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Today our body is becoming more and
more something we can decide about! In former
days our body was something given - someting
given by God or by nature. The individuals had to
cope with their personal bodies and the society
had a cultural system to handle the body itself. But
this situation is now dramatically changing: New
body technologies - for example cosmetic surgery -
make it possible to redesign our given body and to
look younger and more perfectly like the beauties

we are watching on TV every day.

On the one side these new body
technologies make it possible that everybody can
improve the natural limits of the body - for many
people a great new way of self-determination.
But on the other hand the fact of the existence of
these technologies brings everybody into a great
decision-dilemma. No matter if they use it or not
- everybody has to take the full responsibility for

this decision - in his own eyes and in the eyes of
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the whole society.

And with the emergence of this new
situation it is now very interesting how the society
will react to it. What does the possibility to
redesign the body means to the individuals - what
does it mean to the different social classes? Did
every local culture assimilate towards this new
phenomen in the same way? And how is the impact
of the Western media towards the manipulation of
the body?

In my research I analyse all these different
effects of these new body technologies towards the
German society. Based on the identity-theory of the
German sociologist Ulrich Beck - who says that in
the highly industrialized societies with rising rates
of unemployment and divorce since the late 80s
the development of a stable identity is becoming
a big problem. In my research I try to show that

- when these classical dimensions of identity are

NEWSLETTER Vol.1l4 No.4 9



becoming fragile - the design of someones own
body now becomes the preferred new dimension
for the personal identity-management in the

Western societies.

But the use of the new body technologies
is not any longer a single Western phenomen at
all. Cosmetic surgery is now booming throughout
Asia like never before. For an international
comparison study I went to Japan and stayed at
the Tokyo Institute of Technology. I tried to find
out how a non-christian, non- individualistic
society with a high economic power and a great
Western orientation is reacting towards these new
technologies. With the great help of Professor
Hideto NAKAJIMA I found experts, working on
the field of new body technologies, and sociologist
for some qualitative interviews about the actual

situation in Japan.

My results are that Japanese people also
use the new body technologies for their identity-
management like people in Western societies. But
there is an important difference. Whereas you can
find comsumers for a body-improvement from 16
to 60 in the Western culture - the average age of
comsumers in Japan is almost under 20. And this
is exactly the generation which is now confronted
with the new identity-problem because of the new
situation of unemployment and broken family
structures in Japan.

And there is also a big difference in using
these body technologies. Because Japan has a
traditionally collective social structure and could
be described as a middle mass society people
only want to improve there body in a very soft
way. They want to be "an ordinary beauty" - but
not an "exceptional beauty". They don't use these
technologies in a social distinctive way (Bourdieu)
which is typical for very class differentiated

societies like France or the USA.

This highly group-orientation and very

collective mentality of the Japanese people is also
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a big protection against the impact of the Western
film and media industry. Whereas in Korea for
example the women want to look like Western
women -in Japan the people are still orientated
towards a Japanese ideal of beauty and don't want
to copy the Western style.

But we have to mention that - because a
lot of Japanes TV-stars have done cosmetic surgery
(bigger eyes, longer nose) - the Japanese ideal

developes into a more Caucasian style.

This research was a first step on the way
to understand the new status of the body today. I
hope in the future there will be more research in

Asia to escape the narrow Western perspective.
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