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ABSTRACT

This research attempted to find out the view of Islamic law in modern fiqh studies on plastic surgery and
Appearance-oriented views (Lookism) in South Korea. The use of juridical empirical method, or also known
as sociological research, aimed to provide an overview of the implementation of plastic surgery in society
based on applicable law by analyzing problems in society through secondary data. According to the data from
the International Society of Aesthetic Plastic Surgery (ISAPS) in 2019, South Korea was in fifth position as
a country that is estimated to carry out the most plastic surgery procedures in the world, 2,571 times (5.1%).
This shows that this country has an Appearance-oriented view (Lookism) which is part of the Lookism culture.
According to Bio Med Central 2017 data, there was a high ratio of recurrent discrimination rates (OR: 3.70;
95% CI: 2.19-6.27) and ‘incident’ (OR: 3.10; 95% CI: 2.99-4.83) from 2005 to 2013 against individuals in the
age group of 15-24 years.
Keywords: Appearances-Oriented Views; Contemporary Fiqh; Plastic Surgery

INTRODUCTION
The rise of South Korean culture is a major
phenomenon that has emerged recently. This
phenomenon is often known as the Korean Wave,
where South Korean culture is popular in almost
all corners of the world. The Korean Wave is also
known as Hallyu1, where Korean popular culture
has expanded rapidly in various parts of the world
since the late 1990s, and entered the lexicon of
popular culture in the global world. The culture
that is well-known among teenagers is Korean Pop
or K-Pop which is a genre of music popularized by
idol groups which are divided into boy band and
girl band2. Teenagers not only love K-Pop; there
is also Korean Drama or K-Drama that has high
popularity. The popularity of K-Drama is driven
by its storyline that stimulates the emotions of
fans and the handsome and beautiful looks of the
actors and actresses.
The success of Hallyu, which has been able
to penetrate the international market, has certainly
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increased the interest of the South Korean and
international society towards plastic surgery.
Plastic surgery was originally used as a means
of repairing a disability/abnormality of a part of
the body so that its function returns to normal.
According to the Draft Government Regulation
Concept regarding medical procedure, it is stated
that plastic surgery is a medical procedure related
to reconstructive plastic surgery, with the aim of
obtaining or restoring the shape so that the person
concerned can carry out their function properly
again.
Along with the growing needs of the society,
plastic surgery is not only used to reconstruct
defective parts of the body, but it has become a
way of life in this modern era. The increasing
interest in plastic surgery in South Korea makes
plastic surgery a natural and cultural thing3. This
makes South Korean people compete to get a
beautiful and handsome dream face instantly. In
fact, they are willing to pay a lot of money to get
a beautiful face.
The character of South Korean society who
justifies any means to get the face of their dreams
3
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is supported by the development of a strong culture
and religion. This makes South Korea to be called
as country of Appearance-oriented views (외모
지상주의) or physical appearance-oriented4. The
term appearance-oriented views is also known as
lookism. Lookism is a term used to refer to positive
stereotypes, prejudice, and special treatment
given to people who are physically attractive or
to people whose appearance conforms to cultural
preferences. According to Warshurst, lookism can
also be called discriminatory treatment5. This is
because this culture is considered discriminatory
treatment against people who are considered
physically unattractive and socially ostracized,
such as in the workplace, dating and other social
relationships6.
The result of this research shows that, on
average, individuals who are physically attractive
have more friends, better social skill, and better
love life. However, physical attractiveness and
appearance have no effect on the level of
happiness experienced by an individual. Many
people judge other people based on their physical
appearance which influences their response to
that person7. Research on the stereotype of
“What is beautiful is good” shows that overall,
those who are physically attractive benefit from
their appearance8, so that individuals who are
physically attractive are perceived as better and
have a stronger appeal to a person’s competency
judgment9. One of the factors in the occurrence of
Appearance-oriented views or lookism in South
Korea that has led to the explosion of the plastic
surgery trend is because most of the South Korean
population is Atheist and a small proportion of
them is Buddhist, Christian and Catholic10. This
4
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increasingly strong and developing Western
culture is what makes people open-minded and
tend to welcome anything, especially plastic
surgery11. For them, plastic surgery is not taboo or
something that is prohibited by religion.
This phenomenon is interesting to study
further, especially about the views of law and
Islam12, as well as in modern fiqh study on plastic
surgery and appearance-oriented views (lookism)
in South Korea. By knowing this, this research
paper can serve as a guide and reference for
someone to be an individual who is responsible,
attentive to the environment and has good
emotional and spiritual maturity.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This research used qualitative approach by
describing and analyzing contemporary fiqh study:
South Korea as a country of appearance-oriented
views of the trend of cosmetic plastic surgery.
The method used is juridical empirical method
or known as sociological research which aimed
to provide an overview of the implementation of
plastic surgery in society based on the applicable
law by analyzing problems that occur in society
through secondary data. This study not only used
secondary data, but also used primary data. The
Koran, hadith, journals and interviews were used
as material for literature review in analyzing the
problem of South Korea as a country of
appearance-oriented views, country which is
oriented towards physical appearance.
This was done by describing in the form
of words and language using the descriptiveanalytical method, namely by collecting data and
describing the results of the research. Then, the
data was compiled and set forth in written form
(narrative), interpreted and analyzed.

DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS
According to the International Society of
Aesthetic Plastic Surgery (ISAPS), South Korea
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was in fifth position in the Countries Ranked by
Estimated Number Of Plastic Surgeons 2019 with
2,571 (5.1%) plastic surgery procedures. South
Korea is the world’s largest market for cosmetic
or aesthetic surgery procedures. The popularity of
plastic surgery in South Korea for its high quality
and low price has caused the butterfly effect to
spread throughout the world as more and more
people come from various countries to South
Korea to change their appearance13.
The phenomenon of plastic surgery that
occurs in South Korea has inspired the Korean
government, namely the Seoul Metropolitan
Government to launch a Tourism Promotion
Policy. The policy is designed to attract more
overseas medical tourists to visit South Korea.
In South Korea, plastic surgery has become
commonplace and normal. People there think that
this can be useful for increasing self-confidence.
South Korean artists and people are very
accustomed to taking plastic surgery to improve
themselves physically14, such as enlarging the
eyelids, adjusting the jaw, removing wrinkles on
the face, trimming cheekbones, sharpening the
nose, and thinning the lips15. South Korea is
ranked fifth in the world in plastic surgery. This
can be seen as in the table below:
Table 1. Countries Ranked by Estimated
Number of Plastic Surgeons ISAPS 2019

In the table entitled Countries Ranked by
Estimated Number of Plastic Surgeons ISAPS
2019, the first form of cosmetic surgery known
to South Korea is the imitation form of eyelid
surgery (blepharoplasties/eyelid surgery) which
began to be performed in Japan in 1896. The
operation was originally intended to treat patients
who have one eye with an eyelid line and the other
without an eyelid line16. Then, the technique was
developed by Dr. Yu Jae Deok who opened the
first teaching and training program for cosmetic
surgery at Yonsei University College of Medicine
in the early 1960s17. The same thing was expressed
by John Elflein18, a statistician who deals with
health, disease and medical professionals. Elflein
revealed that in 2018 (published December 6,
2019) South Korea was ranked fifth in the trend of
plastic surgery. This can be seen as follows:
Table 2. Countries with the highest number of
plastic surgeons in 2018

Source:https://www.statista.com/
statistics/293331/leading-countries-by-number-ofplastic-surgeons

Nowadays, cosmetic surgery has become
a new culture in South Korea. When viewed
from the large number of people who have taken
surgery on their faces, 50% of Korean women
in their 20s are said to have undergone cosmetic
surgery19. In 2008 it was said that about 30% of
Source: https://www.isaps.org/wp-content/
uploads/2020/12/Global-Survey-2019.pdf
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women aged 20-50 years, estimated at around
2.5 million people, had undergone both surgical
and non-surgical cosmetic procedures, and many
of them had undergone it more than once20. It
can be seen that the phenomenon of cosmetic
surgery continues to develop from year to year,
is becoming more common and is increasingly in
demand by the public.
The South Korean government itself tends
to be very supportive of cosmetic surgery, this
can be seen from their collaboration with related
institutions to form an operational consultative
committee body with the aim of increasing the
cosmetic surgery tourism industry by the end
of 2006. Even the Korea Tourism Organization
(KTO) has targeted to attract 150,000 tourists with
the purpose of medical visits for cosmetic surgery
in 2012 and 300,000 tourists in 2015. In addition,
the Gangnam district office has collaborated with
the Korea Trade Investment Promotion Agency
(KOTRA) to hold medical exhibitions in Shanghai
and Guangzhou on January 20-24 2012, where they
provided not only information and promotional
program, but also free medical consultation21. The
South Korean government responded positively
to the plastic surgery phenomenon because this
phenomenon brings a lot of profit to the country
as one of the main foreign exchange fields. This
is because many foreign nationals, either from
Japan, China and Taiwan, have come to Korea to
undergo cosmetic surgery22. According to them,
Korean cosmetic surgical techniques are known to
be good, safe and reasonably priced at around $
80023. Meanwhile, in general, the public’s response
to this phenomenon tends to be positive. Among
the younger generation, in everyday life, there are
several new terms in popular Korean that are used
to describe beauty, namely Momjjang (Body King/
someone with a good body), Eoljjang (Face King/
20
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someone with a handsome face), and Ssaeng’eol
(natural beauty without make-up)24. Natural
beauty (ssaeng’eol) is still an ideal thing25. This
can be seen from the actions of celebrities who
do not admit that they have undergone cosmetic
surgery even though their faces have changed
drastically. They want people to think they are
born naturally beautiful. However, as time went
by, women in general became more open to the
possibility of having surgery.
According to an interview on the Asian
Boss channel in 2016, in average Korean women
wanted to undergo plastic surgery. Plastic surgery
that was commonly wanted to be performed was
on the eyelids because they wanted to enlarge
the eye circle like a Westerner. The rise of plastic
surgery that Korean women want to undergo is
due to lookism that has become a culture, such
as the existence of beauty standards on resume
photos or Curriculum Vitae (CV) for applying for
jobs26. Korean companies are very competitive in
selecting their employees based on first impression
of appearance on job resumes as a requirement for
entry to the company. For example, a photo in a
CV is usually seen from the shape of the face, hair
to the background color of the photo. This causes
Korean people to undergo plastic surgery, not to
beautify themselves, but to get a job.
In South Korea, the High School graduation
gift for Korean teenagers is plastic surgery on the
nose or blepharoplasty (double-eyelid surgery,
which is the insertion of a crease in the eyelid
to make the eyes look bigger). A South Korean
person or someone who has lived in South Korea
knows how effective someone’s look in social life
is. The media is one of the foundations that trigger
lookism in Korean society in order to make TV
shows successful. In fact, broadcasting stations
only show what the public is already interested
in. For example, the TV program “Let Mi In.”
Let Mi In is a very popular TV program in South
Korea27. This program brings in contestants who
24
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are dissatisfied with their appearance and tend to
be ostracized from social life28. Therefore, this
program provides plastic surgery for those who
have lookism problem. According to Lee29 in the
Bio Med Central 2017 data, the following data
were obtained:

Source:https://equityhealthj.biomedcentral.com/
articles/10.1186/s12939-017-0678-8/tables/3

The strength of Lookism culture in South
Korea can be seen from the Bio Med Central 2017
data. The high ratio of the level of discrimination
“repeated” (OR: 3.70; 95% CI: 2.19-6.27) and
“incident” (OR: 3.10; 95% CI: 1.99-4.83) in the
period of 2005 to 2013 with group of individuals
of 15-24 years old. This shows the impact of the
lookism phenomenon which causes discrimination
in physical appearance, residential area and
baseline health status30. For South Korean society,
perfect physical appearance is a kind of necessity
and an absolute standard. According to a survey in
March 2009 from recruiting firm Saramin, about
31% of job applicants in South Korea said they
are willing to undergo plastic surgery because
physical appearance has become an important
factor in getting a job31.
Lookism culture is a term used to refer
to positive stereotype, prejudice, and special
treatment given to people who are physically
attractive32 or to people whose appearance matches
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Workplace,” Journal of Applied Business Research
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cultural preference33. Lookism is discriminatory
treatment to people who are considered physically
unattractive, not only in the workplace, but in
dating and other social settings34. A research shows
that in average, physically attractive individual
tends to have more friends, better social skill, and
a more active sex life. However, attractiveness has
no effect on the level of happiness experienced
by the individual35. Many people judge other
people based on their physical appearance which
influences their response to those people. This
shows that those who are physically attractive
will benefit from their good look. Individuals
who are physically attractive are perceived as
more positive and that physical attractiveness
has a strong influence on the judgment of one’s
competence36.
The development of the media is also one of
the factors of lookism. The media have a very big
role in maintaining and improving the appearance
in society. The development of the media has
increased the interest in plastic surgery which
always presents an ideal and attractive figure
from a physical point of view. Attractive physical
conditions are always presented to be able to
enhance one’s appearance and make them more
acceptable in society.
Eunkook M Suh, a psychology professor at
Yonsei University in Seoul, explained another
factor that causes lookism. He states that in Asian
societies such as South Korea, many people hold
the theory of addition versus the theory of entity
about one’s potential37. We must also consider
how competitive and cooperative the South
Korean society was after the Korean War. Its GDP
per capita ($ 65) was lower than Somalia and
the political regime was oppressive. Now South
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Korea has fourteenth-highest GDP38.
The discussion of plastic surgery law has
not been found in classical fiqh books39.
Discussions about plastic surgery are only found
in modern-day fiqh books40, which are in line with
the development of science and technology41.
Regarding plastic surgery that has just been
encountered in the modern-day fiqh books, if we
look further, there are two objectives for the
implementation of plastic surgery in the modernday fiqh book, namely: 1. Plastic surgery that
aims to repair damaged bones or cells so they can
function as usual. This operation is performed on
people who have physical disabilities, both birth
disabilities and disabilities caused by certain
things such as cleft lip, burns, or disabilities due
to accidents. 2. Plastic surgery which aims to
beautify the shape of the body, for example, the
flat nose is operated on to make it pointed42.
If you look at the character of South Korean
people who are very open and religion is not the
main principle, this is certainly very different
from the character of Indonesian people who are
based on morality and religion43 as well as human
values44. Indonesia, as country with the most
Muslims in the world, makes the culture and life
of its people45 inseparable from Islamic religious
law46. In fact, the implementation of plastic surgery
38
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according to Islamic law and contemporary fiqh
study should only be done in an emergency
situation47. However, in practice, plastic surgery
is mostly performed by someone with the aim
of showing off so that they look more attractive,
like the appearance-oriented views phenomenon
in South Korea where cosmetic/aesthetic plastic
surgery due to physical appearance is common.
The fiqh scholars at least divide the legal
status of plastic surgery into three types: addharūrah (primary), al-hājiyyah (secondary),
and al-tahsīniyyah (tertiary). Ilham Abdullah, a
contemporary scholar, states that operations that
fall into the ad-dharūrah category are divided into
two types; first, surgical activities caused by birth
defects such as blockage of the nostrils, closing
the throat cleft, obstruction of the lower urethral
orifice in men, kidney disorders, pelvic urethral
and tumors48; second, surgical activities caused
by defects that are caused by disease in humans
during their life, such as changes in the shape of
the ear due to cartilage erosion, cancer49 and cases
of burns50. The surgeries above are certainly done
more by doctors than plastic surgery which is
performed only to enhance one’s appearance. This
operation is of course intended to remove defects
in creation, distortion, damage, or deficiencies so
that the operation protects the life from
destruction51.
Meanwhile, operation of the al-hājiyyah
category is an operation that is carried out
because there is a need to remove a defect that
is triggered by something that is physically and
ma’nawi destructive, but does not reach the limit
of emergency (very urgent need)52. This can be
in the case of removing skin deformation due to
cutting machines53, cleft lip surgery, defects in

47
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the jaw caused by disease, or various accidents,
restoring amputated fingers, major breast surgery
due to disease, pain in the neck, shoulders, burns
treatment and cases of deformation after war.
Doctors mostly see that both categories of surgery
are indispensable54 and are something tangible. It
is not the same as plastic surgery in general in its
impact contribution and consequences55.
Contemporary Muslim scholars in Islamic
jurisprudence have come to an agreement on
this problem, namely to legalize and permit this
type of operation for several reasons; first, the
defects handled by such an operation clearly
include physical and moral damage, so a surgical
treatment is required. This is considered a
necessity by referring to the rules of sharia, namely
al-hājah tanzilu manzilata ad-darūrah ammah
kānat au khāssah56. Second, the application of
such operations is legalized, so other operations
also have the same legal consequences, which are
permissible. Meanwhile, treatment surgery
contains a need that concerns the dangers of pain,
namely sensory pain, where this type of surgery
falls into the category of sensory and ma’nawi
damage57.
It can be understood that plastic surgery that is
recommended by medics with the aim of repairing
damaged bones or cells so that they can function
as usual, or plastic surgery which is performed
with reference to surgical practices which are
performed to repair or restore certain limbs to
their original shape, of course, is permissible, and
is not contested by scholars and fiqh experts58.
However, plastic surgery that aims to beautify
the body shape is mostly contested, and even
tends to be prohibited59. This can be understood if
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Tentang Pengaturan Bedah Plastik (Jakarta: Badan
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someone already has perfect body organs, then he
is not allowed to undergo plastic surgery, because
it is categorized as changing Allah’s creation. The
operation is prohibited because it contradicts the
word of Allah SWT in Surah Al-Baqarah (2) verse
195, which means: “… and do not let your own
hands throw you into destruction …” The word of
Allah SWT means that people who have normal
body organs are prohibited from changing their
shape because it is categorized as changing the
creation of Allah SWT. The scholars of fiqh gave
reasons why it is not permissible to undergo plastic
surgery because it is based on the word of Allah
in Surah An-Nisa(4) verse 119, which means: “I
will certainly mislead them and delude them with
empty hopes. Also, I will order them and they will
slit the ears of cattle and alter Allah’s creation.”
And whoever takes Satan as a guardian instead of
Allah has certainly suffered a tremendous loss.”
There is also a hadith which says, “It was narrated
that ‘Abd-Allah said: “Allah has cursed the women
who do tattoos and those who ask for tattoos to
be done, those who ask for their eyebrows to be
plucked, and the women ask for their teeth to be
filed for the purpose of beautification, changing
the creation of Allah.” [Hadith al-Bukhari].
The scholars differed in their interpretation
of the above arguments to be used as an
argumentative basis regarding the legal status of
whether or not plastic surgery is permissible today.
Regarding surah An-Nisa, Imam Ibn Al-Arabi in
his book, Ahkām Al-Qurān, quoted the opinion of
the scholars where what is meant by the phrase
“tagyir kholq” or changing creation actually refers
to the Jahiliyyah Arabic tradition of cutting off the
ears of livestock where people hurt livestock and
have the view to justify what is forbidden and vice
versa60. Aj-Juzaz argues that the above verse is
related to the attitude of Jahiliyyah Arabic people
in forbidding things that are permitted by Allah,
that is eating livestock and they regarded the sun,
moon and stones as god so this is categorized
as changing what Allah has created61. As for the
hadith argument as described above, the majority
of scholars such as Muhamad Amin Ibn Abidin,
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Ibn Hajar Al-Atsqolani, Ibn Muflih and others
prohibit the actions of al-washmu, an-namshu, at
-taflīj62. The scholars see a strong reason for the
prohibition of actions above, namely that there is
a cause for changing Allah’s creation.
Regarding the legal status of plastic surgery
for the purpose of decorating and beautifying
oneself, some scholars think that there should
be an in-depth study first. One of the arguments
is the hadith issued by at-Tirmidhi and Ahmad:
Rasulullah SAW said that “Allah is happy to see
the traces of the blessings given to His servants63”.
This hadith is used as a reference by the scholars
in allowing beautification pursuant to sharia
rules. This opinion is supported by the opinion of
Imam Ibn Qayyim about the special reasons for
prohibiting the use of tattoos and others.
Syeikh Syinqithi is a mutasyaddidin (firm)
scholar where he presents a conclusion from the
above verses of the Koran and hadith which shows
that there is a reason for the prohibition of changing
creation to decorate oneself without good reason.
Dalalah which is contained in the text above tends
to fall into the context of plastic surgery. The two
arguments above are strong warnings and are not
allowed to do so64. In contrast to Shaykh Syinqithi,
Abdul Karim Zaidan prefers to be careful in
forbidding this and he tends to categorize such
issue as makruh65.
In the end, the majority of the scholars,
especially the contemporary scholars, concluded
that plastic surgery is permissible with some
dhowabith (rules of limitation) to be met. Plastic
surgery that is prohibited is when it focuses more
on changing the body shape (tagyir khalq) without
sharia reasons, such as tattoos and others so that it
tends to be classified as an act that is forbidden66.
Plastic surgery is only allowed for doctors who
have competent qualifications in their fields.

This opinion is supported by the famous classical
scholar Ibn Qudamah in his book67. Doctors who
perform plastic surgery must pay attention to every
detail of their activities so that they can minimize
mistakes that can be fatal to patients68. Surgical
practices must not break the sharia prohibitions
such as opening aurah and having a khalwat,
unless it is an emergency situation and is indeed
required69. Doctors must have devotion to Allah
so that the surgical practice is really needed and is
not tempted by mere material interests70.
People undergo plastic surgery without
paying attention to the consequences because of a
lack of understanding of Islamic Law knowledge71.
They undergo plastic surgery because they are
influenced by psychological factors, for example,
people who previously felt inferior with an organ
that was less than perfect (ugly) in physical form,
so that the person felt inferior72. However, there
are also people whose organs are perfectly shaped.
Because they feel that they are not attractive
enough, they will try to beautify themselves by
undergoing plastic surgery73. When the reason for
undergoing plastic surgery is to beautify oneself
and the inferior feeling, the person will be far from
gratitude to Allah, and of course this is prohibited
according to the agreement of the scholars of fiqh,
because this is categorized as changing body parts
permanently and is not based on true medical
reasons according to sharia and focuses more on
changing the body shape (tagyir khalq) without
sharia reasons74.
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