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So You Want a Famous Face?

We are all under great pressure to look our best.  “If an alien were to watch 15 minutes of American TV it could tell that our culture worships at the altar of youth and perfection” (Johnson 42).  Whether it be at school, work, or even a trip to the grocery store we all feel that attractiveness aids in social acceptance.  A recent trend in our culture today is the rising popularity of plastic surgery to achieve social satisfaction.  The media causes men and women of all ages who have no dramatic disfigurations from accidents and/or from birth to want to change their physical appearance.  Along with the unknown, long-term health effects, some of the controversial effects of plastic surgery are the risk of disappointment from unrealistic expectations, and negative health effects such as scarring and nerve damage.

Plastic surgery specializes in both cosmetic and reconstructive surgery.  According to the American Society of Plastic Surgeons, cosmetic surgery is performed to reshape normal structures of the body in order to improve the patient’s appearance and self-esteem (“Cosmetic”).  On the other hand, reconstructive surgery is performed on abnormal structures of the body caused by congenital defects such as a harelip (cleft palate), developmental abnormalities, trauma, tumors or disease (“Cosmetic”). It is generally performed to improve functions, but may also be done to approximate a normal appearance.    
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According to ASPS over 12 years, from 1992-2003, the number of cosmetic plastic surgery procedures has increased 424 percent, while the number of reconstructive plastic surgery procedures has increased 34 percent.  This shows the ever-increasing popularity of cosmetic surgery to alter appearance.  Reconstructive surgery is something that will always be needed by people who have abnormal disfiguration.    The top five cosmetic surgical procedures performed in 2003 were breast augmentation, liposuction, eyelid surgery, tummy tuck, and facelift (“11.9 Million”).  

The media is causing more of the American public to consider plastic surgery to change their physical appearance. So far this season, “Extreme Makeover” is averaging 7.6 million viewers, and MTV’s “I Want a Famous Face” has averaged 2.45 million views (Regalado). According to a survey by The Wall Street Journal, in a sampling of 2000 girls with an average age of 15, it was found that 42 percent of girls have considered getting plastic surgery.  What could be the catalyst in this large number of young girls wanting to alter their appearance through plastic surgery?  The media mainly targets teens and women knowing that “they may not recognize the permanence of what they’re doing” (“So You Want a Famous Face”).  David Sarwer, a psychologist at the Center for Human Appearances at the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine, observes that the big problem with adolescents is that they are being operated on at the most tumultuous time in their bodies (“11.9 Million”).  Sarwer and other surgeons from the American Society of Plastic Surgeons are concerned that “patients inspired by TV will demand surgery that goes against their doctors’ best judgment” (Regalado).  Operating on people with unrealistic demands is risky for doctors, because dissatisfied patients are most likely to sue. Even I, when watching the hit show “I Want a Famous Face” on MTV the other day, was amazed at what miracles plastic surgery can perform.  I observed in awe as a normal high school student, who was dissatisfied with his facial structure and often was labeled as a “dork” planned a transformation so that he could look like Brad Pitt.  The results were daunting: he looked nothing like the intended Brad Pitt! It then occurred to me that all people are different, and may not get the same results. 


People who undergo plastic surgery with unrealistic expectations run the risk of disappointment.  Some people may decide to have plastic surgery wanting to better their life in some indirect way.  They may feel that changing their physical appearance will make them happier.  Plastic surgery can reshape your body and/or face, not your life.  Although an enhanced appearance after surgery may improve your self-esteem, plastic surgery will not solve career, marital, or emotional problems (“Benefits of Plastic Surgery”).  Our desire for radical change may mask deeper problems, and plastic surgery may simply be a band-aid covering an insecurity that never gets resolved (Johnson 42).  According to the American Society of Plastic Surgeons, women made up 86 percent of all cosmetic plastic surgery patients in 2003.  This fact strongly supports the notion that women are insecure with their bodies.  One’s body image, especially for women of all ages, often controls their life both directly and indirectly (Felice) .  Constantly seeing the flawless celebrities on TV may cause a sense of insecurity, and cause women to retreat from the usual diet or exercise and resort to plastic surgery.  By urging their patients to receive psychological evaluation before considering an operation, surgeons remind people that, “a deep sense of our ugliness or unworthiness may not be erased by a plastic surgeon’s knife” (Johnson 42).  

While some people may argue that plastic surgery alone cannot change one’s life, I and many others believe that an increased self-esteem can lead to a happier lifestyle.  Some people may become so obsessed with a flaw in their image that they are unable to accept their positive attributes.  We live in a world where we can ultimately change anything; therefore, I support undergoing plastic surgery if it will help individual overcome this obsession and become comfortable in their own body.   “The wonderful thing about plastic surgery is that the direct benefit is external, but more importantly it will greatly improve your internal condition.  Your inner beauty will be magnified with your newfound self-esteem, confidence, and assurance” (Felice) .The benefits of plastic surgery seem to outweigh the risks in more ways than one.  This may be the reason why so many people decide to undergo the surgery despite the risks and complications presented to them. Changing one’s appearance in the slightest way can make a world of difference to that person.  It can give older people an emotional boost and psychologically make them feel younger (“Benefits of Plastic Surgery”).  

Although there have been infinite accounts of people experiencing greater joy and happiness because of their plastic surgery,  any sort of plastic surgery is still a major operation and there are still health risks and complications just like any other surgical procedure (Felice).  Because plastic surgery is still a fairly new trend, some of the negative health effects are still unknown and controversial.  Nerve damage is a serious risk that people who undergo plastic surgery should consider.  Some people who undergo plastic surgery will lose feeling in the area that was operated on, while other may experience problems moving muscles in the area where the surgery was performed.  Plastic surgery might also adversely affect the physiology of your skin and underlying tissues which may also speed up the aging process (Regalado).  To date, such complications are rare--estimated to occur in less that 5 percent of all procedures (“Benefits”).  However, this does not enable surgeons to make any conclusions about long-term effects.
 Scarring is one of the most common complications that people considering plastic surgery should be aware of.  During surgery and within 72 hours of completion, you become more susceptible to secondary infections, because bacterial and viral pathogens have easier access via open wounds (“11.9 Million”).  These and other complications may lead to deeper, irreversible scarring.  Although there are many risks, plastic surgery ranks among the top surgical procedure in the medical field.  With continual progress made in surgical technology, plastic surgery is consistently reliable and generally considered safe.  Careful and detailed consultation should always be made with a consultant prior to the procedures.   
The media targets people who are self-conscious about their image by showing an emphasis on spectacular and unhealthy transformations.  The results from plastic surgery can be good, such as in cases where youthfulness is restored. The results can also be negative when people become too obsessed with their image.  Celebrities such as Michael Jackson are a good example of obsessive image alteration.  Just take a look at any before and after photos of him and you will definitely take a second thought about going under the knife.  Plastic surgery alone won’t make you feel better about yourself.  It can help you become more comfortable in your body, boost your self-esteem, and therefore contribute to a better life.  Looking at the different causes and effects of plastic surgery, it is safe to conclude that the benefits cosmetic surgery outweigh the risks and negative effects.  Plastic surgery benefits the patient not only physically, but emotionally and psychologically as well.
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