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Cosmetic Surgery 
Cosmetic surgery is one of two branches of plastic 
surgery -the other being reconstructive surgery. This form 
of surgery aims to alter, enhance or reconstruct parts of 
the human body. In 2013 in the US alone, 15.1 million 
cosmetic procedures were carried out (according to the 
American Society of Plastic Surgeons, 2014). There are a 
number of moral and spiritual issues, particularly with the 
misuse of cosmetic surgery, that need to be addressed in 
Religious Education. 



Why do people go “under the knife?” 

 
●  Anti aging - to prevent the cosmetic signs of 

aging such as wrinkles, age spots and sagging. 
●  Body dissatisfaction - People seek to change 

features of themselves that they don’t like. 
Some believe that by going ‘under the knife’, 
they will boost their self-esteem and self 
confidence which will transfer into other 
elements of their life such as relationships, 
career etc. 

 

There are a plethora of reasons why people make the decision to undergo 
cosmetic surgery; 



Why do people go “under the knife?” 
●  Racial transformation -A rapidly increasing market. A process whereby someone of a particular race 

undergoes cosmetic surgery to make themselves look of another race. Common amongst women in 
asian nations who attempt to make themselves look more anglo-saxon.  

          Video: Change my race 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2xnU5rZE4tI&list=PLZl3r4GvdO690PU4WddmOTg-CyzbHNcEO  



Why do people go “under the knife?” 
●  Consumerism - to keep up with the 

common trends. More commonly people 
are succumbing to the persuasive power 
of the media and often feel that they need 
to undergo treatment to keep up with 
what others have. 

●  To achieve what one believes to be 
‘perfection’. Some believe that by 
reaching this ideal, their self-esteem 
would increase which would reflect in 
other areas of their  life.  



Changing views on surgery 
●  600 BC - a Hindu surgeon reconstructed a nose using a piece of cheek. 
●  Prior to the 19th century, Cosmetic surgery was originally used to mend deformities and 

injuries. 
●  In the 19th century, developments in anesthesia and antisepsis made plastic surgery safer and 

allowed for improvements in technique. 
●  The American eugenics movement, with its "Better Baby Contests," post-World War II 

prosperity, and the advent of motion pictures and television all helped to usher in the modern 
era of cosmetic surgery. 

●  During the 60’s there was a stigma in society that one needed to look ‘young’. 
 



Contemporary societal views 

Change in contemporary society Why? 

The numbers of cosmetic 
procedures taking place are ever 

increasing 

Much more casual approaches to 
surgery and societal influences e.g. 

the media 

More men are having cosmetic 
procedures 

Changes in how society views gender 
differences 

Approaches to surgery are much 
more relaxed 

Technological advancements in the 
use  of anaesthetic 

More Australians are heading 
overseas for surgery e.g. Thailand 

As the cost of living is rising people 
are seeking out cheaper ways to 
undergo surgery and therefore are 
getting packaged holiday deals. 

There have been major shifts in how society views cosmetic surgery, 
particularly in the last 20 years.  



Societal pressures 
                   The issue of misuse of cosmetic surgery is largely 

  linked to the ever increasing issue of societal  
  pressures put forward by the media. Young girls  
  are being led to believe that to be beautiful they  
  must look like the airbrushed woman in the media. 
  This often leads to a decision to have cosmetic  
  surgery in later life as they are of the belief that  
  by changing a part of themselves they will be  
  beautiful. 

 



What does the Bible say? 
Fundamentally, Genesis 1 teaches us that we are all made in 
the image and likeness of God. This should underpin a 
distinctly Christian perspective on cosmetic surgery. 
  
The Bible obviously does not directly reference cosmetic 
surgery, however, it does provide advice on the central issues 
surrounding the use and misuse of cosmetic surgery. 
 
1 Peter provides valuable insights into God’s love for us and 
this can be related to the insecurities associated with the desire 
for cosmetic surgery. 
Cast all your anxiety on him, because he cares for you. (1 Peter 
5:7) 
“that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and 
quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God's sight” (1 Peter 3:4). 
 

 



What does the Bible say? 
A literal interpretation of the Bible will lead people to misinterpret 
the message behind scripture -Matthew 5:48 is an example of 
this. “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” 
may be taken in a materialistic and aesthetic sense in our 
modern culture to mean that cosmetic surgery in the pursuit of 
perfection is a positive thing. 
  
Probably the most powerful reference relating to image and 
appearance is: “Do not look on his appearance or on 
the height of his stature, because I have rejected 
him; for the Lord does not see as mortals see; they 
look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks 
on the heart.” (1 Samuel 16:7) 

 



Catholic Church’s opinion 
●  “If morality requires respect for the life of the body, it does not make it an absolute value.  It 

rejects the neo-pagan notion that tends to promote the cult of the body, to sacrifice everything 
for its sake, to idolize physical perfection and success at sports.  By its selective preference of 
the strong over the weak, such a conception can lead to the perversion of human 
relationships” (CCC #2289)   

 
●  Catholic Social Teaching asserts that all human beings must see  

within every person both a reflection of God and a mirror of  
themselves, and must honour and respect this dignity as a divine gift.’ 

 
 
●  The question that one must ask themselves, “Is my motivation for  

receiving plastic surgery in line with my morality, does it reflect a  
love of self and God?” 



Benefits of Surgery 
Corrective or reconstructive surgery can be truly life-
changing and liberating. 
 
The psychological impact of surgery can change someone’s 
outlook on life and positively alter their relationships and 
quality of life. Improved body image, hence a boost in self 
esteem and personal image, means that people can 
participate more fully in life. 
 
See the story of Yahya -”The Boy born without a Face” -
being operated on by world-renowned Australian surgeon 
Tony Holmes who separated Bangladeshi-born twins 
Trishna and Krishna. 



Benefits of Surgery 
Discussion: 
 
What changes will surgery 
bring to Yahya and his family? 
 
How has your opinion of 
cosmetic surgery shifted? 
 
Is this going against God’s 
will? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0v2vHvFheU4 



How do we educate about this? 
In our increasingly consumerist society 
where students are informing their own 
morality based on what society feeds to 
them, it is important that they are taught to 
be critical interpreters of culture and are 
therefore able to understand the issues 
associated with the use and misuse of 
cosmetic surgery. Cosmetic surgery would 
never be explicitly and exclusively taught in 
a Religion classroom, however, teachers 
have the duty to arm their students with the 
skills and knowledge to be able to develop 
their own morality and spirituality around this 
issue. 



How do we educate about this? 
Teachers of Religious Education should: 
-  Model that we are all born in the image 

and likeness of God. 
-  Expose students to the media and lead 

them to a critical interpretation of it. 
-  Highlight the importance of inner-

beauty. 
-  Facilitate resilience and self-

confidence. 
-  Relate scripture to a modern context. 
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