanding this, on
average, Thai women share some ground irrespective of regional origin, in terms of their
preferences for sharp noses, comparatively large eyes, and oval facial shapes (Rongmuang, et al.,
2011, p. 115). Interestingly, the looks favoured by Thais detach from such preferences of Malaysian
surgeons. In Thailand, a country widely believed to be relatively ethnically homogeneous (Kéng,
2021, p. 276), Chaipraditkul (2013) and Limkangvanmongkol (2018) assert that Western and intra-
Asian influences inform beauty preferences amongst Thais. Most public figures within the Thai
entertainment industry are either of interracial (often partly white Western) lineages or of
full/partial Chinese genealogies (Kéng, 2017, p. 190). Recent crowned beauty pageants in Thailand
disproportionately fall under the former group (Chia and Maneechote, 2021b, para. 7). Meanwhile,
having delved into the hybridity of Korean and Japanese mainstream culture in Thailand, Kéang
(2021, p. 4) coins “Korpanese”. This notion refers to general aesthetic yearning in Thailand for the
mixture of Korean and Japanese beauty styles, on the grounds of relatively advanced developments
of Japan and Korea (Kéang, 2021, p. 275). While developing this concept, Kang (2021) underlines
the current higher popularity of Korean culture compared to its Japanese counterpart. This is
consistent with Siriyuvasuk and Shin’s (2007, p. 109) statement that the major trend has gradually
transitioned from Japanese to Korean popular cultures.

To summarise these academic works about leading aesthetic styles, beauty ideals in East and
Southeast Asia are characterised by racial/ethnic hybridisation, with intra-Asian and Western
influences. This study sets out to fill an important gap in the literature on aesthetics in Thai society.
The preceding points made by Chaipraditkul (2013), Limkangvanmongkol (2018), and Kéang (2021)

are drawn from their analyses of several aesthetic practices, not merely CS. Thus, this thesis takes
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inspiration from these scholars to explore the recipients’ accounts with regards to their desires for
post-op appearance. This investigation feeds into the first research question: what informs young

Thai women’s decisions to engage with CS?

Chapter Summary

This chapter began by reviewing the literature on Thai society with respect to social
inequalities and pertinent insights in Thailand. These social inequalities include class and urban-
rural disparities, beauty privilege, gender inequality, and age asymmetry. Such insights into Thai
society comprise neoliberal ethos in Thailand; some recent Thai movements against social injustice;
the upsurge of the penetration of feminist knowledge among Thais; and religious and spiritual
beliefs. The chapter then explored cultural understandings of beauty in Anglo-American contexts
but also an array of Asian countries with geographical proximity to Thailand. These understandings
encompass learned narratives of justifying CS and dominant beauty styles. Here this thesis
constructed one more theoretical contribution: presenting the learned narratives of rationalising CS
within the context of this study. This chapter also incorporated the potential connections between
CS and religious and spiritual beliefs into the central theoretical contribution of the thesis on the

development of postfeminism.
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Chapter 4 — Methodology

The very act of treating women’s experiences as worthy of academic research was in
itself a revolutionary concept in the face of much theory by the ‘founding fathers’ of
social science and generations of empirical work that assumed male perspectives and

experiences were universal. (Ryan-Flood and Gill, 2010, p. 1, original emphasis)

The above argument sums up the basis of my methodology which centres around Thai
women’s reflective accounts at the expense of universalism or one true (objective) reality.
Interwoven with this basis is what Gill (2007a, p. 78) coins as “critical respect”: the notion that
places emphasis upon being respectful to the researched whilst maintaining criticality, as part of
feminist solidarity. This chapter sets out how my project resonates with these well-trodden scholarly
claims. In a wider sense, consulting with the literature on social research, feminism, and beauty, the
chapter justifies the philosophical and empirical choices of my project. It articulates the following
in this order: philosophy; participant recruitment; participant information; data collection; data
analysis; power dynamics; personal reflections; and ethical considerations. Ultimately, the chapter

discusses how the potential benefits of this research outweigh its possible risks.

4.1 Research Philosophy

Ontology is defined as the researchers’ views on reality (Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002;
Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2019). This feminist project follows relativism as its ontology, to
which the plurality of realities is central (Gray, 2014). Feminist thinkers have been questioning the
act of prioritising universal, objective facts that are often androcentric, calling for more attention to
women’s experiences (Smith, 1987; Stanley and Wise, 1993; Ryan-Flood and Gill, 2010). As

Weedon (1997, p. 8) maintains, “[feminist studies] should not deny subjective experience, since the
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ways in which people make sense of their lives is a necessary starting point for understanding how
power relations structure society”. My study explores the reflective CS accounts of young Thai
women. It is widely understood that beauty is intrinsically a social construct (Gill, 2007c). As such,
the world each individual inhabits regarding beauty is profoundly socially constructed, being
contingent on their interactions with others and thus broader power dynamics (Stanley and Wise,
1993). In short, these CS accounts are inherently subjective, exhibit power differentials, and counter
androcentric universalism. This thesis will use the terms ‘account’, ‘story’, and ‘narrative’
interchangeably hereafter.

Epistemology is described as what justifies the legitimacy of knowledge (Ramazanoglu and
Holland, 2002; Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2019). This thesis epistemologically adheres to
constructionism concerned with individuals’ formulation of realities. This project is not
ethnographic research whereby | was with young Thai women during their CS procedures. Rather,
such realities in my project appertain to these women’s reflections on their CS experiences
throughout their dialogues with me. In common with relativist ontology, these reflections were
influenced by wider power relations in their self-beautification journeys. According to Budgeon
(2000, p. 11), subjective realities comprise “sets of meanings and relations [that] provide the basis
for processes through which the individual assembles a representation of the self in the form of
identity”. To that end, such reflections cover identities that young Thai women framed while
articulating the kernel of the first and second research questions respectively: 1) what/who ignited
them to undergo CS; 2) their post-op experiences.

Because | adopt feminist theory as the theoretical framework, constructionist epistemology
in this project is closely intertwined with feminism. Correspondingly, the recipients’ reflections on
their CS experiences were impacted by myself as the researcher of this study. That is, in the realm

of feminist epistemologies, researchers are often immensely reflexive in terms of power relations
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between themselves and the researched (Ryan-Flood and Gill, 2010; Ashton and McKenna, 2020).
According to Roulston (2010, p. 116), “reflexivity refers to the researcher’s ability to be able to
self-consciously refer to her or himself in relation to the production of knowledge about research
topics”. In feminist scholarship, such power dynamics appertain to researchers’ demographics and
biographies (England, 1994; Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002; Ryan-Flood and Gill, 2010). Also
intrinsic to feminist epistemologies are researchers’ feminist standpoints that play a role in the
study. The researcher-participant power differentials and the feminist standpoint in my project are
further expounded in the dedicated sections of power dynamics and personal reflections within this
chapter.

Poststructuralism is my theoretical and analytical perspective, which is characterised by 1)
the conceptualisation of power away from an absolute possession of socially privileged people; 2)
criticisms on essentialist binary thinking. In the poststructuralist tradition, power is not invariably
exercised by men and can operate within women for their own desires, whilst it is enmeshed with
wider society (Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002). Secondly, poststructuralism challenges
essentialism surrounding natural dissimilarities between men and women and, relatedly, the body-
mind binary (Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002). Minds and bodies are mutually constitutive
irrespective of gender; women are no longer associated with docile bodies (Budgeon, 2003). Both
points are affixed to this thesis’s Foucault-inspired definition of power I outlined in chapter two: as
a stimulus formed within oneself whereby looks are interlaced with minds, while being concurrently
tied to sociocultural influences. Congruous with women’s minds, this thesis defines women’s
agentic power as their individual capacities to fulfil their own aspirations and/or highlight self-
determination, with a partial extent of freedom due to patriarchal social structures, as set out in
chapter two. Poststructuralism fits well with relativist ontology and feminist epistemology.

Precisely, relativism comprises women’s subjective accounts, at the expense of universalism
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focused on men’s power (Smith, 1987; Stanley and Wise, 1993; Ryan-Flood and Gill, 2010).
Feminist epistemologies cohere with power dynamics between women researchers and women
participants (Ryan-Flood and Gill, 2010; Ashton and McKenna, 2020).

Another hallmark of poststructuralism is the importance of interrogating silences and
marginalised voices (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2019), which is salient in feminist theorising
(Ryan-Flood and Gill, 2010). Poststructuralism focuses on the roles of language in deciphering data,
encompassing silences (Weedon, 1997; Braun and Clarke, 2022). Silences commonly reveal
uncomfortable feelings of interviewees and researchers to say certain things that are deemed taboo
or delicate (Ward and Winstanley, 2003; Phoenix, 2010). As Ryan-Flood (2010) accentuates,
silences are a beneficial form of language for investigating underpinnings regarding complicated
topics. Accordingly, | was attentive to potential silences in the data collection, which falls in line
with “critical respect” (Gill, 20074, p. 78) introduced in the outset of this chapter. The outcome was
that the fieldwork was overall incredibly engaging with very few silences, but the findings chapters
articulate the silences that took place during the data collection. Referring to the significance of
marginalised voices in poststructuralism, the voices of young Thai women have long been marginal
among feminist academics in the West. This project will be beneficial for ongoing feminist debates,
as studying in-depth views of Global South women is to critique the “universalising and colonising

tendencies of feminist theorising” (Mohanty, 2013, p. 976).

4.2 Participant Recruitment

I chose young Thai women who undertook CS (CS recipients) as the main participant group,
whereas the supplementary group involves Thai cosmetic surgeons irrespective of gender and age.
Since this study investigates a Thai phenomenon, viable participants needed to be Thailand-based;

that is, living in Thailand at the time of my data collection; and having spent most of their lives in
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the country as of the data collection. To my knowledge, the surgeons and the recipients were
unrelated to each other. In total, this study obtained 55 participants: 50 CS recipients and five
cosmetic surgeons. Five of the recipients had CS experience in Korea, whereas the rest undertook
CS in Thailand only. The data collection with the surgeons, who were in CS practice in the Thai
cosmetic surgery realm for at least two years, supplemented the accounts from the principal
participant group, having allowed me to enrich my articulation of the research findings. This
includes how their young Thai women patients largely justified their decisions for undergoing CS
within medical settings. In a broad sense, having these two participant groups aided me in meeting
the central aim of this project: to critically dig into the reflective CS accounts of young Thai women
via the lens of feminist theory.

To justify this thesis’s focus on young Thai women, no official information about the links
between the number of Thai CS recipients and age brackets has been publicly available, but
International Society of Aesthetic Plastic Surgery (2020; 2021) reveals that young people account
for the largest group of CS recipients worldwide. In the Thai context, the age of 40 is regarded as
the beginning of midlife, meaning individuals from 40 onwards are no longer classified as young
people (Petcharavej Hospital, 2021). Meanwhile, it is medically advised that Thais should not
undergo CS until 18-20 years old onwards, during which puberty-related bodily/facial growth
ceases (Ampro Health, 2018). Thus, | thought the age of 18-20 may not have been the ideal bracket
to start with. With these pieces of information in mind, I initially decided to examine millennial
Thai women (aged 25-39 when participating in my study), whose first CS operations were
performed at least one year before the participation. In doing so, | gave my participants sufficient
time to form opinions on their post-op lives which are central to the second research question: what
are young Thai women’s post-0p experiences?

Partway through my data collection (September 2021), | experienced difficulties in
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obtaining the major participant group. This was due to the re-opening of Thai society during Covid-
19 when people started to return to their normal lives and became busier. To increase the number of
viable participants, | expanded the age bracket to 21-39 with a shorter temporal gap requirement
(around three months) between their initial CS procedures and their participation in this project. |
also widened the scope with respect to CS locations, to include operations outside Thailand. These
changes helped me make greater progress with participant recruitment, and it still enabled me to
investigate their post-op lives at length. Owing to the minor changes, there was a negligible, if any,
implication to the collected data.

I deployed a range of recruitment strategies. | aimed for the principal participant group to
contain various demographics, as | was sparked by Gill’s (2021b) research that comprises
participants from varying backgrounds and induces nuanced outputs on gender and body image. My
social media circles yielded under 10 CS recipients, with the additional four recipients coming from
my acquaintances’ circles. I also recruited via a wide variety of public/private groups/pages on
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and LINE® which are pertaining to my project (regarding beauty,
gender, and education). Such pages/groups elicited 21 CS recipients (22 minus one who withdrew
from the study a few days after partaking in this study without informing me of the reason). Some
CS-related pages/groups and my social circles were beneficial in obtaining surgeon participants. |
sought permission from these group/page administrators/moderators/members prior to recruiting
participants in these spaces. This was followed by my recruitment poster distributions to these
social media groups/pages (Appendix 3°). Snowball sampling yielded one recipient and one

surgeon.

8 Established in Korea, LINE is a messenger app widely used in some East and Southeast Asian countries including
Thailand (Muangtum, 2022).

® Regarding the major participant group, the version in appendix three was amended in accordance with the two
aforementioned minor changes to increase the number of the interviewees. | created these recruitment posters on my
own.
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Saturation has been used as a decisive factor in terms of when to cease collecting data
(Charmaz, 2006). An array of scholars (Malterud, Siersma, and Guassora, 2016; Braun and Clarke,
2021b) critique the long-standing concept of data saturation on account of its relatively impractical
guidance. I thus leaned towards the term “information power” (Malterud, Siersma, and Guassora,
2016, p. 1754). Coined based on one-to-one interview studies, “information power” (Malterud,
Siersma, and Guassora, 2016, p. 1754) refers to adequate reliability around interview quality;
participant coverage; theoretical framework(s); research aim(s); and analytical approaches
(Malterud, Siersma, and Guassora, 2016, p. 1754). Originally, | anticipated a provisional number of
30 CS recipients and 5-10 Thai surgeons to be my participants. To justify this number, many
qualitative feminist works have interviewed 15-60 participants (Budgeon, 2003; Gimlin, 2007;
Dosekun, 2015b; Edgley, 2021). For instance, Budgeon’s (2000) study on women’s bodies and
identities consists of one key participant group (33 young women) and one supplemental group (5
practitioners).

However, once having reached around 30 CS recipients, | started to realise I had not yet
obtained “information power” (Malterud, Siersma, and Guassora, 2016, p. 1754) in the sense of
conversation quality. | recognised that a handful of the interviews were not fully articulated with
concerns to the recipients’ post-0p lives. This slightly impinged upon my initial response to one of
the research questions: what are young Thai women’s post-op experiences? Thus, | continued with
the recruitment, whereby | contacted multiple individuals who publicly revealed their CS
experiences via social media. This approach evoked a notable obstacle: one person who initially
agreed to partake in this study blocked me on Instagram just before the scheduled time of the
interview. Nevertheless, the approach overall worked well, having led to 15 participants; that
concluded the recruitment for the major participant group. The final number of this participant

group (50 CS recipients) is deemed relatively significant for qualitative studies and is therefore one



64

of the strengths of my project. In respect of recruiting surgeons to take part, it was far more
challenging due to their generally tight schedules, which was exacerbated by the time limit of my
data collection period. Nevertheless, five surgeons suffice, as they provided me with detailed
information on a larger picture of the Thai CS context from their perspectives and their patients’ CS

justifications within medical settings.

4.3 Participant Information

This section sums up information on both participant groups. I chose different pseudonyms
for every participant in the project. The key details of each participant in the primary group are
presented as a large table (see Table 1). In Thailand, Western nicknames are commonplace

regardless of ethnic background, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1 - Key Information on the CS Recipients

Age | Pseudo- Ethnic Origin | Sexual Gender Professional Educational
nym Orientation Background Privilege or
Capital®

[reda ' [redacted] [redacted] [redacted] [redacted] [redacted] [redacted]
cted]

10'In Thai society, educational privilege/capital refers to overseas education, postgraduate studies, reputable educational
institutions, and/or prestigious academic subjects.



1 An ethnic group originating in Myanmar.
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12 A Mon-Cambodian ethnic group.

13 A Cambodian ethnic group.

14 Ladyboy is defined as a feminine-presenting transgender individual. Given that one single word refers to both gender
and sex in Thai language (Jackson, 2000, p. 416), there is always a possibility that some people mix up these two
categories. In my study, this is exemplified by my dialogue with this participant only. When | asked whether she was
transgender or not, she responded she was not trans but identified herself as a feminine-presenting ladyboy without
gender confirmation surgery. I, however, chose to retain her self-description as a ladyboy throughout this thesis to be
respectful of her self-identification.
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In summary, 28 out of 50 CS recipients in my study reported having undergone one CS type,
whereas the rest of them mentioned they went through multiple kinds of CS. As of my data
collection, 38 out of 50 reported having had rhinoplasty (39 minus one who needed to have the
implant removed consequently due to post-rhinoplasty allergy). The second and third most common
procedures among the recipients are double eyelid surgery (19 participants) and breast
augmentation surgery (13 participants). These details accord well with the statistical output that
rhinoplasty, double eyelid surgery, and breast augmentation surgery have been the most sought-
after in the country (International Society of Aesthetic Plastic Surgery, 2020; 2021). Other
procedures that the interviewees reported having undertaken varied considerably. These comprise
chin augmentation surgery; liposuction; lip surgery; facial structure surgery; buccal fat removal; fat
grafting; eye tip surgery; and facelift surgery. To ensure none of the recipients is identifiable, full
details on 1) the type(s) of CS they undertook; 2) the year(s) CS was carried out were omitted from
Table 1. However, the findings and discussion chapters outline several recipients’ CS types in the
manner that does not compromise their anonymity.

Based on Pew Research Center (Dimock, 2019), most of the recipients are regarded as
millennials (in their mid-20s or 30s at the time of their participation), and the rest of them belong to
generation Z. In other words, all of the recipients in my study came of age or grew up alongside the
proliferation of the Internet (Dimock, 2019). This point is reflected in chapters five and six
showcasing how the Internet facilitated these women to have CS. The professional backgrounds of
the recipients are diverse as detailed in Table 1, and several of them self-described as students. Five
of the CS recipients (pseudonyms: Erin, Gina, Ji, Pingpong, and Ying) informed me that they were
part-time/full-time working mothers with childcare responsibilities. The recipients’ provinces of
origin varied greatly, covering the north and northeast to the west, east, and south of the country in

addition to central Thailand including Bangkok. Nonetheless, despite my online participant
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recruitment and data collection, 38 out of 50 CS recipients resided in either Bangkok or adjacent
provinces around the time of the data collection. As written in chapter three, one can witness a
profound dissonance between Bangkok/provinces nearby and the rest of the country with regards to
affluence (Arvidsson and Niesson, 2015). Hence, this is one of the limitations of my study
concerning socioeconomics which future research can hopefully fulfil.

When it comes to the supplementary participant group, all of the five surgeons in this project
were all coincidentally men. I use the following pseudonyms to detail the surgeons’ accounts: Dom,
Jom, Min, Shin, and Van. Table 2 demonstrates the operations that these surgeons primarily

performed for Thailand-based young Thai women.

Table 2 - The Surgeons’ Main Expertise regarding Young Thai Women Patients

Pseudonym Bodily Procedures Facial Procedures
Doctor Dom v v
Doctor Jom v
Doctor Min v
Doctor Shin v
Doctor Van v

All of these doctors mainly performed CS in Bangkok. This specific point, and the absence of
women surgeons in the project, elicit two of the shortcomings of my study. Although most doctors
practising CS in Thailand have been statistically men (International Society of Aesthetic Plastic
Surgery, 2021; 2022; 2023), this is still a limitation. Otherwise, women surgeons may have offered
different perspectives on a broader picture of the Thai CS phenomenon given the gendered essence

of beauty.
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Going back to the major participant group, | accepted the recipients regardless of sexual
orientation, as long as they identified themselves as women. This is because women’s sexual
orientation is not a major driving factor regarding the impacts on women from patriarchal beauty
demands (Hill and Fischer, 2008). As for another crucial reason, gender is understood as
performative (instead of deterministic) in poststructuralism which is my theoretical and analytical
perspective. That is, gender is remade through our actions (Butler, 1988; 1990). As demonstrated in
Table 1, three out of 50 recipients self-identified as transgender women, whereas one participant
explicitly described herself as a ladyboy. The rest saw themselves as cisgender. Eight of the
recipients described themselves as non-heterosexual (pansexual, bisexual, leshian, and undecided).
For the supplementary participant group (the CS surgeons), | did not ask their sexual orientation,
because it is integral to neither the principal aim nor the research questions of my project.

| obtained a mixture concerning ethnic origin when it comes to the recipients. As presented
in Table 1, 23 of them self-reported as 100% ethnically Thai; Thai and white
Western; Thai and Mon?5; Thai and Laotian; fully Chinese; and
Vietnamese and Chinese. The rest self-identified as a mixture of Chinese and Thai, with
a few also combining other Asian ethnicities like Vietnamese, Mon, Kui'¢, and Khmer?’. In other
words, over half of the CS recipients reported themselves as of partial/full Chinese lineage.
Although Thailand is widely perceived as comparatively ethnically homogeneous (Kéng, 2021, p.
276), it is still important to interrogate some potential nuances concerning ethnicity for a
comprehensive analysis. Meanwhile, | did not query any of the surgeons regarding ethnic
background, as it is relevant to neither the major aim nor the research questions of the study.

Initially, I intended to explore the recipients’ CS accounts on the basis of class standing.

15 An ethnic group originating in Myanmar.
16 A Mon-Cambodian ethnic group.
17 A Cambodian ethnic group.
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This is attributed to Dosekun’s (2015a, p. 967) contention that non-Western women in each social
class tend to have sharply varying degrees of postfeminist/individualistic identities as a result of
their differing social privileges. My initial intent to focus on social class is also intertwined with
Kéng’s (2021) longitudinal research that foregrounds the significance of socioeconomic
backgrounds in Thai beauty regimes. On this basis, | asked the participants as to their average
monthly income. Prior to the data collection, | was aware that this is a very personal question in
general. To tackle this, | decided to offer pay brackets to alleviate the potential offensiveness of this
specific query. Subsequently, all of the recipients kindly answered this question.

However, at the stage of data analysis, | found it tricky to define the class standings of the
CS recipients. Social class in Thailand is principally concerned with income, education, and
professions as well as family backgrounds and lifestyles (Hirunyato, 1988; Fayossy, 2015). As my
data collection was cross-sectional and entirely online, | was hardly able to explore their lifestyles.
Social class has been one of the most delicate characteristics in Thailand (Thongsawang, Rehbein,
and Chantavanich, 2020). | thus decided to avoid thoroughly querying their family backgrounds or
ask them to explicitly report their own social classes, otherwise it would have been deemed
judgmental and inappropriate. For the same reason, | chose to avoid identifying their class standings
on their behalf. To that end, | decided against the uptake of social class for analysing the
participants’ accounts, which is tied to the aforementioned “critical respect” (Gill, 2007a, p. 78) that
accentuates the respectfulness to the researched as part of feminist solidarity. | can ensure my
commitment to good research practice while treating the participants with care in line with feminist
scholarship (Ryan-Flood and Gill, 2010).

Dosekun’s (2020, p. 20) seminal study on postfeminist subjectivities in the Global South
(Lagos, Nigeria) has adopted education for largely measuring her participants’ class standings.

Considering this, | treated the educational backgrounds of the CS recipients in my project as a
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partial substitute for social class. As outlined in Table 1, 42 out of 50 recipients were conceived of
as having educational capital at the time of their participation in the project, with regards to their
postgraduate studies, overseas education, reputed educational institutions, and/or prestigious
academic subjects. | understand educational capital as status that affects one’s meaning-makings
and is typically passed on to their families (Skeggs, 2002). Two of the recipients said they were
studying medicine, the most prestigious subject to receive a degree in Thailand. 21 of these women
reported having studied abroad. At large, being educated overseas is deemed significantly
privileged in Thai society and is sometimes ascribed to their affluence (Kéng, 2017, p. 186). Only
one recipient, [T R R e, reported having not gone to the university level. On the
whole, the CS recipients in my project have educational privileges, which is consistent with
Dosekun’s (2020) work on postfeminist selthood in Nigeria.

In wider Thai society, CS has been popular among people in multiple (albeit not all) class
standings. This is because a number of CS places offer affordable prices; for instance, double eyelid
surgery for 5,000-7,000 Baht'® (approximately 112-157 GBP as of December 2023); and
rhinoplasty and chin augmentation surgery for 8,000 Baht (approximately 180 GBP as of December
2023) (ThailandClinics, 2018). Hence, the recipients’ overall educational privilege represents a
limitation of my study, having hindered me from incorporating the category of education into
summarising certain parts of the data. To clarify this, | have discovered a couple of the findings in
which educational capital was relevant, but I cannot take them forward to the discussion and
conclusion chapters. The make-up of this principal participant group had insufficient comparison
between education-privileged individuals and those who were not deemed so. It would be
unsuitable to draw conclusions stemming from this characteristic. Nevertheless, | have acquired

profound insights into the context of my project, as evidenced in the findings chapters.

18 Thai currency.
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4.4 Data Collection

No particular data collection method is intrinsically feminist (Letherby, 2003; Burns and
Walker, 2005). Both qualitative and quantitative methods can be utilised in feminist research
(Oakley, 2000). Nonetheless, feminist research is often value-bound/constituted with rich
investigation, rather than value-free with general understandings and predictions (Griffin and
Phoenix, 1994). With this in mind, I first intended to conduct face-to-face qualitative interviews.
Yet, to alleviate some prospective risks of Covid-19 spread occurring from in-person fieldwork, |
chose to carry out online interviews instead. The interviews took place between July 2021 and
March 2022, and on average, they lasted approximately one hour. The shortest interview was
around 30 mins, as requested by one of the recipients, Klee. However, Klee and | covered all of the
key questions within the time limit. The longest one was nearly one hour 40 mins, with Lala who
expressed her keen interest in CS and my project. She articulated most of her answers at length.

In simple terms:

Qualitative interviews give participants the opportunity to describe experiences in
detail and to give their perspectives and interpretations of these experiences. The
interviewer has the opportunity to discuss and explore with the participants and to

probe more deeply into their accounts. (Taylor, 2005, p. 40)

To summarise Taylor’s (2005) quote, qualitative interviews are understood as a form of social
encounter in which the researched formulate their identities as they offer their voices and
clarifications. This is evidenced in Davis’s (1995) germinal feminist research on CS in the

Netherlands, whereby interviewees, mostly women academics or professionals, have overall
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provided their agentic identities away from the notion of cultural dupes when recounting their CS
experiences. This data collection method is consistent with my ontological and epistemological
positions, namely relativism (focusing on in-depth subjective accounts premised upon wider power
dynamics) and constructionism (allowing the researcher to examine reflections and identities
formed by the researched).

As Jia (2023, p. 119) points out, “the purpose of doing feminist research is not to interrogate
participants for data, but to understand women’s experiences in a form of dialogue”. In parallel, the
data collection of my project was dialogic. Specifically, the interviewees built their first-person
narratives about their CS-related experiences while answering a wide range of my interview
questions, through which they constructed their identities. The first part of the interviews on
background information aided in building trust between the participants and me. In tune with
Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill’s (2019) words, the mutual rapport was strengthened as the
interviews unfolded, which resulted in most of the participants providing me with their in-depth CS
accounts. Rapport formation is incredibly vital in my project, since interviews on controversial and
invasive practices like CS are thought of as difficult conversations (Davis, 2023). In feminist
scholarship, Ryan-Flood, Crowhurst, and James-Hawkins (2023) underscore the physically and
mentally draining essence of one’s engagement with difficult conversations which involve attentive
listening and thoughtful considerations of one’s positionality. As Phoenix (2023) argues, such
dialogues have tackled various social issues including gendered injustice, thereby being crucial for
data collection. In retrospect, Phoenix’s (2023) contention echoes my endeavour to conduct the
interviews rigorously as a jumping-off point towards greater social justice, as expounded in this
section.

A number of seminal feminist works on CS in the West (Braun, 2005; 2009; Gimlin, 2007;

Coffey, 2013) have chosen the semi-structured interview format. Semi-structured interviews refer to



74

posing pre-set questions, whilst also going with the flow and incorporating impromptu queries
(Robson, 2011, p. 280). To justify my choice of the semi-structured format as opposed to structured
and unstructured approaches, pre-determined questions generally prevent researchers from going
off-topic. The semi-structured format also allows researchers to query something based on elements
that interviewees bring up (Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995; Mason, 2002). This interview format
proved to be the best fit for my study, because it helped me ensure none of the participants went off
topic while articulating their experiences and thoughts. Likewise, the semi-structured interviews
were useful for me to probe the participants with regards to their practical drivers and motives for
CS and their post-op lives. To illustrate, when Pa noted her family’s interest in Chinese
physiognomy (Ngo Heng in Thai), I queried her if she had this interest as well. Pa provided me with
a thought-provoking answer to this question, as explicated in chapter six.

Regarding my choice against other alternative methods of data collection, certainly,
asynchronous online interviewing allows individuals to deliberate their answers before sending a
message (Kanayama, 2003; Kivits, 2005). Yet, synchronous online interviews usually yield more
dynamic and interactive dialogues in comparison to asynchronous ones (Stewart and William,
2005). Synchronous virtual interviewing is thus more suited for me to explore the participants’
identity construction. As noted above, one cornerstone of my project covers the identity formation
of young Thai women while rationalising their actions and making sense of their CS experiences in
the interviews. As Barbour and Kitzinger (1999) proffer, focus groups, namely conversations that
comprise multiple interviewees questioning and discussing with one another, can lead to collective
agreements and disagreements on specific topics in ways that interviews typically cannot. I,
nonetheless, claim that focus groups would be inappropriate for my project, the reason being the
social stigma around CS in Thailand despite its prevalence in the country. Otherwise, some would

have been reluctant to reveal certain details about their CS experiences in the focus groups.
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Abductive reasoning allowed me to integrate feminist theory, which is the theoretical
framework, into the development of the pre-set interview questions. | framed these questions on the
basis of the existing literature (chapters two and three as well as the first half of chapter one). More
precisely, the pre-determined interview questions for asking the CS recipients were informed by the
extant feminist literature, i.e. “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162), “the new sexual
contract” (McRobbie, 2009, p. 54), surveillance from men and women, and the roles of the media in
shaping women'’s self-beautification. These interview questions were also influenced by scholarly
works related to preferred beauty styles and Thai society. The pre-set interview questions for
querying the surgeon participants just slightly differ in that they were also linked to the inclusive
trajectory of postfeminism as written in chapter two, with the intention to explore how their young
Thai women patients’ CS rationalisations were distinct based upon social characteristics like class,
profession, and ethnic background.

Having adopted abductive logic of inquiry, | was able to slightly amend the content and
order of the pre-set interview questions as | collected the data, in ways that did not affect the ethical
dimension of my study. Firstly, | formulated a few additional interview questions linking in with
my existing questions to help me gain a richer understanding of CS among Thais. To illustrate, for
asking the CS recipients, in conjunction with the questions of whether they think CS is popular in
Thailand, and why/why not?, | added the question of why they chose to undergo CS in Thailand as
opposed to other countries like Korea (or vice versa). This aided me in exploring part of their
practical drivers for undertaking CS, given the generally higher costs of CS in Korea compared to
Thailand (Tiemlom, 2018, p. 104). The pertinent findings are outlined in chapter five. Secondly,
because there were a wide range of pre-determined questions for the recipients, | modified the order
to have my priority interview questions at the beginning and the middle to ensure coverage of all of

the key questions within a constrained interview time. The final version of the pre-set interview
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questions is demonstrated in the interview topic guides and schedules for both participant groups
(Appendix 4).

Each participant attended one Zoom interview. According to Archibald, et al. (2019, p. 1),
interviewing via this videoconferencing platform, notwithstanding possible technical issues, can be
deemed more desirable than Skype and in-person interviewing. This is on the grounds of Zoom’s
user-friendliness and effectiveness concerning time and cost (Archibald, et al., 2019, p. 4).
Congruent with such time/cost effectiveness, this Zoom method helped me acquire a relatively large
number of participants. In chorus with sensitive research topics, online interviewing also enables
participants to sit in settings where they feel entirely comfortable (Jenner and Myers, 2019). In my
data collection, all of the participants selected private spaces for the interviews, i.e. their homes or
offices. Conversely, if | had carried out in-person interviews, a number of the participants may have
selected public locations where they felt more at ease to be alone with me. Public settings can be
interrupting and may yield a multitude of socially acceptable interview responses rather than actual
thoughts (Jenner and Myers, 2019; Jia, 2023). Hence, my use of Zoom for conducting the
interviews is a methodological contribution of my project. This contribution can hopefully inspire
academics who research sensitive subject matters and aim for a sizeable pool of interviewees.

I sought to ensure my commitment to good research practice throughout the data collection.
My feminist research practice was informed by the notion of “critical respect” (Gill, 2007a, p. 78)
that foregrounds the act of listening attentively whilst simultaneously probing critically. The main
ways | followed this notion while collecting the data are two-fold. First, | prioritised my
participants’ voices and tried to avoid dominating the conversations, because this is generally
deemed as a desired practice for carrying out research (Véhésantanen and Saarinen, 2013). That is,
when a few of the participants provided yes/no answers to the questions that require extended

answers, | probed them by inquiring along the lines of why do you think this is? or how? to explore
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in-depth explanations from the interviewees (Bryman, 2012). Second, given the pandemic when
most people have been particularly vulnerable, in each of the interviews | was constantly attentive
to my word choice when posing the interview questions to avoid triggering trauma. For example,
after the first few interviews, I realised that in place of using the word ‘sexual orientation’, I should
frame the question like which sex/gender are you attracted to in terms of love? to preclude any
potentially offended feeling from the question being overly direct.

Retaining good rapport with the researched is one of the major principles for feminist
thinkers to fortify feminist solidarity (Ryan-Flood and Gill, 2010). During the data collection, I put
my utmost in forming effective rapport with the participants in multiple ways. First, | was extra
vigilant about answering their personal questions to me in ways that did not affect their interview
responses, whilst striving for maintaining good rapport with them. As written in the participant
information sheets (Appendix 1%°), I initially intended to answer all questions from the interviewees
at the end of the interviews. In practice, however, this approach proved challenging in some of the
interviews, as it is human instinct that people interact in a reciprocal manner. Therefore, | chose, at
my own discretion, which questions to respond to and when, depending upon whether each of the
queries would potentially change their interview responses. For instance, Rung asked me if | had
rhinoplasty, which makes sense considering the topic of this study. To keep my positionality on CS
at bay in the interview, I told Rung that I would turn to this question after the interview.

Second, studies (Deakin and Wakefield, 2014; Archibald, et al., 2019) posit that the
gestures and facial expressions of the interviewer undergird trust and rapport with participants,
increasing interviewees’ relaxed feelings to share their personal narratives and opinions.

Correspondingly, I chose to turn on my camera throughout the interviews for rapport boosting,

19 For the primary participant group, the Thai version in appendix one is the final one. Before the aforementioned
alterations in the participants’ age range and the spatial scope of their CS procedures, the previous Thai version was
sent out to a handful of the interviewees. The difference between these two versions centres around such alterations.
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having consistently nodded to show my interests or acknowledgement in their viewpoints and CS
experiences. I, nevertheless, allowed the participants to decide on whether or not to turn the camera
on, to ensure they felt comfortable during the interviews. It turned out that a number of the
interviewees chose to have the camera off. This led to a limitation on analysing their facial
expressions and thus posed a challenge for examining their identity construction. In this respect, |
noticed that | was more prone to unintentionally overtalk the participants who chose to turn off the
camera than those who turned it on. Yet, the camera-off option slightly increased the number of my
participants, as a few of them had clearly stated before or around the time they agreed to participate
in the project that they preferred not to show their faces via the camera during the interviews.
Moreover, | was still able to detect their chuckles/laughs and tones while investigating their identity
formation.

With reference to the linguistic facet of carrying out this project, | manually transcribed the
interview data verbatim and translated the quotes used in the body of the thesis from Thai to
English. To justify my choice of verbatim transcription, this approach of transcribing interviews
proves useful for exploring interactions and identity building (Briggs, 1986). | acknowledged the
linguistic differences that became a barrier to literally translate into English. For a greater
understanding of the interview data, | linguistically fulfilled specific quotes as appropriate in square
brackets. For the same reason, | also put the recipients’ pseudonyms and age brackets at the time of
the interviews in parenthesis straight after each quote. These additions are noticeable in chapters

five, six, and seven.

4.5 Data Analysis
Through the NVivo software, | performed a thematic analysis (henceforth TA) (Braun and

Clarke, 2006) to parse the interview data. NVivo is normally useful for carrying out a TA of
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interview transcripts, since it efficiently facilitates coding into specific (sub)themes by virtue of its
straightforward interface and capacity to store large-size data (Maguire and Delahunt, 2017).
Different from other TA techniques (Boyatzis, 1998; Guest, MacQueen, and Namey, 2012), the
guideline offered by Braun and Clarke (2006) is, akin to my study, geared towards the more
interpretivist side of the positivist-interpretivist continuum. In chorus with interpretivism, my
project attends to subjective findings in place of objective facts.

TA should not be considered as a single method, but instead as an umbrella term having
multiple versions (Braun and Clarke, 2021a, p. 333). These versions are located in a spectrum based
on flexibility (Braun and Clarke, 2021a). Precisely, coding reliability TA is the most structured,
reflexive TA is the most organic, and codebook TA sits in the middle (Braun and Clarke, 2021a). At
first, 1 oscillated between codebook TA and reflexive TA, because both are situated within the
qualitative paradigm and endorse researchers’ subjectivities in keeping with poststructuralism
(Braun and Clarke, 2021a). | ended up selecting codebook TA, given that reflexive TA involves
analysing data with no coding framework. As articulated, this thesis delves into the CS accounts of
young Thai women through the lens of feminist theory. Therefore, it would be more systematic to
investigate my data with a coding framework or early (sub)theme development based primarily
upon the feminist theoretical framework. At the same time, | organically constructed some other
(sub)themes predicated on dominant codes in the data.

In addition to its systematic nature, codebook TA has some other advantages, one of which
appertains to its theoretical flexibility. Researchers can integrate multiple theories and/or insights
into the analyses (Braun and Clarke, 2022). Poststructuralism is closely connected with discourses

that entail individuals’ ways of acting and speaking about a topic?® (Foucault, 1978b; Hall, 2001).

20 Discourses are tied up with the concepts of ‘power’ and ‘knowledge’ within the poststructuralist tradition, in that
“[power] induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse” (Foucault, 1980a, p. 119).
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Thus, codebook TA aided me in exploring several discourses embedded within the participants’
accounts, but also broader elements beyond such discourses. These discourses, e.g. postfeminist
preference for optimistic expressions (Gill, 2017, p. 610), resulted in me examining the recipients’
CS-related identities formulated during the interviews. Such identities are summarised in chapter
eight. Another benefit of codebook TA is its appropriateness for large-size data (King, 2012), which
facilitated my coding process with the overall lengthy interview transcripts. To be sure, codebook
TA can cause the possible pitfall of carrying out underdeveloped analyses given the early
construction of some (sub)themes (Connelly and Peltzer, 2016; Braun and Clarke, 2022).
Nonetheless, in line with my abductive reasoning, | addressed this potential drawback by being
invariably open to emerging (sub)themes and removing certain pre-set (sub)themes during the
coding phase, as detailed below.

| began my data analysis with data familiarisation via my interview transcription and my
constant listening of the interview recordings, with the intention to identify the data pattern (Braun
and Clarke, 2022). Concurrently, I created my coding framework premised upon the extant feminist
literature and academic works on aesthetic styles and Thai society, i.e. in a similar way to how the
pre-set interview questions were framed. Afterwards, in tandem with my coding stage, | added
certain (sub)themes according to the data. To illustrate, the theme ‘finance’ was not formed in the
coding framework, but it was later organically created given its moderate prominence in the data.
The subthemes ‘temporary double eyelid items’, ‘breastfeeding’, ‘ageing’, ‘additional layers of
post-op self-regulation’, ‘CS advocates’, ‘romantic desirability’, and ‘spirituality’ were also
organically constructed, considering their influences in the recipients’ CS accounts.

A couple of the (sub)themes I formulated in the coding framework were disregarded later
on. First, the theme ‘beauty and fashion’ that stemmed from “the new sexual contract” (McRobbie,

2009, p. 54) was deleted, as too much of the data would have potentially been coded under this
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theme. In other words, it turned to be an overly broad theme and could be applied to most of my
data. | thus mapped this data onto a range of other (sub)themes instead. Second, | recognised the
subtheme ‘views on feminism’ can no longer be used, since | was able to query only 16 out of 50
recipients with regards to their opinions on feminism because of the interview time constraints.
Ultimately, I finetuned a handful of the (sub)themes by changing their names to reflect the codes
within them (Braun and Clarke, 2022). The final coding outcome is presented in Figure 1 on the
next page, with the themes being highlighted in bold. The themes and subthemes shown in this

figure reflect the content in chapters five, six, and seven.



Figure 1 - Final Coding Outcome
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4.6 Power Dynamics in the Research Process

As mentioned, constructionist epistemology in my study is bound up with feminism, thereby
involving thoughtful considerations of the researcher-participant power workings. As Oakley
(1981), Westmarland (2001), and Ryan-Flood and Gill (2010) highlight, feminist scholars ought to
reflexively take heed of their power relations with participants, with the goal of heightening
feminist solidarity. One of the cores of poststructuralism relates to the significance of illuminating
marginalised voices (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2019). Both most of my participants and | are
Global South women, whose dialogues have been underexplored by feminist theorists in the West.
With these in mind, mitigating the power gap between the researched and me was integral for this
thesis, to ensure the absence of exploiting Global South women alike. Power relations are inherently
uneven during writing-up, given that researchers have to choose certain details of their data to be
presented in the body of their written works (Ryan-Flood, 2003, p. 102; 2010, p. 190). Therefore, it
was vital for me to strive for balancing power dynamics with the researched to my capacity.

Concerning the CS recipients in my project, | have taken the middle ground with respect to
the insider-outsider spectrum. That is, | have mainly resided in the UK over the course of my PhD
project and have not undergone CS (outsider). However, | am a woman who has been familiar with
Thai society and visibly fall under the same age range as the recipients (21-39 years old) (insider).
This middle-ground position was beneficial for my data collection. To justify this, my insider
dimension entailed my adequate insights into Thai society and allowed many of the participants to
willingly articulate their thoughts and narratives during the interviews, which technically minimised
power imbalances between me and the interviewees (Oakley, 1981). Before the interview, one of
the recipients explicitly said that she would feel relaxed once I told her I would be the only
interviewer. In turn, she, as well as most of the recipients, offered their detailed CS accounts during

the interviews.
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Meanwhile, my outsider dimension was of some help. It prompted some of the participants
to provide me with extra explanations on the current situations in Thailand. To illustrate, Clara
elaborated upon Thai university culture in the interview, as she was aware of my university
experiences abroad. Furthermore, straight after the interviews, several recipients asked me some
questions about overseas education due to their pertinent interests, which turned to be enjoyable
conversations. The usefulness of my outsider dimension contradicts Rose’s (1997) assertion that the
outsider facet usually elicits further distances. In my research, such outsider-ness enriched data
gathering and rapport formation between me and the interviewees. Although my appearance
inevitably gave away my East Asian ethnic background [ EGNGES ). over half
of the recipients reported themselves as partial/fully ethnically Chinese. Additionally, Thailand is
often believed as having relatively little ethnic disparities as written in chapter three (Kéng, 2021, p.
276). My look was thus not an issue in the research process. Yet, inspired by Ma (2022, p. 565)
who explores beauty regimes in China, | set out to serve as a welcoming researcher to all of the
recipients, in order to compromise my privilege of pursuing a PhD degree in the West.

For the surgeon participants, as indicated earlier, I did not query the surgeons’ ages and
ethnic origins due to their irrelevance to the research questions and aim, but all of them were
coincidentally men. Oakley (1981) underscores the importance of considering the effects of gender
in the research process. In view of larger gender inequality in Thailand, I slightly felt such an effect
in the periods between their agreement to partake in the project and the interviews. | prepared
myself to be as respectful as possible prior to each interview with the surgeons. However, their
prestigious occupation in the country and their high educational status as former medical students
are comparable to my educational privilege of being a PhD candidate in the West. This supposedly
alleviated intrinsic power asymmetry between me and the practitioners. My data collection with the

surgeons ended up being relaxing, because of 1) such undermined power differentials; 2) the
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interview content centring around their patients’ CS and general information on CS. I did not ask if
the surgeons had CS themselves, meaning the sensitive essence of CS in Thailand is less tied to my
dialogues with the surgeons compared to those with the recipients.

Returning to the foregoing point on intrinsically uneven power dynamics between the
researcher and the researched in the writing-up stage (Ryan-Flood, 2003; 2010), the participants
were offered several options to articulate additional details/thoughts. These options include 1)
making some minor amendments, such as adding an example, to their interview transcripts; 2)
expressing their final notes at the end of the interviews. The former option aided me in ensuring the
confirmability and credibility of the data. Where none of the participants requested transcript
alterations, a number of them gave their final notes when the interviews were about to finish. Some
of these notes turned out to be integral to my analysis, especially ones on their attitudes towards CS.

I encountered multiple dilemmas with concerns to data presentation in the thesis. As a
researcher, | have the power to determine the data inclusions and omissions in this thesis (Gill and
Ryan-Flood, 2008, p. 382). The first relevant dilemma revolves around my need to put aside several
parts of the data that are not pertaining to the research questions. The examples of such erasures are
1) the recipients’ idealised beauty role models and styles after their CS procedures; 2) CS tourism
from abroad to Thailand based on the surgeons’ experiences. | hope such erasures can be integrated
into potential future publication(s)/presentation(s). Secondly, | noticed that the extent to which the
participants expanded on their thoughts and accounts varied considerably, and some of the accounts
were deemed more elaborate than the others. I coped with this dilemma by showcasing the accounts
provided by all of the participants in the thesis, and I tried to achieve a balanced presentation of

such accounts as best as | could.
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4.7 Personal Reflections

This section is concerned with my personal experiences, my feminist standpoint, and my
vulnerability, all of which framed my potential future research trajectories. Feminist standpoints
allow researchers to utilise their feminist identities and profound awareness of gendered repression
to unmask women’s experiences (Harding, 1987; Smith, 1997). To be further reflexive, | took a
feminist standpoint to detect androcentric viewpoints based on the CS narratives of young Thai
women. A feminist standpoint can be employed alongside poststructuralism while utilising feminist
theory to decipher sociocultural phenomena (Hirschmann, 1997), for investigating various
micro/macro repercussions of gendered power relations. Vulnerability is a subject of focus in
feminist scholarship that refers to researchers’ shared vulnerable feelings with the researched (Page,
2017). 1 mapped the communal sense of vulnerability between the participants and myself onto
Ahmed’s (2015) suggestion that vulnerability that researchers share with the researched can induce
concrete forms of feminist resistance against social injustice. My vulnerability rested primarily on
both gender and ethnicity, which is the cornerstone of this section.

In respect of gender, since my past experience of undertaking cosmetic dentistry, | have
been critical of what poststructuralist scholars have long disputed: the use of natural differences
between men and women to sustain the gendered status quo. In my childhood and teenage life, my
mother constantly encouraged me to perfect my look through chin augmentation surgery,
considering my small original chin that impeded me to smile properly. Consequently, with the
beauty influence of many good-looking women students in my aforementioned high school, I chose
to have orthodontics to change my facial structure instead on account of its less invasive nature. The
crux of this story relates to my mother’s words straight before my orthodontics that women need to
look particularly attractive — men do not need as such due to their naturally stronger physiques.

Clearly, this story is entangled with the status quo induced by essentialist distinctions between men
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and women. Where men are traditionally likened to physical strength (Frost, 2003), women are
conventionally associated with beauty consumption (Autio, et al., 2013). As such, my orthodontics
experience has been one of the main components that evoked my thinking of beauty as patriarchal
and demanding.

The above anecdote was the point of departure for my self-description as a poststructuralist
feminist, which brought me to make a foray into feminist lexicon including postfeminism or
“gendered neoliberalism” (Gill, 2017, p. 620). This entailed my uptake of a feminist standpoint in
this study. Having benefited from this standpoint, | realised my gender-based vulnerability came
into being in the difficult conversations with some of the recipients. Riley and Scharff (2012), as
written in chapter two, uncover strong aesthetic demands facing feminist scholars, with which |
wholeheartedly resonated. In effect, I internally strongly related to the women participants who
conceived of CS as a confidence/esteem booster, since my orthodontics resulted in a surge of my
self-esteem and self-confidence regarding job applications. Indeed, most women have been
complicit in gendered beauty norms, but also the inextricable links between the mind and the body
(Gill, 2017). This shared sense of vulnerability sparked me to explore an array of beauty
phenomena while drawing upon feminist theory in the future, with the goal of demanding higher
social justice.

Whilst adopting a feminist standpoint, my positionality on beauty regimes has slightly
altered since the beginning of the data collection. Having investigated several narratives on double
eyelid surgery, I recognised that double eyelid surgery can be perceived as less invasive than
orthodontics with which | had engaged. Subsequently, | have overcome confirmation bias by
attending to some of the accounts that deflected the risky nature of CS. I have become less critical
of CS compared to the pre-interview period. Nevertheless, my understanding of aesthetic culture as

demanding remains unchanged, given an all-encompassing range of sociocultural influences in the
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recipients’ motives for having CS, as written in chapter six. | took a critical stance to articulate my
findings without disparaging the participants in any way. This practice adheres to Gill’s (2007a, p.
78) notion of “critical respect” that, as aforementioned, highly values the respectfulness to the
researched whilst retaining criticality, encouraging academic thinkers to rigorously dig into social
inequalities. As Widdows (2022b, p. 17) argues, a way forward is not to blame individuals with
regards to their aesthetic modifications, but to create a culture with less blame and lower levels of
beauty demands.

Turning to my vulnerability pertinent to ethnicity, 1 am a cisgender heterosexual woman of
East Asian descent who grew up in Southeast Asia (Bangkok,
Thailand). Having visited an array of Western countries since my childhood, I have long been
cognisant of wider ethnic discrimination against ethnically East and Southeast Asians in the West
(Nishimuta, 2008). | have experienced such discrimination, notably during my postgraduate journey
in the UK. One of the pressing issues within the UK entertainment industry relates to the scarcity
and stereotypical portrayals of ethnically East and Southeast Asian celebrities (Cheung, 2018).
Consequently, when a multitude of the participants underscored their efforts to fully fit into beauty
standards in Thailand, | internally resonated with them. Their accounts were reminiscent of my
frustrated feelings with the paucity of celebrities of East and Southeast Asian heritage, but also
ethnic discrimination against this community in the UK.

Such frustration is affixed to what Collins (1986, p. S14) develops as “outsider-within” as
part of feminist lexicon. It refers to “situational identities that are attached to specific histories of
social injustice — they are not a decontextualised identity category divorced from historical social
inequalities that can be assumed by anyone at will” (Collins, 1999, p. 86). Indeed, part of the
ethnically East and Southeast Asian community has been pigeonholed as a socioeconomically

privileged group in the UK (Yeh, 2020, para. 8). Hence, racism encountered by this ethnic
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community has often gone under the radar or has been conflated with Chineseness in UK society
(Yeh, 2020, para. 8). My pertinence to “outsider-within” (Collins, 1986, p. S14) ignited my research
interest concerning East and Southeast Asian feminist solidarity in the West. It is fascinating how
the difficult conversations regarding CS with my interviewees evoked a prospective set of such
conversations on another social issue. | hope all of these dialogues will be valuable for bringing
about social changes, as have a range of difficult conversations been up until present (Phoenix,

2023).

4.8 Ethical Considerations

My study abides by the University Code of Practice for Research (University of
Birmingham, 2021). The ethics approval from the University was prerequisite, given that the project
involves human subjects. After the ethics approval (ERN_21-0222), | sent the Thai versions of both
the participant information sheets (Appendix 1) and the consent forms (Appendix 2) to those who
seemed interested in participating in this study. These documents broadly contain the general
information of my project; confidentiality; anonymity; the participants’ rights in the study; the
findings dissemination; and the potential risks and benefits of partaking in this project. Having
followed advice from the University ethics committee, | offered a minimum of four days between
the participants receiving the consent form and the information sheet and partaking in the study, to
make sure they had time to make informed decisions.

The participants’ consent was granted by the beginning of the interviews. | chose to accept
their consent in signature/written name/oral forms to be inclusive. This is because signing a consent
form can be seen as very formal and can put some people off from partaking in the research
(Bryman, 2016, p. 131; Jia, 2023, p. 116). Around half of the participants offered their signatures in

the consent forms. Similarly, in the information sheets distributed to the participants prior to the
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interviews, I wrote that video recording was preferred owing to the ability to see each other’s non-
verbal communication, but audio recording was also acceptable. Nonetheless, the interviews were
either audio- or video-recorded via Zoom with their consent, ultimately in accordance with the
participants’ preferences. A greater number of the interviewees selected the audio-recording option.

All of the interviewees were able to leave this study without informing me of the reason, up
to six weeks after their interviews. The outcome was that only one interviewee in the primary
participant group withdrew from the project following the interview without telling me the reason. |
then deleted the data about this particular interviewee. One minor change concerning confidentiality
was made amidst the interview phase, but it did not affect the ethical aspect of the study. That is, in
the participant information sheets, | outlined that | would treat translated data in the same way as
transcribed and analysed data. However, after translating one of the transcripts, | saw no particular
benefit of translating every word from the interviewees. | then deleted that specific translated
transcript and translated only the quotes | wished to include in the thesis drafts.

Because of the difficult conversations in the fieldwork, it is no surprise this study involves
potential risks. First, in view of the sensitive nature of CS, | foresaw the likelihood of the
interviews to be emotionally intense for some of the CS recipients. To minimise this potential risk,
not only did I indicate this possible aftermath on the consent form and the participant information
sheet, but I also noted a source of specialised emotional support in the information sheet. The
interviewees were also allowed to refuse to answer certain questions that they felt uncomfortable
with throughout their interviews. However, as | realised at the outset of the data collection, | needed
to think of a viable solution for the scenario in which an interviewee was in tears during the
fieldwork. Notably, I acknowledged the possibility for the participants who self-described as non-
heterosexual, transgender, or a ladyboy to have faced homophobic comments from their families

(Ryan-Flood, 2014). As | was also aware, the collective fight of young Thai generations against
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gendered injustice, noted in chapter three, covers their demand for same-sex marriage in the
country, but they encountered a push-back from the Thai authoritarian regime (Buranajaroenkij,
2023).

Hence, | set out the following: if any of the participants had become emotional, | would
have highlighted my intention to use this PhD project as a vehicle for reducing gendered disparities.
In turn, during the interviews with the participants who self-reported as LGBTQ+, | felt uneasy
while posing the questions regarding their families or their views on gender inequality.
Nevertheless, none of the participants in my study became teary in the fieldwork; all of the
interviews went well and ended with a positive atmosphere. My above uneasy feeling reflects
Davis’s (2023) claim that uneasiness can be treated as worthy of critical feminist exploration related
to delicate topics, for the purpose of continuing challenging social injustice. Indeed, as a LGBTQ+
ally, 1 enjoyed listening to the CS accounts of every self-identified LGBTQ+ participant, most of
whom thoroughly articulated their CS experiences.

The second possible risk of my study is concerned with the emotional impact of the
interviews on myself. As Elmir, et al. (2011) point out, researching a delicate topic can engender
emotional trauma during the research process. Relatedly, the data analysis did weigh on my
emotional wellbeing. It traced me back to my traumatic childhood memories about body image
which previously made me contemplate having chin augmentation surgery as aforementioned. To
alleviate my emotional trauma, in addition to consulting with my supervisors, | took inspiration
from several interviews to watch the videos of Asian-American/British YouTubers in my down
time (with some cautions on their brand sponsorships in mind). This approach aided me in feeling
aesthetically connected whilst negotiating with my “outsider-within” (Collins, 1986, p. S14)
identity. | resonated with Kim’s (2021, p. 1159) claim that Asian-American women YouTubers

ignite a sense of belonging for Asian audiences to overcome appearance-based insecurities caused
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by racial bias and stereotyping.

Arguably, the following possible benefits of this research significantly outweigh its above-
mentioned potential risks. First, whilst there was no compensation, whether financial or non-
financial, from partaking in the project, the interviews can be deemed therapeutic for a number of
the CS recipients. In feminist research, not only can interviews be an opportunity for participants to
thoroughly reflect upon various events and to unburden themselves, but they can also lead to
positive life changes (Opie, 1992; Skeggs, 1994; Oakley, 2016; Connell, 2018). As Olson and
Shopes (1991, p. 197) state from a feminist perspective, interviewees are to be “heard, to air
grievances, to work over and perhaps seek reassurances for certain decisions, and, yes, to
complain”. Relatedly, when | expressed my gratitude for attending the interview, one of the CS
recipients thanked me back and added that this study prompted her to reflect on herself.

Second, this project can be inspirational for a range of academics. Transferability (Lewis, et
al., 2014), in place of generalisability to the larger population, is applicable to this study. Precisely,
some readers can methodologically explore the context, participant recruitment, and data collection
and analysis of my project and choose to follow some of these elements. These readers, though,
should be sensitive to their own research settings, as well as power imbalances between them and
their participants (Yardley, 2000). Theoretically and conceptually, scholars with interests in gender
issues and body can investigate gender relations and postfeminist materialisations within this given
Thai CS locale. | hope the recipients’ CS accounts, comprising a wide array of motives for
undertaking CS and post-op lives, can stimulate fruitful discussions amongst sociologists and
beyond. To that end, my study can potentially fuel a variety of academics to unravel other aesthetic
practices, such as non-surgical beauty practices like Botox and body hair removal, in many
Asian/non-Asian contexts.

Third, to date, scholars have mostly treated issues around aesthetics as minor (Widdows,
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2018b, p. 1), yet Widdows (2018b) accentuates the urgency of beauty-related problems which
deserves more attention in the policy domain. Kristensen (2023) suggests policies around body
image can be part of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as regards gender
equality and good wellbeing and health. Indeed, beauty ideals can lead to short- and long-term
physical and mental problems (Widdows, 2018b; 2020), and aesthetics is gendered in Thailand
(Van Esterik, 2000; Singhakowinta, 2014). Given this, my study could be of benefit for macro-level
policymakers to take more account of how Thai society can positively progress in relation to body
image. Kristensen (2023) weaves appearance bullying into the SDGs, which dovetails with my data
where body shaming was evident. The concluding chapter spells out this specific benefit with

reference to the overall finding of this thesis.

Chapter Summary

Having consulted with the literature on social research, feminism, and beauty, this chapter
articulated the methodological choices of my study. In the chapter, | laid out research philosophy;
participant recruitment and information; data collection and analysis; power relations; personal
reflections; and ethical considerations. | also showed how the potential benefits of this project
significantly weigh over its possible risks.

In essence, this study relies on relativist ontology, feminist constructionist epistemology,
and a poststructuralist theoretical and analytical perspective. After conducting semi-structured in-
depth Zoom interviews with young Thai women and Thai cosmetic surgeons (55 participants in
total), | performed a codebook TA to explore the data. My use of Zoom for carrying out the
interviews on a delicate research topic is the methodological contribution of my project. | employed
an abductive approach over the courses of the data collection and analysis. | consistently reflected

on the inevitable power differentials between me and the researched and attempted to alleviate such
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imbalances, as this is one of the methodological foci of feminist scholarship. This chapter also
displayed how | embraced the feminist notion of “critical respect” (Gill, 2007a, p. 78) by inquiring
my participants in a critical yet respectful manner and considering silences. Above all, at variance
with objectivity and universalism, my project aids in decolonising feminist scholarship by

interrogating Thai women’s reflective accounts, as made clear henceforth in this thesis.
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Chapter 5 — Practical Considerations on Cosmetic Surgery: How,

Where, and What Styles

Chapters five to seven are the findings chapters drawing on the data of this project. These
chapters set out to accomplish the principal aim of this thesis: to critically examine young Thai
women’s reflective CS accounts using feminist theory as the theoretical framework. Chapter five
sets the scene regarding the first research question: what informs young Thai women’s decisions to
undergo CS? The chapter showcases practical drivers for CS surrounding CS payments; markedly
high CS costs; particular places to undergo CS; and beauty styles for the operations.

Subsequently, this chapter puts forward the central argument that postfeminism, or modest
reifications of patriarchy, markedly underpinned the recipients’ practical drivers for CS. To unpack
this argument, the recipients overall exercised their agentic power, by self-financing their CS;
and/or thoroughly self-researching specific places to have CS to be assured of CS quality. These
actions allude to women’s subjectification through beauty patriarchy; in other words, muted forms
of patriarchy actively embodied by the participants with the goal of improving their own looks.
Another cornerstone of this argument appertains to the great influence of their mothers in such
financing. This influence presents subtle manifestations of patriarchy in the form of supportive

motherhood aligned with gendered beauty demands.

5.1 CS Payments

This section explores the recipients’ narratives about who and what contributed to the CS
payments. Half of the recipients reported having entirely spent their own money for CS. They
exercised their agentic power concerning self-financing CS in keeping with the postfeminist feature
of women’s individualisation (Gill, 2007¢). As Baker (2010, p. 190) points out, contemporary

women are lured into the mantra of independence while disavowing any firm sense of victimhood.
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Meanwhile, a few received partial financial CS support from their men partners or families (mainly
mothers and fathers), with a rather even proportion between men and women. A number of the CS
recipients were fully financially supported to undergo CS by their loved ones, i.e. men partners and
families (mothers in most cases). The relatively high involvement of their mothers in such CS
payments depicts supportive motherhood and reifications of patriarchy in conformity with desirable
versions of body image. This is attributed to the conventional perception that women are primary
beauty consumers (Autio, et al., 2013), which led to their mothers’ subjectification through beauty
patriarchy (Gill, 2017).

Based upon the overall interview data from the surgeon participants, students were more
prone to be financially supported by their parents for the operations compared to their non-student
counterparts. This proved somewhat convincing with reference to the recipients’ CS accounts. The
youngest participant in the project, Ree, was given full financial support for CS from her father. Ree
was still studying at the time of the operation with no professional experience. Hence, she did not
have economic capital for the procedure at that point. Also exemplary is Freya’s below message,
demonstrating that her parents had higher economic capital due to her very young age and shortage

of money at that time.

Initially, the father was anti, the father said that he seemed worried in terms of
safety, right? But eventually, my father and mother brought, were the ones who
brought me to undergo it [CS], because they were afraid | would secretly undertake
it, with unlicensed doctors. This was because at that time | was still a kid, and my

sum of money was not a lot. They were afraid | secretly would undertake
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rhinoplasty, 8 9,000 [Baht?!], and they were afraid I, it would be dangerous. They

therefore brought me to undergo it. (Freya, [FREiaae)

However, from a holistic perspective based on the recipients’ accounts, the most accurate
picture is that they used their own money for the procedures after they had gained some
professional opportunities, regardless of age and whether they were studying at the time. Greta and
Tracy, for instance, reported having undergone CS while studying their undergraduate degrees; they
spent their money accumulated via their part-time roles for their CS. As Greta put it, “at that point,
[1] worked, worked part-time, so [I] had a certain amount of money, and it was not expensive”.
Another case in point is Tina who commenced her CS journey whilst at school, having used the
sum of money from her part-time job for her initial rhinoplasty. Equally noteworthy is
[EREEee|'s account, as she was the only participant who did not enter the realm of tertiary
education in her life. She had CS soon after she graduated from her high school and started

working. As |[geElEsl| further recounted:

When studying, [I] was teased by (primarily men) friends that | was a person who
had no nose (bridge), flat nose bridge, something like this. Their teasing was the

motivation that once growing up, [1] would work and accumulate money for having

it [rhinoplasty]. (TSI

In summary, the recipients’ agentic power in respect of self-financing their CS was mainly
reliant on their economic capital, rather than their ages per se. Put simply, their economic capital

informed their practical drivers for the CS payments to a greater extent than their ages. This

21 Equivalent to approximately 200 GBP as of December 2023.
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epitomises neoliberal injunctions towards individuals to be their own entrepreneurs in both private
and public spheres (Du Gay, 1996). Neoliberalism directs people towards self-development in
various aspects, in lieu of radical eradication of social inequalities (Burchell, 1993; Scharff, 2016).
In this sense, neoliberal ethos drove a number of the participants to make a living for their surgical
self-beautification. This finding showcases modest reifications of patriarchy concerned with the
recipients’ voluntaristic involvement in beauty patriarchy using their own income for CS. This is
where beauty patriarchy and the career angle of patriarchy were interwoven in Walby’s (1989;
1990; 1996; 1997) theorisation. Otherwise, the recipients’ mothers were overall the major financial
supporters of their CS, which demonstrates not only the mothers’ economic capital but also subtle

materialisations of patriarchy.

5.2 Exceptionally High CS Costs

This section centres around markedly high CS costs. Based on the interview data with the
surgeons, Korea has a higher worldwide prestige when it comes to CS in comparison with Thailand.
As Doctor Min noted, CS in Korea is generally 10 times more expensive than that in Thailand.
Indeed, Korea has been greatly dedicated to their CS development (Holliday and Elfving-Hwang,
2012). CS tourism to Korea has come to the forefront in several parts of Asia owing to the increased

popularity of Korean celebrities (Yip, Ainsworth, and Hugh, 2019, p. 79). As Doctor Van detailed:

If facial CS, [I] view that [Thailand] is still far from Korea, still not as good as Korea
for sure. But in terms of body contouring: breast augmentation, liposuction, buttock
augmentation, these sorts of things, technology used is not very advanced. | mean
technology all over the world has been followed up constantly. ... For this reason,

concerning the results, there are no clear differences between the skills of Thai
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doctors and Korean doctors in this respect. [But overall], I viewed that there are still
gaps, | viewed that there are gaps [between CS in Thailand and CS in Korea].

(Doctor Van)

In this project, five of the recipients (Klee, Cee, Baimai, Kung, and Maprang) have
experience of undertaking CS in Korea. They were ignited by the widespread reputation of CS in
Korea as regards its first-class quality, which mirrors Holliday, et al.’s (2017) claim that
practitioners’ skilfulness can be one of the key factors for undergoing CS in Korea. Two of these
interviewees also entwined their justifications for having CS in Korea with their consumption of a
CS-related Korean reality programme. This Korean show is identical to reality TV programmes in
the US, in the sense of celebrating postfeminism: they popularise self-transformation through CS as
a vehicle to boost aesthetic self-satisfaction (Banet-Weiser and Portwood-Stacer, 2006, p. 256; Tait,
2007). Meanwhile, Maprang and Baimai clearly distinguished between Korea and Thailand during
the interviews. Maprang reported having consulted with (a) Thai doctor(s) but did not decide to
have surgery back then. Afterwards, as Maprang made clear, her discovery of details on
CS in Korea was the catalyst to finalise her CS plan. When it comes to Baimai, below was an

important part of her rationale for CS in Korea:

For the most part, | saw Thai people who went to have it [CS] in Korea in order to
get their CS performed in Thailand corrected. And CS performed in Thailand mostly
had a lot of problems. I therefore felt that eventually everyone has to end [their CS

journeys] at hospitals in Korea. (Baimai, [FEate)
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Kung received full financial support for CS in Korea from the third party, whereas Cee did
so from her grandmother. Baimai, Klee, and Maprang paid for these operations on their own.
Baimai, Cee, Klee, and Maprang were conceived of as significantly educationally privileged in the
country since their lives prior to these particular procedures. However, there are a handful of Thai
doctors whose prestige can invoke high CS costs, as Doctor Min pointed out. Mindy’s case is
exemplary: she reported having initially planned to go to Korea for her subsequent rhinoplasty. Yet,
due to potential health safety issues provoked by Covid-19, Mindy ended up undergoing it in
Thailand which costed more than the one in Korea she previously looked at. She spent her own
money for this procedure. As with the above four recipients, Mindy was deemed very educationally
advantaged in Thailand prior to this specific operation. Educational capital can be understood as
status that has a bearing on one’s meaning-makings and is typically passed on to their families
(Skeggs, 2002). This section thus offers further insights into the recipients’ agentic power
concerning self-financing CS, considering Baimai’s, Klee’s, Maprang’s, and Mindy’s great

educational capital that helped shape their capacities to pay exceptionally high prices for CS.

5.3 Research on Specific Places to have CS

Carefully selecting particular places to undergo CS is likened to postfeminist subjectivities
for which the trope of self-responsibilisation is paramount (McRobbie, 2020). The relatively risky
essence of CS prompts individuals to be responsible for circumventing severely negative CS
ramifications via such careful selection (Leve, Rubin, and Pusic, 2011). These claims are credible
within the context of this thesis. A multitude of the participants self-researched where to undertake
CS at length, using the Internet and/or social media to ensure the selected places were appropriate

concerning quality, as well as costs in some cases.
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Therefore, the thesis overall argues that the recipients’ thorough research on specific places
for the procedures informed their decisions to undergo CS. That is, they exercised their agentic
power regarding women’s individualisation (Gill, 2007¢), to pre-empt unsatisfactory CS outcomes.
They embraced the postfeminist notion of “aesthetic entrepreneurship” (Elias, Gill, and Scharff,
2017, p. 37) introduced in chapter two: being self-reflexive and thoughtful for aesthetically
enhanced versions of themselves (Elias, Gill, and Scharff, 2017). Several interviewees carried out
such research for months or even years, one of whom is Tracy. She was following a doctor for over
five years owing to his reputation, having seen rave reviews about this practitioner from both
celebrities and the general public on social media. Tracy reported having done extensive research
on several doctors in addition to this specific practitioner, as she was fearful of prospective negative
CS outcomes. Another prime example is Hanna who spent a year or so choosing a doctor for

performing her double eyelid surgery:

Double eyelids, right? I looked at reviews: I needed to look at doctors’ experiences
to check each doctor, they have what kinds of experiences and created pretty double
eyelid surgery or not. One thing was that | was not afraid of expensiveness: | was
afraid it ended up not being pretty, not being suited with my face. This is a necessary

thing [to consider], and I researched a lot of info. (Hanna, [EeESEE)

Based upon the interviews, facilitating elements for selecting where to undergo CS include
CS communities/groups on social media; ads and algorithms on social media; clinics/hospitals’
social media pages; CS-related websites/discussion boards; CS-related salespersons/agencies;
celebrities and influencers on social media; and word of mouth from cisgender heterosexual women

or LGBTQ+ individuals. In this respect, the media significantly played out, feeding into the
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theoretical contribution of this thesis concerning the roles of the media in facilitating young Thai
women to undertake CS. In most cases, the interviewees actively searched for the above media
sources once they had solid intentions to engage with CS.

CS communities/groups on social media and hospitals/clinics’ social media pages were the
most instrumental media sources in the participants’ selection of CS venues. The former sources
allowed the interviewees to investigate various shared posts on CS results and choose the most
suitable/favourable ones for themselves. For example, as Ree mentioned, “[I] focused on looking at
reviews in closed [social media] groups, having entered these closed groups and checked reviews in
terms of which doctors had a lot of good reviews, something like these, as well as the shapes |
liked”. Meanwhile, the latter sources enabled them to explore further details on hospitals/clinics
and/or doctors before making their decisions. To illustrate, before her double eyelid surgery, Moz
scrutinised the Facebook page of the clinic that her mom had recommended, in order to explore
how this clinic created eyelid creases. Drawing upon the dialogues with the surgeon participants,
Thai CS-related communities/pages/groups were highly beneficial for marketising and normalising
CS amongst Thais. This is arguably due in part to the comparatively significant social media use in
Thailand (ASEAN UP, 2019).

Doctor Shin brought up a pressing issue in the Thai and Korean CS realms which can
potentially happen when selecting doctors for carrying out CS. To explain this, there have been an
immense number of CS clinics compared to cosmetic surgeons, on the grounds that some doctors
who were not qualified as cosmetic surgeons entered the CS world to perform CS. This is probably
why statistical figures about CS in Thailand and Korea are often hugely understated and thus not
entirely accurate (Elfving-Hwang, 2013, p. 1; Henley and Porath, 2021, p. 202). According to
Doctor Shin, this shift caused some problems on CS outcomes in Thailand, e.g. complications that

need to be corrected later. Such words from this surgeon allude to the current need to endorse
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“aesthetic entrepreneurship” (Elias, Gill, and Scharff, 2017, p. 37). This postfeminist notion
parallels the recipients’ agentic and careful selection of specific places for their CS which is the
crux of this section. This demonstrates muted reifications of patriarchy revolving around the

participants’ voluntaristic involvement in beauty patriarchy through such meticulous selection.

5.4 Beauty Styles for CS

This section delves into the recipients’ practical considerations in terms of aesthetic styles
for the operations. As made clear in the interviews with both the recipients and the surgeons in this
project, post-op appearance was ultimately dependent upon individuals’ physical structures, safety,
and doctors’ expertise. Individuals were able to think about their preferred looks (specific aesthetic
styles as well as augmentation/reduction levels) prior to the consultations with their practitioners.
Yet, their doctors then evaluated people’s physiques on the basis of safety and physical
attractiveness from medical perspectives, and they agreed together how CS outcomes should look.

For the pre-op discussions with their doctors regarding their aspirational post-op looks,
several CS recipients in this study simply said to their doctors that they wished to have certain parts
of their bodies augmented (or smaller in the cases of liposuction). Meanwhile, a number of the
recipients identified East Asian, Thai, and/or mixed-race (i.e. Thai-white?? and other-Asian-white)
styles when consulting with their practitioners. These findings are identical to the dialogues with
my surgeon participants. The latter result broadly mirrors the extant literature that beauty ideals in
Thailand are the paragon of ethnic/racial hybridisation, with intra-Asian and Western influences
(Chaipraditkul, 2013; Limkangvanmongkol, 2018). These recipients chose the styles suited and/or

favourable for them, as instantiated in the extracts below.

22 Luk Kreung in Thai language, which literally means a half child.



104

I brought the pictures of 2-3 people: a Korean influencer, and a general Thai person
whom [l found] at random. | viewed that her nose was a big one but without nose

wings. I imagined that ... my post-op nose would look like this. (Amy, [ReEIgee)

It was probably a Chinese woman model | found on IG. I [was like], this kind of

nose was pretty. If undergoing [rhinoplasty], [I] wanted to obtain this look. (Pa,

redacted)

Only one participant, Clara, used to refer to purely white Western appearance for CS when
discussing with her doctor(s). As for her justification for this selection, Clara thought it would not
be feasible to turn her face into either Korean or Chinese styles which constituted prevalent beauty
standards in Thailand from her viewpoint. Clara regarded her original facial look as mixed between
white and Khaek?? because of her Thai and white ethnic background.

Consonant with Clara’s above viewpoint, East Asian styles (mainly Korean and Thai-
Chinese) were the most dominant in the beauty styles that the recipients in this project conveyed to
their doctors. East Asian aesthetics were prominent among the recipients from a multiplicity of
ethnic backgrounds: from partially ethnically Chinese to fully ethnically Thai and Thai-Laotian. To
illustrate, Sasi and Nini, both of whom self-described as entirely ethnically Thal, displayed Korean
beauty to their doctors. East Asian styles symbolise Asian economic leaders and cosmopolitanism
(Kéng, 2017; 2021). Generally, Thai-Chinese people?* are socioeconomically privileged in Thailand
owing to their long-standing commitments to trading (Kang, 2017; Wongsurawat, 2008).

Meanwhile, by virtue of the status of Korea as a rapidly developed country, Korean celebrities have

23 A Thai terminology that centres around Middle Easterners and South Asians (Kang, 2021, p. 274).
24 Several big waves of Chinese people migrated to Southeast Asia, including Thailand, to find wealth abroad
(Wongsurawat, 2008; Guotu, 2021).
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conveyed new Asian cosmopolitan images through the media, thereby affecting desirable
appearance for CS among people in Asia (Hoang, 2014; Yip, Ainsworth, and Hugh, 2019, p. 79).

In parallel, all of the surgeon participants reported the great prominence of Korean looks
among their young Thai women patients. The burgeoning of East Asian aesthetics corresponds to an
important ongoing transition amongst Thai doctors. As detailed by Doctor Min, the role models for
operating CS have gradually moved away from white Western beauty towards Asian (primarily
Korean) references. This is on the grounds of the significant development of CS in Korea. As
Doctor Min mentioned, this wider shift applies to Thais across different ethnic origins. His words
detach from Menon’s (2017) argument on the US context that surgeons create CS benchmarks for
each minority ethnic group. This is likely because of the perception that Thailand is somewhat
ethnically homogeneous (Kéng, 2021, p. 276).

Aspirational aesthetic styles can be intertwined with spirituality, as exemplified by Summer,
Hui, and Tina. This finding complexifies the beauty facet of postfeminism, in that it destabilises the
perception of CS as emblematic of vanity (Blum, 2003; Northrop, 2012). This flows into the prime
theoretical contribution of this project: advancing postfeminism, to broadly fulfil the paucity of
academic research on religion-related postfeminist manifestations (Gill, 2017, p. 615). Summer,
Hui, and Tina referred to a type of belief called Chinese physiognomy (Ngo Heng in Thai), as
detailed in chapter three. To briefly reiterate, having long permeated Thai society (Aizura, 2009),
Chinese physiognomy is an art of assessing people’s physical features to speculate their characters
and future (Wakefield and Yarborough, 2006). Summer asked her doctor to lift her eyes in
accordance with Chinese physiognomy for a more fortuitous life. Hui requested the post-CS nose
look that still fit with this spirituality, and the doctor somehow knew how such a look should be.
Tina wished to have her nose wings removed, but the doctor suggested her not doing so on the

grounds of Chinese physiognomy that equates noses with wider nose wings with great wealth.
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Summer and Hui described themselves as partly Chinese in ethnicity, whilst Tina self-identified as
ethnically Thai and Laotian, illustrating the impact of this spirituality on Thais of non-Chinese
lineage.

Following their appearance-focused self-monitoring, a number of the participants pinpointed
their desires for ‘natural’ looks to their doctors. A few were influenced by their doctors to go for
‘natural’ appearance, as indicated in Poopae’s below message. Poopace’s story diverges from most
of the interviewees, in that both the doctor and a family member exerted influence when it comes to
choosing post-op appearance. Through “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016,
p. 94), her mother made a thoughtful suggestion for Poopae towards a ‘natural’ look. As detailed in
chapter two, this gaze, embodied amongst women and consumption-oriented, rests upon women’s

relational understanding of gendered aesthetic norms (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016).

When undergoing [CS], at that time, | consulted with the doctor who performed it
regarding, given the shape of my nose, the extent to which I can get it sharpened.
But, as, [my] mother wanted [it] to look natural, did not want [it] to be too sharp,
otherwise [it] would not have fit with the face. And the doctor who performed it also
felt that [they] agreed that my face was like this and so should be like this. And
[they] checked my nose skin concerning the degree to which it can be altered. So, |
was okay, following the doctor’s opinions. At that time [I] felt that a natural look

would probably have been okay. (Poopae, [FRESEE)

By contrast, only a couple of the participants stressed their longing for obvious post-op
appearance. In Thailand, such ‘natural’ looks are associated with Asian (mostly Korean) aesthetics

rather than its white Western counterpart, as also evidenced in the interviews with both the surgeons
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and the recipients. This is because Korean mainstream culture that has been salient in the Thai
media often portrays ‘natural’ appearance (Seo, Cruz, and Fifita, 2020). As Doctor Van put it, “like
when we watch Korean films, we can see they [the noses] are sharp, but they do not look
deceptive”. Another reason may be that Thai people’s original looks bear more resemblances to
Korean style compared to white Western aesthetics, mainly due to the racial overlaps affixed to the
geographical proximity. This finding detaches from Menon’s (2019) result that both white Western
and Korean aesthetics are construed as ‘unnatural’ in the Malaysian CS context. Arguably, the
disjuncture between my study and Menon’s (2019) argument is predicated upon the widespread
perception that, in comparison to Malaysians, Thais look more aligned with Koreans.

Altogether, the recipients’ beauty styles used for CS were nothing short of “glocalisation”
(Robertson, 1995, p. 26), encompassing East Asian (predominantly Korean and Thai-Chinese),
Asian-white, and Thai styles, as well as ‘natural’ looks and Chinese physiognomy. They were far
from absolute white Western hegemonic beauty. To clarify this, the term “glocalisation” coined by
Robertson (1995, p. 26) refers to “the interpenetration of the global and the local, resulting in
unique outcomes in different geographic areas” (Ritzer, 2003, p. 193). To that end, the thesis
advocates Lazar’s (2017, p. 53) assertion that “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162),
concerning women’s beauty passion to foster their power, can be transnational in the sense of
comprising both Western and Asian aesthetics. Since this argument put forward by Lazar (2017) is
predicated on beauty ads in Singapore, I extend such transnationalism of “postfeminist sensibility”
(Gill, 2007c, p. 162) predicated on the empirical data of this study on Thai women. This finding
exhibits the distinctiveness of this project from postfeminism in the West, adding to the central
theoretical contribution of the thesis. Postfeminism is not universally about white Western beauty,

as articulated throughout this section.
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Chapter Summary

In connection with the first research question: what informs young Thai women’s decisions
to engage with CS?, this chapter explored their practical drivers for CS. These considerations bear
upon CS payments; markedly high CS costs; research on specific places to undergo CS; and beauty
styles for the operations. The principal argument of the chapter is that postfeminism, or subtle
manifestations of patriarchy, markedly underlay the recipients’ practical drivers for CS. To unpack
this argument, the chapter uncovered the recipients’ agentic power in terms of their
individualisation. Most of the recipients in this study acted as their own entrepreneurs in 1) self-
financing their CS and/or 2) meticulously self-researching where precisely to undertake CS to
ensure quality. This entrepreneurship points to muted reifications of beauty patriarchy, showing
how the participants invested their money and/or time to research CS places in pursuit of their
desirable versions of attractiveness. Their mothers were the second most salient in respect of such
financial investment, having displayed modest forms of patriarchy surrounding supportive
motherhood corresponding to gendered beauty demands.

This chapter primarily falls into two theoretical contributions of the project. Firstly, it
demonstrated the salience of the media in facilitating the recipients to have CS, mainly in terms of
their selection of where to undergo CS. Secondly, the chapter feeds into this thesis’s overriding
theoretical contribution regarding the evolvement of postfeminism in two ways. The first way
relates to the intertwinement between beauty styles for the procedures and Chinese physiognomy.
The second way revolves around the transnationalism of “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007¢, p.
162) in the aspect of such beauty styles. These styles varied considerably, with Thai-Chinese and
Korean being the most dominant. This study thus extends Lazar’s (2017, p. 53) claim that
“postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162) is sometimes deemed transnational when it comes to

aesthetics. The next chapter fleshes out both theoretical contributions while continuing investigating
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the same research question.
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Chapter 6 — Motivations for Having Cosmetic Surgery

Having delved into practical drivers for CS, my thesis goes on to examine what emerged
prior to that, i.e. a wide array of motives for undertaking CS. These motivations, reflected in the
structure of this chapter, largely comprise: the normalisation of CS; self-surveillance; the media; the
world of work; educational milieus and culture; scrutiny and commenting from others; heterosexual
romantic desirability; and Chinese physiognomy. This thesis continues investigating the first
research question: what informs young Thai women’s decisions to engage with CS?

Subsequently, this chapter sets forth its major argument as follows: postfeminist iterations,
i.e. subtle reifications of patriarchy, pervaded young Thai women’s accounts on their CS motives.
More precisely, a multitude of the recipients displayed their agentic power, in terms of identifying
fully or predominantly themselves as the main source of their motivations for undergoing the
procedures. Also anchored in such modest reifications is how power productively flowed among

women concerning bodywork, in parallel with the gendered essence of aesthetic culture.

6.1 Prelude to Motivations for Undergoing CS

Women'’s individualisation is central to postfeminism, as part of the broader celebration of
increased gender equality which has created women’s pseudo-autonomy (McRobbie, 2004; Gill,
2007c; Baker, 2010). Accordingly, as the interviews with the surgeons overall demonstrate, the
justifications of their Thai women patients aged 21-39 for undertaking CS greatly revolve around

doing for themselves rather than pleasing other people. This is exemplified by Doctor Jom below.

Most of them undergo CS for themselves. Not a lot of them come to undertake it for
their partners. ... It is mostly about confidence in their personal lives, followed by

their professions. (Doctor Jom)
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To the surgeons’ knowledge, these patients varied considerably when it comes to their occupations.
On the basis of the surgeons’ words, ethnic origins bore very little impact upon such justifications,
which is consistent with the widespread perception that Thailand is a rather ethnically homogeneous
country (Kéng, 2021, p. 276).

Turning to the recipients who took part in this study, nearly all of them reported
acknowledging sociocultural influences that entailed their CS decisions. These influences, spelled
out throughout this chapter, cover: the normalisation of CS; the media; the anti-ageing imperative;
workforce; beauty privilege in educational culture and environments; the appearance-bullying
norm; heterosexual romantic desirability; and spirituality. Their acknowledgment of such
sociocultural influences is antithetical to the specific neoliberal facet that encourages people to
demarcate their choices from externally imposed or societal factors (Baker, 2010). However, the
majority of the recipients in this project noted that the key source of their motivations for engaging
with CS was fully or primarily themselves. This finding reflects the individualising essence of
postfeminism. Indeed, such a celebratory discourse induces people’s mindsets congruent with their
self-determination instead of victimhood (Baker, 2010, p. 190).

One participant, Mink, regarded men as the major provenance of her motivation for
undergoing CS, and a couple of the interviewees described heterosexual romantic desirability as one
of the key origins of such motives. Some of the other recipients identified Thai women, e.g. friends
and mothers, as the main sources of their CS motivations. Based upon the interviews, these women’
interests in CS and their attractive appearance had a significant bearing on the participants’ CS
motives, usually in a positively advocative or inspirational way. This finding demonstrates the
power of women in promoting aesthetic modifications to one another owing to the gendered basis

of beauty culture (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016). Illustrative of this is Yu’s CS motivation
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mainly ignited by the attractive post-op nose of a woman who is younger than her. Yu said this
woman substantially increased her desire for having rhinoplasty, from 30% to 100%.

In short, the recipients positioned themselves as relatively neoliberal, postfeminist subjects.
That is, they accepted the sociocultural factors that helped shape their decisions to undertake CS.
Yet, they simultaneously attempted to detach such decisions from overt gendered oppression and
individualised the major sources of their motivations for having CS. This finding showcases subtle

materialisations of patriarchy and constitutes the bone of this chapter as fleshed out hereafter.

6.2 Normalisation of CS among Thais

The first motive for undergoing CS is concerned with the normalisation of this beauty
practice among Thais, showcasing the salience of such normalisation in fusing power within a
number of the recipients. Put simply, these interviewees took on board this CS norm and later
decided to undertake CS. Based on the data, it can be perceived that CS has become increasingly
commonplace over the last 15 years. This is because most of the participants who identified such
normalisation as an overt factor for undergoing CS engaged with the procedures within 10 years
before their interviews. The normalisation of CS amongst Thai people resulted from the following
sociocultural components: beauty-ingrained Thai society and Korean/Thai celebrities and

influencers, which are constructed as sub-sections below.

6.2.1 Beauty-Ingrained Thai Society

The popularisation of CS in the country relates to beauty-entrenched societal value which

Lala metaphorically likened to luxurious goods:
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If it were not societal value, suppose ... that society did not tell that [we] must, that
society did not even know Chanel [a luxurious French brand], if you used Chanel,
who would care? Even if you purchased it for millions, they would not be interested?
[They] would not know that it costs a million, [they] would not know who uses [it].
But if that society knows Chanel, and it became a hit. People go to have [CS], this is
not different from Thai society in which beauty is high-ranking value in society, [1]
mean good looks, which makes people choose to go to undergo CS. And once

having undergone it, [we] get compliments, [we] get opportunities and so continuing

continuing. (Lala, [FeEaee)

As written earlier, Thai society is collectivist, thereby appraising positive public self-images as an
important impetus for interpersonal communication (Mulder, 1996; Jackson, 2004; Kéang, 2021,
Hofstede, n.d.b). This provokes the ubiquity of bodily/facial enhancements in Thailand (Kéng,
2021). These image repercussions impinge on Thai women to a greater degree than men (Van
Esterik, 2000). However, the levels of beauty value in Thailand vary depending on the provinces.
Thip articulated that the CS trend was deeply entrenched in Bangkok compared to her province of

origin, which she considered as one of the factors for her to undertake CS:

Suppose | had lived in [a province in northeast Thailand] throughout, | had not come
to live in Bangkok, I would probably not have undergone rhinoplasty. ... But once
coming to live in Bangkok, [I have seen that] people, a lot of people had [CS], and
there were a lot of CS undergoers whose looks, after having it, became better. And

this made me think that, if I had undergone it, | would probably have looked better as

well. (Thip, [RREEE)
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Indeed, this capital city has been characterised by the intersection of beauty and health, as
epitomised by many advertisements on a range of aesthetic practices (including CS) in Bangkok
(Aizura, 2009). This is intertwined with the aforementioned massive socioeconomic gap between
Bangkok/provinces nearby and the rest of the country (Arvidsson and Niesson, 2015).

Such an appearance-oriented society exerted influence in several participants to compare
Thailand with their lived experiences in other countries where they used to reside/stay (Europe or
some other Asian countries such as Japan and the Philippines), which prompted them to undergo
CS. Their overseas experiences are in no way representative of such countries, yet these recipients
drew comparisons between these specific experiences and their lives in Thailand to show their
feelings outside the beauty-ingrained discourse of Thai society. Take Freya as an example: having
lived in Europe before having her facial CS, Freya noted the centrality of aesthetic standards in Thai

society compared to Europe from her viewpoint:

I have felt that the Thai sociocultural aspect comprises beauty standards that Thai
women must have double eyelids, sharp noses, oval faces, mouths having dimples.
Get it? Meanwhile, when | resided in Europe, everyone was like, beautiful by

themselves: they tried to find words to appraise, such as “your hair looks so

gorgeous today”. Get it? (Freya, )

The above message forms part of Freya’s rationale for engaging with CS. Statistically, CS has
permeated Europe (International Society of Aesthetic Plastic Surgery, 2021). Nonetheless, this
quote from Freya points to the body-positivity discourse in the West from which Thailand has taken

inspiration afterwards (Bunnag, 2021). As appearance that fits into societal aesthetic benchmarks



115

has been understood as cultural capital in Thailand (K&ng, 2021), there is still a long way to go

towards full inclusivity regarding looks.

6.2.2 Korean Celebrities and Influencers

The second contributing element to the normalisation of CS amongst Thais centres around

Korean public figures. As Moz narrated:

It was those Korean celebrities, those had [CS] a bit, right? ... So I was, the celebrity

who | favoured had it, I tried, I had to go to undertake it, yes yes. (Moz,

Doctor Min and Doctor Van pointed out that, in addition to Thai celebrities and influencers, K-pop
stars helped normalise CS in Thailand. According to Yip, Ainsworth, and Hugh (2019, p. 79),
Korean songs and dramas have boomed across the Southeast Asian region over the past 20 years.
They have reinforced the trend of CS in Southeast Asia, following the sweeping prevalence of CS
among both Korean celebrities and general individuals (Yip, Ainsworth, and Hugh, 2019, p. 79).
Interestingly, Moz was the only CS recipient in this project who said that a famous man was one of
the factors to have CS. This relates to the wider Korean CS context in which many men pursue CS
for career purposes, for more propitious features, or for having softer looks associated with caring
masculinity (Holliday and Elfving-Hwang, 2012).

A few more recipients reported having associated Korean public figures with their
motivations for having CS. Pingpong’s motive of embarking on her CS journey is centred upon a
woman Korean singer whose nose Pingpong found attractive. Pingpong admitted she compared her
appearance with this K-pop star, having led to her decision to undertake rhinoplasty. In addition,

she reported having been inspired by Korean women influencers to have this procedure due to their
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good looks. Another recipient, Kung, equated one of the reasons for her CS with her passion in K-
pop cover dance, a genre loosely described as “the copying of choreographed movements from
music videos” (Kéng, 2014, p. 559). As Kung mentioned, her interest in cover dance made her
notice Korean women artists’ noses, which induced her subtle desire to enhance her own nose
through rhinoplasty.

This sub-section has shown that Pingpong and Kung observed Korean women celebrities
and/or influencers and desired to have their noses surgically modified, via “postfeminist gaze”
(Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94). Indeed, this gaze revolves around 1) observation of
other women in both praising and competitive ways and, concurrently, 2) women’s self-assessment
on body image to remain in the loop of acceptable looks (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016).
Such a gaze illustrates how power productively flows among women to alter their appearance, on
account of women'’s shared understanding of gendered beauty demands (Riley, Evans, and
Mackiewicz, 2016). As highlighted in chapter two, “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and
Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) constitutes the central theoretical contribution of this project: advancing
postfeminism. To be precise, this thesis displays 1) how “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and
Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) manifests itself in the CS phenomenon of young Thai women; 2) how it
works side by side with “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6). One of the pertinent results is that the
participants, including Pingpong and Kung, overall presented their pre-op evaluation on other
women as inspirational. They reported having been inspired by other women’s good looks to have
CS. This finding illustrates modest reifications of patriarchy. That is, “postfeminist gaze” (Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) is rooted in the patriarchal nature of aesthetic culture, in that

women embody patriarchy towards one another.
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6.2.3 Thai Celebrities and Influencers

As with the latest sub-section, this sub-section on the Thai celebrity and influencer
landscape feeds into the central theoretical contribution of the thesis: advancing postfeminism. It
does this by showcasing the ways the recipients saw Thai women celebrities/influencers as mainly
inspirational through “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94). To begin

with, Kanoon foregrounded Thai celebrities’ revelation of their CS experiences:

In the past, celebrities, when they had undertaken it [CS], they would have lied that
[they] did not undergo it, right? But these days celebrities have undergone it, they

will tell that they have had it. | felt that the post-op looks were good. (Kanoon,

redacted)

As Kanoon and Moz articulated, such revelation prompted them to have CS. Indeed, one can
witness a recent sociocultural trend in Thailand: many Thai celebrities and influencers, usually
women, have publicly disclosed their CS accounts via social and mass media. Arguably, this trend
stems from the growth in neoliberalism that champions individual choices around the world (Ong,
2006), including Thailand primarily among the class-privileged (Leung and Cossu, 2019;
Singpliam, 2022a).

The popularisation of CS by Thai celebrities is not limited to their verbal disclosure of CS
experiences. As Frung mentioned regarding her CS motive, she noticed constant facial changes of
Thai celebrities as a result of their CS, i.e. before vs after looks. Such noticeable changes reassured
Frung her post-op appearance was likely to be better. Pingpong also recounted that Thai celebrities’
visible physical modifications induced by CS was part of her CS motivation. Irrespective of

whether these public figures verbally unmasked their CS experiences or simply showed their
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detectable physical alterations, they have amplified societal beauty demands at large. This
amplification is generally facilitated by their idealised and charismatic images due to their celebrity
status (Ferris, 2007; Redmond, 2014). According to Stuart and Donaghue (2011, p. 111), the
uncontrollable ubiquity of celebrities’ portrayals constraints individual choices of women not to
comply with aesthetic ideals. In this respect, beauty patriarchy is far from disappearing, but rather,
it is embodied by women celebrities inspirationally.

Turning to Thai influencers, based on my research data, they increased societal aesthetic
demands in similar ways to their celebrity counterparts, i.e. through their revelation of CS
experiences and their visible physical changes resulting from CS. The quote below expands on the

former way in which influencers helped normalise CS in Thailand:

YouTube, when net, YouTubers [and/or] net idols have posted that, they reviewed
CS, reviewed thread lifting, | looked at them. | was convinced that, wanna undergo

them?, they would make me become prettier, yes. (Carrie, [feEiatae)

During the interview, Andrea conveyed an identical message to the above excerpt. Both Carrie and
Andrea admitted that the popularisation of CS by Thai influencers had a bearing on their decisions
to undertake CS. As evidenced in the extract above, Carrie mentioned the term ‘net idols’ as
described in chapter three: a category of influencers well known for being exceptionally attractive
or gifted at certain areas such as comedy and music (Abidin, 2018). In conjunction with
postfeminism, the relatability of women influencers often reinforces a sense of inspiration and
individual empowerment amongst women (such as Carrie and Andrea) regarding self-

beautification, whereby beauty patriarchy stays in force (Winch, 2015; Mora, 2022).
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Zizi’s account concerning influencers’ unmasking of their CS experiences is intriguing. She
remarked on a problem around CS-related social media marketing of influencers, whilst she
admitted that a Thai woman influencer’s CS experience contributed to her CS decision. As Zizi
explained, in Thailand, some influencers are hired to undertake CS by CS clinics but are then
dissatisfied with the results, yet they are incited to say that they liked these CS experiences. These
sorts of issues are at stake for a number of influencers (Abidin and Ots, 2015; Arriagada and
Bishop, 2021; Lee and Abidin, 2022), meaning CS-related content generated by influencers is not
always deemed entirely authentic and trustworthy. After a long period of contemplation of whether
to engage with CS, the post-op nose of one Thai woman influencer was the stimulant for Zizi’s
determination to have rhinoplasty. Evidently, akin to Carrie and Andrea, Zizi was complicit within
the relatability of women influencers which intensified beauty demands.

To summarise, the normalisation of CS among Thais has been attributed to not only beauty-
fixated Thai society, but also Thai and Korean entertainment landscapes. These elements have
formed part of strong aesthetic demands among Thais. This overarching section broadly resonates
with McRobbie’s (2009) contention that popular culture has been instrumental in circulating the
beauty dimension of postfeminism. Crucially, a specific gendered effect has been interwoven with
such popularisation of CS. In the larger Thai CS context, CS undergoers were predominantly
women, including both public figures and the general public, as accentuated by some of the surgeon
participants. Doctor Jom, Doctor Min, and Doctor Shin highlighted that Thai women — and
LGBTQ+ Thai men — were more interested in body image compared to cisgender heterosexual men.
Few exceptions encompass cisgender heterosexual men who intended to become models, as stated
by Doctor Min. Indeed, even in today’s society, ‘interest’ in this sense cannot be dissociated from

greater aesthetic pressure towards women compared to men (Gill, 2007a, p. 73).
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6.3 Self-Surveillance

With reference to “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007¢, p. 162), self-surveillance covers
both physical and psychological dimensions. This section covers self-monitoring in relation to self-
esteem/confidence; temporary double eyelid products; make-up and clothing; breastfeeding; and
ageing. These sub-sections demonstrate instances of “power dynamics working on a ‘deeper’ level
where competition is not only directed at others, but also at the self” (Scharff, 2016, p. 119, original

emphasis).

6.3.1 Self-Confidence/Esteem

This sub-section on self-confidence/esteem epitomises current neoliberal demands for both
physical and psychological perfection (Gill, 2021c). The postfeminist notion of “confidence
cult(ure)” (Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19), introduced in chapter two, exhorts women in particular to
love their own bodies amidst unrealistic aesthetic standards (Orgad and Gill, 2022). Concurrently,
women are often criticised if they lack self-confidence/esteem concerning body image (Orgad and
Gill, 2022). Since Orgad and Gill’s (2022) work does not examine the Thai context or the Southeast
Asian region, this thesis theoretically adds to the evolvement of postfeminism. The thesis
demonstrates that such cult(ure) encapsulates the data mainly with respect to using CS as their self-
esteem/confidence boosters, instead of simply appreciating their bodies. To justify this, Doctor Jom
and Doctor Van, based on their professional experiences, regarded Thai women’s CS as
synonymous with an impetus for raising self-esteem/confidence. Likewise, over half of the CS
recipients in the project posited that self-confidence/esteem was interwoven with their decisions to

undertake CS.
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The entanglement between appearance-focused self-evaluation (a physical aspect of self-
surveillance) and self-confidence/esteem (a psychological form of self-surveillance) prompted a

multitude of the recipients to have CS, two of whom are Mary and Iris:

[1] felt that when having no nose bridge, as | am person with fairly big eyes, it
looked childlike, did not look mature. And [1] wanted to look good in photos, yes. ...
I would become more confident once having undertaken it [CS]. It was entirely a

matter of beauty. (Mary, [fREae)

It probably started from [the point] that I felt that [my nose] was my defect, | did not
like [it]. And [I] felt this thing on my face was not, was not attractive. | wanted to

enhance it. It was the enhancement of my character and confidence. (Iris, [fReEIqee)

To clarify, Mary had CS in her early 20s; therefore, this account has little to do with the anti-ageing
imperative. The quote about Iris illustrates the relationships between appearance, confidence, and
characters. A few more participants, namely Lingling, Maprang, and Nini, also mentioned that their
CS experiences resulted from their appearance-based self-evaluation but also their aspirations to
improve characters and self-esteem/confidence. The word ‘character’ in Thailand centres around the
creation of positive public self-images (Jackson, 2004; Kéng, 2021). What underlies this notion is
the collectivist essence of Thai society that renders interpersonal respect crucial (Mulder, 1996;
Jackson, 2004; Kéng, 2021; Hofstede, n.d.b). This finding contradicts the lingering association
between CS and vanity, complicating the beauty dimension of postfeminism. Thus, this finding falls

into the overriding theoretical contribution of the thesis: advancing postfeminism.
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Several interviewees elaborated on the levels of their pre-op self-confidence/esteem. For
instance, Freya reported the low level of her pre-op self-esteem. Meanwhile, Tracy identified her
pre-op self-confidence as relatively high, yet she admitted that self-confidence was one of the

determining factors for engaging with CS:

| felt that | looked so bad that [1] did not want to even look in the mirror. [I] felt that
why [I] was born without a nose bridge at all, why the eyes were uneven

[aesthetically]. [My] self-esteem was very very low, at that time, yes. (Freya,

redacted)

Actually, [1] was the one with a lot of self-confidence, but | secretly liked
commenting on myself in mind. When taking photos, | felt that why the face had no

third dimension when | took photos. Get it? (Tracy, [fREeae)

The word ‘secretly’ in Tracy’s message echoes the existing social stigma around revealing the lack
of self-esteem/confidence especially outside the private sphere (Orgad and Gill, 2022). This is
attributed to the postfeminist championing of positive mental attitudes (Gill, 2017, p. 610).
Notwithstanding varying levels of self-confidence/esteem amongst the recipients, self-
confidence/esteem played out as CS motivations in the bulk of the accounts in this study. This
clearly indicates neoliberal exhortations towards women concerning self-cultivation of both the
body and the mind (Gill, 2021c). In this sense, power operated within the recipients but was
inseparable from this neoliberal ethos. Such power parallels the core of “confidence cult(ure)”
(Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19) as “a gendered technology of self, which not only is primarily

addressed to women but also acts on gender relations, reframing critical accounts of gender power
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in individual and psychological terms” (Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19). To that end, this sub-section

has displayed muted materialisations of patriarchy.

6.3.2 Temporary Double Eyelid Items

The accounts about temporary double eyelid items are marginal in the West, yet they are
evidenced in the context of this project. Hence, this sub-section brings an interesting element to the
postfeminist trope of self-scrutiny (Gill, 2007¢), as well as the operationalisation of power within
oneself. These double eyelid goods are also common among Korean and Japanese people, some of
whom aspire to have double eyelid surgery for a more permanent fix (Holliday and Elfving-Hwang,
2012; Miller, 2021). Before several participants undertook double eyelid surgery, they had noticed
their eyelids, had not been fully satisfied with how their eyes looked, and had tried using items for
manually creating double eyelids. These recipients varied in terms of their ages when the operations
and the interviews took place. To illustrate, Tina considered her successful use of double eyelid
stickers as her initial motive for undertaking double eyelid surgery to make her eyes double-lidded
more permanently.

Intertwined with Dosekun’s (2017) finding that postfeminist selthood involves women’s
pain tolerance to become more attractive and feel more empowered, the use of some items for
manually generating double eyelids can be painful. In my project, such pain was more mental than

physical, as exemplified in the extract below.

Before undergoing double eyelid surgery, | used to apply steel stick(s) or, what,
[something] for constructing creases to make them double-lidded. Or, when sleeping,
[1] used tapes, putting them to make them double-lidded permanently. | had to do so

constantly. And [when] wearing make-up, [I] had to use, put something put
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something, so as to make the eyes sweeter-looking. So, | felt that when doing these
every day, it felt exhausted, and it caused scars also. | therefore decided to undertake

CS, undergoing it once and being pretty for the rest of [my] life. (Hanna, [frE o)

Wawa and Ying had in common with Hanna concerning their endurance of mental pain while using
temporary double eyelid items. More precisely, Ying found these stickers difficult to apply. As
Wawa recounted, “every morning I had to use [stickers], and on the days that I consumed too much
sodium and applied these double eyelid items, they [my eyes] were swollen and [the stickers] did
not work properly, which made [me] very upset”. These three participants eventually decided to
have double eyelid surgery for getting rid of such mental pain.

By contrast, a couple of the recipients, Gemma and Ou, reported having felt totally fine with
their uptakes of double eyelid products. However, the CS promotions during Covid-19 which they
discovered on Facebook were the catalysts for them to undertake double eyelid surgery. This
exhibits the successes of some CS institutions in marketising CS amidst the pandemic. Still, double
eyelid products directly impacted upon the decisions of several interviewees to correct their eyelids
surgically, as explicated throughout this sub-section. They adopted these temporary items as tools
for monitoring their own eye looks, which prompted them to have double eyelid surgery for more
permanent modifications in pursuit of higher self-satisfaction. Exemplary of a subtle pattern of
patriarchy, this finding insinuates neoliberal, postfeminist incitements to keep being self-contained
while transitioning from the uses of an innovation (temporary double eyelid items) towards surgical

intervention (CS) (Gill, 2017).
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6.3.3 Make-Up and Dress-Up

Wearing make-up and clothing fall into women’s makeover: a principal constituent of
“postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162) demanding women to constantly modify their looks
towards perfect versions (Gill, 2007c). Gill (2017) accentuates the linkages between women’s
makeover and their psychological selves. Relatedly, a number of the recipients in this project
wished to boost their self-satisfaction, thereby enhancing and/or simplifying their make-
up/dressing-up via CS. These participants greatly varied regarding their ages at the time of the
procedures and the interviews.

One of the surgeon participants, Doctor Dom, pinpointed justifications around eye make-up
from many of his Thai women patients aged 21-39 for undergoing double eyelid surgery. That is,
they wanted their eyelids to look more apparent while applying eyeliners. This, along with
aspirations to unravel eye make-up rituals, strongly resonates with multiple interviewees’

rationalisations for double eyelid surgery, one of whom is Greta:

If [1] used an eyeliner or used eyeshadow(s), and when opening [my] eyes, the side
that did not appear double-lidded — or on some days did not appear double-lidded — it

[the eyeliner or eyeshadow] totally disappeared. Get it? (Greta, [feEaae)

Likewise, several participants wished to unburden their nose make-up in quest of increased self-

satisfaction, as evidenced in the below extract:

Previously, [I] adopted make-up approaches that heighten the nose bridge,

contouring to appear as having a nose bridge. But later, if [I] could undergo it
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[rhinoplasty], [I] should do it now. I therefore decided to undertake it. (Net,

redacted)

When it comes to clothing, some of the interviewees reported having wanted to undergo
breast augmentation surgery, due to their desires to have fewer difficulties and/or to look more

attractive when wearing outfits. This is exemplified by the following:

[1] put a lot of sponge [inside my bras], and when dressing up, there appeared to be
no [breast] curve. It was not attractive. ... As they [breasts] did not exist such that [I]

was almost like a man, just a bit [chuckling]. They did not exist, did not exist,

seriously. (Mindy, [FRESEE)

Mindy’s above message revolves around her self-monitoring when dressing up and some
difficulties with the use of bra fillers. In the interviews, Mindy and Maprang highlighted not only
such difficulties, but also their mental pain around their engagement with bra fillers. Maprang
reported having needed to keep pulling the fillers, as they constantly fell out of her original breasts.
As she made clear, this was upsetting for her. Mindy said she was frustrated when her bra fillers did
not fit well with certain types of clothes, such as elastic shirts. These narratives relate to some of the
accounts on temporary double eyelid items in the previous sub-section. That is, they undertook CS
as an impetus for removing mental pain associated with more routine beauty practices.

Mindy’s giggling, as indicated in the quote, may emphasise her dissatisfaction with pre-op
breasts which she described as tiny and thus likened to masculinity. In this study, three out of four
transgender/self-reported-as-a-ladyboy recipients (Hanna, Lingling, and Mink) reported having

undertaken breast augmentation surgery to look more femininely attractive when wearing clothes.
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Yet, a few of the cisgender participants (not only Mindy but also Jang, Maprang, and Ying) showed
their dissatisfaction with their self-identified flat breasts. In addition to Mindy, Ji was another
interviewee who linked her original body shape to masculinity due to her self-described rather small
breasts. As Ji recounted, this body shape obstructed her to enjoy dressing up. On this basis, the
distinctions between the cisgender and transgender/ladyboy recipients regarding their narratives on
breast augmentation were relatively inconsiderable in the data. Notably, these particular participants
profoundly echo Butler’s (1990) poststructuralist contention that, pertinent to the performative basis
of gender, individuals perform femininity and masculinity through self-beautification.

Analogous to the previous sub-section on double eyelid goods, this sub-section illustrates
the fuzzy line between CS and more routine self-beautification like applying make-up and dressing.
To justify this, these two sub-sections have explored the recipients’ hopes to undertake CS by
reason of simplifying and/or enhancing their clothing/make-up. This has consonance with
Widdows’s (2018b) claim that the boundaries between traditionally routine and extreme beauty
practices have become increasingly blurry. This is due to 1) the constant rise of aesthetic demands
provoked by the relentlessly visual-oriented global move; 2) the rhetoric of individual choice
induced by neoliberalism (Widdows, 2018b). The recipients pertinent to these two sub-sections
adjusted themselves in accordance with such a transition and the continuation of beauty patriarchy,
having viewed CS as the end solution to untangle and/or improve their bodywork routines. They
were subsumed within the postfeminist trope of makeover (Gill, 2007c¢) that exhorts women to
strive for their perfect aesthetic versions (Gill, 2007c). However, this finding helps enlighten a non-

dichotomous, nuanced positioning of aesthetic regimes.
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6.3.4 Breastfeeding

Gill (2017) underlines how the postfeminist feature of self-monitoring in “postfeminist
sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162) has become increasingly extensive. In this respect, several scholars
researching postfeminism and maternity (Tyler, 2011; Littler, 2013; De Benedictis and Orgad,
2017) examine the pervasive neoliberal force of appearance-based self-surveillance towards
mothers. Having explored the rise of neoliberal depictions of pregnant beauty, Tyler (2011)
connects this line of argument with breast augmentation surgery resulting from breastfeeding: the
practice today often likened to individualised commitment and good motherhood (Schmidt, et al.,
2022; Augusto, Neves, and Henriques, 2023). This thesis extends Tyler’s (2011) above claim: Ji’s
and Ying’s breastfeeding was integral to their body scrutiny, which induced their breast
augmentation surgery.

Regarding Ji’s account, she felt satisfied with her breasts during breastfeeding to a greater
extent than her pre-breastfeeding breasts. Ji engaged with breast augmentation surgery to become
satisfied again for the rest of her post-breastfeeding life. As Ji described her feelings about her pre-

CS breasts:

Once | breastfed the child, [my breasts] were firmer, but they then became saggier.
They expanded a lot; that is, when | breastfed the child, my breasts were 40 [inches],
from 31 to 40. They increased a lot. And when it was the end of the period that |
breastfed the child, [I] felt they were floppy, do you get it? ... And I felt that I

favoured [my breasts] when | breastfed and they got firm. (Ji, [FREaGe)

When it comes to Ying, she did not explicate her feelings towards her breasts throughout

breastfeeding. Nonetheless, akin to Ji, she was dissatisfied with her breasts after breastfeeding. Ying
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recounted that her breasts became completely flat following her breastfeeding, insofar as bra fillers

no longer helped. As Ying explained in her own words:

From the past when they [the breasts] seemed to be little [but] I was still able to use
bra fillers to back them up. But once the child drank milk from my breasts, they were
totally gone. They were unable to be backed up [by bra fillers], yes. At that point, [I]

felt, at that point [I] felt [it] was a complex [of inferiority]. (Ying, [eEIqee)

Ji’s and Ying’s cases demonstrate that postfeminist compulsions towards mothers to
discipline their bodies can be connected with significant maternal mandates (pregnancy and
breastfeeding) and an optional form of self-sacrifice as a mother (breast augmentation surgery). As
Tyler (2011, p. 29, original emphasis) puts it, “pregnancy has been reconfigured as a neoliberal
project of self[-]realization, a ‘body project’ to be directed and managed, another site of feminine
performance anxiety and thus ironically a new kind of confinement for women”. As above, these
two participants strongly echo this quote from Tyler (2011), but in relation to post-pregnancy
breasts. Interestingly, Ji deemed a conversation with a Thai woman friend (whose breasts changed
after breastfeeding) as the main source of her CS motive. Meanwhile, Ying regarded herself as the
primary origin of her motivation for undertaking CS as a whole. They positioned men away from
the core of their reasons for having CS. In these interviewees’ cases, power thus operated
within/amongst women. Yet, it was intertwined with beauty patriarchy that modestly operates to put
immense pressure on mothers’ self-improvement, in congruence with the neoliberal grammar of
self-containment (Littler, 2013).

A surgeon participant, Doctor Van, touched upon the point that some Thai women undertake

breast augmentation surgery following their pregnancy and breastfeeding. This surgeon positioned
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this as a ‘solid’ reason for having breasts surgically modified for aesthetic purposes. This may
sound sensible, given its relevance to maternal duties like pregnancy and breastfeeding. This line of
rationale can help counter the lingering understanding that CS symbolises vanity (Blum, 2003;
Northrop, 2012). Simultaneously, it further reinforces self-monitoring and body modifications

amongst women, against the backdrop of societal patriarchal oppression.

6.3.5 Ageing

Gendered double standards around ageing appearance have been deep-rooted in several
countries (Sontag, 1997). For the most part, the recipients in this study associated anti-ageing with
not only CS but also skin treatments and injections like Botox. The ages between 30 and 35 were
regarded as the turning point of starting to ‘feel’ old. Accordingly, all of the participants who
undertook CS for anti-ageing purposes were in their 30s at the time of the procedures. This finding
Is an addition to the debate on postfeminism and anti-ageing. Previous pertinent works centre on
older/mid-age women who want to look more youthful (Garde-Hansen, 2012; Jermyn, 2016).
Meanwhile, this sub-section illuminates how young women tackled their ageing, paralleling the
extensification of self-disciplining as part of postfeminism (Gill, 2017).

Ying is one of the recipients whose justification for double eyelid surgery revolves around

ageing and aesthetic self-surveillance:

Eyes, why [1] decided to undergo it was in the past, [I] was the person with single
eyelids. [1] was the one, eyelids, single eyelids. But as [my] age started to increase,
there were small lines emerging. They were double-lidded, some days they were
triple-lidded. But I thought that if I undertook double eyelid surgery, my eyes would

look sweeter, they would look prettier. So, | went to consult with a doctor, asking the
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doctor for them to be double-lidded permanently, but the original eyes had no

[medical] issues. (Ying, [FRESee)

This quote is centred upon the connections between Ying’s self-scrutiny around her eyes during her
30s and her self-satisfaction. Ying’s narrative is intriguing in that she reported having been satisfied
with her pre-op Muay (a Thai terminology meaning East-Asian-looking) eyes despite her pure Thai
ethnic background. This is at odds with Moz who associated her CS rationale with both ageing and
her partial Chinese heritage?®. Ying’s satisfaction with her original Muay appearance reflects the
wider perception that Muay eyes are sometimes not stigmatised in Thailand. This perception
coheres with the dominance of not only partly white Thais but also those of partial/full Chinese
ancestry?8 in the Thai celebrity and influencer landscape (Kang, 2017, p. 190). Nevertheless, Ying’s
choice of double eyelid surgery was provoked by ageing as above.

By contrast, Ou and Pingpong, both of whom are of partial Chinese lineage, did not
explicitly construct their accounts of double eyelid surgery in relation to their ethnicity. Pingpong
referred to her ageing eyelids when rationalising her double eyelid surgery. For Ou, in addition to
the CS promotion she discovered on Facebook as aforementioned, she connected her CS narrative

with 1) ageing; 2) her comparison between her relatives’ eyes and her own:

The period of the doctoral studies when [1] started to become 30 something [years

old] already, and [1] met [mostly women] relatives whose, when they were in their

2% By and large, Thais of full Thai lineage have less eyelid fat and wider eyes, compared to entirely/partly ethnically
Chinese Thais as well as Korean and Japanese people (Kéng, 2021, p. 282). Yet, as exemplified by Ying, Muay looks
are not necessarily synonymous with East Asian ethnicities.

% |n Thailand, partially/fully ethnically Chinese people usually fit into Muay style that primarily encapsulates East
Asian aesthetics. This style signifies Asian economic leaders and cosmopolitanism (Kéng, 2017; 2021).
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20s 30s, eyes were identical [to mine]. And when they started to become 40, we met

each other, and their eyes changed to another style. (Ou, [fREaae)

As evidenced in the excerpt, Ou adopted “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016,
p. 94) on her (predominantly women) elder relatives, having viewed these women’s eyes as a
warning against ageing. Ou then chose to pre-empt the potential increased sagginess of her eyelids
by undertaking double eyelid surgery. To recapitulate, Ou’s CS rationale centres around this
horizontal observation and the marketisation of CS on social media, rather than linear articulations
of beauty patriarchy. Yet, she was not situated outside the patriarchal control, given the patriarchal
root of beauty upon which “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) is
premised.

This sub-section turns now to Gina who clearly embraced “aesthetic entrepreneurship”
(Elias, Gill, and Scharff, 2017, p. 37) with concerns to ageing. Under the postfeminist zeitgeist,
“aesthetic entrepreneurship” (Elias, Gill, and Scharff, 2017, p. 37) refers to high levels of self-
reflexivity, creativity, and agency in self-modification for pursuing enhanced versions of physical
attractiveness (Elias, Gill, and Scharff, 2017). Gina’s principal reason for undergoing CS was her
inspiration from a Thai woman singer to look friendlier for children studying at the school where
she worked. This rationale opposes the belief that CS is likened to vanity (Blum, 2003; Northrop,
2012), thus complexifying the beauty angle of postfeminism. Yet, another reason for her double
eyelid surgery appertains to ageing. Gina mentioned her great satisfaction with her eyes when she
was younger. However, as she grew older (over 30 years old), she wished to undergo double eyelid
surgery after evaluating her look in the mirror and feeling unhappy with her subsequent eye

appearance. As Gina put it:
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I saw [myself in the mirror], and [my] look was ... I spent on other things, spent a
lot, was able to spend, right? | therefore decided to have it [CS]. ... Once being old

already, ... as it was no longer necessary to worry about many things, [I] tried loving

myself. (Gina, [FhEaEe)

Gina’s words “tried loving myself” in the above message refer to her engagement with CS, which is
contrasted with “Love your body (LYB)” neoliberal discourses (Gill and Elias, 2014, p. 180) that
direct women towards individual appreciations of their original bodies. This means Gina equated
neoliberal injunctions to constantly take care of oneself with undertaking aesthetic modifications
instead of simply loving one’s look.

Altogether, the findings in this sub-section parallel Widdows’s (2018b) claim that today,
women are greatly preoccupied with their own looks, with their desires to rejuvenate themselves.
This is interwoven with the ubiquitous postfeminist trope of self-disciplining amidst high beauty
demands (Gill, 2017). Power deeply flowed within these participants, whilst it rested upon beauty
patriarchy concerning the anti-ageing imperative and elusive beauty effects towards women (Gill,

2017).

6.4 Media Consumption/Usages

Earlier, this chapter demonstrated the roles of the celebrity and influencer terrain in
normalising CS among Thais. This section further adds to one of the theoretical contributions of the
thesis: uncovering the ways the media facilitate young Thai women to have CS. This section is
centred upon the impacts of social/mass media uses/consumptions on aesthetic modifications.
Social and mass media coalesced power within the participants into their decisions to have CS. In

this sense, “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) was paramount to such
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power constellations, presenting how power productively worked among women regarding self-
beautification. To be precise, the recipients’ media uses/consumptions echo Riley, Evans, and
Mackiewicz’s (2016) finding on the prevalent and comparative essence of this gaze. Nonetheless,
what is missing in Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz’s (2016) project are women’s uptakes of this gaze
on the media as inspirational. Such uptakes constitute the core tenet of this section. These pervasive,
comparative, and inspirational qualities of this gaze are shown in the sub-sections of social media
and mass media. These two sub-sections are largely characterised by Gill’s (2007b, p. 255) quote:
“surveillance of women’s bodies ... constitutes perhaps the largest type of media content across all
genres and media forms”. Not only does this quote from Gill (2007b) indicate that the media have
been profoundly enmeshed with beauty patriarchy, but it has also remained convincing over the past

few years (Gill, 2021c).

6.4.1 Social Media

From the beginning of the last decade, digital culture has penetrated people’s day-to-day
lives because of its rapid circulation and interactivity, which has engendered the exponential growth
of visual culture on social media (Dobson, 2015; Tiggemann, et al., 2018; Gill, 2021b). In this
project, quite a number of the CS recipients — with great variations concerning ages at the time of
the procedures — demonstrated the relationships between self-satisfaction and social media
usages/consumption. Overall, the participants’ media consumption/usages on Instagram, Facebook,
and YouTube were the most impactful in their decisions to have CS. That is, the recipients not only
saw appealing posts/pictures featuring women public figures as well as the women general public,
but they also monitored their own online personae on social media. From a feminist perspective,
patriarchy was covert here, given that this looks-focused monitoring amongst and within women

was underpinned by the gendered basis of aesthetic demands (McRobbie, 2015). Inherent in such
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policing is the mutual essence of surveillance on social media where people discipline each other
and are concurrently monitored by one another in a participatory manner (Tokunaga, 2011,
Marwick, 2012). Intertwined with this surveillance culture is the ubiquity of self-optimisation to
boost mediated visibility on a competitive capitalist logic (Banet-Weiser, 2018).

According to Marwick (2012) from a Foucauldian perspective, power operationalises in a
multidimensional manner on social media: between platforms and users, and within different
interpersonal relationships. By and large, power relations on social media are more interpersonal
than top-down (Marwick, 2012, p. 391). The first pattern that portrays such power workings is
concerned with women models in fashion shops on Instagram. Through Jang’s uptake of
“postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94), she was inspired by these women
to engage with CS for her enhanced body shape. Her giggling in the below quote may underscore

her dissatisfaction with self-described flat pre-op breasts.

IG, clothing shops, sometimes, | wanted to wear but [chuckling] cannot wear. [I]
wanted to dress up but if, as, [for] people who[se breasts] are flat, it will be hips are

fine but breasts are loose, or breasts are fine but hips are tight. (Jang, [EESee)

Toon was another participant who linked women models in clothing shops on Instagram to her
justification to undertake CS. Congruent with the individualised nature of postfeminist beauty
culture, both models and general women are socially exhorted to relentlessly take heed of their self-
stylisation (Wissinger, 2015a; Gill, 2021c). Thus, in tandem with the exponential growth of social
media, models are salient in amplifying unattainable aesthetic benchmarks on account of their
paramount credentials around appearance (Wissinger, 2015a; 2015b). Such an effect of women

models is evidenced in Jang’s and Toon’s accounts as above.
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The second pattern also appertains to the comparative and inspirational characteristics of
“postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94). A number of the interviewees
deemed women on social media, whether public figures or the general public, as influential for their
CS decisions. A few of them, e.g. Zan and Jang, were driven to have CS by general women’s social
media posts. For example, Jang was partially sparked by her women friends’ good body shapes to
receive breast augmentation surgery. Several participants deemed beauty vloggers on YouTube as
one of the contributing factors for their CS decisions. They saw vloggers’ glamorous make-up and
then wished to surgically alter their own appearance. To illustrate, as Kanoon recounted, “it was
relevant [to my CS motive], because sometimes, when they wore make-up, as they had a nose
bridge, it enhanced their make-up”. This reflects the extant literature on postfeminism that beauty
vlogging usually encourages their fans to refine their looks via make-up, as a toolkit for fostering
self-empowerment (Banet-Weiser, 2017; Riley, Evans, and Robson, 2023). As beauty vloggers fall
under one category of influencers in Thai society (Limkangvanmongkol and Abidin, 2019), it is
likely that these interviewees were enticed by the relatable images of influencers (Marwick, 2013;
Kanai, 2018; Chen and Kanai, 2022).

Third, Baimai’s and Ree’s narratives are cases in point regarding Gill’s (2021a, p. 1390)
claim that, in society flooded by digital media, “being watched and feeling judged are not simply
done by others to the self, but equally are applied to one’s own appearance, requiring a distinctive
critical gaze on the self”’. These two interviewees longed for rhinoplasty due partly to their self-

scrutiny while crafting their social media profiles. The following are Baimai’s words:

When | saw my own face [while producing content], when looking to the side,

[chuckling] [1] felt that [chuckling] [my nose] was flat. And | saw it often. And [I]
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felt that I lacked this [chuckling], if my face had a nose bridge, it would be good

[chuckling]. (Baimai, [TREIae)

Baimai’s consistent chuckling may accentuate her dissatisfaction with her self-reported flat nose.
While creating their social media content, Baimai and Ree constantly looked at themselves through
a selfie perspective: a standardised form of appearance-based self-surveillance (Giroux, 2015).
When | asked these two participants whether they would self-identify as influencers, they responded
that they had not reached that point. Still, they felt the need to look more attractive on the camera.
They were not immune to wider aesthetic pressure towards influencers to maintain an aspirational
quality, as part of their self-empowerment in congruence with postfeminism (Banet-Weiser, 2012;
2017; Abidin and Gwynne, 2017; Hearn and Banet-Weiser, 2020). Hence, Baimai and Ree were
located within power dynamics between themselves, interpersonal relationships, and social media
platform(s) (Marwick, 2012). They were exhorted by their followers to appear beautiful in their
social media profiles.

Compared to Baimai and Ree, Neen drew a clearer parallel between her appearance-focused
self-monitoring on social media and her engagement with fans, thereby having been immersed in
such interpersonal power workings. Having self-described as a fashion influencer, Neen reported
having noticed some aesthetic flaws on her nose. She also acknowledged the centrality of physical
attractiveness for boosting her confidence to be a more effective communicator via social media.
This elicited her decision to undergo rhinoplasty. Neen’s case illustrates how influencers’ material
and affective interactions with audiences are crucial for sustaining their fan bases (Baym, 2018). It
resonates with Banet-Weiser’s (2012) assertion that, in line with postfeminism, influencers are

compelled to self-manage their authentic, aspirational, and positive attributes on social media, in
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order to maintain their fame and feel more empowered. Aesthetics is indispensable for the creation

of such attributes (Abidin and Gwynne, 2017; Hearn and Banet-Weiser, 2020).

6.4.2 Mass Media

In tune with the extensive dissemination of mainstream media, mass media
consumption/uses, not least TV and magazine, had a bearing on aesthetic self-satisfaction of several
participants whose ages at the time of the procedures varied. In this regard, most of these recipients
referred to their consumption of mass media rather than their uses, which echoes the less interactive
nature of mass media compared to social media. The notable exception is
who monitored her face on TV by virtue of her former profession as a news anchor, in which case
she used to work for mass media.

Thai women celebrities’ looks on TV were influential in the decisions to have CS for some
of the recipients in this study. Celebrity culture can be defined as “the site of a surplus of
contemporary society’s charisma—by its very nature it involves individuals with special qualities”
(Ferris, 2007, pp. 372-373). Celebrity status is usually likened to high favourability (Hunter,
Burgers, and Davidsson, 2009), and one of such qualities relate to outstanding physical

attractiveness (Ferris, 2007). Tracy’s below message exemplifies such a celebrity effect at a

personal level:

I think it [TV] was relevant, as | felt that I grew up alongside Thai media, having
been a very very Thai kid. Having studied in [a] Thai school[s], having had Thai
friends. | felt that | engaged with the media that were like Thai dramas. And [1] felt
that Thai celebrities had the value like this as well, that having a nose bridge was

good, having a nose bridge would be attractive. (Tracy, [EeESes)
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This quote is linked to Tracy’s justification for having CS. As Tracy added, she particularly
followed one Thai woman celebrity who was famous in the Thai drama realm. Similarly, Gemma
mentioned the impact of the same actress, but unlike Tracy, she directed towards this celebrity’s
eyes rather than nose. Moreover, when | asked Net as to whether the media had to do with her
reason for undergoing rhinoplasty, she admitted that she thoroughly compared her face with another
Thai woman celebrity. Net hoped to look comparable to this public figure. These accounts are tied
to “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) in the sense of being inspired
by the glamour of women celebrities to enhance their own appearance. Indeed, women celebrities
cultivate their appearance for their cultural and economic status on both mass and social media,
whilst strengthening aesthetic demands at large (Genz, 2015).

Magazines have long portrayed and moulded postfeminism, with respect to 1) neoliberal
incitements for women to be more confident in themselves and keep improving their looks; 2)
meticulous surveillance of women’s bodies (Gill, 2016; 2017, p. 616). The latter facet resonates
with how multiple interviewees (Klee, Pingpong, and Sasi) looked at beautiful representations of
women models featured in magazines via “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz,

2016, p. 94), as illustrated by the extract below.

Magazines may have been relevant, because at that time there were still not a range
of mobile phones, right?, and they were Japanese magazines, something like these.
So yeah, [they] may have been relevant in that respect, may have been relevant in an
unconscious manner that actually [they] have been relevant, that in the past which

types of faces were hit, | would want to have a type of face like them, something like

that, maybe. (Klee, [EREEEe)
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The quote demonstrates Klee’s articulation of Japanese magazines in Thailand. Japanese popular
culture gained widespread currency among Thai people until the successful emergence of Korean
popular culture across Southeast Asia (Siriyuvasak and Shin, 2007, p. 109). While Klee followed
Japanese magazines, Sasi and Pingpong were inspired to have CS by Western magazines that
featured both Asian and white Western models. Pingpong, like Klee, depicted her uptake of
“postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) as inspirational, in the sense of
having been fascinated by attractive models. Meanwhile, Sasi narrated a role of magazines in
shaping her CS rationalisation in alignment with both inspirational and comparative qualities of this
gaze. Sasi found magazine models’ facial make-up pretty and wanted to look like them. Then, she
described her frustrations when she was unable to wear eye make-up in a similar way to the
magazine models, due to her original modest eyelids. Fundamentally, Sasi, Klee, and Pingpong
echo the existing literature on postfeminism that glamorous images in magazines typically intensify
societal beauty demands (McRobbie, 2009; Gill, 2017, p. 616), in this case the demand to surgically

alter appearance.

6.5 The World of Work

This career-related section showcases high societal aesthetic demands amongst Thais which
affected power within young Thai women who undertook CS. All of the surgeon participants noted
the great diversity of occupations of their young Thai women patients. Their professions range from
celebrities, influencers, and models to businessowners, sales agents, civil servants, and office
workers. Correspondingly, the CS experiences of several interviewees were induced by their
former/current career areas based in Thailand. These cover not only areas/occupations for which

looks are prerequisite (advertisement, fashion influencer, beauty pageant, news anchor, physical
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exercise teaching, online fashion branding, and hospitality), but also ones for which interpersonal
communication is generally crucial (account executive, nursing, medicine, and therapy). These
participants differed in terms of their ages at the time of the procedures. Most of these recipients
closely connected such career-related rationale with their aspirations to burgeon further in their
existing jobs, whereas a few stressed the employability aspect.

Importantly, these CS accounts are interlaced with “the new sexual contract” (McRobbie,
2009, p. 54), notably with regards to “postfeminist masquerade” (McRobbie, 2007, p. 718). This
masquerade is conceptualised as “the mask of make-up and the crafting of a highly-styled mode of
personal appearance” (McRobbie, 2007, p. 725) to further thrive in the professional domain. This
line of CS rationalisation demonstrates modest materialisations of patriarchy, because “postfeminist
masquerade” (McRobbie, 2007, p. 718), albeit ostensibly promising for women, is actually a trap to
surrender patriarchal oppression (McRobbie, 2007). In this sense, their career-related CS motives
were affixed to both beauty patriarchy and the professional angle of patriarchy in Walby’s (1989;
1990; 1996; 1997) theorisation. Indeed, the career sphere in Thailand has been patriarchal, by virtue
of gender asymmetries concerning income, career progressions, and career participation (World
Economic Forum, 2020; 2021; 2022; 2023).

The first relevant account was about Tina’s aspiration to burgeon in the hospitality career
path (‘pretty’ and airhostess), as outlined in the quote below. ‘Pretty’ is a subcategory of Thai
women idols, usually with ample breasts, whose works often revolve around appealing a swathe of

individuals at expos (Limkangvanmongkol and Abidin, 2019, p. 97).

At that time, [I] probably had a part-time job; it was, [I] was a pretty, had a part-time
job, yes. And it required looks that were used for competition, yes at that time. And

once being grown up, [1] started to wish to become an airhostess. Airhostess was part
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of [the reason] for, okay, changing my face again [chuckling], yes. (Tina,

redacted)

Tina’s chuckling may imply her subtle shyness associated with a multitude of times she engaged
with CS. Tina’s account is tied up with “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016,
p- 94) in the sense of seeing other ‘pretties’ and being motivated to cosmetically enhance herself, to
ensure an appearance-focused competitive edge. However, from another perspective, Tina was
profoundly embedded in beauty patriarchy, since ‘pretties’ are typically targeted by photographers
who are predominantly men (Mokkhasen, 2016, para. 5). Mindy was another recipient who looked
at other women via “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) in the
professional domain. Both Tina and Mindy depicted their adoption of this gaze as comparative and
inspirational. In Mindy’s case, celebrities were pivotal, mirroring the sweeping perception that
celebrities are romanticised due to their glamour and economic achievements (Ferris, 2007;
Redmond, 2014). This internship opportunity led Mindy to scrutinise her face and wish to increase

appearance-based self-satisfaction:

At that time, I interned ... at [a Thai company in Bangkok]. And | saw celebrities
every day, and each of them was attractive. | therefore felt that [they were] attractive,
| also wanted to be attractive. And [when I] took photos, how to say, they did not
look pretty. [I wondered] what | should undergo first, so | tried researching, the
procedure that can make [individuals] prettier. | found that it was a nose, as it is

situated at the centre of faces. Undergoing [rhinoplasty] can change faces. (Mindy,

redacted)
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This section turns now to career areas that do not centralise beauty per se but require
interpersonal communication. [ ONGURRESEE| s profession relates to medicine, wherein she
liaised with an array of men and women co-workers. She reported having yearned for boosting her
self-satisfaction when looking at herself in the mirror, but also reducing her worry when interacting

with these colleagues:

| feel that | have thought of this matter [beauty] as equal to my profession. [They] go
hand in hand with each other. ... Meeting a lot of people has made me worry a lot

about the eyes of other people [fellow medical students and nurses].

(redacted)

This excerpt illustrates that “postfeminist masquerade” (McRobbie, 2007, p. 718) can pervade the
areas wherein beauty is traditionally peripheral. Also pertinent to this was Amy’s account. She
demonstrated how her professional area (therapy) resulted in her decision to undergo rhinoplasty.
As the below excerpt suggests, Amy undertook CS partially to create a pleasant atmosphere for her
clients, challenging the understanding that having CS is emblematic of vanity (Blum, 2003;

Northrop, 2012).

Perhaps, actually there were multiple reasons. But ... the period when I made the
decision to undergo [CS] was around ... [the period] that [I] worked from home
quite a lot. Then, | deliberated every time, normally while working [or attending a]
meeting [in-person], I rarely looked at the screen and saw my own face all the time
like this, right? Then, when I ... saw my own face unintentionally [on the screen], [I]

got to know my own defect to a greater extent. And, yes, and ... I had to be a person
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who supported clients. And | had to be an exemplar, | had to create a good
atmosphere; meanwhile, sometimes | still worried about my own look. For instance,
[T went to them to support them, and then when smiling and talking, I turned to
myself and did not like my own smiling face. That is, [I had] buck teeth like that and

a big nose, there were moments when that [feeling] sprang up. (Amy, [EEESEE)

Paralleling Amy’s message, Daar, Chiodo, and Rohrich (2021) claim that looking at oneself
via video conference calls can erode confidence in facial appearance. Similarly, Gill (2021b, p. 34)
uncovers how the use of meeting software placed further pressure upon some of her participants to
scrutinise their own looks due to the camera feature. This extract about Amy is career-related,
whereas this specific finding from Gill (2021b) appertains to social lives. Nonetheless, both proffer
that fine-grained appearance-based self-monitoring in keeping with “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill,
2007c¢, p. 162) can take place via such meeting software during the Covid-19 pandemic. Amy was
the only interviewee who weaved such software into her motivation for having CS. Yet, her story is
worth noting by virtue of its convergence with Baimai’s and Ree’s earlier CS motives resulting
from constant self-policing through a selfie perspective. Despite being situated outside social media,
Amy’s looks-focused self-observation via meeting software mirrors an important scholarly claim
regarding the reciprocal nature of surveillance on social media (Tokunaga, 2011; Marwick, 2012).
Amy scrupulously surveilled herself and was concomitantly surveilled, whereby the operation of

power centred around interpersonal communication and herself.

6.6 Education
This section is concerned with intense beauty demands imposed by educational

environments and culture in Thailand. A number of the participants connected their educational
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culture or milieus with the desires to surgically improve their looks. In other words, these
educational elements fused power within these recipients into their CS experiences. These
participants varied in respect of their levels of pre-op educational privileges. On the whole, the time
periods between being influenced by such educational culture or environments and subsequently
undergoing CS were comparatively short. This finding is consistent with the widespread
understanding that childhood and adolescence are the critical periods for self-identity formation to
which both body image and the educational domain are fundamental (Sandhu, et al., 2012; Branje,

etal., 2021).

6.6.1 Educational Environments

Premised upon Walby’s (1989; 1990; 1996; 1997) theorisation of patriarchy, educational
milieus in Thailand illustrate the intertwinement between beauty patriarchy and femininity in
education. As multiple participants captured, on the grounds of the normalisation of CS among
Thais, some CS-related conversations with/among their friends in their Thai educational institutions

prompted them to undertake CS. Rung’s CS account is exemplary of this impact:

At that time, when undergoing surgery, | remember [I] lay down, lay
down, lay down like this, lay down [and] talked. And “you, I want to undertake
rhinoplasty” said all [women] friends, but | was sitting and playing with the mobile
phone, | was the only one who was playing with the mobile phone without
expressing any opinions. But in the morning at 8am, [1] was not in [my] room,
picking money 10,000, over 10,000 Baht?” [and] taking a taxi alone. And friends

rang [me], what happened. Once exiting the operation room, [I] told [them] that you,

27 Equivalent to over 220 GBP as of December 2023.
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I was fine, | came here to undergo [[gleElselel| surgery. Everyone was shocked that

“did you actually undergo it?”, [1] had not told anyone. (Rung, [FEIqee)

Rung made clear that the above dialogue synchronised with the normalisation of CS in Thailand.
Rung’s narrative is intriguing in that she heard her women friends talking about CS at her Thai
undergraduate university, immediately became inspired to begin her CS journey, and went to have
her first CS operation on the following day.

Similarly, Net, Ying, and Zizi took inspiration from beauty-related dialogues among/with
their school/faculty mates, all/most of whom were women, to engage with CS. As Net and Ying
added, these conversations coincided with the wider popularisation of CS in Thailand at that time
and made them think it was acceptable to have CS. Zizi’s case was special in the sense that this
motivation had to do with her beauty-related academic subject that entailed this group of faculty
mates. Above all, such peers alluded to women’s subjectification through beauty patriarchy which
engendered a horizontal impact upon these four participants. This finding is emblematic of muted
materialisations of patriarchy. More precisely, within feminist theory, such women-dominated
interactions establish a communal sense of highly valuing aesthetic standards on account of their
shared gender, construing aesthetic practices as enjoyable to undertake (Carey, Donaghue, and
Broderick, 2010).

Furthermore, several CS recipients embraced “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and
Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) in Thai educational settings, by noticing attractive fellow women students
and becoming inspired to have CS for their appearance enhancement. These participants, one of

whom was Neen, exemplify the comparative and inspirational characteristics of this gaze.
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When entering the university, it was like, that friend was pretty, | also wanted to be

better-looking. So, | thought that what | wanted to get surgically altered was

probably nose. (Neen, [TREiaee)

This was another way a horizontal effect permeated these interviewees’ lives whereby the
patriarchal essence of beauty was in place in a muted manner. As Winch (2015) claims, women
project patriarchy onto each other via appearance-focused observation. Subsequently, this dynamic

limits women’s choices not to conform to aesthetic benchmarks (Winch, 2015).

6.6.2 Educational Culture

This sub-section is rooted in societal beauty privilege that is hierarchical and patriarchal
(Van Esterik, 2000; Kang, 2021). Some of the participants (Amy, Clara, and Kanoon) constructed
their narratives in relation to Thai educational culture with a negative tone, which connotes the
urgency of such culture to be tackled. This negative tone is contrasted with the postfeminist
emphasis on positive emotions in place of negativity (Gill, 2017, p. 610; Gill and Kanai, 2018).

Clara’s account on her university life is one of the examples:

In Thailand, it is ... a problem that is deep-rooted if | analyse [it] properly, it is from
SOTUS. ... I felt that how seniors treated good-looking juniors and [how they
treated] unattractive [juniors], or [their] interests in [these two groups of] juniors
differed. ... I certainly liked being a centre of attention, so I felt bad. It was another

point that motivated [me] to change myself. (Clara, [fREIaae)
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As shown in the quote, Clara addressed an alarming societal issue caused by SOTUS in Thailand.
SOTUS (Seniority, Order, Tradition, Unity, and Spirit) is described as hazing in Thai educational
institutions which places emphasis on the concepts of respect and hierarchies (Winichakul, 2015).
SOTUS, involving its patriarchal basis (Teeratanabodee, 2023), accords well with the profound
impact of hierarchical relations in larger Thai society based on wealth, age, and gender
(Winichakul, 2015). Seniors generally treat junior students who are considered attractive well
compared to their less attractive counterparts. In Amy’s personal experience, the nexus between
SOTUS and appearance impinged particularly on women university students with regards to
networking. Her experience with SOTUS yielded her discomfort with her pre-CS look and thus her
lack of self-confidence. Amy mentioned that her decision to have rhinoplasty was indirectly
influenced by this SOTUS effect.

Mink highlighted another important component of Thai educational culture:

It was probably because of friends in class that were good-looking. And, during the
secondary school period, there were performances, cheerleaders, drum majors, and
opportunities that required selection. In my view, | was a person, a kid who certainly
paid attention to study, but | was rarely selected for something like this due to

appearance. It was a complex [of inferiority], yes. (Mink, [FeEate)

As written in chapter three, beauty privilege has come into force in Thai education, in the forms of
drum mayors, cheerleaders, and university queen bees (Limkangvanmongkol and Abidin, 2019;
Plook Magazine, 2020). As widely known, these people have been predominantly women. Hence,
based upon Walby’s (1989; 1990; 1996; 1997) theorisation of patriarchy, these aesthetically

privileged individuals epitomise the linkage between beauty patriarchy and femininity in education.
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Inherent in this is the profoundly hierarchical nature of educational institutions in Thailand which
intensifies aesthetic demands (Kéng, 2021, p. 275). To restate, the term ‘university queen bees’
refers to glamorous university students (Limkangvanmongkol and Abidin, 2019, p. 98).
Comparable to Mink’s above account on beauty privilege in her secondary school, Clara and
Kanoon posited that some elements of university culture which involve looks-based selection,
university queen bees and cheerleaders for example, affected their decisions to have CS. As Kanoon
added, because she was rarely chosen to join activities in her institutions due to her pre-CS look,
she needed to be good at studying in order to have a place to stand in society. This elicited an
inferiority complex in her mind and therefore her decision to undertake rhinoplasty.

The above accounts about Clara, Amy, Mink, and Kanoon build upon the postfeminist
concept of “the new sexual contract” (McRobbie, 2009, p. 54). That is, these interviewees
demonstrated how the pressures towards women to prosper regarding both education and body
image can be merged into one form of compulsion. In this way, beauty privilege in such a
hierarchical educational realm prompted the participants to embrace beauty patriarchy. However,
even those in beauty-related privileged positions in educational institutions can also be under such
pressures. Meg’s account is illustrative: she served as a cheerleader for her all-girls’ school.
According to Carey, Donaghue, and Broderick (2010), all-girls’ schools are notably beauty-
ingrained, since girls reduce a sense of ‘coercion’ to conform to beauty ideals on the grounds of
their shared gender. The principal source of Meg’s CS motivation was a subtle form of patriarchy.
Specifically, she felt the competitive aesthetics of other women cheerleaders that ‘automatically’
provoked her to compare herself with them, considering the large attention to cheerleaders within
the school commanded. This indicates her application of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and

Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) towards other women cheerleaders and herself in a comparative manner.
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It can be summarised that women students regardless of looks are subject to appearance-
based pressure induced by educational culture and/or milieus, which results in some women having

undergone CS like the participants in this section.

6.7 Surveillance and Commenting from Others

6.7.1 Appearance Bullying

This sub-section is an interesting addition to feminist theory, wherein previous works on
bullying centralise 1) behaviours that are deviant from heteronormative femininity and masculinity
(see for example: Ringrose and Renold, 2010; Ringrose and Rawlings, 2015); 2) body-shaming
advertising that may drastically constrict societal aesthetic standards (Ringrose and Regehr, 2023).
That is, pre-op appearance bullying was prominent in my data. Women are more predisposed to be
body shamed in comparison with men due to beauty patriarchy (Dolezal, 2016), which has also
been the case in Thai society (Van Esterik, 2000; Chaipraditkul, 2013; Kéng, 2021). In Thailand,
appearance bullying has long been conceived of as a norm (Kéng, 2021), even before the
popularisation of CS among Thais (Pengpid and Peltzer, 2013). As pointed out in chapter three,
commenting on one’s appearance has been socially construed as a way of greeting in Thailand
(Kéng, 2021, p. 277). Beauty-related norms often effectively meld power within individuals to
improve their looks (Riley, Evans, and Robson, 2023). In chorus with all of these points, almost 20
of the interviewees regarded their experiences of being body shamed as shaping their CS rationale.
These participants varied considerably with concerns to their ages at the time of the operations.

When it comes to their pre-op stories, these interviewees were usually bullied in their
childhood or teenage years, although in several cases they encountered this in their adulthood. This
is consonant with some studies (Jones and Crawford, 2006; Tzani, 2018; Sukoco, Purnomo, and

Hadiwijoyo, 2022) showing that childhood or teenage histories of being body shamed can engender
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low levels of self-satisfaction and/or self-esteem/confidence as well as trauma. This is attributed to
the perception that childhood and adolescence are the critical periods for self-identity formation to
which appearance is integral (Branje, et al., 2021). As reported in the interviews, nearly all of the
perpetrators were older or around the same age as them. This may have been the result of far
younger individuals often not wanting to directly pick on someone older than them. Older people
typically have more authority than those who are younger in Thai society (McCampbell, et al.,
1999; Sringernyuang, et al., 2020; Baker and Pasuk, 2022). Another possible reason was the recent
cultural shift against body shaming in Thailand, which casts light upon the ubiquitous perception
that appearance bullying has long instilled into older Thai generations (Bunnag, 2021).

The body-shaming perpetrators, who directed power towards the CS recipients, were a
rather even split between women and men. This result shows how “postfeminist gaze” (Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) and “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) were adopted in an
adverse manner, as illustrated by a multiplicity of the stories in this sub-section. Paralleling Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz’s (2016) study, this sub-section demonstrates the judgmental characteristic
of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94). Indeed, due to the shared
gender eliciting the communal recognition of beauty demands, women sometimes negatively push
one another to successfully engage with bodywork and therefore perpetuate beauty patriarchy
(Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 108). With reference to “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p.
6), this sub-section extends Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz’s (2016) research regarding the
judgmental essence of this gaze, given body shaming from men within this Thai CS context.

Some of the recipients in this study received greatly offensive words. These include
comments from friends or co-workers concerning: eyes getting closer together while sleeping due to
the absence of a nose bridge (as encountered by Ree); where to breathe given no nose bridge (Zan);

being cast as the most unattractive woman in the company (Ying); and being told that her pre-CS
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look hardly fit in well with her university where on average students look attractive (Amy). Ree’s
case is intriguing in the sense that her close women friends bullied her as such, which echoes Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz’s (2016) study that unmasks the omnipresence of “postfeminist gaze”
(Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) even amongst close women friends. Meanwhile, Amy,
Ying, and Zan heard the foregoing brutal words predominantly from men, presenting the blatant
versions of “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6). Ying’s and Amy’s cases unveil both judgmental
and comparative characteristics of “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6), showing how these two
participants were judged as less attractive than most women in their affiliations.

Body shaming from family members generally results in strong feelings of inadequacy,
because it could be more mentally damaging in view of the implied fellowship amongst family

members, as shown in Net’s message:

My dad teased, mom has a nose bridge, dad does not have a nose bridge, why, when
being born, did [I] not pick up the right one?, why did [I] pick up the person without
a nose bridge? [I] was like, your genetics, still [he] blamed me. ... Most people were
my [men and women] relatives that teased something like this. The mom was like
“do not be exposed to the sun a lot, otherwise”, “as you are already grown up, why

not undergoing rhinoplasty?”, she was the one who even suggested this. So, it had

made me not very confident about the nose since back then. (Net, [fEIqae)

As outlined in the quote, while Net had no control over her gene expression, her father’s feelings of
unattractiveness via “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) were projected onto her. In this scenario,
her father clearly demonstrated the comparative and judgmental attributes of this gaze. Meanwhile,

having adopted “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94), Net’s mother
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made suggestions for Net to avoid getting tanner and to engage with rhinoplasty, which Net deemed
as a form of body shaming. Fairer complexions are associated with higher class standings and thus
typically desirable in Thailand (\Van Esterik, 2000; Aizura, 2009; Esara, 2009; Limkangvanmongkol
and Abidin, 2019). Net viewed comments on her look from her family members as undermining her
body confidence. Instead of combatting gendered beauty norms, the mother succumbed to them by
not only advising Net to further beautify herself but also providing her with partial CS financial
assistance. This financial support epitomises supportive motherhood in line with desirable versions
of appearance.

Toon’s long-standing inferiority complex prior to her rhinoplasty parallels Net’s preceding
story. Toon’s mother constantly squeezed her nose in her childhood, as Toon differed from her
parents and her elder sister who were born with a nose bridge. Her mother exhibited “postfeminist
gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) in both judgmental and comparative manners.
Relatedly, Toon said that “[I] have to say that since the beginning, since birth, since [I] can
remember, [I] am a person who always had trauma regarding nose”. Clearly, Net’s and Toon’s
mothers were embedded in the postfeminist motif of women’s massive attention to aesthetics (Gill,
2007c¢), having passed beauty patriarchy onto their daughters. That said, parents were peripheral in
the pre-op accounts around body shaming. Rather, friends and elder relatives, irrespective of
gender, stood at the core, as instantiated by Tracy’s and Klee’s below stories.

Being compared to the striking looks of other family members, regardless of gender, can be
particularly mentally damaging due to the absence of control of each person’s unique gene

expression, as exemplified by Tracy:

Actually, I myself had wanted to undergo [rhinoplasty] since [l was] a kid, because it

was so strange that [my] dad [my] mom, both of them have nose bridges. And
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everyone [mostly women relatives] had expected that | would have been born and
had [a nose bridge]. But [I] was born and did not have [it]. ... My mom is very
attractive. So, everyone liked to say that why not having a nose bridge like your

mom? Where has [it] gone? | felt that it was a bit of an inferiority complex. (Tracy,

redacted)

As the quote indicates, Tracy’s (mostly women) relatives compared her with her mother whom
Tracy described as very attractive, which must have put significant pressure on Tracy as well as
strong feelings of inadequacy. Tracy admitted that such comments were interlaced with her
meticulous facial self-scrutiny, having induced her rhinoplasty. In addition to the above message,
the relatively narrow age gap between Tracy and her mother and the singer-mom status of her
mother resulted in Tracy being close with her mother’s (primarily women) mid-adult friends. This

led to a similar experience of being body shamed. Klee had an analogous encounter to Tracy: her

IELEEER]| friends, most of whom were women, compared her with her brother [redacted]
T N  7his caused an

inferiority complex in her mind and invoked her decision to start her CS journey. These stories
about Tracy and Klee are paradigmatic of the comparative and judgmental basis of “postfeminist
gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94).

From a perspective of gender, neoliberal injunctions are especially directed towards women
to cultivate their own minds and bodies, both of which are considered mutually constitutive
(Budgeon, 2003). This has been the case in this project considering the accounts about appearance
bullying. The perpetrators provoked an inferiority complex and/or lower self-esteem/confidence
towards several participants (the above experiences about Klee, Net, Toon, and Tracy for instance).

This finding is congruent with the academic literature that body shaming is connected with the



155

sense of self and psychological states (MacCallum and Widdows, 2018; Widdows, 2022b).
Precisely, according to DeYoung (2015), shame often provokes feelings of inadequacy and isolation
from other people.

The majority of the recipients who were body shamed prior to the operations expressed their
negative feelings towards the body-shaming perpetrators in the interviews. However, a number of
the participants, including Moz and Poopae in the quotes below, simultaneously/solely tried to
avoid looking at their experiences of being bullied in an overly adverse manner. They attempted to
soften the severity of body shaming, by reframing such experiences as positive drivers for their
aesthetic modifications, or as occurrences upon which they ought not to dwell. Given the
postfeminist discourse of optimistic expressions at the expense of gender disparities (Gill, 2017, p.

610), these particular interviewees may have formulated postfeminist identities.

Around that time I was like, this eye look was already good; that is, sometimes | did
not care about people’s words. Until the day when the eyes became really saggy,
they were not attractive at all, | then accepted that okay, | was not attractive

anymore, the eyes were not attractive anymore. (Moz, [EeESes)

[It was] not the motivation that made me want to undergo [CS], because bullying

words [from women friends] did not, I did not really think about those words, yes.

(Poopae, [FHEI)

Such optimistic expressions are captured by “cruel optimism” (Berlant, 2006, p. 1). It is the
postfeminist notion about one’s framing of adverse situations in ways that sidetrack the root cause

of social injustice (Berlant, 2006). This means Moz, Poopae, and several other recipients exhibited
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their self-management of both appearance-based and psychological aspects in tune with the

neoliberal regime, having depicted patriarchy in a muted way.

6.7.2 CS Advocates

Shifting our attention towards more positive occurrences for the participants, a number of
them reported having been suggested by individuals in their lives to engage with CS. These CS
advocates acknowledged some room for appearance enhancement for the interviewees who differed
concerning their ages around the time of the procedures. Across the data, most of the CS advocates
were cisgender women, followed by transgender women and gay men. Based on the recipients’
accounts, all of these women and gay men advocated the recipients to have CS in a pleasant way.
This finding brings the thesis to suggest that “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz,
2016, p. 94) can be adopted in an advocative manner, feeding into the central theoretical
contribution of this study: advancing postfeminism. However, this section also showcases multiple
accounts that directly relate to “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) within heterosexual romantic
relationships.

None of the recipients in this study regarded their fathers or other men family members as
advocates for them to undertake CS. In contrast, across the data, the mothers overall came into play
as the strongest advocates, connoting supportive motherhood in conformity to aesthetic
benchmarks. Paradigmatic of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) from
the mothers and other women was Frung’s rhinoplasty narrative. Her mother brought her to consult
with a doctor when she was in grade [[ERESGEE], but at that point Frung managed to avoid it by
virtue of her fear of CS pain. As the below quote shows, years later Frung’s women friends
successfully persuaded her to have rhinoplasty by making an advanced payment to a practitioner

before Frung’s approval.
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Actually, I was a person who thought that | [had] a big nose and [had] no nose bridge
constantly. If I had [a nose bridge], [I] thought, it would probably be better. Also,
another factor was that [women university] friends were the ones who encouraged all
the time, wanted [me] to undergo [CS], wanted [me] to undergo [CS]. Also, [they]
were the ones who paid the insurance cost [for me] [chuckling], so [I] went to have it

like following through after a false step. (Frung, [fREiaae)

Reflected in her chuckling, Frung acknowledged a strong peer pressure from women alike due to
the advanced payment. Since her women friends were satisfied with their CS that had taken place at
this CS institution, Frung decided to undertake it and tolerate the CS pain. Her mother was
eventually the person who paid in full for this operation. Altogether, this account demonstrates that
Frung’s women friends exerted more power in her than her mother, because of these friends’
satisfactory CS experiences at this particular CS institution.

Frung’s narrative centres around her horizontally strongly advocated decision (i.e. decision
heavily suggested by other women) to undergo CS, considering the solid encouragements from her
mother and women friends. A few more participants similarly made their horizontally strongly
advocated decisions to engage with CS on account of the huge encouragements from their mothers.
These interviewees include Cee, Deer, Moz, and Summer. This finding shows that women’s
communal great interests in beauty turned into subtle materialisations of patriarchy. Indeed, in
wider patriarchal social structures, beauty patriarchy fundamentally impinges more on women
compared to men (Gill, 2007a). Due to the ascendancy of neoliberal ethos, women are seduced into

the imperative to take risks and endure the pain for enhanced appearance (Dosekun, 2017).
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Except for Moz, the other four recipients were under 20 years old or in their early 20s when
making these strongly advocated decisions to undergo CS. Moz made such a decision in her early
30s. As Foulkes, et al. (2018) have discovered, children and teenagers aged 12-18 are more prone to
be socially amenable than individuals aged 19-59. This thesis presents a slightly different result that
women over 18 years old can also be heavily persuaded by peer pressure and/or figures of authority
in their families to undergo such an invasive aesthetic practice. Nevertheless, on average, these five
participants were very young at that time, which broadly accords well with the claim made by
Foulkes, et al. (2018) that younger ages positively correlate with greater susceptibility to be socially
influenced. On top of that, all of these five participants were fully/mostly financially supported by
their older women family members (usually mothers) to engage with CS. In essence, these five
cases sit at the intersection of gender, age, and economic capital, showing the reifications of
supportive motherhood and sisterhood in passing beauty patriarchy onto these participants.

Beauty patriarchy has long been inscribed within the status quo in favour of men (Bartky,
1990; Wolf, 1991). Accordingly, there were still a handful of the accounts related to CS advocates
who were cisgender heterosexual men and directly used “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6)
towards the participants (Klee, Jang, and Mink). These recipients varied with reference to their ages
around the time of the operations. Yet, all of their men CS advocates were their current/former
partners. Such narratives about Mink, Klee, and Jang showcase the advocative yet judgmental
essence of this gaze. As noted at the beginning of this chapter, Mink was the only interviewee who
considered men as the major provenance of her motive for undergoing CS. Likewise, Mink’s
rationale for her breast augmentation surgery depicts a linear influence of a man. Mink’s boyfriend
encouraged Mink to get her breasts augmented. However, there was a concrete distinction between
Mink’s account and Klee’s and Jang’s narratives. Unlike Mink, Klee and Jang pointed out that the

mainsprings of their CS experiences were themselves. These two participants displayed their
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agentic power in conjunction with the postfeminist vocabulary of individualisation within
“postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162).

The following appertains to Klee’s story:

My first boyfriend, I used to ask, I used to ask, whether [he] wanted me to save
money to see him in [a Western country] or wanted me to use this amount of money
for undergoing breast augmentation surgery. And [he] selected that, undertake breast
augmentation surgery. Was [he] okay? Was it possible? [1] therefore thought that the
boyfriend wanted me to have breasts to that extent? [l was like], I shall undergo it,

something like that. (Klee, [fREGe)

Klee departed from Mink and Jang, in that she showed her questioning of such CS advocacy as
indicated in the quote, whereas Mink and Jang did not ‘position’ their current/previous partners as
negative at all. Nevertheless, all of these three interviewees shied away from beauty-related sexism
expressed by these men, which can be regarded as one of the patterns of silences in the data.
Specifically, after saying the above quote, instead of beauty sexism, Klee drew attention to her
young age when being with her first partner. As Klee explained, such a young age brought them to
get together purely due to appearance, and then this boyfriend outrightly influenced her to engage
with breast augmentation surgery. While recounting the above breast augmentation motive, Mink
went on to note that her boyfriend did not force her to have her breasts augmented; he just implicitly
said so during sexual intercourse. Mink admitted, with a pleasant tone, that he was attracted to her
purely because of her post-op facial look rather than her personality. About Jang, whilst having
been directly encouraged by her former/current boyfriend to have her breasts surgically augmented,

Jang did not depict his encouragement and teasing on her breasts as negative:
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Jang: Initially, [1] was contemplating that [I] wanted to have it [breast augmentation
surgery], but there was no time. Then, out of the blue, the partner teased me
that undergoing it? So | was undergoing [laughing]. If the partner
encouraged, | would undertake [it].

Researcher: Or?8, the partner was the one who encouraged a bit, right?

Jang: He just teased me that, undergoing it? [chuckling]. [He] saw that [they were]

very flat. So [I] seriously intended to have it.

Researcher: Orr?.

Jang: Yes.

QLR redacted)

Jang further individualised her aesthetic modification, by narrating that this partner
afterwards tried to stop Jang from undertaking breast augmentation surgery, but she was determined
to engage with this procedure. Altogether, Jang, Klee, and Mink may have constructed their
identities relative to the postfeminist discourse regarding optimistic portrayals in articulating
manifest forms of sexism (Baker, 2010). These three cases parallel the preceding notion of “cruel
optimism” (Berlant, 2006, p. 1) concerning affective self-management to frame questionable
situations in ways that deflect the root cause of social injustice (Berlant, 2006). Their alignment
with this notion displays patriarchy in a subtle manner.

Additionally, across the data, only Mink connected sexual intercourse with CS rationale,

although 13 out of 50 CS recipients reported having undertaken breast augmentation surgery. This

28 An expression of acknowledgement.
29 An expression of acknowledgement.
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was a pattern of silences in the data, complicating “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162) to
which the trope of sexualisation is paramount. The normalisation of women’s sexual practices is
championed in the broader postfeminist climate (Gill, 2007a). This finding in my study, though, is
unsurprising considering a prevalent Thai discourse: the ongoing sensitiveness of talking about
sexual intercourse (Ounjit, 2015). The association of women’s sexualisation with the nation’s
enemy has been entrenched in Thai society (Harrison, 2017). In brief, this is one of the ways Thai
conservatism distances itself from the hitherto Western-centric basis of postfeminism, feeding into

the central contribution of this thesis: advancing postfeminism.

6.8 Heterosexual Romantic Desirability

Heterosexual romantic desirability was not deemed dominant in the data of this thesis about
the pre-op accounts. Still, it is a noteworthy element to unpack, because this is where the
(hetero)sexuality angle of patriarchy and beauty patriarchy were interlocked based upon Walby’s
(1989; 1990; 1996; 1997) theorisation. In feminist theory, heterosexual romantic desirability is
largely tied to the social stigmatisation of singlehood that impinged particularly on women due to
the ubiquitous stereotypical association between women and dependence (Sharp and Ganong,
2011). The media portrayals have profoundly linked the postfeminist grammar of women’s
individual choices to coupledom rather than singlehood (Taylor, 2012). Such desirability has to do
with beauty patriarchy, since physical attractiveness of partners has thus far mattered more for men
compared to women (Jeffreys, 2014).

Clara, Freya, Lala, and Meg, all of whom self-reported as heterosexual, linked heterosexual
romantic desirability to their CS rationale. Hence, these four interviewees’ self-beautification
revolves around their longing for “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6). Their rationalisations bring

the thesis to characterise this gaze as desirable for some women. According to Walby (1989, pp.
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225-226), heterosexuality has long shaped a variety of societal preferences including heterosexual
relationships. As Budgeon (2016, p. 413, original emphasis) puts it, “women who are not
normatively partnered ... often struggle to present themselves as ‘empowered’ or ‘liberated’ at
these moments”. The excerpt below epitomises the nexus between the postfeminist motif of

women’s individual choices adhered to coupledom and “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6):

[I] probably wanted to be pretty, in order to gain acceptance from the opposite sex
who was not friends. [I mean] perhaps general men. Probably, at that time, [I]
probably wanted to have a boyfriend, when being a kid, having wanted to be pretty,

having wanted to have someone who came to flirt, having wanted something like

these, yes. (Freya, [EeEGe)

Freya equated this quote with the mainspring of her CS. Notwithstanding this, she
emphasised that the mainspring was ‘herself” having taken heteronormative beauty standards into
consideration. Clara and Lala also described themselves as the major source of their motives for CS.
Meg likened this source to her internal comparison between herself and several other women in her
school. This means all of the recipients who connected their CS narratives with heterosexual
romantic desirability tried to display their agentic power, by individualising their principal sources
of undertaking CS in congruence with postfeminism. This finding is indicative of postfeminist
compulsions for individuals to underscore self-determination in place of subordination within
gender relations (Baker, 2010, p. 190). To that end, these four interviewees showcased subtle

reifications of patriarchy.
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6.9 Chinese Physiognomy

This thesis complicates postfeminism in that Asian spirituality impacted upon the decisions
of multiple interviewees to have CS, forming part of the overriding theoretical contribution of this
project: advancing postfeminism. Chapter five demonstrated beauty styles for CS in alignment with
Chinese physiognomy. This section articulates the role of this spiritual belief in shaping the motives
for engaging with CS. As mentioned, Summer’s aesthetic role model for her double eyelid surgery
bears on Chinese physiognomy. Relatedly, she identified this spiritual belief as the origin of her
motivation for having CS. The below message connotes Summer’s decision strongly suggested by
her mother as written earlier, but also her own interest in this spirituality. On this spiritual logic,
Summer believed having saggy eyes could bring unfortunate luck to her life; therefore, she wanted

to get them corrected for a better fortune.

Actually, I did not, starting from the eyes, right?, | wanted to believe in fortune-
telling, and my mother wanted me to have my eyes corrected, because my eyes
became saggy, right? ... And then it was my mother who wanted the child to undergo
breast augmentation surgery. | followed her aspiration, so | was okay, it came as a
pack, package that breast augmentation surgery and double eyelid surgery were
performed together, yes. ... But primarily, initially, it began from my desire to have

my eyes corrected only. (Summer, [FeESGe)

These sorts of rationale pertinent to both beauty and spirituality make CS appear more
acceptable to undergo compared to rationalisations purely about appearance, as the former seems to
be less anchored in vanity. Thais regardless of gender are interested in Chinese physiognomy

(Angkasirikul, 2006). Still, such spirituality-related justifications are inseparable from patriarchy,
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given that CS has been more normalised among Thai women in comparison to their men
counterparts, as outlined earlier. Chinese physiognomy drove Summer but also Tina to undertake
CS, and these two interviewees varied with respect to their ethnic origins. Tina described as
“wanting to have Lao Teng [meaning double eyelids in one of the Chinese dialects]” in search of
better luck. On the contrary, although Pa pinpointed her belief in Chinese physiognomy, she
decided to go against it in her rhinoplasty experience. There is a widespread belief on the
connection between snub noses and good physiognomy regarding high earnings (Angkasirikul,
2006). Pa maintained that such a linkage was overshadowed by her desire to look aesthetically
pleasing.

What the above three accounts tell us is the complexification of motivational identification,
illustrating that Chinese physiognomy can influence the workings of power within individuals
either in support of or in opposition to CS. That is, Summer and Tina conflated such physiognomy
with their aspirations to undergo CS, whilst Pa weighed her appearance enhancement over this
spirituality. Arguably, this contrast alludes to the tremendous effect of beauty demands. By having
CS, Summer and Tina could become both luckier and prettier, given that their post-op appearance
would be more closely aligned with both Chinese physiognomy and societal aesthetic standards. On
the other hand, Pa recognised that her post-op nose would fit less with this spirituality, but she
decided to prioritise attractive appearance over Chinese physiognomy.

From a feminist perspective, all of these participants embraced the self-help discourse in
postfeminism. This self-help paradigm covers passion in spirituality and self-beautification in quest
of greater self-empowerment (Baker, 2010). Having considered certain looks that are hailed as good
in Chinese physiognomy, the recipients decided on whether to espouse this spiritual belief when

comparing with aesthetics. What underpinned such consideration was the postfeminist feature of
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women’s self-responsibilisation to keep improving their own lives, whereby the patriarchal control

flowed behind the scenes to perpetuate women’s self-reliance (Baker, 2010).

Chapter Summary

Using feminist theory, this chapter sought to explore various motives of young Thai women
for appearance alterations through CS, reflected in the sections and sub-sections. The chapter
examined the first research question: what informs young Thai women’s decisions to undertake CS?
It argues that their accounts on the motivations for undergoing CS show a variety of subtle
reifications of patriarchy or were greatly underlain by postfeminism. The next few paragraphs
articulate the key take-aways from this argument.

The first take-away rests on the postfeminist grammar of women'’s individualisation (Gill,
2007c¢). The majority of the recipients in the project displayed their agentic power concerning their
individualisation, by positioning fully or mainly themselves as the central source of their motives
for engaging with CS. The second take-away is about the postfeminist feature of “horizontal
surveillance” (Gill, 2017, p. 617) or scrutiny among women. There was a multiplicity of ways
power productively operated amongst women concerning bodywork before the procedures. These
points bring the thesis to regard “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) as
prevalent within the pre-op accounts in this Thai CS context. Crucially, across the pre-op accounts,
“postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) from other women operationalised
in a more positively advocative way towards the participants compared to “the male gaze” (Mulvey,
1975, p. 6).

In closing, | would like to remark on additional take-aways from this chapter, the first one
being some of the recipients’ formulation of postfeminist identities when narrating their pre-op

lives. This formulation relates to their attempts to present themselves as optimistic/positive by
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toning down social injustice (body shaming and beauty-related sexism), which constitutes subtle
reifications of patriarchy. As for another take-away, the chapter feeds into several theoretical
contributions of this thesis: advancing postfeminism; and uncovering the ways the media facilitate
young Thai women to undertake CS. Integral to the first theoretical contribution were Thai and East
Asian influences that complicate the heretofore Western-centric essence of postfeminism. Other
than Thai sociocultural elements, instrumental factors include East Asian (predominantly Korean)
popular culture; temporary double eyelid products; and Chinese physiognomy. Additionally,
another theoretical contribution of the project, demonstrating the learned narratives of rationalising
CS within this Thai CS phenomenon, is primarily predicated upon what was written in this chapter.
Chapter eight synthesises the results in chapters five to seven to lay out this particular contribution

from a holistic viewpoint. Before that, this thesis will proceed to the second research question.
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Chapter 7 — Was Cosmetic Surgery Worth 1t? Post-Operative

EXxperiences

Chapter seven spells out diverse aspects of young Thai women’s post-op accounts. These
aspects include self-confidence/esteem; make-up and clothing; additional levels of appearance-
based self-scrutiny; appearance-focused scrutiny from others; and the world of work. This is
followed by the recipients’ post-op positionalities regarding beauty and gender relations which
underpinned their post-op narratives. The chapter responds to the following research question: what
are young Thai women’s post-0op experiences?

As for the key argument of this chapter, while the recipients’ post-op accounts parallel both
subtle and apparent reifications of patriarchy, the former, namely postfeminism, was more salient.
Such modest reifications cohere with several overarching findings. The first one is about the
participants’ elevated aesthetic/psychological/professional self-empowerment after the CS
procedures, wherein their agentic power in meeting their personal and career desires increased. In
this sense, self-empowerment is surrounding how the recipients’ CS outcomes boosted their
aesthetic self-satisfaction and their self-confidence/esteem, as well as facilitating their day-to-day
makeover and professional lives. Secondly, the recipients were socially compelled to keep on
monitoring their body images as a consequence of CS, whereby their agentic power was
undermined. Both findings point to neoliberal, postfeminist incitements notably towards women to
constantly improve themselves whilst beauty patriarchy is still sustained. The recipients’ agentic
power coincided with both men’s policing and other women’s policing of the participants’ looks,
which are deemed as linear and modest materialisations of patriarchy respectively. Altogether, the
latter form of policing was more positive than the former, alluding to the sweeping postfeminist

association of women'’s self-beautification with a means to raise their power (Gill, 2007c).
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7.1 Prelude to Post-Operative Accounts: Increased Self-Satisfaction and CS Worthiness

Almost all of the CS recipients reported feeling more satisfied with their most recent post-op
appearance compared to their original looks. They stood in alignment with the postfeminist motif of
elevated self-empowerment owing to enhanced bodies, whereby beauty patriarchy was shrugged off
(Gill, 2007c). However, some of the interviewees — who varied greatly in respect of their ages at the
time of the interviews — underlined their concrete/prospective plans to get the same body parts
corrected again. This bears on their self-surveillance in pursuit of more flawless looks, sharply
resonating with the “perfect” (McRobbie, 2015, p. 3): the postfeminist concept that is conducive to
successful femininity in neoliberal times (McRobbie, 2015). Enfolded by beauty patriarchy, this
concept perpetuates women’s constant appearance-focused self-help at the expense of collective
solidarity against gender disparities (McRobbie, 2015). In this vein, their potential/firm intentions to
further change their bodies are tied to the patriarchal control, which covertly diminished their
agentic power in reaching the pinnacle of their aesthetic self-satisfaction.

Nearly all of the recipients in this project reported CS was overall worth it. Their reasons for
depicting CS as worthwhile overwhelmingly revolve around their higher appearance-based self-
satisfaction as noted above, as well as their improved self-confidence/esteem and professional lives
that are thoroughly demonstrated below in this chapter. Net and Nonny were the only participants
who highlighted the unworthiness of CS. Nonny was motivated by 1) the environment where a
number of Thai women had rhinoplasty; 2) her experience of being body shamed by (primarily men
elder) relatives. She mentioned that CS was not that worth the investment for her personally, purely
because she did not attain the level of nose sharpness she had desired. Nonny instantiates the
adverse effect of the “perfect” (McRobbie, 2015, p. 3): imposing notably on women to strive for
impeccable looks that are generally extremely difficult to obtain (McRobbie, 2015). Meanwhile,

Net’s experience of being body shamed by her family sparked her to undergo CS, as outlined in
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chapter six. Net said CS was personally not worth the investment, and her life would have been
pretty much the same had she not undergone CS. Net figuratively posited that, for her, having
rhinoplasty was tantamount to purchasing new trousers in that it was hardly life-changing. Net’s
case is illustrative of the unconvincingness of the postfeminist promise that women can “have it all”

(Dosekun, 2020, p. 117). As she put it:

Actually, | expected more from it. | felt that once [I] had undergone it [CS], my life
probably, should have become better. Say, prior it was around 80 out of 100, I
wanted it [the score] to, after undergoing it, increase to be 85, overall qual, quality of
life. [But], no, [it was] 80 like before [chuckling]. ... After being excited [for the
rhinoplasty result], there was nothing left. It became a part of myself; I have still
been the same sort of person, having the same problems, with the same personality.

People have treated me the same way. So, not, not, [it was] like buying new trousers

actually. (Net, [PeESGE)

Two of the participants provided borderline responses to the question of whether CS was
worth it. As Poopae responded, she initially believed it was worthwhile, but later she thought it was
slightly disappointing. Her disappointed feeling adheres to 1) the subsequent reduced nose
sharpness; 2) a greater variety of rhinoplasty shapes induced by more advanced innovations after
her rhinoplasty. Poopae’s account is exemplary of the illusory promise of the “perfect” (McRobbie,
2015, p. 3), considering the changeable nature of what is deemed flawless. Nevertheless, Poopae
concluded that it was overall worth the investment, as she at least received something in return.
Second, one of the participants with CS experience during Covid-19, Ou, pointed out that she did

not receive a lot in return. Ou linked this thought to the pandemic that limited in-person interactions
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to clearly show her post-op facial look. However, Ou said it was worth having the experience and
being able to find out her post-op appearance. Ou’s explanation parallels Budgeon’s (2003, p. 47)
argument that from a feminist perspective, women’s sense of agency can be heightened to a certain
extent through undertaking body modifications no matter how their looks turn out.

With reference to the most intriguing account about the worthiness of CS, early on in the
interview, Freya mentioned that if she had been able to go back in time, she may not have
undergone CS. This is due to the physical pain resulting from CS, and her feeling in the excessive
societal value of beauty in Thailand which arose after she had resided in Europe. She realised in her
university life that self-esteem needed to come from oneself in lieu of others. Freya found the
question of whether CS was worth the investment tricky to respond to. Yet, she answered yes,
owing to her increased self-esteem that led to life improvement (encompassing romantic desirability
and self-development). This narrative from Freya strongly echoes “the confidence cult(ure)” (Orgad
and Gill, 2022, p. 19) that centres around women’s self-love amidst the dispersal of unrealistic
beauty ideals (Orgad and Gill, 2022). Freya’s account is emblematic of dilemmas to resist
unattainable aesthetic standards to fit into this cult(ure). Therefore, having looks surgically altered
can be a way forward towards the ascendency of self-esteem/confidence; it is this point that

constitutes the heart of the next section.

7.2 CS is a Confidence/Esteem Booster

In addition to Freya, most of the CS recipients — with varied age ranges at the time of the
interviews — reported experiencing overall heightened self-confidence/esteem following their CS
operations. Only one participant, Pingpong, accentuated a decline in self-esteem/confidence after

CS. However, instead of CS, her lowered self-esteem resulted from a coincidental rise of her body
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weight. The following are several extracts relevant to the increase in self-confidence, both of which

display the individualisation of such a confidence/esteem imperative:

Now [I] can do things confidently, when going to study, going to apply for jobs, or
going wherever, [1] feel that body image is really important. It [CS] is a contributing

element that has made me have more confidence to do anything. (Kung, [ Eatae)

[1] feel that it is the decision that is rather correct, and feel | have got a lot more

confidence in, how to call it, being on camera or something like these, in working.

(Tracy, [(EEER)

Across the data, the recipients considered fostering self-confidence/esteem through CS as positive
and integral to their lives. This finding illuminates the confidence/esteem imperative that is a by-
product of neoliberalism (Orgad and Gill, 2022). Tracy even added that she might have her nose
implant removed in her late 20s, owing to the potential great fulfilment of her self-confidence. This
connotes not only the fluid nature of the body, but also her apparent championing of self-
confidence. Deer reported believing that once one has become more confident in oneself, anything
would be good. Another participant, Thip, maintained that CS was generally beneficial for boosting
self-confidence/esteem. Deer’s and Thip’s statements championing self-confidence/esteem deeply
corresponded to the opinions of some more recipients in this study.

Thip highlighted her increased self-esteem/confidence with respect to looking more
attractive in photos. Several other recipients, including Tracy as indicated in the preceding quote,
underscored the nexus between self-confidence and photo/video-taking, which echoes the

proliferation of visual culture in line with neoliberal exhortations (Gill, 2021b). Adding to this, most
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of the recipients in this project associated their heightened post-op self-confidence/esteem with the
following: facial make-up; fashion; professions and job applications; interpersonal activities;
compliments from peers about their post-op appearance; heterosexual romantic desirability; self-
satisfaction with content posting via social media; self-scrutiny in the mirror; physical health self-
care; and/or spending their lives in general. This finding presents the profound helpfulness of self-
esteem/confidence, which is consonant with the inescapability of “the confidence cult(ure)” (Orgad
and Gill, 2022, p. 19) in private, romantic, and professional domains. Put another way, the
recipients’ self-confidence/esteem is overall tied to postfeminism in respect of “the new sexual
contract” (McRobbie, 2009, p. 54) (regarding women’s beauty, fashion, and professional successes)
and “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007¢c, p. 162) (concerning appearance-based self-management
as well as surveillance from other women).

A couple of the recipients mentioned their self-confidence/esteem plummeted following
one/some of their operations. Firstly, Meg felt dissatisfied with the outcome of her first rhinoplasty.
She pointed out that, if she had been able to turn back time, she would not have undertaken that
particular procedure. Her self-esteem and confidence consequently dropped much lower than ever
before. As Meg admitted, at that time she usually avoided having pictures taken of her, as she
feared looking unattractive in these photos. Secondly, as Klee recounted, when one of her
rhinoplasty experiences yielded a crooked nose, she lacked the courage to look people in the eye.
Klee also encountered harsh appearance bullying during the recovery period when her face was
swollen, which decreased her self-esteem. As Klee put it in her own words, “[I] was gossiped that
[1] should not have undertaken it [CS], why having undergone it. [I] felt [I] lost [my] sense of self”.
This account parallels Widdows’s (2022b, p. 14) argument that people often body shame others

when negative repercussions arise after their self-beautification.
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Nonetheless, following subsequent CS, Meg’s and Klee’s final post-op appearance turned
out to be good, which brought back their self-confidence/esteem. Meg’s heightened self-
confidence/esteem revolves around taking photos and progressing her Thailand-based modelling
role. Likewise, between her initial and final rhinoplasty, Klee became increasingly confident in
applying for jobs in the Thai entertainment industry. As Klee admitted, “I am probably a person like
that, whether [I] have a sense of self or not relies on appearance”. These two stories exemplify how
neoliberal ethos can incite women to repeatedly have their looks surgically modified, in order to
have higher agentic power in chorus with the neoliberal epitome of enhanced states of mind
(Scharff, 2016). The patriarchal control remained intact here due to the gendered essence of the
neoliberal paradigm for self-esteem/confidence (Orgad and Gill, 2022).

In summary, CS boosted the recipients’ agentic power in keeping with wider neoliberal
preferences for the rise of self-esteem/confidence. The agentic power of these women corresponds
to subtle reifications of patriarchy in their post-op experiences, as women are called upon to have
high self-confidence/esteem to a greater extent than men (Orgad and Gill, 2022). Equally
importantly, altogether the participants departed from the attempt of “the confidence cult(ure)”
(Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19) to exhort individuals, not least women, to be confident with their
original bodies (Orgad and Gill, 2022). As evidenced throughout, simply maintaining original
bodies has not yet proved convincing to resist ever-narrower societal beauty benchmarks. This
finding aids in advancing postfeminism as the central theoretical contribution of this thesis, in that it
illuminates an illusionary core of “the confidence cult(ure)” (Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19) with

concerns to CS.



174

7.3 Appearance-Based Self-Surveillance
The previous section touched on the relationship between self-esteem/confidence and
appearance-focused self-policing. This section thoroughly investigates the ways CS affected such

self-policing of the recipients.

7.3.1 Heightened Self-Empowerment regarding Make-Up and Dress-Up

Overall, the recipients’ make-up and clothing experiences became more satisfactory after the
procedures, which increased their agentic power. Referring to women’s makeover in “postfeminist
sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162), a multitude of the recipients — with varied ages when the
interviews were conducted — underlined positive changes in facial make-up, whilst none of the
participants mentioned the opposite. Some of them reported enjoying wearing more make-up (at
times with more diverse styles). This mirrors Lazar’s (2017) claim that, corresponding to “the new
sexual contract” (McRobbie, 2009, p. 54), using make-up is hailed as pleasant and self-fulfilling,
rather than oppressive, in the postfeminist terrain. This form of self-empowerment is instantiated by

the below quote about Jang:

Researcher: How about after having it [double eyelid surgery]? Still watching these
stuff?
Jang: Watching less [laughing]
Researcher: Or3°,
Jang: [I can] play, wear myself make-up to a greater degree. And [1] do not really
feel anything about people, other peoples’ eyes now, because [ have [double
eyelids].

(Jang, [FREEER)

30 An expression of acknowledgement.
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In this respect, Jang lessened her uptake of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz,
2016, p. 94) towards other women beauty vloggers; she instead cherished her own post-op
appearance. Jang was laughing while narrating the above, meaning she may have embodied her
identity tied to her subtle shyness in conveying her increased self-satisfaction.

Meanwhile, other recipients reported either looking more attractive while maintaining their
make-up levels, or reducing the degrees to which they put on make-up due to their enhanced facial
looks. They found these changes useful for their day-to-day lives. Despite this variation among
these narratives across the data, what all of the recipients had in common was their appreciation of
the positive effects of their post-op appearance in make-up rituals. By doing so, the recipients
upheld the societal pressure towards women to modify their looks and thus demonstrated muted
reifications of patriarchy. Simultaneously, their post-op decrease of make-up levels shows how CS
can cultivate women’s agentic power by reducing the cost and energy of engaging with a less
extreme practice like using facial cosmetics. The two practices can complement each other. This
point tells us that it is no longer helpful to stick with the dichotomous parameters of the habitual vs.
the extreme. Rather, more attention to nuances about beauty regimes is needed.

A fundamental component of women’s makeover in “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c,
p. 162) centres around clothing. With some variations on their ages when the interviews took place,
most of the recipients enjoyed wearing a greater range of outfits after their procedures. To illustrate,
Amy reported that her face looked more mature after her rhinoplasty, thus she felt more comfortable
with dressing up to a greater degree. A number of the recipients made clear that they exposed their
body shapes more after their breast augmentation surgery; for instance, when going to the seaside
(Andrea); and when posting the photos capturing her body in swimming suits on Instagram (Ji).

Their higher body exposure in the post-breast-augmentation periods is consonant with the close ties



176

between sexy bodies and successful femininity in “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162).
Yet, a few of the interviewees emphasised that this increased extent in clothing may have had to do
more with their life stages rather than CS itself, or it may have been a combination of both. A
handful of the participants noted no clear change in their behaviours with fashion. Nevertheless, the
overall picture from the recipients’ narratives rests upon the postfeminist paragon around women’s
assiduous engagement with fashion (Evans and Riley, 2013). This is indicative of how beauty

patriarchy materialised in a covert way.

7.3.2 Additional Layers of Post-Op Self-Scrutiny

Some of the interviewees outlined the amplification of their appearance-focused self-
scrutiny as a result of their CS procedures. Interlaced with the postfeminist concept of the “perfect”
(McRobbie, 2015, p. 3), such amplification is two-fold. The first part appertains to dressing up
after breast augmentation surgery, wherein the “perfect” (McRobbie, 2015, p. 3) and a Thai
sociocultural element collided. That is, three of the participants — with different ages at the time of
the operations and the interviews — expressed some concerns that arose following their breast
augmentation operations. These recipients endorsed the postfeminist notion of “aesthetic vigilance”
(Dosekun, 2017, p. 169), which revolves around “a reflexive and watchful eye on one’s attachment
to and consumption of cruel hyper-feminine technologies” (Dosekun, 2017, p. 175).

Hanna undertook this specific procedure when ample breasts were favourable in Thailand.
She reported struggling with clothing given the recent trend of more ‘natural’ breast looks in the
country, thus contemplating having subsequent breast augmentation surgery. Akin to Poopae as
indicated above, Hanna’s story instantiates the illusory promise of the “perfect” (McRobbie, 2015,
p. 3), considering the alterable essence of what is deemed impeccable. As with Hanna, Mindy

wondered if her post-op breasts were overly ample. Yet, unlike Hanna, Mindy equated this feeling
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with her concern to be seen as too revealing in Thai society. Hence, she chose to cover herself up

more compared to her pre-breast-augmentation self. As Mindy said:

It has made clothing very difficult; [dressing up] a little is considered provocative
already. And [1] feel that they are too big. When | wear sexy items like how others
wear and it looks just right [and] pretty, [in my case] it turns to be beyond the word

‘provocative’ [and instead] be obscene [chuckling]. Get it? (Mindy, [ERESEe)

Mindy’s giggling may signify her slight shame about dressing revealingly, and she constructed this
narrative in consonance with a ubiquitous Thai traditional force against overly sexy clothing. Thai
society has been imbued with several discourses of propriety in keeping with particular places and
times, including one on dressing (Van Esterik, 2000; Singpliam, 20223, p. 8). Such propriety
markedly contradicts a pervasive international image of Thailand as a land of prostitution and
sexual activities (Harrison, 2017, p. 64).

Similarly, Meg reported being more vigilant in selecting outfits to put on due to her
enhanced breasts. As Meg stated, “once having [larger] breasts, [I] needed to consider further —
some dresses that are too sexy would look too unattractive to be deemed pretty”. The main
distinction between these two stories was that Mindy decided to be more cautious with her clothing
on her own, whereas Meg was initially advised by her family to do so. Notwithstanding this
divergence, Meg’s and Mindy’s words shared some ground regarding their embracement of Thai
conservatism surrounding decency. This conservative force is patriarchal in that it has a bearing
particularly upon women’s lives (Van Esterik, 2000; Harrison, 2017). To advance postfeminism
that has been heretofore Western-centric, Meg’s and Mindy’s cases complicate “postfeminist

sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162) in terms of women’s “possession of a ‘sexy body’ ... as women’s
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key (if not sole) source of identity” (Gill, 2007c, p. 149, original emphasis). To clarify this, Western
culture has positioned sexiness as an illusory marker of women’s liberation, having influenced
many women to sexily represent themselves (Levy, 2005).

The second part of the amplification of appearance-focused self-scrutiny rests on the
entanglement between the “perfect” (McRobbie, 2015, p. 3) and nose implants. As several
recipients noted, their rhinoplasty necessitated their extra caution on the nose implants, to ensure
their post-op noses remained intact. Again, this strongly resonates with the postfeminist concept of
“aesthetic vigilance” (Dosekun, 2017, p. 169). These participants varied with reference to their ages
at the time of the CS procedures and the interviews. To illustrate, Hui reported needing to be more
careful when playing sports. Thip stopped playing volleyball and basketball due to her nose

implant, always needing to make sure she did not injure her face. As Thip also stated:

It has been really difficult to live [my] life, [researcher’s name]. When doing
anything, [I] have to be cautious to ensure nothing hits the face hard, because | do

not know what would happen. (Thip, [EReESEe)

Relatedly, Baimai underlined her routine of informing the clinic(s) (where she had facial
treatments) of her nose implant, to avert any undesirable occurrences on her nose. Net used to fall
off a motorcycle and only worried about protecting her nose, and Deer once bumped her nose on
her friend’s back, which was a shocking experience for her. Clearly, rhinoplasty can provoke
additional intense self-monitoring.

That said, nearly all of the recipients noted in this sub-section pinpointed 1) their greater
satisfaction with their post-op appearance in comparison to the original versions; 2) their personal

viewpoints that CS was worthwhile. This finding adheres to “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c,
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p. 162) in terms of women’s self-monitoring, their absorption in aesthetics, and their
individualisation. Put simply, these recipients highlighted their perceptions of beauty as worth
consistently keeping an eye on, de-politicising beauty patriarchy. Meanwhile, the patriarchal control
covertly eroded these participants’ agentic power in arriving at the peak of their aesthetic self-
satisfaction, given their embeddedness within the postfeminist notion of “aesthetic vigilance”

(Dosekun, 2017, p. 169).

7.4 Appearance-Focused Surveillance from Others

Thus far, this chapter has covered different areas of the recipients’ agentic power. According
to Pitts-Taylor (2007), interactions with other people during their CS journeys are worth
considering when examining the agency of individuals who have had CS. This section is therefore
centred upon surveillance from others after the CS procedures. It uncovers how the power of
“postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) and “the male gaze” (Mulvey,
1975, p. 6) took effect. Overall, reactions from others towards the recipients’ post-op looks were

rather good, but ones from women were more positive.

7.4.1 Friends, Acquaintances, and Colleaques

By and large, compared to their men counterparts, women friends, acquaintances, and
colleagues — usually cisgender but sometimes transgender — offered more detailed feedback and
asked more in-depth CS-related questions (at times for advice) to the recipients. They often did so
in an inspirational or comforting way. On this basis, this chapter regards “postfeminist gaze” (Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) as inspirational and comforting in line with women’s immense
attention to beauty. To provide several examples, Deer and Wawa engaged with CS when they were

under 20 years old, which is considered very early in Thailand (Ampro Health, 2018). Their women
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high school friends queried them about their CS experiences and then undertook CS. Across the
data, no story reported a friend/acquaintance/co-worker who was a cisgender man inspired by the
recipients to have CS. These findings are bound up with Winch’s (2015) contention that women’s
interests in aesthetics are modestly encapsulated by beauty patriarchy, construing women’s
observation as at times supportive of bodywork performances undergone by other women.

In this respect, some of the accounts on influencer culture are remarkable. To illustrate,
Neen, who identified herself as an influencer, noted that her colleagues, most of whom were
women, asked her about her rhinoplasty. One of her women co-workers decided to have rhinoplasty
at the same place as her. As Neen pointed out, this was on the grounds of Neen’s trustworthy image
tied to her influencer role on fashion and beauty. Similarly, Carrie and Mindy were queried by a
range of their women fans with regards to details on their CS. Carrie reported replying to all of
these women, whereas Mindy added that she received very positive feedback on her most recent
rhinoplasty from these audiences. These three instances mirror Duffy’s (2020, p. 2) claim that under
the postfeminist zeitgeist, “influencers are ... considered more sincere or trustworthy sources of
information and advice; thus, their communicative practices tap into the wider cultural appeal of
authenticity”. This stems from the widespread grasp of influencers as aspirational and concurrently
approachable in tune with the postfeminist feature of self-optimisation (Banet-Weiser, 2012).
Therefore, a number of influencers (like Neen, Carrie, and Mindy) have reproduced aesthetic
standards (Orgad and Gill, 2022), having further normalised CS and amplified appearance-based
self-policing.

Scrutiny amongst the recipients’ friends, colleagues, and acquaintances can be deemed
comforting in a comical/humorous manner. To explicate this further, Maprang recounted that her
(mostly women) co-workers provided her with positive feedback and asked her to let them touch

her breast implants. Some of these colleagues touched the implants to see the distinctions between
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natural breasts and breast implants. In a handful of the stories, transgender women and gay men
exuberantly commented on the recipients, which typically echoes their embracement of femininity
to a greater degree than cisgender heterosexual men, as epitomised by the quotes below. Consistent
with Kanai’s (2018) study on humorous femininity in digital culture, such cheerful actions from
these peers were perhaps moulded by postfeminist outlooks championing positive and funny
approaches to react to such a sensitive subject like CS.

Women are, style like “pretty already, pretty already”, “totally okay”. They

explicitly compliment. But if LGBT [gay men], they compliment, but [they] tease a

little, ... “[you are] pretty [and] confident in [your] face” [chuckling]. (Carrie,

redacted)

If transgender women, they will be like “bomb”, “you are bomb” [chuckling], “lit”,
“these days, since having a nose bridge, [you] have shown your side face

consistently”. (Baimai, redacted)

As many of the recipients mentioned, they did not really come across anti-CS sentiments,
due to the normalisation of CS in Thailand. Still, CS has been a delicate topic among Thais, which
is exemplified by two of the narratives. These two participants starkly differed with regards to their
ages at the time of the CS procedures and the interviews, yet both stories evidence the power of
older individuals. First, Meg reported having been talked behind her back by her senior women
colleagues as to whether she engaged with rhinoplasty. These co-workers were not yet close to Meg
at that time and thus did not dare to ask her directly about her rhinoplasty. As Meg posited, it tends

to be women (not men) co-workers who were able to detect that she had CS. This is paradigmatic of
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“postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) with reference to 1) judgmental
looking by other women; 2) an indirect form of appearance bullying related to CS.

Second, as Gina admitted, she legitimised her double eyelid surgery with her (mostly
younger women) colleagues, in the manner that shied away from the core of her motive for
undergoing it: to aesthetically enhance herself. That is, she drew attention to an ageing-related issue

around excessive eyelid fat:

There are words to deceive society that | underwent it [CS] because | am old; it is the
problem that | needed to tackle. But actually, in mind | wanted to be pretty, | wanted
my eyes to be good-looking, sweet-looking, in order to be friendly for people who

see. But | made excuses [chuckling] ... No one wants to tell the truth that we want to

undertake it, undertake it, because we want to be prettier. (Gina, [FeESee)

As shown in the message, Gina pointed to the extant social stigma of CS in Thailand that informed
her way of rationalising her CS decision to her colleagues. She added that, unlike her women
colleagues, men co-workers rarely asked her about her altered appearance. Pertinent to the
judgmental attribute of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94), this
finding, as with Meg’s preceding narrative, demonstrates how women’s preoccupation with beauty
can become disconcerting for other women (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016). Gina’s story,
along with her chuckling, may reflect her concern of being viewed as vain, which is sensible
considering the wider existing association of CS with vanity (Blum, 2003; Northrop, 2012). Despite
her concern, Gina’s primary reason for having CS was her desire to be more attractive, in order to
look more affable for children at the school where she worked. This particular rationale parallels

part of the above quote from Gina: “I wanted my eyes to be good-looking, sweet-looking, in order
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to be friendly for people who see” (my emphasis). In short, Gina’s CS is not tied up with vanity; it
instead echoes the salience of appearance in interpersonal interactions in Thai society (Mulder,

1996; Jackson, 2004; Kéng, 2021).

7.4.2 Family Members

The chapter turns now to surveillance within familial relationships. Overall, women family
members expressed noticeably more interests in and praised the recipients’ CS results to a greater
extent than their men counterparts. Hence, “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz,
2016, p. 94) was dominant in the findings about this familial scrutiny, with regards to its comforting
quality. Women’s interests in beauty are likened to their subjectification via beauty patriarchy,
leading to women’s observation being sometimes conceived of as supporting other women’s
bodywork performances (Winch, 2015). To instantiate this modest form of patriarchy, within her
family, it was mainly Nini’s mother, aunt, and other elder women relatives who complimented her
post-rhinoplasty look. Interestingly, Zizi’s grandmother positively commented on her post-
rhinoplasty appearance to a greater extent than her parents, owing to the grandmother’s huge
passion in beauty. Sasi accentuated the changes regarding familial reactions more than any other

participant. As Sasi added, her elder sister praised her post-op appearance the most:

Complimented, complimented a lot, the elder sister. ... The sister lives in Bangkok,
so we have rarely been together. And, but yes, when she came, she offered
compliments. When talking online or calling each other, [she] offered compliments,

both the nose and the eyes. (Sasi, [fEaEe)
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Several recipients experienced “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) from their men family
members in a comforting manner. For example, Amy, Frung, and Pa were commended by their
younger/elder brothers with reference to their post-op looks. As Frung put it, “he [her elder brother]
liked the augmented nose bridge, he felt that the face looked more robust”. In contrast, Frung, as
well as Pa and Deer, faced relatively challenging situations in negotiating with their fathers. “The
male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) caused conflicts between these recipients and their fathers, which
showecases the judgmental and comparative characteristics of this gaze and overt reifications of
patriarchy. Deer and Pa equated such conflicts with the nexus between their fathers’ partial/full
Chinese ethnic origin and Chinese physiognomy. To reiterate, Chinese physiognomy is a spiritual
art of envisaging individuals’ potential successes by observing their body features (Wakefield and
Yarborough, 2006). Deer explicated that her pre-rhinoplasty facial appearance was more congruent
with this spirituality wherein larger-looking faces connote good luck. As mentioned, Pa described
her original nose as snub, which is a sign of high income in Chinese physiognomy. Consequently,
their fathers were dissatisfied with their CS outcomes. The main difference between these two
stories was that Deer’s father eventually accepted her post-op face as time went by, whilst Pa’s
father remained critical of her post-op nose.

Rather than fatherhood, supportive motherhood was pivotal to the post-op context of this
study. This form of supportive motherhood spans an array of patterns: from providing solid
compliments, to protecting the recipient from the father’s outright criticisms. To illustrate, having
been anti-CS prior, Hui’s mother praised her post-op appearance and said Hui should have
undertaken CS a long time ago. She was supportive of Hui’s plan to have subsequent CS. Back to
Deer’s post-op story about her father’s initial disagreement with her rhinoplasty, her mother tried to
protect Deer from her father’s fury by confronting him back. Concerning Pa’s above account, her

mother, unlike her father, commended her enhanced appearance that it looked more mellow than
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before. These accounts point to how supportive motherhood was reified on the grounds of these
mothers’ embeddedness in beauty patriarchy, meaning patriarchy was manifest in a modest manner.
Supportive motherhood can take another form that also displays women’s subjectification
through beauty patriarchy. Specifically, a number of the recipients, such as Amy, Nonny, and Sasi,
inspired their women family members (mothers or sisters) to engage with CS. This finding is
paradigmatic of the comparative and inspirational attributes of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans,

and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94). Below is a pertinent extract:

[My mother] had not, yes, supported [me] in terms of giving money [to me] to
undergo it since my childhood. But once | went to have it on my own, made the

decision, had on my own, she saw [me], and she wanted to undergo [chuckling] as

well [chuckling]. (Amy, [TRESee)

After Amy said the above quote, she highlighted the resemblance between Amy’s nose and her
mother’s nose. Therefore, Amy’s above story, together with her giggling, implies that her mother
adopted “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) by assessing Amy’s post-
op look and comparing herself with Amy. Only Freya sparked a younger woman family member to
receive CS. Evidently, the tremendous impact of beauty can complicate the workings of power
between the participants and their elder women family members, in that the latter took inspiration
from the former to undergo CS.

By contrast, none of the CS recipients reported having inspired their men family members to
engage with CS. Relatedly, Hanna tried encouraging her mother to have double eyelid surgery like

herself, but she did not do so to her father due to his gender. As Hanna put it:
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As he [my father] is a man, | know that, even if | could encourage [him], he would
not undergo it [CS]. | therefore would rather not encourage, because if [I]
encouraged, probably he would, he would tell [me] off. I therefore [chuckling] do

not encourage [him]. (Hanna, [EREISEe)

Hanna probably giggled because of her thought of men’s CS as being situated outside the beauty
norms in which women are conventionally associated with beauty consumption (Autio, et al.,
2013). Accordingly, predicated on my data, only women family members were influenced to
physically work on themselves. This mirrors the larger beauty dimension of postfeminism in which
aesthetic pressure acts more strongly upon women to feel empowered (Gill, 2007c; 2017).

However, two of the recipients reported having been subtly criticised by their elder women
family members based on their post-op looks. Frung’s mother, whom Frung described as keen on
CS and beauty, wanted Frung’s post-rhinoplasty nose to be sharper. Similarly, Toon’s elder sister
commented that Toon’s nose would be more attractive if its tip were sharper. Toon took her sister’s
words on board and queried the doctor in this respect, but the doctor advised against sharpening the
nose tip for physical reasons. The two scenarios evidence how these family members, while holding
more power in terms of age, applied “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p.
94) towards the participants through the lens of the “perfect” (McRobbie, 2015, p. 3). Both Frung
and Toon were still in their 20s when partaking in the interviews, thus it could be claimed that their
comparatively young ages may have been a factor for these older women family members to
critique them.

Frung’s and Toon’s stories allude to Winch’s (2015) foregoing argument that women’s
interests in aesthetics are equated with their subjectification through beauty patriarchy, eliciting the

sweeping perception of women’s assessment on other women’s bodywork outcomes as at times
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supportive. Yet, in the two accounts, women’s support was further translated into modest criticisms,
restraining radical approaches to overturn patriarchy under the guise that self-perfection is the
panacea. This suggests the judgmental essence of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and
Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94). The “perfect” (McRobbie, 2015, p. 3) was also vital in post-op

appearance bullying, as articulated in the following sub-section.

7.4.3 Appearance Bullying and Preferential Treatments

This sub-section rests upon two main patterns of undesirable behaviours facing some of the
interviewees: appearance bullying and preferential treatments. These participants varied with
respect to their ages at the time of the CS procedures and the interviews. Multiple recipients
underlined their experiences of being (or continuing to be) explicitly body shamed after their
operations, albeit often not on the body parts that were altered through CS. With a fairly balanced
distribution between men and women, the perpetrators were usually around the same age as them or
older. This shows that much younger people typically have less authority which impedes them to
directly pick on someone older. This is also interlaced with the widespread understanding that the
anti-body-shaming discourse was long overlooked in the country until recent years, meaning it has
ingrained in older Thai generations to a larger extent than their younger counterparts (Bunnag,
2021, para. 7). Similar to the pre-op narratives, the recipients’ friends/colleagues/acquaintances and
elder relatives were more significant than their parents in the post-op stories around body shaming.

To give multiple relevant examples, Net was criticised by her father concerning her body
shape. Net stated, “I can in no way please people 100%. Even if | were the fairest[-skin] in the
world, there would still be people who thought that I was too fair [chuckling]”. Net’s words,
supplemented by her giggling, are convincing in that people generally pay attention to the faults and

flaws (Widdows, 2022a). Indeed, the body-shaming norm has pervaded various societies
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(Widdows, 2020), including modern-day Thailand. This norm sits in tandem with the dispersal of
the “perfect” (McRobbie, 2015, p. 3) that masks the dark side of underlying beauty patriarchy by
inciting women to pursue elusive aesthetic benchmarks. Net’s story relates to “the male gaze”
(Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) used by a heterosexual man in a judgmental manner, exhibiting an apparent
form of patriarchy.

Klee was compared — mostly by older women — side by side with her sister, on both the
body part that was surgically altered (eye size) and the ones that were not (skin complexions, body
shape, and height). Akin to Net, Klee encountered body shaming in connection with the “perfect”

(McRobbie, 2015, p. 3). Her experience of being compared with her sister invoked the following:

It has made us compete with each other invariably, [because] we do not want to be

the person who is compared and turns to be more inferior. (Klee, [feEaae)

Klee’s narrative overall echoes the gist of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz,
2016, p. 94): 1) judgment towards other women which elicits women’s appearance-based self-
monitoring; 2) routine looks-focused comparison among women. Put simply, this account is
illustrative of the judgmental and comparative characteristics of this gaze. In this vein, Klee’s
experience was grounded in beauty patriarchy that was reproduced by older women in her life,
demonstrating a modest yet potentially damaging reification of patriarchy.

Several recipients received preferential treatments after their CS procedures. For example,
some of the bosses in Ying’s former workplace, who were men and had body shamed her before,

became interested in her once she started to have CS. As Ying recounted with subtle anger:
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Once | looked a bit better, they talked to me well. | have experienced a lot, a lot

really a lot really, such that, what on earth, there have still been people like this

existing. (Ying, [RREYSEE)

Kung, Clara, and Gemma encountered identical situations, but with her (mostly women) friends for
Kung, and with her men peers for Clara. Gemma did not specify who treated her preferentially but
mentioned it covered men and women. Kung and Clara identified these sorts of scenarios as leading
them to see these people’s true colours, with Clara describing them as insincere and best to avoid.
In contrast, while Gemma wondered whether they did so to her unintentionally or intentionally
during the interview, she recounted this story with a neutral tone and attempted to see this scenario
as boosting her self-esteem/confidence, as demonstrated below. On this basis, Gemma may have
embodied a postfeminist identity through her optimism (Gill, 2017, p. 610), depicting patriarchy in

a muted light.

[1] know feedback of people who treat me in the form of, from before having it
[orthodontics], after undergoing orthodontics or after undertaking double eyelid
surgery. And [I] feel after having double eyelid surgery ..., it has been the most
obvious: people have treated me better. They may not have been intentional, or | do
not know, but I can feel | have become more confident, because everyone seems

friendlier, seems to try to do good things to me more than before. (Gemma,

redacted)

Altogether, Ying, Kung, and Clara showed their subtle anger about better treatments from

certain individuals in accordance with their enhanced appearance. The perpetrators might not have
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done so purposedly considering the huge societal value of beauty in Thailand (Van Esterik, 2000).
Yet, these three participants were able to recognise an adverse dimension of body image. Such
anger is contrasted with the postfeminist preference for optimistic manifestations (Gill, 2017, p.
610). Fundamentally, Ying’s and Clara’s cases appertain to “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6).
Kung’s story was enmeshed with “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94).
Gemma’s narrative is affixed to both gazes. “The male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) and
“postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) are grounded in beauty patriarchy,
eliciting overt and subtle materialisations of patriarchy respectively. Holistically, the accounts of
these four interviewees on preferential treatment insinuate the insincere characteristic of these two

gazes.

7.4.4 Romantic Desirability and Relationships

This sub-section articulates the entanglement between the (hetero)sexuality facet of
patriarchy and beauty patriarchy predicated on Walby’s (1989; 1990; 1996; 1997) theorisation.
With respect to romantic desirability, a number of the participants noted that, after their CS
procedures, more men were interested in getting to know them. This result is unsurprising given the
great marketability of physically attractive individuals in general (Bale and Archer, 2013). This
includes the participants who commenced their CS journeys in their teenage years, 20s, or early 30s.
Almost all of these interviewees reported being heterosexual. These findings demonstrate their
successes in catching “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) and therefore apparent reifications of
patriarchy, bringing this thesis to describe this gaze as omnipresent. Broadly speaking, men have
been particularly interested in attractive women more than the other way around (Jeffreys, 2014).
The discourse of romantic desirability has long penetrated society, insofar as single women often

face constraints to feel genuinely empowered (Budgeon, 2016, p. 413). Hence, the interviewees
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who reported becoming more romantically desirable following the operations were deemed as
achieving romantic self-empowerment. This is where “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) was at
play in such empowerment.

Net was the only participant who encountered a clear mixture of effects when it comes to
romantic desirability. Net was catcalled by men less than before, which yielded some doubts in
herself as to whether her rhinoplasty made her become more attractive. On the contrary, Net found
her post-rhinoplasty look helpful for her romantic desirability on her dating profile. It can be
summarised that she was still subsumed under “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6). Meanwhile,
one of the recipients merely experienced the opposite effect. That is, compared to Jang’s life prior
to double eyelid surgery, far fewer men flirted or approached Jang after the procedure. By contrast,
she received greater compliments from women once she underwent double eyelid surgery. As she

explained further:

Prior to undertaking double eyelid surgery, [1] had a partner already, yes, but there
were constantly people who came to flirt, there were constantly people who came to
approach. But once [1] undertook double eyelid surgery, they disappeared,

completely [chuckling]. There was no one, in 2-3 years there was once. (Jang,

redacted)

In line with her giggling, Jang said that she found the shift regarding the reactions from men funny,
since such a change was stark. Yet, she, being fully ethnically Chinese herself, thought this was
because quite a number of Thai men favoured women with relatively small eyes. In Thai society,
these women, not necessarily but often those of partial/full Chinese lineage, fit well with Muay style

that primarily encapsulates East Asian aesthetics. This style is privileged in Thailand, connoting
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Asian economic frontrunners and cosmopolitanism (Kéng, 2017; 2021). What this post-up story
tells us is the link between East Asian aesthetic style, Chinese ethnicity, and heterosexual
desirability in Thailand, whereby “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) was effaced.

Four of the self-specified heterosexual recipients, with varying ages at the time of the
procedures and the interviews, accentuated the great advantages of CS in their romantic desirability.
This is indicative of the profound impact of “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) upon these
participants and thus overt forms of patriarchy. This finding brings the thesis to position this gaze as
desirable for certain women. To elaborate upon these four interviewees’ accounts, Freya highlighted
her heightened self-esteem that was beneficial for romantic desirability. Ying posited that the
combination of her CS outcome and her physical work-out resulted in her attracting multiple men.
As Poopae and Mink recounted, the aspect that CS changed their lives the most was romantic
desirability, rather than career or self-confidence/esteem. As with Mink’s pre-op account as outlined
in chapter six, “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) was notably conspicuous in her post-op story.
Mink said that, notwithstanding her self-identified ladyboy characteristic, CS was beneficial for
entering her first romantic relationship. Singlehood has long been socially constructed as
problematic notwithstanding the pervasive postfeminist rhetoric of individual choice (Budgeon,
2016), as evidenced in these particular narratives. In this sense, these four interviewees experienced
higher self-empowerment regarding romantic desirability, vis-a-vis such an effect of “the male
gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6).

Turning to romantic relationships, before the CS procedures, many of the recipients’
previous/current romantic partners were critical/sceptical of CS or simply respected their CS
decisions. When it comes to their responses to the recipients’ post-op looks, most of the partners
either commended enhanced appearance to comfort the participants, or modestly expressed their

satisfied feelings with the CS results. For instance, as Pingpong narrated, “[my husband said that]
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the former one was pretty already, the current one is prettier — comforting [me], but I do not know if
[chuckling] he actually thought so [chuckling], but [he] comforted [me]”. As for another example,
Tracy noted that her partner favoured both original and surgically modified versions of her look.
Therefore, “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) embodied by their partners can be conceived of as
comparative yet comforting.

However, the judgmental attribute of “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) was manifest in
several instances in tandem with its comparative characteristic. First, Erin recounted that her
husband showed himself to be pleased with her post-rhinoplasty face. As Erin added, he would have
been forthright if the CS outcome had turned out otherwise. Second, Lala was the only interviewee
who mentioned a strain on a romantic relationship due to a CS result. Lala reported having had a
big conflict with her boyfriend at that time, insofar as they nearly ended their relationship. Part of
this conflict was this former partner’s preference for her original facial version over the modified
version. This story signifies how this ex-boyfriend, via “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6),
projected his patriarchal power onto her in disavowing the outcome of Lala’s self-beautification.

Third, Baimai received potentially offensive words from her former/current partner. Baimai
pointed out, with laughs and giggles, that her boyfriend suggested she should have breast

augmentation surgery. As Baimai put it:

[My] partner was like, same as other men, was like “please have breast augmentation
surgery” [laughing]. Men are like this [chuckling]. Most men are like this. I do not
know, he said he saw no difference, but if [I] undertook breast augmentation surgery,

he would feel [chuckling and laughing]. (Baimai, [fREIgee)



194

How Baimai recounted this story is of particular interest, as she did not appear to find these words
offensive but instead seemed to think of this glaring pattern of “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6)
as hilarious given her chuckles and laughs. She may have portrayed an optimistic attitude celebrated
by postfeminism, whilst being subsumed within patriarchy (Gill, 2017, p. 610). Another possible
explanation on her way of expression relates to the postfeminist discourse of irony (Gill, 2007c¢).
This discourse centres around one’s sarcastic reactions to unashamedly sexist comments to make it
more palatable (Jackson, Stevenson, and Brooks, 2001; Gill, 2007c, p. 159). This postfeminist trope
is ultimately tied to postfeminist injunctions for individuals to manage their emotions away from
anger (Gill, 2017, p. 610). Baimai may have shown her sarcasm towards such sexist and ridiculous
words.

With reference to the CS motives, this thesis was unable to explore any sharp dissonances
between the self-reported non-heterosexual participants and their heterosexual counterparts.
Considering the sensitive nature of speaking about LGBTQ+ identities®, these interviewees may
have felt uncomfortable to emphasise their sexual identities when narrating their CS motivations.
The project, however, detected some nuances between the recipients who had women partners and
those with men partners. The former received more detailed comforting feedback on their CS. To be
precise, Mindy’s woman partner commended her enhanced look, but also drew some comparisons
between Mindy’s new appearance and other attractive individuals. Neen’s partner provided her with

thorough positive comments on her post-rhinoplasty face:

They said it was better, looked more dimensional, but it did not look delusive, fake,

[or] that sharp. (Neen, [EREIate)

31 This sensitive essence in 2020s in Thailand may have been maintained by the wider tension between the ongoing
collective fight of young Thai generations against social injustice and Thai political authority who aims to perpetuate
the status quo (Buranajaroenkij, 2023, p. 216).
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Typically speaking, this finding parallels Hill and Fischer’s (2008) argument that women
irrespective of sexual orientation have been embedded within patriarchal beauty pressure. Crucially,
it complicates one of the overriding features of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz,
2016, p. 94): the heteronormative essence of women’s viewing (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz,
2016). Mindy’s and Neen’s accounts demonstrate how this gaze can be adopted in a comparative
yet comforting manner within homosexual couples. This flows into the central theoretical
contribution of this thesis: advancing postfeminism.

To summarise, “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94),
predominantly from cisgender women, was powerful in shaping the recipients’ experiences of being
scrutinised after the procedures. On this basis, this gaze can be regarded as ubiquitous. These people
reacted to the participants’ CS results in the following ways: complimenting the results; posing in-
depth CS-related questions (at times for advice); displaying great interests in such outcomes;
providing modest criticisms or preferential treatments; and body shaming the recipients.
Meanwhile, the power of “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) was far from disappearing from
such post-op experiences, including those both related and unrelated to romantic desirability and
relationships. This gaze was overall adopted in a less positive way for the participants. On top of
compliments, preferential treatments, and body shaming, the negative elements that were absent
among women'’s reactions (overt sexism and outright rejections of the CS outcomes) came into
play. More broadly, the findings resonate with Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz’s (2016) statement
that “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) and “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz,

2016, p. 94) are both in place in society.
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7.5 Elevated Self-Empowerment in the Professional Domain

Earlier, this chapter alluded to the findings concerning the linkage between self-
confidence/esteem and professional lives. This section further articulates career changes faced by
some of the recipients following their operations. Overall, the recipients’ professional lives became
more advantageous, which elevated their agentic power. Nearly half of the participants identified
CS as a vehicle for some of their job applications, professional opportunities, and/or professional
negotiations. They varied with concerns to their levels of educational privileges, and ages at which
they undertook CS and partook in the interviews. Only Ying reported the opposite, and only Greta
highlighted both pros and cons, both of whose accounts are elaborated upon at the end of this
section. Other recipients either noted no particular changes regarding career, or were still studying
at the time of the interviews.

Such positive CS effects in the recipients’ career lives relate to occupations/areas that
centralise body image (beauty pageant, make-up artist, entertainment, influencer, online fashion
branding, modelling, reviewer on social media, and hospitality), and ones that generally involve
interpersonal communication (marketing, retailing, consultancy, IT, language, and therapy). These
jobs were all based in Thailand. CS helped them effectively endorse what McRobbie (2007, p. 718)
theorises as “postfeminist masquerade”, to further thrive in the workforce. This masquerade, located
within “the new sexual contract” (McRobbie, 2009, p. 54), is defined as “the mask of make-up and
the crafting of a highly-styled mode of personal appearance” (McRobbie, 2007, p. 725) to continue
succeeding in public spaces. Whilst this seems promising for women’s self-empowerment, behind
the scenes the masquerade reinforces the patriarchal root of beauty practices (McRobbie, 2007). To
that end, the finding on the recipients’ more auspicious professional lives illustrates modest

materialisations of patriarchy.
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Some of the interviewees emphasised their career accomplishments resulting from CS. In
direct opposition to Net’s aforementioned statement that having rhinoplasty was as barely life-
changing as purchasing new trousers, the below excerpt about Mink showcases the great usefulness
of her post-op appearance within the fashion industry. Congruent with “postfeminist sensibility”
(Gill, 2007c, p. 162) regarding women’s preoccupation with beauty to elevate their power, Mink

metaphorically likened such usefulness to a visa for exploring things further:

It seemed that, when others saw [me], they gave compliments as to why [l was] good
at dressing up. I work in the fashion industry. [It] made others who saw me for the
first time, they were able to remember me instantly, so | did not need to [ask] who
are you? They were able to remember me instantly owing to my character. ... [It] is
like a visa that I can [use] for encountering things to a greater degree, including my

sense of self. (Mink, [EeESee)

With reference to another exemplar, prior to her double eyelid operation, Gemma did not feel
satisfied with using herself as a model for her fashion brand on social media. Hence, she had the
intention to surgically invest in herself for her own brand rather than hiring model(s). Based upon
the extract below, Gemma became more pleased with such a use following her double eyelid

surgery. She therefore boosted the authenticity of this online shop.

Career-wise, | am running a clothing brand, and | photoshoot using myself as a
model. | feel that, after undertaking it [CS], the photos, they became prettier, they

were more okay. (Gemma, [EEESee)
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Gemma resonates with “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162), in terms of women’s
individualism but also their passion in beauty to boost their power. Her achievement mirrors the
focal point of Banet-Weiser’s (2012; 2021) works on postfeminism: women’s self-empowerment
for economic purposes by virtue of the optimisation of their own enhanced bodies. Gemma, as a
model, contributed to larger self-branding culture where appearance that fits well with societal
beauty standards is privileged (Duffy and Hund, 2015; Wissinger, 2015a; 2015b).

Along these lines, multiple accounts in this study cohere with the general advantages of
good body image in self-branding and generating more income under the postfeminist zeitgeist
(Rogan, 2022). A few of the recipients, such as Carrie and Greta, highlighted the increase in
receiving offers for reviewing brands or services on social media, even though some of them did not
explicitly describe themselves as influencers. These participants sat within the “economies of
visibility” (Banet-Weiser, 2018, p. 21) that are inscribed within both popular feminism and
postfeminism. This notion centres around women’s self-disciplining to elevate their economic
capacity in digital spaces (Banet-Weiser, 2018). While this finding seems promising with regards to
women’s self-empowerment, their post-op career successes on social media perpetuated the
patriarchal root of aesthetic regimes. This was one of the ways patriarchy materialised covertly.

This section now turns to the participants who belonged to career realms that generally
involve interpersonal communication. Some of their accounts were tied up with CS-induced self-
confidence that led to their career successes, as exemplified by the below messages from Neen and
Amy. This finding extends the profound helpfulness of self-confidence/esteem, in alignment with
the spill-over effect of “the confidence cult(ure)” (Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19) in various realms
including the professional domain. In this sense, rather than original looks, surgically altered bodies

were key for fitting in with such a cult(ure). It is likely that these participants’ professional
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advancements were also caused by the intensity of societal beauty demands in Thailand,

considering that their professional areas are not inherently beauty-focused.

It has helped, but [I] do not mean undertaking rhinoplasty and therefore working

more effectively [or] suddenly becoming smarter. But [I] mean [chuckling] | have
become more confident, because I work in marketing; sometimes [1] have to meet
clients or meet executive board(s) [or] present work(s). And it has made me more

confident to work. (Neen, [EeEae)

[I] can see changes, meaning | am really no longer concerned about it [my look], yes.
... They [my colleagues] seem to, older colleagues at my workplace are people who

like observing. They told that it really made me more confident, [it was] noticeable,

yes. (Amy, [{EISEN)

In Asia, attaching photographs to job applications has been a norm (see for example: Wen,
2013, p. 95). This, according to Carrie, Andrea, and Moz, has been the case in Thailand even within
the professional realms for which body image is not indispensable. This point echoes societal
beauty demands in Thailand which stem from the general huge focus on public image and surfaces
in the country (Van Esterik, 2000). Correspondingly, some of the recipients found their job hunting
for Thailand-based works more straightforward after their CS procedures, such as Moz in her IT
pathway. Even for less formal job recruitments, looks have proved pivotal, as Ying and Lala
experienced following the start of their post-CS lives with reference to their MC jobs. Hence, these

participants’ heightened agentic power was enmeshed with the paramount importance of
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appearance for selecting job candidates in the country. Kung thoroughly narrated her experience of

being successful in her job application(s):

[T went to apply for job(s) alongside individuals who may not have, may not have
enhanced [their] faces like me. So, | was more prone to be selected, which made me

look back, I, if I had not undergone it [CS], | would probably not have got this

opportunity. (Kung, [{ENER)

Moz, Summer, and Zizi linked their career-related accomplishments resulting from their
post-op looks to their better suitability with Chinese physiognomy. They epitomise subtle
materialisations of patriarchy, since their post-op professional gains are consistent with their
successful uptakes of “postfeminist masquerade” (McRobbie, 2007, p. 718) for shining more in the
public sphere. Simultaneously, these three interviewees complicate the postfeminist trope of
women’s immersion in beauty to foster their power (Gill, 2007¢), showcasing the intertwinement of
aesthetics and spiritual beliefs in entailing women’s agentic power. Despite their differences in their
ages at the time of the operations and the interviews, all of these three participants reported being
partially ethnically Chinese, which may have influenced their ways of thinking due to the origin of
this spiritual belief in China.

As noted at the outset of this section, Greta and Ying were the only two participants who
proffered the dark angles of beauty within the professional realm. Whilst highlighting her overall
positive viewpoint on beauty, Ying underscored her personal critique on appearance-based
competition. In Ying’s former MC job, she was compared with other women based upon looks,

having led her to decide to leave this job. As Ying stated, “I felt that yes, I wanted to undergo CS,



201

but I did not feel that undertaking it was equated with me having to compete with others like this”.

Greta outlined another vital negative aspect of beauty:

I think there are probably both pros and cons. ... If the jobs require looks or dealing
or interactions, | think it has beauty privilege. Get it? ... [I] think that there are some
pros. But there may also be some cons in terms of, suppose | work on a thing which
probably requires intelligence or something like this, if, sometimes, they may doubt
my ability as to, or there may be others who are not people in [my] workplace,

probably, whether [I] entered [this workplace] because of good appearance or not.

(Greta, [FRENES)

Antagonistic expressions against good-looking individuals, with the assumption concerning their
lower levels of intelligence, do exist. The academic literature shows a mixture of results regarding
the correlation between beauty and intelligence: Kanazawa’s (2011) research has discovered the
positive correlation, whereas Mitchem, et al. (2015) demonstrate no correlation. Whatever the
correct results are, such antagonistic criticisms may be caused by ever-increasing competition with
others and themselves in the wake of the individualised essence of neoliberal ethos (Scharff, 2016).
Greta’s account epitomises the unconvincingness of the postfeminist promise around a myriad of
possibilities for women to “have it all” (Dosekun, 2020, p. 117).

In summary, this project informs us of professional gains that resulted from enhanced looks,
but also negative ramifications of beauty in the labour market. However, overall, the recipients’
career lives became more positive for them, meaning their post-op appearance increased their
agentic power pertinent to their career. Such post-op professional experiences were rooted in both

beauty patriarchy and the career dimension of patriarchy in Walby’s (1989; 1990; 1996; 1997)
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theorisation. Although the labour market in Thailand seems progressive, it has remained patriarchal
due to the gendered gaps of income, career participation, and career progressions (World Economic
Forum, 2020; 2021; 2022; 2023). Arguably, what underpinned the recipients’ agentic power were
high gendered aesthetic demands in Thailand that even cover the impact of appearance on typical

job candidate shortlisting/selection.

7.6 Post-Operative Positionalities on Beauty and Gender

The final note of this chapter highlights the recipients’ post-op positionalities on gender and
beauty, as these underlay their post-op accounts. Some of the recipients passionately reported their
alertness to some existing problems concerning beauty demands in Thailand. Precisely, although
various types of looks have been increasingly accepted in Thai society, current aesthetic standards
in the country have not yet become fully inclusive. These interviewees varied considerably with
respect to their ages at which they partook in this project. Nonetheless, all of these participants were
regarded as having remarkable educational privileges among Thais at the time of the interviews.
These educational privileges may have resulted in their critical thinking about social problems,
owing to their purported exposure to various insights and ideas. Interestingly, most of these
interviewees admitted they personally tried to grapple with societal current beauty ideals and the
discourse surrounding loving one’s own body, usually with regards to body shapes and
complexions. This finding reflects “confidence cult(ure)” (Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19), concerning
the postfeminist paradox between psychological self-improvement and the paucity of great

inclusivity of beauty standards. Kanoon, for instance, narrated the following:

These days, the power of women in the world of social [media], they try to offer a

way of thinking that however you are, you can be beautiful. [That] made me,
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mindset, my thinking began to change. But if being asked whether there were
[feelings of doubt] in some aspects, there were sometimes. In my view, at times |
thought I did not look pretty; if I were lighter [chuckling], | may become pretty. ... [I
ultimately] want everybody to think like this, that everyone is pretty, no matter what

body shapes and appearance they have; everyone is pretty in their own way really.

(Kanoon, [sEle )

Nevertheless, nearly all of the recipients in this study reported seeing gender inequality in
terms of aesthetics as obscure. They instead deemed women’s broader domination in the realm of
CS/beauty as normal or positive. As such, these interviewees may have formulated their identities
pertinent to the postfeminist discourse of the entanglement between women’s power and beauty
(Gill, 2007c). Such identities were interwoven with the postfeminist motif of women’s de-
politicisation (Gill, 2007c), as the recipients equated CS/beauty with women’s individual benefits
(professional and psychological advantages including self-confidence/esteem). In this respect, Meg
drew parallels between undergoing CS and completing an academic course, as both are concerned

with self-development:

If we have potential or have money to make ourselves better, it [engaging with CS]

is not different from taking an academic course. Everything is self-improvement.

(Meg, [N

Arguably, this line of perception illustrates an amalgam of beauty patriarchy and the
ascendency of neoliberalism in Thailand (Leung and Cossu, 2019; Singpliam, 20223).

Neoliberalism and postfeminism strongly promote individualistic self-representations using
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aesthetics (Crawford, 2006). Consequently, postfeminism provokes women’s subjectification that
sidelines the core of patriarchy (McRobbie, 2009). A few of the recipients even stated that Thai men
had experienced gender inequality concerning aesthetics, due to the higher societal acceptance for
women to engage with beauty. As two of them (Maprang and Ree) said, cisgender men who were
preoccupied with aesthetics may have been perceived as LGBTQ+, as exemplified by Maprang’s

quote:

[Cisgender men] who are straight probably want to undergo it [CS] as well. But they
do not really dare to undertake it, because people may perceive that they are non-

heterosexual, something like this, maybe, from my point of view. (Maprang,

redacted)

Such thinking is analogous to Doctor Min’s statement that in larger Thai society, LGBTQ+ men
were less likely to be judged negatively when engaging with CS. As Doctor Min said, “If cisgender
straight men, they are definitely not [chuckling], not that interested in this. The maximum is laser
treatment that is certainly deemed to be a big deal for straight men”. Evidently, CS has been
understood as a feminine beauty regime. In this vein, these recipients may have displayed
postfeminist identities, by neglecting social injustice related to beauty patriarchy but instead
attending to the feminine essence of the practice.

The data comprises some other grasps of beauty in tune with women’s subjectification that
eclipses the crux of patriarchy (McRobbie, 2009). First, several women in the project regarded men
as fearful of undertaking CS. These participants may have presented postfeminist identities, by
echoing the postfeminist discourse around championing women’s aesthetic self-reinvention (Gill,

2007c¢). To illustrate, as Pingpong pointed out, “men are scared, cisgender heterosexual men — they
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are like, are you going to undertake it [CS]?, are you not scared?”. This attitude surrounding

women’s mental strength was also mentioned by Doctor Van:

In Thailand, actually women need to be admired, they are more courageous than
men. With regards to the majority of [CS] patients, not a lot of men come to have it,
since men may think a lot. [Men] are seemingly not scared, but when it comes to
entering operation rooms and undertaking CS, men would rather exercise [than

having CS]. (Doctor Van)

Second, a number of the recipients noted the widespread understanding that CS is nowadays
considered as a personal right/matter in Thailand on which no one should make judgment. Indeed,
this neoliberal belief is a double-edge sword: it stands against judgmental comments; on the other
hand, it eclipses the urgency of elusive aesthetic demands at large (Widdows, 2018b). These
participants may have embodied postfeminist identities, by weaving the postfeminist vocabulary of
individual choice (Gill, 2007¢) into women’s aesthetic alterations. Deer, for example, made clear
that people should avoid forbidding someone to have CS if they treat CS as a self-

confidence/esteem booster. The below excerpt about Baimai is also paradigmatic:

[1] feel that it [CS] is a personal matter, how, but actually it has gained more
acceptance. ... Previously, perhaps media outlets made people see it was not okay to
undertake CS [and] be ready to find fault with that person as to what practices they
had undergone. But now it is not so: people started to accept that they have

undertaken it [CS] and then turned to be attractive, that is all. There is nobody who
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minds: we go to apply for jobs: “where did you have rhinoplasty?”” — probably, no

one asks this. (Baimai, [TeEaae)

More broadly, many of the recipients in this study acknowledged the continuation of gender
inequality in Thailand. Altogether they believed gender inequality would dwindle down the line
owing to the country’s tentative shift towards progressiveness (Buranajaroenkij, 2023). However,
these participants particularly linked gendered disparities to LGBTQ+ rights, generational gaps, and
women’s domestic and professional prisms, rather than aesthetic culture. Put another way, what
underpinned the recipients’ post-op accounts was not full gender equality in Thailand. Instead, it
was the postfeminist discourse around conflating aesthetic modifications with women’s power (Gill,

2007c¢), whereby patriarchy was reified in a muted manner.

Chapter Summary

This chapter set out to answer the question: what are young Thai women’s post-0p
experiences? It examined various aspects of the CS recipients’ post-op narratives, comprising self-
confidence/esteem; appearance-based self-scrutiny; surveillance from others based on looks; and
the professional realm. The final part of the chapter foregrounded the recipients’ post-op
positionalities on gender relations and beauty which underlay their post-op accounts. The overriding
argument of this chapter revolves around both subtle and apparent materialisations of patriarchy in
the recipients’ post-op accounts, yet the former, i.e. postfeminism, was more evident.

The first take-away from this argument is bound up with the recipients’
aesthetic/psychological/career self-empowerment and refers to subtle forms of patriarchy, wherein
CS fostered their agentic power in fulfilling their personal and professional desires. Also relative to

muted manifestations of patriarchy, the second take-away from the above argument is connected
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with women’s self-responsibilisation to keep up with their good looks: a by-product of neoliberal,
postfeminist incitements (McRobbie, 2020). Predicated upon a number of the recipients, CS
engendered 1) additional levels of self-surveillance concerning clothing and nose implants; 2)
prospective/concrete planning to re-undertake CS for more flawless appearance. These instances
showcase how women’s agentic power in reaching the pinnacle of their aesthetic self-satisfaction
was modestly diminished by beauty patriarchy.

The third take-away has to do with appearance-focused surveillance from others,
displaying both modest and apparent materialisations of patriarchy: “postfeminist gaze” (Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) and “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) respectively. This
chapter underscored the significant power of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz,
2016, p. 94), primarily from cisgender women, in the recipients’ post-op experiences. Yet, the
power of “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) was still intact in these post-op experiences, i.e.
those related/unrelated to romantic relationships and desirability. This gaze is affixed to self-
empowerment concerning romantic desirability that was experienced by some of the participants.

Across the data, “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) played a greater part in the post-op
adverse consequences about others’ behaviours towards the interviewees. Precisely, the negative
elements that were absent among women'’s reactions (overt sexism and outright rejections of the CS
results) came into force. Such interrelationships between these two gazes fall under the central
theoretical contribution of this thesis: advancing postfeminism. This particular contribution
appertains to some other findings in this chapter concerned with 1) “the confidence cult(ure)”
(Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19); 2) cultural divergences between the West and Thailand. These
divergences rests upon Chinese physiognomy and controversy around overly sexy clothing in Thai

society (Van Esterik, 2000; Singpliam, 2022a).
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The ultimate take-away from the aforementioned argument alludes to modest
materialisations of patriarchy. The chapter demonstrated that most of the recipients in this project
may have embodied postfeminist identities. This bears on their articulation of positive/impartial
post-op positionalities on CS/beauty, considering professional and psychological advantages that
beauty can engender. Intriguingly, multiple recipients may have constructed postfeminist identities
by seeing men as fearful of undergoing CS; casting men as marginalised regarding beauty due to the
greater societal acceptance for women to engage with aesthetics; and/or construing CS as a personal
right/matter in Thailand. All of these points insinuate the profound effect of postfeminism which is

the core of the following chapter.
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Chapter 8 — So What? Discussing Postfeminist Complexities in the

Cosmetic Surgery Accounts of Young Thai Women

Chapter eight weaves the findings delineated in chapters five to seven into their wider
meanings, in relation to the academic literature. This chapter concurrently summarises power
dynamics in the reflective pre-op and post-op accounts of young Thai women, since a multitude of
my findings are around power. As with other parts of the thesis, this chapter adopts a feminist
theoretical lens. The chapter is broken down into seven different sections: 1) socially constituted,
intersectional, and conditional agentic power; 2) learned narratives of rationalising CS; 3)
reciprocity between self-esteem/confidence and looks; 4) divergences and convergences between
gendered gazes; 5) salience of the media; 6) postfeminism in Thai aesthetic culture; 7) adaptation of
postfeminism to Thai and East Asian influences.

The chapter sets out the central argument of this thesis: the reflective CS accounts of young
Thai women are underpinned by an array of postfeminist facets, with several effects about Thai
society and East Asian countries. These facets include 1) pre-operative agentic power concerning
women’s individualisation; 2) post-operative agentic power around women’s
aesthetic/psychological/professional self-empowerment; 3) the imperative to be entrepreneurial and
self-responsibilised; 4) the paramount importance of appearance for self-confidence/esteem; 5)
looks-based evaluation from other women; 6) self-optimisation and appearance-focused
surveillance culture in the media; 7) positive/impartial positionalities on aesthetics; 8) optimistic
expressions to subdue social injustice. To unpack such Thai and East Asian influences,
postfeminism can adjust itself with the spiritual, collectivist, and conservative essence of Thai
society, but also Thai and Korean popular culture, an immense worldwide prestige of CS in Korea,

and East Asian and Thai beauty styles.
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8.1 Socially Constituted, Intersectional, and Conditional Agentic Power

Women'’s individualisation is one of the paramount tenets of “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill,
2007c¢, p. 162). In the contemporary age rife with neoliberal values, women are allured to fuse their
individualisation with their agency (Baker, 2008). Accordingly, the dialogues with the surgeon
participants overall show that the rationalisations of their young Thai women patients for
undergoing CS greatly centralise self-satisfaction rather than pleasing other people. This thesis also
found several manifestations of the CS recipients’ pre-op agentic power regarding their
individualisation. Such manifestations comprise: describing entirely or predominantly themselves as
the principal source of their motivations for CS; self-financing the procedures; and thoroughly self-
researching where precisely to have CS to ensure CS quality. Many of the recipients in this project
served as their own entrepreneurs in investing their own money and/or time to research CS places
for their desirable versions of beauty. Moreover, a handful of the recipients saw men or
heterosexual romantic desirability as (one of) their main motivators for undergoing CS, in contrast
to the greater number who identified women as such and even more who reported fully or primarily
themselves. Altogether, these findings parallel Baker’s (2010, p. 190) argument that nowadays
women are socially incited to accentuate their self-determination and independence while shying
away from any strong sense of victimhood. This is attributed to the postfeminist assumption that
radical social transformations to combat gender inequality are unnecessary today (Gill, 2007c;
McRobbie, 2009).

The recipients’ pre-op agentic power proved intersectional. It was primarily contingent upon
their economic capital when it comes to self-financing CS. That is, neoliberal ethos spurred quite a
number of the interviewees to earn a living for their surgical self-beautification. This finding
displays subtle materialisations of patriarchy concerning the recipients’ willing involvement in

beauty patriarchy by spending their income on CS. In some of the CS accounts, their mothers’
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economic capital was helpful in financially supporting the participants’ procedures. This showcases
supportive motherhood that may have also been enabled by the mothers’ communal perception of
aesthetic demands induced by their shared gender (Winch, 2015). The nexus between such shared
perception and supportive motherhood takes another form related to age: most of the interviewees
who were heavily advocated by their mothers to have CS were under 20 years old or in their early
20s (i.e. very young at the time). This result is consonant with the argument made by Foulkes, et al.
(2018) that younger people are more liable to be socially amenable compared to their older
counterparts. This is arguably intertwined with age-based power differentials that have long been
entrenched in Thai society, with the older generally having more power than the younger
(McCampbell, et al., 1999; Sringernyuang, et al., 2020; Baker and Pasuk, 2022). In brief, the
recipients’ pre-op agentic power lay at the intersection of economic capital, gender, and age.

Another vital hallmark of women’s agentic power rested on its conditional essence in their
post-op empowerment. By and large, most of the participants reported feeling more empowered
personally and/or professionally, specifically in terms of aesthetic self-satisfaction, self-
confidence/esteem, routine makeover, and career. Pertinent to “postfeminist masquerade”
(McRobbie, 2007, p. 718), some of the interviewees successfully masqueraded themselves using
their post-op looks to foster their employability, professional opportunities, and/or professional
negotiations in Thailand. From a sociological perspective, such post-op career flourishment
obscured existing gender disparities in the professional sphere of Thai society. The world of work in
Thailand seems progressive, but it is deep down patriarchal on account of the extant gendered gaps
of career progressions and income in Thailand (World Economic Forum, 2020; 2021; 2022; 2023).

Yet, the recipients’ post-op agentic power was conditional upon the postfeminist grammar
of women’s self-responsibilisation (McRobbie, 2020). CS invoked the additional levels of self-

surveillance with concerns to clothing and nose implants. Moreover, a number of the recipients
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reported potentially/concretely setting out to re-undergo CS on the same body parts, primarily
because of their self-scrutiny for more flawless looks. These participants were compelled to reach
the postfeminist concept of the “perfect” (McRobbie, 2015, p. 3), so as to fit more into increasingly
narrower aesthetic standards under the guise that self-improvement is a valid solution (McRobbie,
2015). They also resonate with previous studies (Woo, 2004; Coffey, 2016) that uncover the
addictiveness of CS invoked by women’s post-op self-monitoring in pursuit of more impeccable
appearance.

This study supports Gill’s (2007a) claim that agency and structure are mutually constitutive
rather than exclusive. To justify this, the recipients’ agentic power was not immune to patriarchal
sociocultural structures that, according to Walby (1989), comprise six main dimensions. As
demonstrated at length throughout chapters five to seven, the recipients’ decisions for having CS
and their post-op experiences were enmeshed with patriarchal sociocultural structures. In this
respect, beauty patriarchy (gendered media representations and real-life behaviours surrounding
physical attractiveness), as part of the cultural dimension of patriarchy, took centre stage. It was at
times intertwisted with two different dimensions of patriarchy (career and (hetero)sexuality), as
well as the educational realm within the cultural facet of patriarchy. In effect, beauty patriarchy
deeply encapsulated various sociocultural influences that led to the recipients’ CS motivations.
These influences include the anti-ageing imperative; the media; the labour market and education in
Thailand; the body-shaming norm amongst Thais; and heterosexual romantic desirability, as
evidenced in chapter six. Furthermore, beauty patriarchy even permeated a pregnancy-related CS
motive like breastfeeding, which is congruent with strong postfeminist compulsions for mothers to
regulate their own bodies (Littler, 2013; De Benedictis and Orgad, 2017). In short, their agentic

power was socially constituted.
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Taken together, the recipients’ pre-op and post-op agentic power was influenced by not only
patriarchal social structures and multiple axes of social characteristics like economic capital and
age, but also postfeminist injunctions notably towards women to work on themselves ceaselessly.
To that end, this thesis argues that women’s empowerment can be fulfilled personally and
professionally if they agree to be self-responsibilised in the long run. Such responsibilisation
encompasses being continually vigilant of their post-op appearance; and planning and having
subsequent CS. As noted earlier, Doctor Shin stated that some doctors who were not qualified as
cosmetic surgeons came to operate CS and therefore caused several CS complications. On this
basis, individuals would really need to be meticulous in researching which doctors to have CS with.
If Thai society were to move at this direction towards the rhetoric of constant and careful self-
management/development, Thais would be gradually socially exhorted to distance themselves from
collective actions against gender disparities, as noted by McRobbie (2004) in the Western context.
This thesis thus furthers the credibility of Dosekun’s (2020) contention that postfeminism should be
viewed as promising for women in an illusory way, in light of the postfeminist depiction of

women’s self-containment as the way forward.

8.2 Learned Narratives of Justifying CS

As outlined, one of the theoretical contributions of this thesis is to showcase the learned
narratives of rationalising CS within this Thai CS phenomenon. First, considering Gimlin’s (2007)
seminal feminist comparative research between the US and Great Britain, from the totality of my
thesis the learned CS narratives are a mixture of both American and British values. In terms of
women’s agency, the recipients’ accounts resonate with American women in Gimlin’s (2007)
project. That is, these women 1) individualised the main sources of the motivations for undertaking

CS; 2) pinpointed their own financial sacrifices for CS (in the forms of a loan or money they had
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saved). Indeed, American society is inundated with moral principles of self-reliance and self-
determination (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck, 1961; Annas and Miller, 1994). Likewise, according to
Leung and Cossu (2019), the neoliberal vocabulary like can-do attitudes and individualism has been
imported from the West, predominantly the US, to Thailand.

Meanwhile, the learned narrative paralleling their British counterparts revolves around the
finding that a number of the recipients in my study foregrounded their psychological torments
adhered to their pre-op looks. These torments cohere with their experiences of being body shamed
and their mental pain from using temporary double eyelid items and bra fillers. In Gimlin’s (2007)
study, British participants’ emphasis on such torments stemmed from conservatism around beauty
practices in Great Britain. In this specific Thai context, the recipients’ stressing of their
psychological torments was most likely because of the remainder of social stigma around CS in
Thailand. This kind of stigma was clearly exemplified by Gina. As outlined in chapter seven, Gina
reported being acutely aware of such stigma and deciding to pinpoint an ageing-related issue when
rationalising her double eyelid surgery with her colleagues.

Second, one of the shared learned narratives between the Thai and Korean phenomena has
to do with the collectivist nature of these two countries (Hofstede, n.d.a; n.d.b), which departs from
the overall individualistic characteristic of Western societies (Zhang and Liu, 2020). Such
collectivist essence leads to the high value of good appearance for interpersonal
communication/respect (Mulder, 1996; Jackson, 2004; Holliday and Elfving-Hwang, 2012; Elfving-
Hwang, 2016; Kang, 2021). Amy’s and Gina’s accounts in chapter six are paradigmatic of this, with
concerns to their professional paths to which attractive looks are typically not central. Also relevant
to the collectivist essence of Thai society are multiple stories in this project about the CS decisions
to cultivate characters. In Thailand, the terminology ‘character’ is centred upon the creation of

positive public self-images, to pay respect to and gain respect from others (Jackson, 2004; Kang,
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2021). This is consonant with Elfving-Hwang’s (2016) project that foregrounds the entanglement
between older Korean women’s self-beautification including CS and the Korean discourse around
displaying respect towards others.

Another learned narrative in my study which parallels Korean society is concerned with
spirituality. Both Thai and Korean societies are typically conceived of as spiritual (Holliday and
Elfving-Hwang, 2012; Trakulsuksawasd, Ingsiriwat, and Wangsillapakun, 2021). Holliday and
Elfving-Hwang (2012) make a claim about the role of Korean physiognomy in moulding the CS
justifications of some Koreans. Similarly, Chinese physiognomy (Ngo Heng in Thai) projected
power onto several participants in my study as a supplement to CS, by influencing them to undergo
CS and/or to choose beauty styles for the procedures. Indeed, Chinese physiognomy has long
permeated Thai society as a tool for making lives more auspicious (Aizura, 2009). However, this
spiritual belief can also exercise power onto individuals at odds with CS, as noted by Pa who took
precedence aesthetically pleasing appearance over this spirituality. Nevertheless, what Pa and other
participants whose CS motives appertain to Chinese physiognomy had in common were their hopes
for more attractive looks. All of them were also located within the postfeminist discourse of self-
help, having strived for their higher self-empowerment (Gill, 2007c; McRobbie, 2009; Baker,
2010). Such greater self-empowerment proved crucial for multiple recipients’ post-op periods,
whereby Chinese physiognomy and “postfeminist masquerade” (McRobbie, 2007, p. 718)
complemented each other to augment their agentic power in their professional lives.

The last learned narrative in this thesis is pertaining to an evolving perception of CS across
the globe. The study uncovered several interviewees’ CS motives regarding their desires to
unburden and/or enhance relatively routine beauty regimes (applying make-up and temporary
double eyelid items and wearing clothes). As Widdows (2018b) argues, the lines between

traditionally habitual and extreme beauty practices have become hazy on account of 1) neoliberal
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exhortations to reframe most actions/decisions as individual choices; 2) the unceasingly visual-
oriented societal shift. Hence, we need to deviate our attention away from the binary between
routine and extreme aesthetic regimes. Today these two regimes stand in a continuum. Such a
nuance of beauty practices is worth remembering for lessening the influence of neoliberal ethos that
places huge appearance pressure on women in the first place (Gill, 2007c; 2017).

In summary, the learned narratives of rationalising CS resonate with previous works about
other countries: women’s individualisation (the US) (Gimlin, 2007); appearance-induced
psychological torments (Great Britain) (Gimlin, 2007); spirituality and interpersonal
interaction/respect (Korea) (Holliday and Elfving-Hwang, 2012; Elfving-Hwang, 2016); and a
relentlessly blurry boundary between conventionally habitual and extreme aesthetic practices
(global) (Widdows, 2018b). As such, this theoretical contribution on the learned narratives of
justifying CS demonstrates the international significance of this thesis. It illustrates how the
postfeminist tropes of women’s individualisation and makeover (Gill, 2007¢) can coincide with a
multiplicity of Asian characteristics within the same context. This coexistence provides a broad
picture of the prime argument of this project: postfeminism greatly manifests itself in the CS stories
of young Thai women, with several Thai and East Asian influences. The section that follows

highlights another crucial facet of postfeminism.

8.3 Reciprocity between Self-Confidence/Esteem and Appearance

This section explores the entanglement between women’s self-confidence/esteem and their
looks. It contributes to the psychological and beauty angles of postfeminism, both of which fall
under “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c¢, p. 162). In this respect, power operated within these
recipients through which their own bodies and minds called for self-improvement. The majority of

the CS recipients sought to develop their looks with the intention to boost their self-
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esteem/confidence. This accords well with the finding that Doctor Jom and Doctor Van, predicated
upon their professional experiences, likened Thai women’s CS to a toolkit for elevating self-
confidence/esteem. In the post-op periods, CS led to increased self-esteem/confidence for most of
the recipients in this study, augmenting their agentic power in accordance with the neoliberal
archetype of enhanced psychological states (Scharff, 2016).

The above results on self-esteem/confidence add to the overriding theoretical contribution of
this thesis: advancing postfeminism. The thesis can fill a gap within Orgad and Gill’s (2022)
exploration, as their work does not specifically focus on the Thai context or the Southeast Asian
region. The key here is that, overall, the recipients in my research partly conformed to “the
confidence cult(ure)” (Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19), in the sense of their heightened self-
confidence/esteem. Concurrently, these participants helped question the paradoxical characteristic
of “confidence cult(ure)” (Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19): encouraging women to appreciate their
original bodies whilst grappling with elusive aesthetic benchmarks circulating in larger society
(Orgad and Gill, 2022). The thesis demonstrates that at the moment self-esteem/confidence requires
surgically altered appearance, meaning the body-positivity movement has a long way to go towards
the entire disappearance of societal demands for undertaking CS. In Thailand, the campaign
#RealSizeBeauty has brought body positivity to the public dialogue. Still, societal beauty
benchmarks stay exclusionary (Chia and Maneechote, 2021b), as acknowledged by some of the
recipients in my study.

The emergence of #RealSizeBeauty in the second half of 2021 synchronised with the first
half of the data collection of this project. Therefore, the finding that many of the participants
pointed to their increased self-esteem/confidence induced by CS during the interviews indicates
some room for development regarding the body-positivity move in Thailand. As with Favaro’s

(2017) and Orgad and Gill’s (2022) works mainly on Western contexts, my project critiques the
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postfeminist incitement towards women to tackle problems to an individual end. My study
continues extending Dosekun’s (2020) aforementioned argument countering the illusionary
postfeminist mantra of women’s self-containment. Self-containment cannot be the only way
forward, but the game changer would be a more transformative approach towards the full

inclusivity of aesthetic standards.

8.4 Divergences and Convergences between Gendered Gazes

According to Bartky (1997) and Murray (2007) from a Foucauldian viewpoint, people
exercise their power onto one another based on existing norms attached to beauty culture. In
parallel, the power of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) and “the
male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) consistently came through in the findings. This section sums up
several dissonances and overlaps between these two gazes; novel ways “postfeminist gaze” (Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) played out within this particular CS phenomenon; and the
overall differences between my research and Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz’s (2016) study. By
doing so, this section flows into the principal theoretical contribution of this thesis: advancing
postfeminism.

Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz (2016, p. 108) depict “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and
Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) as comparative, ubiquitous, and judgmental. My project found all of these
three characteristics in a range of pre-op and post-op accounts on both “postfeminist gaze” (Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) and “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6). In reality, these two
gazes share an array of qualities within the context of this study: not only prevalent, judgmental,
and comparative as just mentioned, but also advocative, comforting, and insincere. Broadly
speaking, both men and women acted as body-shaming perpetrators (judgmental), CS advocates

(advocative), compliment givers (comforting), and preferential treaters (insincere). The
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comparativeness of these gazes often coincided with other characteristics, namely judgmental,
inspirational, and comforting. This project also explored how women and men were judgmental in
differing ways, i.e. modest looks-based criticisms following the operations (women); blatant
aesthetics-related sexism within romantic relationships and outright rejections of the CS outcomes
(men).

“Postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) was deemed prevalent
with concerns to attractive women in the media and its ubiquity in the recipients’ narratives as a
whole. Meanwhile, “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) was considered ubiquitous when it comes
to romantic desirability; that is, a number of the interviewees reported having attracted more men
after the procedures. The broad communality between the two gazes is that both can be beneficial
and pernicious for the recipients’ emotional wellbeing within this beauty context. Concerning
“technology of self” (Foucault, 1988, p. 18), the power of these gazes thus adheres to the
inextricable intertwinement between the body and the mind. Crucially, given such communalities,
this thesis recommends that scholars in the field of gender avoid seeing these gazes on a
dichotomous logic.

However, it is important to acknowledge the dissimilarities between these two gazes to
critically dig into gender relations. These gazes were distinct in multiple senses, with the key
difference being rooted in the postfeminist modest relegation of women to the traditional patriarchal
association between women and bodywork (Gill, 2007c). That is, from the totality of my project,
“postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) used by other women was more
positively advocative and comforting than “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) from men. Indeed,
on the basis of the above postfeminist relegation, most women are inscribed within the postfeminist
depiction of self-beautification as a way to give themselves a boost (Gill, 2007c). Postfeminism

allures women to associate beauty practices with their individual choices that make their lives
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felicitous, under the guise that gender disparities are no longer at stake (Gill, 2007c). This leads to
their beauty-focused advocacy and comforting comments towards women alike (Winch, 2015). In
this respect, power circulates within women’s circles premised upon appearance-based
consumption.

Some of the dissonances between the two gazes were more or less attributed to the
demographics of the main participant group. Firstly, the inspirational characteristic was
disproportionately visible in the accounts regarding “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and
Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) compared to “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6). That is, the recipients
took inspiration from women whom they found attractive to have CS, and following their
procedures they inspired other women to undertake CS. This was partially because none of the CS
recipients in my study self-identified as men; otherwise, there may have been a multiplicity of the
stories on the inspirational quality of “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6). Secondly, this thesis
discovered the desirable attribute of “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) only, on the grounds that
a few of the participants regarded heterosexual romantic desirability as one of their motivations
and/or emphasised the immense advantages of CS in their romantic desirability. Yet, this is hardly
surprising, as most of the recipients in this study reported being heterosexual women.

The inspirational attribute of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p.
94) can elicit the unconventional workings of power between the older and the younger, as
evidenced in my project. As noted earlier, age-based power differentials have been pervasive in
Thailand, with the older usually having more power (McCampbell, et al., 1999; Sringernyuang, et
al., 2020; Baker and Pasuk, 2022). The greater power of older Thai people impacted on the
accounts about surveillance from others in the form of body shaming: the perpetrators were often
either older than the recipients or around the same age. However, this study found that some of the

recipients inspired their mothers to have CS, alluding to the tremendous effect of beauty in
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subverting the conventional pattern of age-based power dynamics. This finding constitutes how my
thesis advances postfeminism as its central theoretical contribution. To be precise, because Riley,
Evans, and Mackiewicz’s (2016, p. 94) conceptualisation of “postfeminist gaze” is centred upon
women friendship, my thesis seeks to move forward this conceptualisation to include the pivotal
roles of mothers. From the entirety of this project, such motherhood was characterised by both
positive and negative qualities of this gaze. Nevertheless, the negative side was outweighed by the
positive one, namely the inspirational, advocative, and comforting attributes of this gaze. Also
paramount to this contribution is the finding that, of all women in the recipients’ lives, the mothers
overall came into play as the strongest CS advocates, connoting supportive motherhood in
conformity to beauty patriarchy.

Another remarkable characteristic of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz,
2016, p. 94) in my data appertains to homosexual couples. Contrasted with the heteronormative
core of women’s viewing in Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz’s (2016) research, my thesis unveiled
how the recipients who had women partners received more in-depth comforting feedback on post-
op appearance compared to those who had men partners. As written earlier, Hill and Fischer (2008)
claim that women regardless of sexual orientation have been pressurised by beauty patriarchy to
look at themselves in an appearance-focused manner. Due to the situatedness of these recipients’
women partners within the beauty patriarchal control, it can be argued that they were able to relate
to the participants concerning aesthetic demands. This finding makes a unique contribution to
postfeminism, by showing materialisations of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz,
2016, p. 94) within homosexual relationships in a comforting way.

On the whole, this thesis differs from Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz’s (2016) project in
several ways. First, unlike their research that portrays surveillance among women as bizarre or

ridiculous, my project did not discover as such. Second, British women participants in Riley, Evans,
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and Mackiewicz’s (2016) study overall view other women’s adoption of this gaze as judgmental. In
contrast, altogether the recipients in my research saw “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and
Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) from other women as more positive than negative; that is, comforting and
pleasantly advocative. Both findings point to “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007¢c, p. 162) in the
sense of women’s preoccupation with beauty to cultivate their power. That is, women sometimes
project power onto one another based on bodywork in a celebratory manner (Winch, 2015).
Conceivably, such distinctions between my research and Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz’s (2016)
research have to do with the different foci of these two studies. The former work focuses on CS,
whereas the latter centres around a wider picture of appearance-based observation amongst women.
CS has been normalised among Thais as evidenced in chapter six, which may have prompted a
number of Thai women to be supportive of CS, in the forms of positively advocative and

comforting comments on other women’s CS.

8.5 Salience of the Media

This section consolidates one of the theoretical contributions of this thesis: displaying the
ways the media facilitate young Thai women to undertake CS. This contribution deserves attention,
because the media have been integral to feminist scholarship on account of their paramount
importance for people’s lives (Gill, 2017; Evans, 2023). By and large, the media were instrumental
in igniting the recipients in this study to undergo CS. Primarily, the media 1) directed the
participants to be spurred by attractive individuals; 2) prompted the interviewees to monitor their
own looks while using media platforms; 3) facilitated the selection of places to undergo the
operations. What underlay these were the interactivity and rapid circulation of digital media (social
media and websites) (Kimpel, Karnowski, and Keyling, 2015; Qiao, 2019) as well as the wide

dissemination of mass media (Schrape, 2016). Such media features allowed social and mass media
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to meld power within the participants into their decisions to have CS. On social media, power
operationalises between platforms and users, as well as within different interpersonal relationships
(Marwick, 2012). In this sense, platforms offer a place where power is mainly exchanged via
interpersonal communication (Marwick, 2012), as shown in this section.

This section claims that (neoliberal) capitalism encapsulated the ways the media facilitated
young Thai women to engage with CS. Content on social media is situated within the attention
economy, in which numerous individuals strive for likes and praising comments on their posts in
pursuit of more social acceptance (Lupton, 2016). On this capitalist logic, individuals who brand
themselves via social media — or simply watch these people — perpetuate capitalist domination, by
‘working” for such capitalist platforms through content production/consumption (Roy, 2022).
Within this social media ecology, glamour is one of the top priorities for social media platforms to
grow their profits, because attractive posts often increase social media use (Hearn and Banet-
Weiser, 2020). Subsequently, glamorous posts permeate social media, wherein postfeminism is at
play as outlined below.

Appearance-based surveillance culture, a fundamental feature of postfeminism (Gill, 2017),
was integral to how the media spurred the recipients to have CS. These participants endorsed the
inspirational and comparative attributes of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz,
2016, p. 94) while using social and mass media. In this regard, (predominantly women) celebrities
and influencers played an important part, which configured the relational power that flew primarily
among women, perhaps with the help of the media’s algorithm. The extant literature in the field of
media and communication (see for example: Bishop, 2021; Glatt and Banet-Weiser, 2021; Glatt,
2023) unveils algorithmic bias in favour of privileged groups and/or content that serves capital

accumulation. Congruent with the above algorithmic preference, influencers and celebrities often
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gain profound exposure in the attention economy due to symbolic perceptions of them (Banet-
Weiser, 2018, p. 4).

Typically, celebrities possess high economic status and glamorous symbols (Ferris, 2007;
Redmond, 2014), whereas influencers are popular via their aspirational yet relatable identities
(Marwick, 2013). Hence, celebrities and influencers usually thrive via self-branding on social
media, narrowing aesthetic standards at large and democratising appearance-focused regulatory
practices (Abidin and Gwynne, 2017; Kanai, 2018; Gill, 2021b; Chen and Kanai, 2022; Rogan,
2022). This point echoes my research result that a number of the participants who fall under the
umbrella term of influencers reported receiving positive reactions from their fans owing to their
post-op appearance. To that end, the thesis illustrates that the economically successful and
aesthetically symbolic images of celebrities and the approachable and aspirational images of
influencers are consequential (Ferris, 2007; Banet-Weiser, 2012; Redmond, 2014).

However, the celebrity and influencer landscape did not wholly capture surveillance culture
in the interviewees’ CS motivations. Other components that came into play include: women models
in magazines and clothing shops on Instagram; pretty self-presentations of general women on social
media; and the participants’ appearance-focused self-monitoring via social and mass media.
Crucially, postfeminism is inherent in these components, in the aspects of women’s self-
optimisation to increase their mediated visibility and/or marketability (Banet-Weiser, 2018); and
women’s self-policing and disciplining among one another (Gill, 2007¢c; 2017). Women are then
seduced into the postfeminist notion of the “perfect” (McRobbie, 2015, p. 3), by cultivating their
aesthetic selves for achieving idealised contemporary femininity in the age of social media
(McRobbie, 2015).

Based upon the data, the media sources that facilitated the choosing of CS places are wide-

ranging. They include: CS communities/groups on social media; clinics/hospitals’ social media
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pages; ads and algorithms on social media; CS-related websites/discussion boards; and influencers
and celebrities on social media. Arguably, most of these media components maintain capitalist
domination, due to their reliance upon social media platforms to which the attention economy is
central. Crucially, all of the above media elements aided the participants in carefully choosing
particular places to undertake CS in chorus with the postfeminist trope of self-responsibilisation
(McRobbie, 2020). To avert severely negative repercussions concerning the CS outcomes, these
women embraced the postfeminist concept of “aesthetic entrepreneurship” (Elias, Gill, and Scharff,
2017, p. 37) by self-reflexively selecting CS locations.

From the totality of this research, digital media played out more than mass media. Under the
great influence of capitalism, the media facilitated young Thai women to engage with CS in three
major ways. These ways comprise 1) orientating the interviewees to be prompted by attractive
individuals; 2) motivating the participants to scrutinise their own appearance while utilising media
platforms; 3) helping with the selection of places to undertake the procedures. Postfeminism —
concerning self-optimisation, appearance-based surveillance culture, and self-responsibilisation —

was paramount to these roles of the media.

8.6 Postfeminism in Thai Beauty Culture

This section sums up postfeminist reifications from the entirety of this study, starting by
articulating the recipients’ identity formation while justifying their actions and making sense of
their CS experiences. A number of the recipients expressed their negative feelings towards
hierarchical Thai educational culture, the body-shaming perpetrators, and/or those who treated them
preferentially after the CS procedures. These expressions are contrasted with the postfeminist
preference for optimistic manifestations (Gill, 2017, p. 610). Nevertheless, around the same number

of the recipients may have framed postfeminist identities. That is, they showed themselves as
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optimistic/positive to subdue social injustice (body shaming, beauty-related sexism, and preferential
treatment). In a broad sense, this form of postfeminist identities parallels the postfeminist discourse
of optimistic expressions that overshadow radical social transformations (Gill, 2017, p. 610).

Many of the recipients recognised the persistence of gender inequality in Thailand in
LGBTQ+ rights, women’s domestic and career domains, and generational gaps. This reflects the
wider perception that feminism has not yet reached its pinnacle of dismantling patriarchy in
Thailand (Teeratanabodee, 2021; 2023; Buranajaroenkij, 2023). This is interwoven with the
intention of the Thai authoritarian regime to prolong the gendered status quo (Buranajaroenkij,
2023, p. 216). Therefore, the postfeminist claim to the entire fading of gender disparities is far from
convincing within the context of my thesis. However, when explaining their post-op positionalities
on gender and beauty, most of the recipients deemed women’s preoccupation with CS/aesthetics as
positive or normal, casting gender inequality in terms of beauty as unclear. In this respect, they may
have embodied postfeminist identities, considering the postfeminist depiction of beauty as an
impetus for women’s self-empowerment (Gill, 2007c¢). This depiction is under the illusion that
patriarchy has now gone (McRobbie, 2009). Put simply, such identities appertain to the
postfeminist discourse of the inextricable nexus between beauty and women’s power (Gill, 2007¢).

Altogether, this thesis discovered an array of postfeminist materialisations when it comes to
the beauty dimension of Thai society, as consolidated thus far in this chapter. In brief, the thesis
uncovered 1) the recipients’ pre-op agentic power regarding women’s individualisation; 2) their
post-op agentic power concerning women’s aesthetic/psychological/career self-empowerment; 3)
the need to be entrepreneurial and self-responsibilised; 4) the centrality of appearance to their self-
confidence/esteem; 5) overall pleasantly advocative and comforting looks-focused observation from
other women; 6) the prominence of self-optimisation and appearance-based surveillance culture in

their media-related CS motives; 7) the recipients’ postfeminist identities in several above manners.
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These elements bring this project to claim that postfeminist manifestations are abundant in the CS
accounts of young Thai women. My study therefore builds on Singpliam’s (2022a) assertion that
postfeminism exists in the Thai aesthetic landscape.

The thesis suggests that such postfeminist manifestations within the CS context of my
project ought not to be equated with a redundancy of feminism like in the West (McRobbie, 2009),
considering the relatively novel prevalence of feminism outside academia in Thai society
(Buranajaroenkij, 2023, p. 216). Furthermore, this emergence of feminism has come into collision
with the conflicted understanding between democracy and feminism (Teeratanabodee, 2021). The
term ‘feminism’ has a long way to gain adequate public traction in Thailand to be deemed
superfluous. Nonetheless, my study extends Gill’s (2016) argument that postfeminism can
synchronise with feminism. To be precise concerning the context of this study, postfeminist
materialisations in Thai aesthetic culture can coexist with the rise of feminism outside academia.
Yet, given the optimistic and de-politicising basis of postfeminism (Gill, 2007c; 2017), feminism,
this study claims, should take the lead for more radical social changes towards more hopeful Thai
society. The concluding chapter recommends an avenue for future research, in order for feminism to

reach that stage in Thailand.

8.7 Adaptation of Postfeminism to Thai and East Asian Influences

Varying depending upon a given locale, postfeminist iterations are in no way universal
(Dosekun, 2015a). This contention lies at the heart of the main argument of this project:
postfeminism significantly underpins the CS accounts of young Thai women, with multiple
influences about Thai society and East Asian countries. This section feeds into the overriding
theoretical contribution of the thesis: advancing postfeminism, by highlighting how postfeminism

adjusts itself within an Asian phenomenon. From a holistic viewpoint, many Asian influences were



228

at play in these CS accounts: for instance, Thai and Korean celebrities and influencers as well as a
profound global reputation of CS in Korea. This section, however, pays heed to the influences that
clearly diverge from postfeminism in the West.

The first major influence is concerned with Chinese physiognomy. Overall, this spiritual
belief complexifies “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007¢c, p. 162), with regards to women’s
preoccupation with beauty to cultivate their power. That is, having spirituality as motivations for
undergoing CS or as aesthetic styles for CS contributes to subverting the remaining understanding
of CS as symbolic of vanity (Blum, 2003; Northrop, 2012). Women’s involvement in aesthetics can
be fused with their desires to fit better into spirituality. This study expands on King’s (2021, p. 287)
claim that bodily/facial modifications undertaken by Thais are both aesthetic and intersubjective —
as shown in my project, it is also spiritual. Across the entire data, the recipients with partial/full
Chinese ethnicity appeared to be more engrossed in (and/or surrounded by people with interests in)
Chinese physiognomy than those who are not of Chinese parentage. This point sits at the
intersection of Chinese lineage, spirituality, and aesthetics. These findings on Chinese physiognomy
help broadly address the paucity of academic investigation of religion-related postfeminist
materialisations, as Gill (2017, p. 615) stresses.

In addition to Chinese physiognomy, this thesis unmasked multiple Thai sociocultural
elements at variance with the perception of CS as emblematic of vanity (Blum, 2003; Northrop,
2012). The relevant research findings complicate “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162),
particularly women’s preoccupation with beauty to elevate their power. First, a few of the accounts
in this project are tied to the CS decisions to refine characters. In Thailand, the term ‘character’ is
often likened to positive outer self-presentations to have a place to stand in society (Jackson, 2004;
Kéng, 2021). Second, Amy’s and Gina’s CS stories, as detailed in chapter six, bear on generating

pleasant personae for other people due to their professions. Arguably, these two results are inherent
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in the collectivist nature of Thai society which renders mutual respect indispensable (Mulder, 1996;
Jackson, 2004; Kang, 2021; Hofstede, n.d.b).

Based on my data, Thai conservatism informs the sociocultural components that sharply
deviate from postfeminism in the West. To begin with, sexual intercourse was almost silenced in
the recipients’ CS rationale, perhaps because of a ubiquitous Thai discourse: the sensitiveness of
broaching sexual intercourse (Ounjit, 2015). It is distinct from the West where various mediated
portrayals equate women’s sexualisation, covering sexual intercourse, with their increased self-
empowerment (Dobson, 2014). In this vein, this research result departs from the postfeminist trope
of women’s sexualisation in “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162). Secondly, Mindy and
Meg experienced additional surveillance of self-clothing following breast augmentation surgery,
due to the controversial image of overly sexy clothing in Thai society (Van Esterik, 2000;
Singpliam, 2022a). This entrenched Thai conservative force against provocative dressing has
impinged particularly upon women’s lives (Van Esterik, 2000; Harrison, 2017). This finding
generally differs from the West where the majority of women are socially exhorted to portray
themselves sexily as an illusionary token of women’s liberation (Levy, 2005). It also demonstrates
how the postfeminist feature of women’s self-empowerment (Gill, 2007¢) in “postfeminist
sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162) can be hollowed out by Thai conservatism.

Chapter five showed the persistence of white Western aesthetic influence, as can be seen
from the effects of Thai-white and other-Asian-white styles in the recipients’ desires concerning
post-op appearance. Nonetheless, building on Lazar’s (2017, p. 53) argument regarding the
involvement of both Western and Asian aesthetics in “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p.
162), the thesis further disputes the hitherto Western-centric core of postfeminism. Grounded in the
postfeminist trope of women’s aesthetic passion to boost their power (Gill, 2007¢), the recipients’

desired appearance for CS were little short of “glocalisation” (Robertson, 1995, p. 26). They mainly
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comprise Korean, Thai-Chinese, Thai/Asian-white, Thai, and Chinese styles, as well as ‘natural’
looks and appearance that fits well with Chinese physiognomy. In Thailand, such ‘natural’ looks are
equated with Asian aesthetics, mostly Korean. This is probably due to not only the relative
geographical proximity between Thailand and Korea, but also ‘natural’ looks depicted via Korean
popular culture (Seo, Cruz, and Fifita, 2020). Altogether, Korean and Thai-Chinese styles were the
most prominent in such desired looks reported by the recipients. This is consonant with 1) Kiang’s
(2021) article on the immense dominance of Korean beauty in Thai society; 2) Kang’s (2017)
mentioning of the prominence of partially/fully ethnically Chinese Thais within the Thai
celebrity/influencer industry.

Apart from Thai-style beauty, all of the aesthetics noted in the previous paragraph emanate
from either East Asian or Western countries, both of which have long been pivotal in shaping
positive sociocultural imaginings among Thais (Sinnott, 2012; Chaipraditkul, 2013; Kéng, 2017,
2021). None of these aesthetics comes from countries which have been deemed less developed than
Thailand, nor did any sociocultural components that influenced the recipients’ entire CS
experiences. In other words, the thesis constantly shined light upon the ways sociocultural elements
from a multiplicity of more developed countries in East Asia and the West were crisscrossed with
Thai culture and society. These findings rest upon power differentials based on broader ethnic and
national hierarchies. Indeed, the core of postfeminism is not centred upon the local/global
dichotomy (Dosekun, 2015a). Rather, postfeminism flows beyond national borders through
consumer culture, the media, and global mobility (often in an uneven manner), whilst staying in
flux depending on the locale in which postfeminism stands (Dosekun, 2015a, p. 965). Predicated
upon my data, besides Thailand, Korea had the most considerable power in influencing the accounts
from both the recipients and the surgeons. This affirms the tremendous effect of Korean popular

culture and aesthetics in Thailand (Kéang, 2021). Such Korean mainstream culture consists of
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Korean celebrities and influencers; the worldwide eminence of CS in Korea; and a CS-related
Korean reality show.

Conclusively, postfeminism adapted itself depending upon 1) spiritual, collectivist, and
conservative Thai society (Buranajaroenkij, 2017; Trakulsuksawasd, Ingsiriwat, and
Wangsillapakun, 2021; Hofstede, n.d.b); 2) sociocultural imaginings among Thais surrounding East
Asia and the West (Sinnott, 2012; Chaipraditkul, 2013; Kang, 2017; 2021). Alongside the Thai
political history characterised by inconsistent democracy and various attempts to make the country
more progressive, a variety of Thai traditional values have been entrenched in society
(Buranajaroenkij, 2017; 2023), as illustrated in this section. In closing, the crux of this chapter
appertains to how postfeminism was reified in a context about Southeast Asia: the region that has
been underexplored with respect to postfeminism other than Singapore. This project extends
Dosekun’s (2015a, p. 967) opposition to Gwynne’s (2013, p. 327) claim concerning the higher
tendency for postfeminism to manifest itself in Global North countries. As my study demonstrated,

postfeminism has penetrated Global South countries like Thailand as well.

Chapter Summary

This chapter built upon chapters five to seven to critically discuss the research findings in
relation to the scholarly literature. It intended to expand on the major argument of this thesis: a
range of postfeminist facets underlie the CS accounts of young Thai women, with several influences
about Thai society and East Asian countries. To briefly unpack this argument, these postfeminist
facets relate to 1) the recipients’ pre-op agentic power concerning women'’s individualisation; 2)
their post-op agentic power about women’s aesthetic/psychological/professional self-empowerment;
3) the imperative to be self-responsibilised and entrepreneurial; 4) the centrality of looks to their

self-esteem/confidence; 5) overall pleasantly advocative and comforting appearance-based
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monitoring from other women; 6) the prominence of self-optimisation and looks-focused
surveillance culture in the media; 7) the recipients’ postfeminist identities while making sense of
their CS experiences. Conclusively, such agentic power was influenced by a range of sociocultural
influences, and it can be intersectional depending upon categories of difference, particularly
economic capital, age, and gender. The recipients’ agentic power Sat alongside the power of
scrutiny from other women and men’s surveillance on women’s looks.

The chapter elucidated all of the theoretical contributions of this thesis. The overriding
contribution centres around “postfeminist sensibility” (Gill, 2007c, p. 162). It consists of a variety
of findings pertinent to this sensibility: iterations of “the confidence cult(ure)” (Orgad and Gill,
2022, p. 19); “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94); “the male gaze”
(Mulvey, 1975, p. 6); and postfeminism within an Asian phenomenon. Specifically, the thesis
underscored the current unconvincingness of having immense self-esteem/confidence without
aesthetic modifications, in view of unrealistic beauty standards. This chapter also pointed out that
“postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) used by other women was more
comforting and pleasantly advocative than “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) from men. As the
chapter recommended, the pivotal roles of mothers and homosexual relationships can be included in
the conceptualisation of the former gaze. Moreover, postfeminism performed itself premised on
some long-standing characteristics of Thai society (collectivist, spiritual, and conservative) and both
East Asian and Western aesthetics/cultures, which is clearly distinct from typical postfeminist
materialisations in the West.

The second theoretical contribution is concerned with several learned narratives of justifying
CS. These learned narratives parallel previous works on other contexts; that is, women’s
individualisation (the US) (Gimlin, 2007); psychological torments resulting from pre-op appearance

(Great Britain) (Gimlin, 2007); spirituality and interpersonal respect/communication (Korea)
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(Holliday and Elfving-Hwang, 2012; Elfving-Hwang, 2016); and ceaselessly opaque lines between
traditionally routine and extreme aesthetic practices (global) (Widdows, 2018b). The final
theoretical contribution revolves around the substantial impact of capitalism and neoliberal ethos on
how the media facilitated young Thai women to undergo CS. This is where the postfeminist motifs
of self-optimisation, self-responsibilisation, and appearance-focused surveillance culture were
crucial. The concluding chapter synthesises what was written in this chapter to re-address the

research questions.
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Chapter 9 — Conclusion

Having reviewed an abundance of literature on feminist theory, Thai society, and cultural
understandings of beauty in several countries, this qualitative project empirically investigated the
CS accounts of young Thai women. More specifically, this study was informed by relativist
ontology, feminist constructionist epistemology, and a poststructuralist theoretical and analytical
perspective. | conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews and a codebook thematic analysis (TA)
to sociologically explore this particular CS phenomenon, with feminist theory as the theoretical
framework. The participants involve 50 young Thai women CS recipients and five Thai cosmetic
surgeons, all of whom were based in Thailand.

This study found a wide array of postfeminist materialisations in the narratives of young
Thai women. The overriding argument of this thesis is that postfeminism is central to the pre-op and
post-op accounts of young Thai women, with some influences regarding Thai society and East
Asian countries. These influences are primarily concerned with the spiritual, collectivist, and
conservative essence of Thai society (Buranajaroenkij, 2017; Trakulsuksawasd, Ingsiriwat, and
Wangsillapakun, 2021; Hofstede, n.d.b), but also Thai and Korean popular culture and East Asian
and Thai beauty styles. The postfeminist dimensions that were prominent in this CS phenomenon
encompass: 1) pre-operative agentic power around women’s individualisation; 2) post-operative
agentic power regarding women’s aesthetic/psychological/career self-empowerment; 3) the
imperative to be entrepreneurial and self-responsibilised; 4) the vital importance of appearance for
self-confidence/esteem; 5) looks-based observation from other women; 6) self-optimisation and
appearance-focused surveillance culture in the media; 7) positive/impartial positionalities on
beauty; 8) optimistic expressions to tone down social injustice.

In this respect, this study has fulfilled its major aim as set out earlier: to deeply examine

young Thai women’s reflective CS accounts via the lens of feminist theory. Concurrently, | have
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built upon Singpliam’s (2022a) assertion that postfeminism comes into being in the Thai aesthetic
terrain. This adds to the emerging body of literature on postfeminist manifestations in the Asian
continent, with some local influences (Chen, 2012; Lazar, 2017; Anwer and Arora, 2020; Liao,
2021; Jia, 2022). This thesis will be pivotal to the field of gender, since the Southeast Asian region
has been largely overlooked in academic discussions on postfeminism, with the exception of
Singapore.

This chapter offers a summary to the research questions, to continue showcasing how my
project has met its main aim. It then consolidates the theoretical and methodological contributions,
makes recommendations to alleviate beauty-related societal problems, suggests possible trajectories

for future studies, and proffers a personal reflective note.

9.1: Revisiting the Research Questions

9.1.1 What informs voung Thai women’s decisions to undertake CS?

Gill’s (2007a) argument that women’s agency is indivisible from patriarchy lies at the core
of the response to this research question. A variety of postfeminist materialisations informed young
Thai women’s decisions to have CS, as explicated below. Yet, postfeminism does endorse
patriarchy: it assumes full gender equality and lures women into their pseudo-autonomy, constant
self-development, and evaluation among one another, whereby patriarchy operates modestly
(McRobbie, 2004; Gill, 2007c; Baker, 2010; Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016; Orgad and Gill,
2022).

Such pseudo-autonomy was translated into multiple postfeminist reifications, one of which
Is about the recipients’ agentic power concerning their individualisation. Their individualisation
comprises: describing entirely or mainly themselves as the principal origin of their CS motivations

(whilst acknowledging different sociocultural influences that prompted them to have the
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procedures); self-financing CS; and thoroughly self-researching where precisely to receive CS. This
finding has a sharp resonance with the postfeminist trope of women’s de-politicisation and
independence (Gill, 2007c; Baker, 2010). In some cases, such agentic power intersected with
several social characteristics — notably economic capital, gender, and age — of the recipients
themselves and at times of their mothers. This intersection was evidenced in the narratives about
who paid for CS and the huge CS advocacy from their mothers.

Postfeminism encompasses 1) women’s intentions to develop/optimise themselves
aesthetically, psychologically, and professionally (McRobbie, 2007; 2009; Baker, 2010; Gill, 2017;
Orgad and Gill, 2022); 2) surveillance among women (Winch, 2015). Both components relate to
subtle reifications of patriarchy and were integral to the recipients” CS motives. This study
unmasked their CS motivations attached to their desires to tackle their psychological selves (self-
confidence/esteem; self-satisfaction; and an inferiority complex). Furthermore, “postfeminist gaze”
(Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) greatly prompted the recipients in my project to have
CS. This gaze and “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) share certain characteristics when it comes
to the recipients’ pre-op accounts: advocative, comparative, and judgmental. Nonetheless, compared
to “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6), “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016,
p. 94) from other women operated in a more positively advocative manner towards the participants.
Indeed, “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) is rooted in beauty
patriarchy, in that women observe each other’s appearance on account of women’s communal sense
of gendered aesthetic demands (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 108).

Congruent with Dosekun’s (2015a) argument that postfeminist iterations are never
universal, this thesis claims to the importance of Thai and East Asian influences in shaping the
recipients’ CS motivations and practical drivers. Some of these influences clearly detach from

postfeminism in the West. One of them appertains to Chinese physiognomy (a type of spirituality)
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that has long permeated Thai society (Aizura, 2009). This spiritual belief, and the collectivist
essence of Thai society (Hofstede, n.d.b), aid in complexifying the postfeminist feature of women’s
passion in beauty to foster their power (Gill, 2007¢). In other words, the pre-op accounts on these
two sociocultural elements counter the lingering perception of CS as symptomatic of vanity (Blum,
2003; Northrop, 2012).

There are two more East Asian/Thai influences that are apparently distinct from
postfeminism in Western countries. First, the sensitiveness of broaching sexual intimacy in
Thailand (Ounjit, 2015) entailed the marginality of sexual intercourse in the recipients’ CS
rationalisations. This starkly diverges from the postfeminist grammar of women’s sexualisation as a
vehicle towards higher self-empowerment (Dobson, 2014). Second, with concerns to the recipients’
desired appearance for CS, it was a reification of “glocalisation” (Robertson, 1995, p. 26). East
Asian aesthetic styles, disproportionately Korean and Thai-Chinese, were the most prominent,
connoting Asian economic front runners and cosmopolitanism (Kéng, 2017; 2021). This means that
within this Thai CS context, the postfeminist motif of women’s beauty passion to foster their power
(Gill, 2007c) significantly departs from outright Western aesthetics. In short, my project shows how
postfeminism can adapt itself in line with Thai and East Asian sociocultural components, extending
Dosekun’s (2020) contention against the universalisation of this term towards white Westernness.

To summarise, my response to the first research question is that, alongside “the male gaze”
(Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) and the recipients’ acknowledgment of sociocultural influences, what mainly
informed their decisions to undergo CS include multiple patterns of their individualisation,
intentions to improve their aesthetic/psychological/professional selves, and “postfeminist gaze”
(Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94). Put simply, the recipients’ pre-op accounts present the
monumental effect of postfeminism. Indeed, the CS decisions were translated into various muted

manifestations of patriarchy, intersected with different social characteristics, and are tied to a
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multiplicity of Thai and East Asian influences. To that end, this thesis builds upon Walby’s (1989;
1990; 1996; 1997) theorisation of patriarchy. Considering Walby’s (1989) focus on traditional
connections between physical attractiveness and women’s values when theorising the cultural angle
of patriarchy, my project points out that such linkages can be reified in unconventional ways. These
ways include 1) beauty patriarchy endorsed by women for their aesthetic/psychological/career self-
cultivation; 2) women’s looks-based monitoring of one another.

The following diagram pulls together different strands regarding the recipients’ drivers for

undertaking CS:
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Figure 2 - Visual Summary of Young Thai Women’s CS Drivers
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These influences cover: the normalisation of CS; the
media; the anti-ageing imperative; the world of
work; educational culture and educational
environments; the appearance-bullying norm;
heterosexual romantic desirability; and spirituality.

9.1.2 What are voung Thai women’s post-0p experiences?

Both subtle and overt reifications of patriarchy clearly impacted on their post-op narratives,
yet the former was more prominent. In other words, postfeminism greatly influenced these stories,
as demonstrated in this section. The recipients’ post-op accounts are centred upon five aspects:
women’s aesthetic self-satisfaction; self-confidence/esteem; appearance-focused self-scrutiny;
professional achievements; and post-op looking from men and other women. The first four
dimensions characterise the rise of their agentic power after the procedures, concerning the
postfeminist feature of women’s aesthetic/psychological/career self-empowerment. The final

dimension is surrounding surveillance from other people, namely “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975,
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p. 6) and “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94), which coexisted with
such agentic power. In the recipients’ post-op narratives, both gazes have some communal
characteristics: judgmental, insincere, comforting, and prevalent. Nevertheless, “postfeminist gaze”
(Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) from other women was exercised in a more comforting
light than “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6). Referring to postfeminism, Winch (2015) deems
such comforting feedback on bodywork as symbolic of a muted form of beauty patriarchy, on the
grounds of women’s active involvement in makeover in general.

To explicate the recipients’ increased aesthetic/professional/psychological self-
empowerment, their routines of applying make-up and dressing up became more felicitous
following their operations. This alludes to the postfeminist feature of women’s passion in their
bodies for heightening their power (Gill, 2007c). In this sense, these participants stayed grounded in
beauty patriarchy while experiencing the post-op positive changes about everyday makeover.
Likewise, altogether the recipients embraced “postfeminist masquerade” (McRobbie, 2007, p. 718)
by adopting their enhanced looks for their own professional accomplishments, whilst gender
disparities in the career domain persisted in favour of men (McRobbie, 2015). Also remarkable is
the growth of self-esteem/confidence facing nearly all of the recipients, uncovering an important
linkage between women’s bodies and minds in consonance with “technology of self” (Foucault,
1988, p. 18). In this way, their elevated self-empowerment illustrates subtle manifestations of
patriarchy, given postfeminist injunctions notably towards women concerning self-
confidence/esteem boosting (Orgad and Gill, 2022).

However, the interviewees’ post-op agentic power was conditional on the postfeminist
grammar of women’s self-responsibilisation (McRobbie, 2020). A number of the recipients reported
encountering additional layers of appearance-based self-policing following their CS procedures in

two main ways. Firstly, the CS operations provoked the amplification of self-surveillance in terms
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of clothing and nose implants. Secondly, some of the recipients reported decidedly/potentially
seeking to re-undertake CS on the same body parts for more attractive appearance. These two
findings demonstrate that their agentic power in reaching the peak of their aesthetic self-satisfaction
was covertly weakened by beauty patriarchy. The post-op outcomes were thus able to both
empower and disempower young Thai women. On this basis, this project builds upon Widdows’s
(2018b) work, by claiming the significance of pre-empting lop-sided thinking exclusively on
women’s empowerment. Notwithstanding their eroded agentic power, most of these particular
participants highlighted the worthiness of CS, displaying their attempts to de-politicise away from
beauty patriarchy in tune with postfeminism (Gill, 2007c¢).

AKkin to the recipients’ pre-op accounts, multiple Thai and East Asian sociocultural
influences in their post-op lives clearly depart from postfeminism in the West. Chinese
physiognomy appeared in their post-op stories, in the form of its complementary relationship with
“postfeminist masquerade” (McRobbie, 2007, p. 718) to boost their agentic power in the
professional domain. Pertinent to the beauty-fixated nature of Thailand (Van Esterik, 2000), in
some cases the recipients’ increased agentic power was embroiled in the vital importance of looks
for choosing job candidates in the country. Another crucial Thai influence that affected the
recipients’ post-op fashioning revolves around the societal controversy of women’s revealing
dressing (Van Esterik, 2000; Singpliam, 2022a). This controversy underpinned by Thai
conservatism induced extra caution for a couple of the participants concerning dressing with their
post-op breasts. Evidently, postfeminism acclimated to the Thai CS context, in lieu of performing
universally in any sociocultural phenomenon.

Intriguing are postfeminist identities many of the recipients may have constructed, with
concerns to their positive/impartial post-op positionalities on CS/beauty, in light of professional and

psychological advantages that aesthetics can bring about (Gill, 2007c; McRobbie, 2009). This result
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illustrates how the postfeminist discourse regarding the close tie between women’s power and self-
beautification structurally overshadows beauty patriarchy (Gill, 2007c). To conclude my response
to this research question, the recipients’ post-op accounts demonstrate the considerable effect of
postfeminism or various muted (but not fading) reifications of patriarchy, with Thai and East Asian
influences and the remaining impact of “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6). Such modest
reifications encompass the above post-op postfeminist identities; their increased
aesthetic/professional/psychological self-empowerment following their operations; self-
responsibilisation invoked by CS; and “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p.
94). Comparable to the previous section, this section extends Walby’s (1989; 1990; 1996; 1997)
theorisation of patriarchy by enlightening some unconventional links between women’s values and
physical attractiveness: 1) beauty patriarchy embraced by women regarding their
aesthetic/psychological/career self-development; 2) women’s appearance-based disciplining of one
another.

The following visualises a range of threads about the recipients’ post-op accounts:
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Figure 3 - Visual Summary of Young Thai Women's Post-Op Experiences
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9.2: Theoretical and Methodological Contributions

9.2.1 Theoretical Contributions

My thesis makes several theoretical contributions. As for the prime contribution, the
project has advanced postfeminism in three key ways. The first and second ways extend the existing
theoretical concepts based upon my data, whilst the third way enlightens the distinctiveness of
postfeminism in this Thai context from that in the West. First is surrounding “the confidence
cult(ure)” (Orgad and Gill, 2022, p. 19), disputing postfeminist injunctions for women to foster self-
confidence/esteem while maintaining their original bodies (Orgad and Gill, 2022). As this thesis

discovered, for self-esteem/confidence to be fulfilled, surgically modified looks were crucial given
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elusive beauty benchmarks in larger society. Second is concerned with how “postfeminist gaze”
(Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) showed itself within this specific CS phenomenon; and
its dynamics with “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6). Based on the recipients’ stories, the holistic
picture of “postfeminist gaze” (Riley, Evans, and Mackiewicz, 2016, p. 94) from other women was
comforting and pleasantly advocative, more so than “the male gaze” (Mulvey, 1975, p. 6) from
men. Meanwhile, my study exhibited a range of shared qualities between these two gazes:
prevalent, comparative, advocative, comforting, judgmental, and insincere. This thesis therefore
warns against being affixed to dichotomous grasps of these gendered gazes.

Third, as mentioned, demonstrates how postfeminist reifications in this Thai context depart
from those in Western countries. Such distinctiveness revolves around Chinese physiognomy; the
collectivist nature of Thai society (Hofstede, n.d.b); the delicateness of broaching sexual intercourse
in Thailand (Ounjit, 2015); the controversial perception of overly provocative dressing in Thai
society (Van Esterik, 2000; Singpliam, 2022a); and the prominence of East Asian aesthetic styles.
From the entirety of this research, postfeminism was adjustable according to Thai and East Asian
influences, all of which are either intrinsic to Thailand or from other countries classified as more
developed (namely Korea, China, and Japan). My study thus adds to the subfield of transnational
feminist cultural studies. Precisely, the project alluded to the tenacity of ethnic and national
hierarchies determined by the levels of development, but also how hegemonic sociocultural
components do not necessarily migrate from the West (Dosekun, 2020).

Now we shift our attention to the second contribution that showcases the learned narratives
of rationalising CS within this study. Such narratives echo previous works on other countries; that
is, women’s individualisation (the US) (Gimlin, 2007); women’s appearance-invoked psychological
torments (Great Britain) (Gimlin, 2007); spirituality and interpersonal respect/interaction (Korea)

(Holliday and Elfving-Hwang, 2012; Elfving-Hwang, 2016); and an increasingly blurred boundary
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between conventionally habitual and extreme aesthetic practices (global) (Widdows, 2018b). This
contribution underscores the international significance of this thesis among scholars who have
researched body image and gender relations. The third contribution displays several principal
manners the media facilitated young Thai women to undertake CS. These include 1) orienting the
participants to be drawn to attractive individuals; 2) prompting the interviewees to monitor their
own looks while engaging with media channels; 3) assisting with the selection of specific places to
undergo the procedures. This contribution is tied to the postfeminist features of appearance-based
surveillance culture, self-optimisation, and self-responsibilisation. Relevant to this are algorithmic
bias in favour of celebrities’ and influencers’ content; the ascendency of self-branding on social

media; and the prevalence of CS-related online networks/pages.

9.2.2 Methodological Contribution

Turning to the methodological contribution, this thesis employed Zoom for conducting the
interviews on a delicate topic. Zoom has become one of the principal communicational tools since
the outset of Covid-19. Due to potential risks of Covid-19 concerning physical health, | needed to
abandon my initial intent to undertake in-person fieldwork. Nevertheless, | benefited from Zoom on
the grounds of its effectiveness regarding time and cost (Archibald, et al., 2019). This platform
enabled me to obtain a sizeable number of the interviewees. Moreover, online interviewing resulted
in all of my participants having chosen to sit at private locations which usually elicit more accurate
responses compared to public ones (Jia, 2023). This suits well with my sensitive research topic
(Jenner and Myers, 2019). Thus, this methodological contribution of my project may inspire some
academics who research sensitive subject matters and anticipate a relatively large pool of

interviewees.
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9.3: Recommendations for Advancing Thai Society

Based on the findings of my project, | make four recommendations to mitigate societal
problems around beauty. First, this thesis illuminates several consequences instigated by
appearance bullying. This thesis demonstrates the prominence of body shaming in the recipients’
narratives around the motivations for undergoing CS, but also the persistence of appearance
bullying in their post-op periods. These findings intersected with age, because most of the body-
shaming perpetrators were older or around the same age as the participants. Therefore, the thesis
suggests that established Thai campaigns such as #RealSizeBeauty raise greater public
awareness of the ramifications invoked by the body-shaming norm. In doing so, these
campaigns can strongly encourage Thais at varying age ranges to be more considerate towards one
another with concerns to appearance. As Widdows (2022b, p. 17) claims, it is now crucial to create
a culture with more diverse beauty benchmarks, but also less blame.

In alleviating societal problems regarding beauty, the ban on CS may not be a viable
solution in Thai society. To justify this, the thesis uncovered some of the stories grounded in
Chinese physiognomy and the collectivist basis of Thai society (Hofstede, n.d.b). These accounts
illustrate that CS can be spiritual and interpersonal and does not necessarily connote vanity. In this
respect, my project suggests another possible way forward. As for the second recommendation,
the Thai medical realm should allow only qualified doctors to perform CS. This study found
that the doctors who were unqualified to operate CS in Thailand invoked some CS complications
that needed to be corrected later. This recommendation may serve as a springboard for reducing the
number of botched procedures in the country.

Third, my study recommends that a range of educational media channels,
encompassing social media pages and communities, provide insights into postfeminism and its

beauty dimension. This project unveiled various postfeminist manifestations in the pre-op and
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post-op stories of young Thai women. The thesis also pinpointed the salience of the media in
facilitating young Thai women to undergo CS. It is ultimately not a matter of whether social media
are wholly beneficial or harmful (Rogan, 2022, p. 85), but we may have to consider the ways we
can use social media as a movement to lessen beauty-related impacts on society. We have witnessed
some previous successful integrations of social media into activisms, the Arab Spring for example
(Gerbaudo, 2012).

In the wake of the aforementioned pro-democracy youth movement that addressed a range
of gender issues (Buranajaroenkij, 2023; Teeratanabodee, 2023), educational media
groups/pages/outlets have created content on many aspects of gender inequality in Thai society
(Chia and Maneechote, 2021a, p. 6). However, they have rarely produced content on gender
inequality in the realm of aesthetic culture. Considering many political uncertainties resulting from
the most recent general election (Ives and Jirenuwat, 2023; Ives and Suhartono, 2023), the
governmental route (the adjustments of the Thai educational curriculum) may not be a timely way
forward. Hence, my study makes this third recommendation, in order for Thais to have more
comprehensive knowledge on gender disparities.

The final recommendation relates to incorporating issues surrounding beauty into the
social policy domain. As outlined in chapter four, Kristensen (2023) connects policies around
aesthetics with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGS) in respect of gender
equality and felicitous wellbeing and health. Accordingly, as this thesis discovered, CS undertakers
were mainly women in the wider Thai CS context. Furthermore, this project underlined the nexus
between women’s bodies and minds, covering self-confidence/esteem; self-satisfaction; and an
inferiority complex. The Thai/international social policy domain should therefore weave
beauty into the realms of wellbeing and gender inequality, as well as taking beauty-related

problems more seriously for advancing Thai society. Professor Heather Widdows has worked
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alongside the UK government to illuminate the ramifications of aesthetics in mental health (UK

Parliament, 2022). It is hoped that this kind of progress will be made in Thailand down the line.

9.4: Prospective Avenues for Future Research

This thesis offered an in-depth sociological investigation of the CS accounts of young Thai
women, with the use of feminist theory as the theoretical framework. Having interviewed young
Thai women and Thai cosmetic surgeons via Zoom between July 2021 and March 2022, |
conducted a codebook TA to delve into the data. The interviewees who belong to the principal
group (i.e. the CS recipients) varied with regards to the CS types they undertook; provinces of
origin; and career and ethnic backgrounds. The number of the participants in this major group is
deemed comparatively large for qualitative studies, serving as one of the strengths of my project.
That said, over the course of this PhD study, | have seen a raft of potential research paths that can
hopefully be fulfilled, with the prime ones being laid out below.

First, the overall spatial/educational privileges inform two shortcomings of this thesis
concerning socioeconomic coverage. To unpack this, all of the surgeon interviewees primarily
operated CS in Bangkok, which is linked to a clear disjuncture between Bangkok/adjacent
provinces and the rest of the country in terms of affluence (Arvidsson and Niesson, 2015).
Pertinently, almost 40 out of 50 CS recipients lived in either Bangkok or provinces nearby around
the time of the data collection. Over 40 out of 50 recipients in this study were conceived of as
having educational capital at the time of their participation in this project. In light of these
limitations of my study, | suggest fieldwork focusing on Thais who reside far from Bangkok or
are educationally disadvantaged will be advantageous for feminist scholarship. This approach
shall help scholars examine whether and/or how postfeminism adjusts itself in the accounts of less

socially privileged Thais. This is worth giving weight to, since postfeminist identities of non-



249

Western women often greatly differ depending upon class standings due to stark class inequalities
(Dosekun, 2020, p. 16).

The second prospective direction for future research is centred upon CS undertaken
by Thai gay men. Based upon the interviews with the surgeon participants, Thai men who belong
to the LGBTQ+ community were usually more interested in body image compared to cisgender
heterosexual men. Thus, it would be interesting to dig into the CS accounts of Thai gay men
through the lens of feminist theory. While using this theory, Chen and Kanai (2022) uncover the
negotiation of gay men influencers with their queer identities and feminised self-beautification, in
ways that are interwoven with postfeminism yet are more complex than women influencers.
Similarly, future research on (post)feminism may find some dissimilarities between the CS stories
of Thai gay men and those of young Thai women in my thesis.

The third potential trajectory for follow-up studies is concerned with non-surgical
injectables. In view of the high popularity of injectables (such as Botox), Dowrick and Holliday
(2022) explore such a minimally invasive aesthetic practice from a sociological vantage point.
Dowrick and Holliday (2022, p. 1) underscore the possible future research avenue of analysing
injectables consumed by people with different social characteristics; for example, gender, age,
sexual orientation, and ethnicity. As one of the limitations of this thesis, my project only briefly
mentioned the close linkage between anti-ageing beauty and injections, as its overriding focus was
on surgical procedures. Kiang’s (2021) project, albeit not explicitly drawing upon feminist theory,
provides intersectional analyses of a range of aesthetic regimes undergone by Thais which
encompass injections. Feminist scholarship would benefit from some future intersectional studies
primarily/exclusively on injectables in many contexts including Thailand, wherein (post)feminist

manifestations concerning beauty may be grasped more fully.
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The final potential avenue for some future works revolves around Thai people’s views
on feminism. As detailed in chapter four, the interview time limits hampered my probing of the
majority of the recipients regarding their opinions on feminism. Responses to this question from a
diverse group of Thai people would be of benefit for gender-related groups and organisations
committed to combating gender inequality. As highlighted earlier, feminism has not been in the
public spotlight until the pro-democracy youth movement that came forth in 2020 (Buranajaroenkij,
2023, p. 215). For Thai society to move forward progressively, feminism needs to be collectively
adopted by individuals across age ranges to fight against patriarchy, as posited by Winch’s (2017)
article I outlined in chapter two. However, any misperception of feminism must be mitigated in
order reach this goal, and this is where potential studies on Thai people’s outlooks towards

feminism will be substantial.

9.5: Personal Reflective Note

The journey of producing this thesis has been utterly strenuous, whereby | needed to put
aside a sizeable amount of the data due to its less relevance to the thesis and the word limit, hoping
to incorporate it into prospective future publication(s)/presentation(s). Several personal hardships
have also occurred along the road. Nevertheless, there were blessings in disguise, one of which
relates to my internally formed solidarity with the recipients when hearing their endeavours to fully
fit into the aesthetic benchmarks of Thailand, as detailed in chapter four. The interviews echoed my
“outsider-within” (Collins, 1986, p. S14) identity in the UK affixed to social bias against ethnically
East and Southeast Asians. Some white/black British people with interests in East and Southeast
Asia (my partner, PhD supervisors, and PhD mentor included) aided me in managing my emotional

wellbeing whilst coping with my “outsider-within” (Collins, 1986, p. S14) identity. This has given
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me some hope that my prospective academic investigation to expand East and Southeast Asian
feminist solidarity in the West will be meaningful beyond the East and Southeast Asian community.

Another blessing in disguise during my PhD journey rested upon my high school. Ironically,
my pressurised feelings regarding attractive Thai women high-schoolmates, as indicated in the
introductory chapter, have been eclipsed by their professional dedications. Many of my fellow high-
schoolmates, among a multitude of Thais from this school and other institutions, have been
committed to developing Thai society and the world as a whole. | have always been motivated by
these Thai talents’ achievements to put my utmost into the thesis, hoping that this project has done
justice to the participants. The interviewees’ CS accounts were explored with criticality in line with
“critical respect” (Gill, 2007a, p. 78) rather than judged, as they were shaped by society. Therefore,
this project focuses on the underlying concepts and social issues that were impactful in this
particular CS context. The motivation from these bright-minded Thais has given myself a nudge to
ensure | am a proficient sociologist. Surely, it will go on to do so when | produce potential future
publication(s) on this study.

In closing, Ahmed’s (2010) book entitled The Promise of Happiness, which has been
translated into Thai language, may be instrumental in continuing interrogating social issues in
Thailand, especially the notion of “feminist killjoy” (Ahmed, 2010, p. 50). This notion refers to
feminists who problematise the widely perceived meanings of ‘happiness’ in an attempt to address
social injustice with anger (Ahmed, 2010, p. 65). This thesis outlined an array of postfeminist
reifications around women’s individualisation and de-politicisation based upon the recipients’ pre-
op and post-op accounts. Should Thai society moved towards individualism, Thais would be
socially incited to dissociate themselves from collective solidarity against gender inequality. The
way forward is to create a culture where individualism is hollowed out; where a range of Thais

embody “feminist killjoy” (Ahmed, 2010, p. 50). Subsequently, Thai people will more radically



252

critique the root cause of social injustice in which postfeminism is embedded, as shown throughout

this thesis.
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English Version — To the CS Recipients

Participant Information Sheet for Cosmetic Surgery Recipients

Thank you for your interest in participating in this project. My name is Chalisa Chintrakarn,
a PhD student in the Department of Social Policy, Sociology and Criminology at the University of
Birmingham, UK. The working title of my PhD research is The Motivations of Young Thai Women
for Undergoing Cosmetic Surgery. The project will make a substantial contribution to the fields of

gender and sociology.

Description of the Project

Thai people are preoccupied with consumer culture that includes body enhancement.
Thailand is known as one of the top countries in Asia concerning undergoing cosmetic surgery, such
that the procedure has been normalised in the country. Yet, to date, the Thai cosmetic surgery
phenomenon has been rarely researched within gender studies. Even public discussion on beauty
demands for women and men in Thailand has not received significant attention. Hence, this PhD
project mainly examines the narratives of young Thai women regarding their cosmetic surgical
modification and Thai gender relations. Since academics have focused on the intersection of gender,
race, and ethnicity, this study also investigates what are the specific beauty standards that shape these
narratives.

You are a Thai woman aged 21-39 who have undergone cosmetic surgery in any country
for aesthetic (not reconstructive) purposes. Moreover, you currently reside in Thailand and have
spent most of your life in the country. As such, interviewing you will enable this project to meet
the following research purposes. These are to enlighten the connections between cosmetic surgery
and Thai gender relations, and to explore preferred beauty standards in the cosmetic surgery context

of young Thai women.

Participation
Due to Covid-19, the participation is entirely online. Y our written/oral consent for taking part

in the research will be required by the start of the interview. Written consent is preferred, but oral
consent is also accepted in case you have no access to a printer and scanner or you cannot provide an
electronic signature. The interview will be held in Thai language via Zoom, will be video-recorded

or audio-recorded, and will last for approximately 1 hour. Whilst audio recording is acceptable, video
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recording is preferred owing to the ability to see each other’s non-verbal communication. | will
physically write only keywords based on your responses in my personal note during the interview.
The interview time will be agreed by both you and the researcher, and a reminder will be sent around
1 hour prior to the interview. You can ask me questions during the interview, but I will respond to
these questions at the end of the interview. For security reasons, you will have to sign in to your
interview with a password assigned by myself. | will distribute the interview transcript to you within
12 days of conducting the interview. You can request to make some amendments to your own
transcript within 3 weeks of receiving the transcript. If requested, you would have to insert comments
in the Microsoft Word files instead of changing the text itself.

There are two potential minor risks of participating in the project with regards to the surgery
recipients like you, which will be minimised. The first risk is the emotional impact of the interview
on some young Thai women who had cosmetic surgery. To lessen this, you can refuse to answer
certain questions throughout the interviews. The research also allows you to withdraw from this
project if you feel uncomfortable — without providing me any reason. You can leave the project up
until 6 weeks after your interview. If withdrawn within the timeframe, there would be no
consequences of leaving this study, and data gathered throughout the interview with you and your
signed consent form would be destroyed after the withdrawal. You cannot leave this study after this
6-week period. In addition, Samaritans Thailand (Facebook Messenger: Samaritan.Thailand; URL.:

http://www.samaritansthai.com/) may be helpful for mental health anytime after your interview or

even after the completion of this research. The second possible risk is that participants may be
inevitably surrounded by several others while being interviewed, which might raise a risk regarding
confidentiality. In mitigating this, you can choose a place for the interview. You are advised to find
a private space at your home or office for the interview, with only you being present throughout. This
will minimise you from the risks of Covid-19 as well.
Whilst there will be no compensation for partaking in this study, these potential risks are
significantly outweighed by the following potential benefits of the project:
1) Interviews can generally be an opportunity for participants to unburden themselves and lead
to positive life changes.
2) This study can inspire other academics to research other topics of beauty demands in the
context of Thai culture, such as non-surgical beauty practices like Botox and body hair
removal.

3) Various Thai media outlets can make sense of the account of participants in this study, in


http://www.samaritansthai.com/
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order to raise awareness of aesthetic demands in Thailand and the consequences of surgical

modification.

Data confidentiality/anonymity

All data files will be securely retained, and none of the data will be stored outside the European
Union and the European Economic Area.%?

Signed consent forms, with participants’ signatures and real names written, will be kept for at
least 10 years and can be seen only by my supervisors and me.

Only the supervisors and | can access recorded interview videos and audios in which all
participants’ actual names may be mentioned.

Only I can access the physical personal note that consists of only keywords based on
interviewees’ responses.

The videos and audios and the personal note will be destroyed before signed consent forms
(i.e. once this project is completed).

Other data files (transcribed, translated, and analysed data) will be pseudo-anonymised. While
your race, ethnicity, social class, relationship status, and occupation shall be mentioned in
these files for the comprehensive data analysis, any specific details about your identities, such
as the workplace name, will not be displayed in these documents. The pseudonyms of the
same participant will vary between these files to ensure the data of each interviewee are non-
identifiable. Transcribed, translated, and analysed data will be retained for at least 10 years.
Unlike signed consent forms, access to them will be limited to others who are granted upon
request. However, there will be no risk of identification of any participants, as no particular

details regarding their identities will be shown to any third party.

Results of the Study

Research findings will be used in not only the PhD thesis but also potential future publications,

such as journal articles and books, as well as presentations. Only my supervisors and | can use these

research findings. Indeed, rather than participants’ real names, pseudonyms will be used in these

works.

%2 Following the UK leaving the European Union participants were aware that the researcher was based in the UK, with
data stored on the University of Birmingham databases as agreed upon in their consent form.
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Contact Details

Should you have any questions regarding participating in the project, please contact me via

email email redacted . You can also get in touch with the supervisors, Dr. Kelly Hall ]
email redacted and Dr. Julie Whiteman email redacted .

Remarks
I am still finding more participants. Therefore, please contact me if you know any young

cosmetic surgery recipient who matches the aforesaid sample criteria of this study.

Yours sincerely,
Chalisa,
PhD student, University of Birmingham
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Thai Version — To the CS Recipients
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English Version — To the Cosmetic Surgeons

Participant Information Sheet for Cosmetic Surgeons

Thank you for your interest in participating in this project. My name is Chalisa Chintrakarn,
a PhD student in the Department of Social Policy, Sociology and Criminology at the University of
Birmingham, UK. The working title of my PhD research is The Motivations of Young Thai Women
for Undergoing Cosmetic Surgery. The project will make a substantial contribution to the fields of

gender and sociology.

Description of the Project

Thai people are preoccupied with consumer culture that includes body enhancement.
Thailand is known as one of the top countries in Asia concerning undergoing cosmetic surgery. Yet,
to date, the Thai cosmetic surgery phenomenon has been rarely researched within gender studies.
Even public discussion on beauty demands for women and men in Thailand has not received
significant attention. Hence, this PhD project mainly examines the narratives of young Thai women
regarding their cosmetic surgical modification and Thai gender relations. Since academics have
focused on the intersection of gender, race, and ethnicity, this study also investigates what are the
specific beauty standards that shape these narratives.

You are a Thai cosmetic surgeon who has had this job in Thailand for 2 years or more.
Moreover, you currently reside in Thailand and have spent most of your life in the country. As such,
interviewing you will allow me to grasp how various Thai women aged 21-39 have largely justified
their decisions for undergoing surgery within a medical setting. It shall also enable the project to
understand how these women have addressed their pre-surgical preferences concerning particular
beauty standards with these practitioners. Consequently, the interview will enable this project to meet
the following research purposes. These are to enlighten the connections between cosmetic surgery
and Thai gender relations, and to explore preferred beauty standards in the cosmetic surgery context

of young Thai women.

Participation
Due to Covid-19, the participation is entirely online. Your written/oral consent for taking part

in the research will be required by the start of the interview. Written consent is preferred, but oral
consent is also accepted in case you have no access to a printer and scanner or you cannot provide an

electronic signature. The interview will be held in Thai language via Zoom, will be video-recorded
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or audio-recorded, and will last for approximately 1 hour. Whilst audio recording is acceptable, video
recording is preferred owing to the ability to see each other’s non-verbal communication. | will
physically write only keywords based on your responses in my personal note during the interview.
The interview time will be agreed by both you and the researcher, and a reminder will be sent around
1 hour prior to the interview. You can ask me questions during the interview, but I will respond to
these questions at the end of the interview. For security reasons, you will have to sign in to your
interview with a password assigned by myself. | will distribute the interview transcript to you within
12 days of conducting the interview. You can request to make some amendments to your own
transcript within 3 weeks of receiving the transcript. If requested, you would have to insert comments
in the Microsoft Word files instead of changing the text itself.

You can refuse to answer certain questions throughout the interviews. If you feel
uncomfortable, the research allows you to withdraw from the project without providing me any
reason. You can withdraw up until 6 weeks after the interview. If withdrawn within the timeframe,
there would be no consequences of leaving this study, and data gathered throughout the interview
with you and your signed consent form would be destroyed after the withdrawal. You cannot leave
this study after this 6-week period.

Regarding the surgeons, the potential minor risk of participating in the project is that
participants may be inevitably surrounded by several others while being interviewed, which might
raise a risk related to confidentiality. To lessen this, you can choose a place for the interview. You
are advised to find a private space at your home or office for your interview, with only you being
present throughout. This will minimise you from the risks of Covid-19 as well.

Whilst there will be no compensation for partaking in this study, this possible risk is
significantly outweighed by the following potential benefits of this project:

1) This study can inspire other academics to research other topics of beauty demands in the
context of Thai culture, such as non-surgical beauty practices like Botox and body hair
removal.

2) Various Thai media outlets can make sense of the cosmetic surgery accounts of participants
in this study, in order to raise awareness of aesthetic demands in Thailand and the

consequences of surgical modification.
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Data confidentiality/anonymity

All data files will be securely retained, and none of the data will be stored outside the European
Union and the European Economic Area. 33

Signed consent forms, with participants’ signatures and real names written, will be kept for at
least 10 years and can be seen only by my supervisors and me.

Only the supervisors and | can access recorded interview videos and audios in which
participants’ actual names may be mentioned.

Only | can access the physical personal note that consists of only keywords based on
interviewees’ responses.

The videos and audios and the personal note will be destroyed before signed consent forms
(i.e. once this project is completed).

Other data files (transcribed, translated, and analysed data) will be pseudo-anonymised, and
any specific details about you, for example the workplace name, will not be shown in these
files. The pseudonyms of the same participant will vary between these files to ensure the data
of each interviewee are non-identifiable. Transcribed, translated, and analysed data will be
retained for at least 10 years, but, unlike signed consent forms, access to them will be limited
to others who are granted upon request. However, there will be no risk of identification of any

participants, as no particular details regarding their identities will be shown to any third party.

Results of the Study

Research findings will be used in not only the PhD thesis but also potential publications, such

as journal articles and books, as well as presentations. Only my supervisors and | can use these

research findings. Indeed, rather than participants’ real names, pseudonyms will be used in these

works.

Contact Details

Should you have any questions regarding participating in the project, please contact me via

email email redacted . You can also get in touch with the supervisors, Dr. Kelly Hall [{
email redacted and Dr. Julie Whiteman email redacted :

33 Following the UK leaving the European Union participants were aware that the researcher was based in the UK, with
data stored on the University of Birmingham databases as agreed upon in their consent form.
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Remarks
I am still finding more participants. Therefore, please contact me if you know any cosmetic

surgeon who matches the aforementioned sample criteria of this study.

Yours sincerely,
Chalisa,
PhD student, University of Birmingham
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Thai Version — To the Cosmetic Surgeons
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Appendix 2: Consent Forms
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English Version — To the CS Recipients

Consent form for Cosmetic Surgery Recipients

1. | understand that data about me are being collected as part of the project entitled The
Motivations of Young Thai Women for Undergoing Cosmetic Surgery by Chalisa Chintrakarn,
a PhD student in the Department of Social Policy, Sociology and Criminology at the
University of Birmingham, UK.

2. | have read the participant information sheet and have been allowed to ask questions to the
researcher and the supervisors in order to clarify any doubts.

3. | am aware of not only the potential emotional impact of the interview on me but also my
rights to withdraw from the study up until 6 weeks after my interview if feeling uncomfortable
— without giving any reasons. There would be no consequences of this withdrawal. If
withdrawn within the timeframe, data gathered throughout the interview with me and my
signed consent form would be removed after that. | cannot leave this study beyond 6 weeks
after the interview. Furthermore, | can refuse to answer certain questions throughout the
interview.

4. 1 confirm that I will find a suitable space for my interview via Zoom, with only me being
present, as having people around might raise a risk regarding confidentiality.

5. | am aware that the interview will be video-recorded or audio-recorded via Zoom, and | can
request to make some amendments to my transcript within 3 weeks of receiving the transcript.

6. | understand that all data files of this project will be securely retained in the University of
Birmingham databases for the purpose of research, and statistical and audit purposes. Only
the researcher can access the physical personal note that consists of only keywords based on
interviewees’ responses. Signed consent forms and recorded interview videos and audios can
be accessed only by the researcher and her supervisors. Access to transcribed, translated, and
analysed data will be limited to others who are granted upon request. Nonetheless, any specific
details about my identities and real name will not be revealed to any third party. The signed
consent forms and transcribed, translated, and analysed data files will be kept for at least 10
years to allow for verification. By participating in this project, I am consenting to the
University storing my information for the purposes stated above. The information will be
processed by the University of Birmingham in accordance with the provisions of the Data
Protection Act 2018.
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7. 1 understand that research findings of this study and written extracts from the interview will
be used in not only the PhD thesis but also potential future publications and presentations.
Only the supervisors and the researcher can use these research findings. Instead of

participants’ real names, pseudonyms will be used in these works.

Based upon the above, | agree to take part in this project.

Name, signature and date

Name of participant: Date: Signature:

Name of researcher: Date: Signature:
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Thai Version — To the CS Recipients
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English Version — To the Cosmetic Surgeons

Consent form for Cosmetic Surgeons

1. 1 understand that data about me are being collected as part of the project entitled The
Motivations of Young Thai Women for Undergoing Cosmetic Surgery by Chalisa
Chintrakarn, a PhD student in the Department of Social Policy, Sociology and Criminology
at the University of Birmingham, UK.

2. | have read the participant information sheet and have been allowed to ask questions to the
researcher and the supervisors in order to clarify any doubts.

3. I am aware of my rights to withdraw from the study up until 6 weeks after my interview if
feeling uncomfortable — without giving any reasons. There would be no consequences of
this withdrawal. If withdrawn within the timeframe, data gathered throughout the interview
with me and my signed consent form would be removed after that. | cannot leave this study
beyond 6 weeks after the interview. Furthermore, | can refuse to answer certain questions
throughout the interview.

4. | confirm that | will find a suitable space for my interview via Zoom, with only me being
present, as having people around might raise a risk regarding confidentiality.

5. | am aware that the interview will be video-recorded or audio-recorded via Zoom, and | can
request to make some amendments to my transcript within 3 weeks of receiving the
transcript.

6. | understand that all data files of this project will be securely retained in the University of
Birmingham databases for the purpose of research, and statistical and audit purposes. Only
the researcher can access the physical personal note that consists of only keywords based on
interviewees’ responses. Signed consent forms and recorded interview videos and audios can
be accessed only by the researcher and her supervisors. Access to transcribed, translated, and
analysed data will be limited to others who are granted upon request. Nonetheless, any specific
details about my identities and real name will not be revealed to any third party. The signed
consent forms and transcribed, translated, and analysed data files will be kept for at least 10
years to allow for verification. By participating in this project, I am consenting to the
University storing my information for the purposes stated above. The information will be
processed by the University of Birmingham in accordance with the provisions of the Data
Protection Act 2018.



326

7. 1 understand that research findings of this study and written extracts from the interview will
be used in not only the PhD thesis but also potential future publications and presentations.
Only the supervisors and the researcher can use these research findings. Instead of

participants’ real names, pseudonyms will be used in these works.
Based upon the above, | agree to take part in this project.

Name, signature and date

Name of participant: Date: Signature:

Name of researcher: Date: Signature:
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Thai Version — To the Cosmetic Surgeons

LUUNBSUN58U8UN5T19731A59015 (FnSudaswnngylne)

1. w/Adudnlahdeyaimunvesnisdunvaiiasgnrvnuiteduduniwedasnsiidod mggdls
vowmglsanivelunisinaagnssumnuss ae dan dnAnwuSgyaen wwunuleuiediay denuaians
Laze1RyINe wnInendiuasiliuey ans1ve1andng

2. w/Aduldruenastuasiulasnisisouduadldsuougelinumonisouasiminnuiiied
zAaeToaNdylng

3. wu/AduiBvsvesuesiiarnousainnsinuil aufls 6 Uasindimslidunivaimnliaganla lag
lidedlingualag uinelifinafinusnvesnsesnanmsinuil doeusmelussznaiifuauia
iwa‘%agaﬁ'swmumaammiﬁumwaiﬁumu/@wé’uLLaxLLUUW@%@Jﬂ'ﬁ@uaamaamu/aé’mxgﬂawé’dmﬂﬂgu B/
liansnsneonanmsinmnilldvdann 6 anindimsliduniuel vonani m/Aduaninsoufiasiiazney
AUV AN UARBANTEUN1 A

4. w/Adubuduinemituiifivansaudimiunsduasaineg (Zoom) lasiifiney/Adusgiifeanaonnis
dunwal meviudusiiegsiedenenaeliAnmudsafsfunsiivauduresdeya

o

5. WW/AduTinsdunvalilavgnaninlevisesades uarnu/Aduaunsaveudluduiinnisdunivalliniely 3
FUavnasannlasutuinnsEuA1YRILAD

6. uw/Adudnlanlnddeyavimuevesnisdunivalaggnifiuliegnsasadelugudeyavewmivendeuesiiueay

Wan1539y Meadiiuarn1InsIvaey KIivewiiunaganansaiinadufindiusniiuadvdn (keywords) a1y

v '
Y A |

Aneuveslidunsel nihauwariRTewhtuiszamnsadiusuuesunisBugeunisdhsiulasinis
wiouaedu Ilouazaduidesdunvalituiinly dunisiniedeyaiignasnnnu wakarinszituazdiin
wnzdou (Lenanimihnuuezdide) Aldsunseygianumvaniniu egnlsiniy Mvazideaanzlas

Wenfufmnusazuuaswesy/Aduazligniameseyanaiiany wwurlesunsBugeuniouaiaiduuas
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2iangnNanAIL g LLangLﬂﬁqﬁﬁuuﬁlggﬂLﬂ‘UVb@ﬂqﬁuaﬂ 10 ULWEJM'SG]S’J%EJUSZJEJ;&@ Iuﬂ’liLGU’li’mIﬂix‘imiu

v

w/Adubuseuliuminededanuteyavesnw/Adumuinguszasnssyl i dhwiu deyaaglasunisussuiana
Inguminedeivesiisaumuundygfvemsesvlysiauasesdeyal 2018
ry/Adudiladmnanisidesasionansannisdunivaiazgninlulgldiiesudluinerdnus sy enwintu

widssuluiedsiunilag aaenaunisiiauslun1suseguing Wnthanuseedidosiniuiagldnansidedls

Wikt TINEgnltlun U dunuwINas

ndeyadiiu w/Adunnasazidisulasenisi

o

Jo, Moy waziun

FouowidnIan: Fudi: anedu;
Foveaide: Ju: anedu;
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Appendix 3: Participant Recruitment Posters



The CS Recipients Poster Version3* — created by me

BIRMINGHAM

UNIVERSITYO©F

mMawnditnulasemside mggelavesngearalne
lumsvirAaenssunnuse

faududnAnwuggien uninendsiuesiiauen ansve1ning
av o w [ d o a4 o v av
Aaufdangudineeny 21-39 Ynerdveglulne inenazwhiulasnidevigaien
d I.I o @ 1 a a ! : o @ 1 A
Wenfiumsvidaenssumnuswemgeanilng guianaiazdeunevirdaenssunnusiai
< 1 wa
Usznalafldiearuamesny Wldiiensuilvangifive
éld ¢ d o ¥ v o o o ¥ L ' o e

lasennsiliigausgasaiienag 1) WMmnufinertuanunetesiuseninnsidaenssy
anusiaiazANdIusseingudguazdviglne ua 2) dsauasgiuauandluium
e shdaenssunnusreInganing

v aw & o a 3 - @ ¢ ¢ 5% v
AT liazdduniesulaivivun sslinsdunvelosulatimilsnisdeely
naszana 1 92l nsdunvelastunwinemegy (Zoom) wavazgndninlevie
sades nawesmsdumualazgnimualagdnidouasiidiion

& 1w a - a o A g
ﬂ'ﬁﬁﬂﬂ']uﬂzLﬂuﬂi3TU°Uuﬂf]uﬂ'J‘U'\ﬂ'l7ﬂ'1uﬂu LasUlngnm 'E'JIVIEJ

d ! A‘ a 1 .
maulanazidrsulasinisi njuniasie email redacted )

Call for Participants: The Motivations of Young
Thai Women for Undergoing Cosmetic Surgery

I am a PhD student at the University of Birmingham in United Kingdom.

| am currently recruiting Thailand-based Thai women aged 21-39 to take
part in the PhD project on cosmetic surgery of young Thai women. They
must have undergone cosmetic surgery in any country for aesthetic
purposes, rather than for reconstructive purposes.

This project aims 1) to enlighten the connections between cosmetic surgery

and Thai gender relations; and 2) to explore preferred beauty standards in
the cosmetic surgery context of young Thai women.

Participation is entirely online. It involves one online interview that lasts
approximately 1 hour. The interview is held in Thai language via Zoom and
is video-recorded or audio-recorded. The interview time is decided by both
the researcher and the participant.

This study will be beneficial for other academics and Thai media. ‘ V

If interested in taking part in this project, please contact:
( email redacted )

N
A
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34 The décor image was not created by me. Yet, under the Pixabay Content License, it was free for me to use without

attribution.
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The Cosmetic Surgeons Poster VVersion® — created by me

E&d UNIVERSITYOF
ey BIRMINGHAM

r 174

mMawndniulasenide mggelevawmgeaialneg
lunsvirAaenssunnie

e AduduindnwUSggien umingrdeuesduey ansigenaning
av o w o '3 = ) 1o = = a & v
* fduidandasunndynilneiendveglulne lnglidddserguazine efazidisou
a o A . ) o 1 - L J ¥
Tasnsiveigygeniignumsidasnssuanussvemgeanive dasuwndiveanil
ssodlondnillulnenudsiue 2 Yuly
K ¢ d o v v o o al ) ' o w
* lasansiiigauszasdieday 1) Wanuiinerfuanuinetesiuseninnsvidaenssy
anusiiwavANdussEnignduazdvielve way 2) d1sauasgiunnunuluuiun
YaansidasnssunnuasyeInganing
P aw & o a ¢ - o . ¢ 4 U v
*  nsihunuiteiszadunesulaivivun aslinsduntvalosulainilinisdeazly
nadszana 1 42l nsdunsalastuniwlvemgy (Zoom) warazgndaialenie
dades namansdunmualazgnivualaeinideuazgitn i
A & 1w a oA A a
nsAnwtasdulsylevisednivnisvinudu uasiiifeviodolny

d ! é’ a ! .
e aulaneztsulasinisil ngundasie email redacted )

Call for Participants: The Motivations of Young
Thai Women for Undergoing Cosmetic Surgery

* |lam a PhD student at the University of Birmingham in United Kingdom.

* | am currently recruiting Thailand-based Thai cosmetic surgeons regardless
of age and gender to take part in the PhD project on cosmetic surgery of
young Thai women. They must have had this job in the country for 2 years
or more.

* This project aims 1) to enlighten the connections between cosmetic surgery
and Thai gender relations; and 2) to explore preferred beauty standards in
the cosmetic surgery context of young Thai women.

* Participation is entirely online. It involves one online interview that lasts
approximately 1 hour. The interview is held in Thai language via Zoom and
is video-recorded or audio-recorded. The interview time is decided by both
the researcher and the participant.

* This study will be beneficial for other academics and Thai medla

* Ifinterested in taking part in this project, please contact:
( email redacted ) }\

% The décor images were not created by me. Yet, under the Pixabay Content License, they were free for me to use
without attribution.
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Appendix 4: Interview Topic Guides and Schedules
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Interview Topic Guide and Schedule for Cosmetic Surgery Recipients

'
v Y v [ 1 ]

Ailavhladun1vaiuarAMMuanTEnSuLH1uN1YIAREN T TUANLAINLAT

kY

*Note: many of these questions may be followed by impromptu questions, as this project uses a
semi-structured interview approach.

[Personalising pre-interview introduction]

The working title of my PhD research is The Motivations of Young Thai Women for Undergoing

Cosmetic Surgery.

[y

vhden noutivesnuideilfie wmgilavemgearilnelunisiidagnssunnusi

[Briefly confirming research purposes]

To enlighten the connections between cosmetic surgery and Thai gender relations.

To explore preferred beauty standards in the Thai cosmetic surgery context.
UszasAvesAdede 1) TarwiAeafuauiisdestusznisnisidaenssumnusis
wazANNFNRUSTEnIIaAvadve tag 2) d1939u195guANNnNluusunvensindaenssy

Anwaalulne

Please feel free to express your own opinions, as this research is independent from any
organisations or social media groups. I will not reveal your real name to the third party anyway.

ANLENIANARTILTDIAMNTI Y Itaeus Az Inszinnwddellinesdesiuasdnsmsengy social media

o dalaflaiUnmeToroynnaianuogudd

As noted in the information sheet, this interview will last approximately 1 hour. Do you think you
have sufficient time now?
sufiszyliluenansiuasysiulasaniside Msdunvaliagldnaiussuin 1wy, auAniaudna

- P
Wigawonaullniay

Before the interview, could you please confirm that you have had cosmetic surgery for beauty
purposes, not for reconstructive/medical purposes?

1 [ L4 A L 1 o o 1 dl' [ ] d‘
noun1sdunwal Antudulaluurginaeyidaenssunnuisieanualsay lilgionisuily

NNYUALYAR
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Would it be okay if | recorded the interview?

[y

azloAlnuALD1RIUILE ANITEUN1 YA

Would you prefer me to audio-record or video-record the interview?

AeeINVARUEAEwTednIAlon SN wallinY

Can | start the recording now?

'
v a

fausudanauilalruay

Introductory interview questions

I would like to ask you some background information to start with.

Wwearzvasulaen1saudeyaniliugas

1. How old are you?
ARREIVIIE D
2. Please tell me where you were raised and which province you currently live.

nsanventalnuazinlaiilvuuazneutiegTminluung

3. How would you describe your ethnicity?

ANUITENEMANUS (ethnicity) vasnagdlsaz

4. How about your education history and your professional life?

wanddulseifnsfnyuasiinnsvinnuvesnuesaz

5. Please tell me about your average monthly income. [post in the Zoom chat]

nyuvenselinemeulnaussannvasnumisalaluny [nadniawam]

6. How about your relationship status?

waniduanueanuduiusvenmuesay

7. Which sex/gender are you attracted to in terms of love?

welvufinavouay dudwsesrusn

8. What type(s) of cosmetic surgery have you gone through? And when and where did you have it?

Aadlarun1sfaenssuanusiasuulruiteey wdvhuidielnsuasinlvuszey
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9. What triggered you to have cosmetic surgery?

avlailugeanivilinasndulavidaenssunnusisne

10. How did you select the place to undergo the procedure(s)?

Aaudenanuniluyhdslvsens

11. How did you consult with the doctor(s)?

AuUSnwiuRuvuedslasons

12. How was the recovery period(s)?

seuzsnudusgnalstinme

13. How did you pay for your cosmetic surgery?

ANERUEMTUNTIERenTIuANUAsveInMet1alsaz

14. Could you please inform me your main reason(s) for undergoing cosmetic surgery?

AasENUNsaveNmgRananvealun1sinfasnssuanusslalau g

Topic 1: Key motives and gender relations

15. To what extent are you satisfied with your post-op looks? Why?

Aauianelatuninvsesuanualvasnvdinsyidaenssusnntdesualnuay imsizeglsay

16. Do you feel the surgery has impacted on any aspects of your life, such as work, friendship, love,

family, and your own mental health? If so, how?/If not, why?

AusEnIINsYihdRenssuilnansenusawdylag luinvesnailvung agrau iy finsaam A5

ATEUATT WavaunMInvatnnsed endutulu eglsae/dnldiduguny wszeslsas

17. Since your cosmetic surgery, have you observed any differences in the ways your friends in

each gender have treated you? Please explain.

(%
Y va v o

fawsn1sidaenssuvenn andunaiuauwandslunsiieuwsasna iR iugaliuas ngan

OUNYNUDYAY

18. Since your cosmetic surgery, have you observed any differences in the ways your colleagues in

each gender have treated you? Please explain.
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o <@ va v v

AILANITYINARENTINVRIAN ANFUNATIUANLLANANTER I NBUTINMUAazmAluNTUR TR T UAM

q 9

lnuey nganesulevioses

19. Did social media and mass media motivate you to surgically enhance your looks? If so, how? /If
not, why?
loduailifowasdoutavu (mass media) nszfulinaidasnssulvuae dndudulu egslsaz/

alaiduutiu wszezlsey

20. Could you please identify the source of the greatest motivation for you to undergo cosmetic

surgery; for example, the media, other specific people, yourself, or anything else?

ANENNNDTEUMAIIN YRS lanInigadmsuaalunisidaenssuluueg endiegiadu TRy AuBY

U A4 a A
FIPIEULDN nIodaulany

21. Which period of your life did you get motivated to have cosmetic surgery the most? Why?

Prlvlutinvesnuiinlviauesnidaenssuunignezae inszevlses

22. In your opinion, in Thailand, on which gender does aesthetics have the greatest impact? Why?

TupnuAnvasnn anuuiidvenademelyuuinianlulnevseay mszeylsng

Topic 2: Specific beauty standards

23. In your opinion, what are women’s ideal body images in Thailand?

a

TuanuAnvesnn aylsheiiuriouvesiugslulnens

24. Which beauty standards do you feel are dominant in Thailand? And why?

wnsguanunivuiauianhidnsnalulnens udunszeslses

25. Is there anyone in the media who you have aspired to look like before and after cosmetic

surgery? If so, who specifically, and why?/If not, why?

fiavlufideaulmiiauesnuinmiioulnuey neukazndsiaenssuanuas dnduuiu lasduiirvay

wszaglsaz/oluiduuiiu mszeslsay

26. What aesthetic styles did you personally favour with regards to your cosmetic surgery? Why?

dumaueiveuaukuUlnuay Smetansvihdaenssuvesan inTzezliae
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Topic 3: Thai society
27. Do you believe Thai society is materialistic? Why?

Aauda I danulneingluy (materialistic) iumg inszevlses

28. Do you think cosmetic surgery has been popular in Thailand? Why/why not?

a ! o o 1’ aa
AAndINsvIdaenssuanusaduifedlulneluueg wsverlsng

29. How about comparing to other countries?

DsuiUUsSEIMAdUAT AL

30. Why did you choose to have cosmetic surgery in Thailand/any other country?

iluautsdeninilneviseUssmeduaz ez

31. Do you think there is gender inequality in Thailand? And has this changed in recent years?

AauAndTtulvetudanulivindeunandlnueg widulmudsulyinuegludaruunlium

32. How do you think of gender inequality in Thailand down the line?

wandAnegslsnuanuldwifeumanalulnelusuianazey

33. What are your thoughts about feminism? Is it popular in Thailand? Why?

3 Y [

AAneglsivanstouvsewmiladny Tulundedlulveluues mszeslsae

Concluding interview questions

I would like to turn now to some concluding questions.

Wgtagvenumauasiue ez

34. Do you personally think the surgery was worth the investment? Why?

lngduiu AuAndNsvIdaenssudiuduasinisamulnung msgeslsng

35. If you had been able to go back in time, would you still have undergone cosmetic surgery?

apudounanaulule audagyindaenssunnusslunae

36. What sex/gender were the doctor(s)?

<
Aouvisaiduneeglsvsony



338

37. What kind(s) of beauty practices, such as make-up and Botox, do you engage with in day-to-day

lives?

TudinUszaniu Aaldiasuanuan wussmiuazluiiond aglstnemg

38. Since the start of Covid-19, have you seen any changes in how you feel about beauty? If so/If
not, why?
pawsisuiiladn 19 paiunisdsundatluanuidnvesmanieaivanuaulneg

fuduutiu/aladuguiy wizeslsey

39. How do you see yourself in the next 5 years?

Aosnasiedty 5 Utwmihdslaae

40. Is there anything that you would like to add?

IS a
Aaudlaglsavesnaziasuluune

[Asking them to reconfirm their willingness to take part in this project]

[Reconfirming them their rights to request to amend their own transcripts within 3 weeks of
receiving the transcripts. They cannot share or show the transcripts to anybody else.]
[Reconfirming them their rights to withdraw from this study if they feel uncomfortable up until 6
weeks after their interviews]

[Recruitment request (if they know a young Thai cosmetic surgery recipient who matches the
participant criteria of this study)]

[Expressing gratitude to them for the participation]
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Interview Topic Guide and Schedule for Thai Cosmetic Surgeons

v Y o [

aAavhladumualuazimvuanisdmsudasunndyniing

*Note: many of these questions may be followed by impromptu questions, as this project uses a
semi-structured interview approach.

[Personalising pre-interview introduction]

The working title of my PhD research is The Motivations of Young Thai Women for Undergoing

Cosmetic Surgery.

[y

vhden noutivesnuideilfie wmgilavemgearilnelunisiidagnssunnusi

[Briefly confirming research purposes]
To enlighten the connections between cosmetic surgery and Thai gender relations, and to explore

preferred beauty standards in the Thai cosmetic surgery context.
UsTasArenINIdefe 1) anudineidiuanuieidesiuseninnsidaenssunnue
wazANNANRUSIEnIInnArading wag 2) d5unsgiuanuauluusunvenisi

ARUNTTUAN LA

All of the questions are concerned with those who had cosmetic surgery for aesthetic purposes (not

for reconstructive/medical purposes)

AManuNIrUnasiNedNUALeevindagnssuanwatiaanunusae (ldauimeyii

Wan1suNluana uRme)

Please feel free to express your own opinions, as this research is independent from any
organisations or social media groups. | will not reveal your real name to the third party anyway.
ALERIANARTILTDIAANT ) asuzaz tnszinnwddellifesdesiuasdnsmsengy social media

o daleflaiUnmeoroynnaianuogua

As noted in the information sheet and the consent form, this interview will last approximately 1
hour. Do you think you have sufficient time now?

d‘ Qg{’ Y1 a o 3 a k4 1 U o‘r.:’lj ¥
mwizq”l,ﬁuLaﬂmiﬁmm;umaﬂmmﬁfmaLLazLLUUWaimﬂﬁauaammmi’m nsduwaldazldiag

Usganas 1 9y, aaAndnadnanisanensuillvuny
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Would it be okay if | recorded the interview?

[y

azloAlnuALD1RIUILE ANITEUN1 YA

Would you prefer me to audio-record or video-record the interview?

AeeINVARUEAEwTednIAlon SN wallinY

Can | start the recording now?

'
v a

fausudanauilalruay

Introductory interview questions

1. Please tell me briefly about your professional background as a cosmetic surgeon.

N3E1A3199 background nsviuvesnalunsidudasunmeldlunas

2. Which gender makes up the largest proportion of your patients? Why do you think this is?

auldvasudnlvg duneeglsusany quaniiulunszerlsng

3. Which age ranges are most of your patients in?

auldvesnudnlvgedyienylnung

4. Could you please detail the general process patients experience when consulting about and

undertaking cosmetic surgery?

a ] v ci 1% P = a Y o o a
ﬂﬁqﬂﬁ‘U@ﬂi']EJagL@?J@GUUWBUIWSV]31UV]@UIGULQ@L@J@ﬂﬁﬂHﬂLﬂﬂ?ﬂUﬂaﬂﬂiim LLa%WWﬂaﬂﬂiiN‘ﬂiﬂlmﬂNﬂg

5. Does your patients’ reasoning for wanting to undergo cosmetic surgery affect your decision to

accept them as patients? If so, how?

nslismavesnuldineiuaudeInsvidaenssutiu duiinansenusonisdndulavesnuiiazsunanian

yduauldlrua dnduwutiy suflnanssnuagislsay

Questions 6-18: FOCUSING ON Thailand-based Thai women aged 21-39 who had cosmetic
surgery.

6. Do most of your patients aged 21-39 reside in Bangkok or elsewhere in Thailand? And how
about their hometowns?

auliiiony 21-39 Yvosnuanilvgorfveglunsammvideinidululnens uwdriduimiaiifauaslnves

Auldvatosay
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7. Which social classes are most of your patients in?

auldvasnudiulvaoglurutunmedinumnie social class lyupz

8. Which jobs do most of your patients have?

auldvasnudrlvgliondneslsay

9. How do most of your patients pay for cosmetic surgery?

Auldvasnudinulvg MeRdudmiunisvindaenssunnusagilsay

10. Compared to the pre-Covid age, have you performed more or fewer cosmetic surgery
procedures on Thai women aged 21-39 since the start of the pandemic? Why do you think this is?
dieuiutineulain aavidaenssuliindslneeny 21-39 U iudwnunnduvietsuassiusiisuilain

wezay AuRntudumszeslsng

11. Since you became a cosmetic surgeon, what type(s) of surgery have you carried out the most on
Thai women who live in Thailand in this age range? Why?
pausnau s duumgdaenssunnussn Aavihdaenssuwuulvy @ulnuwessiinie) snigaligvddlned

afveglulvnelurieyilosns inswerlsay

Topic 1: Surgery recipients’ key motives and various social characteristics
12. How have your patients aged 21-39 who live in Thailand justified their decisions for cosmetic
surgery?

Auldvesnmuiany 21-39 Yerdvedlulnawail Wivanalunisvidaenssuiurmuegialsng

13. Does their justification vary with regards to race, ethnicity, and class? If so, how?

6

nshimenavesnuldivatunns1eaiunudewid (race) 1AUG (ethnicity) wazsutu (class) lnuny

9

Auduutiu wansaiuasslsae

14. As far as you are concerned, what is the source of the greatest motivation for them to undertake
cosmetic surgery; for example, the media, themselves, or anyone or anything else?
WA wdsitnvenssslanuniaaseauldivanilunsyidaenssunnudsrieaslsng

) I I oA A W = a4 a A
YNRNIDYLYU HLAE HILBY ﬁﬁ@lﬂs%ﬁ@ﬂﬂ@iﬂ@ﬂg
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15. Does their justification vary according to their relationship status? If so, how?

nslimewavasauldivadwansnsiulunuanusanuduiusivues dndudulu uanssiuetislsee

16. Does their justification differ from that of Thai women in different age ranges? If so, how?

nshimemavasauldivatuanssaingudgslnglugasengdulnung duduuty uandsiuegnslsae

Topic 2: Specific beauty standards

17. What aesthetic styles do most of your patients aged 21-39 who live in Thailand favour, for
example white, East Asian, and Thai? And why?

aultvesnmiiony 21-39 Tiedveglulne dndvgveunrmanuuuilvuay 1wy H5s loTensiusen

warlneg  wawnsizeslsay

18. Which celebrities have many of them taken as a role model for cosmetic surgery? Why do you
think this is?
asauluneuldfiony 21-39 Yendeeglulvesiuiuuin wwnduiuudmsunisyihdaenssunnuasng

Y

a | I~4
ARl rarlsay

q

Concluding interview questions
Topic 3: Thai society
19. Could you please explain the popularity of cosmetic surgery in Thailand in relation to other

countries?

n3anesueveidssvesfaunssunnusislulneidiomeuiulssinaaun laluung

20. Has cosmetic surgery in Thailand been well-known among foreigners? If so, from which
countries?

nsfaenssunnusslulvedunsinlunyeumsssmealns dnduuty andsanaeszlstinag

21. In Thailand, what kind(s) of cosmetic surgery are the most popular in general? Why do you
think this is?

Tulve nmsvihdaenssunvulmunilunfenunnigaas dmalaeialy aadndidulunszeslsey
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22. In your view, which sex/gender accounts for the majority of Thai cosmetic surgeons? Why do
you think this is?

TupuAnvesnn dasunmdlnsdnlngilumaezlsay auanifiulumszeslsay

23. Has it been competitive to become a specialist in cosmetic surgery in Thailand?

AULYINUS suAaenssuanwsslulne vy

24. 1s there anything that you would like to add?

Andlaylsavesnaziasuluune

[Asking them to reconfirm their willingness to take part in this project]

[Reconfirming them their rights to request to amend their own transcripts within 3 weeks of
receiving the transcripts. They cannot share or show the transcripts to anyone else]

[Reconfirming them their rights to withdraw from this study if they feel uncomfortable up until 6
weeks after their interviews]

[Expressing gratitude to them for the participation]

[Recruitment request (if they know any Thai cosmetic surgeon who matches the participant criteria
of this study)]
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