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FITTING IN
“Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” This is a saying I
have heard multiple times. It is a saying that justifies why
people are attracted to only certain people, and it resolves
arguments over who finds whom beautiful. However, the
more I research and discuss the topic of beauty, the more I
realize that this saying does not always ring true.
We all long for beauty. According to psychologist Judith
Langlois, we are born equipped with the ability to see
beauty and be sensitive to it.1 In her research, she has found
that babies tended to stare longer at the faces of the people
adults found attractive, regardless of age, gender, or race.
This led Langlois to believe that
there may be universal features
of beauty that people often
see and seek. This is not to say
that ideal beauty exists. The
universal features Langlois has
found are sensory preferences
such as symmetrical patterns
and soft surfaces, not an “ideal”
face.3 Dr. Norbert Schwarz, a
leading social psychologist
and professor at the University
of Southern California, has
conducted similar research and
discovered similar results. By
using facial-muscle measuring
2
devices that could detect the
slightest smiles and frowns, he

“Every civilization
reveres [beauty],
pursues it at
enormous costs,
and endures the
tragic and comic
consequences
of this pursuit.”
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While growing up in Romania, I was not too concerned
with my appearance. When I was a baby, my mother would
often dress me in my brother’s old clothes. When looking at
photos of me in baggy tank tops that my brother had been
wearing in earlier photos, my mother would joke that I was
a cute baby and, for some reason, my brother’s clothes fit
me better than pretty dresses. However, as I got older and
entered elementary school, I had long hair that reached
a little below my waist, and I wore pretty dresses and hair
accessories. Upon entering middle school, I cut my hair
short to my jawline and would often wear cargo shorts and
a T-shirt. Perhaps it was the lack of “role models” in Romania,
but I never cared too much about how I looked or, if I did, I
had no idea how I was supposed to look. While many of my
friends were imitating their favorite singers and celebrities,
I had no one to imitate. None of the images I was seeing on
television or in magazines looked like me.
The first time I had some interest in cosmetics was in sixth
grade when we visited Canada and I wanted to dye my hair
because I had met several other students who had their hair
lightened. The second time was when we visited Korea and
met one of the students my father had taught. While her face

4. Stefan Sagmeister and Jessica Walsh. Beauty. London: Phaidon Press, 2018.
5. Sagmeister and Walsh, Beauty.
6. Norbert Schwarz, Of Fluency, Beauty, And Truth: Inferences From Metacognitive Experiences.
PDF. New York: Oxford University Press, 2017. https://tinyurl.com/mk5zxa4

showed that both experts and non-experts in art reacted
positively to images widely perceived as beautiful, while new
forms of art that did not follow the standard proportions of
beauty produced frowns.4 The images that both the experts
and non-experts reacted positively to were symmetrical
compositions and images that they understood and felt
familiar with. However, it is interesting to note that when the
participants were asked which images they preferred, the
experts chose the asymmetrical compositions, generally
perceived as ugly.5 The study revealed that images that were
initially despised, became favored with increased exposure.6
This leads me to believe that, while all people naturally see
beauty in a certain way, they can also be taught and trained
to see it differently.

is blurry to me, I vividly remember her slim figure and long,
slightly permed hair. I thought she was beautiful. I remember
she and a few other students took my brother and me to a
theme park. I sat next to her on the bus and, for the first time,
I noticed that my thighs looked like melting loaves of bread
next to her thin legs. I would, to no avail, lift my thighs off
the bench slightly in hopes that the fat would sort of hide
underneath and my legs would look slim, too.
The last time I visited Korea was in 2010, and it was the first
time I really noticed the people around me. This was the first
time I realized that I might not be appropriately dressed, the
first time I knew I did not belong.
In college, I began meeting more and more Koreans. I
attended a Korean church and joined an Asian community at
school. While I did not think much of it at first, I began to feel
uncomfortable at the many questions I received revolving
around why I did not wear makeup and the suggestions
of how I would look pretty if I wore eyeliner and/or lipstick.
While at retreats, the boys would nonchalantly ask the girls
who they were once they removed their makeup. This was
meant to be a joke regarding how different they looked
depending on whether or not they wore makeup, but I was
shocked at how casually the girls received these comments.
I was even more shocked that some of them just refused
to be seen with their bare faces. Up until this point I’d had
little to no interest in cosmetics. My mother was never
one to care much about wearing makeup, although she
would occasionally apply foundation and lightly color her
lips. I found makeup to be time-consuming, hard to apply
correctly, and overall a nuisance. However, as years passed,
my bare face began to feel uncomfortable. Everyone around
me seemed to wear makeup, and I could not deny that they
looked beautiful — or was it that I had become trained to
see it as beautiful?
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“There is a core
reality to beauty
that exists buried
within the cultural
constructs and
the myths. All
cultures are beauty
cultures, and
everywhere beauty
has been a powerful
and subversive
force, provoking
emotion, riveting
attention, and
directing action.”7

Beauty, for me, takes
many forms and has many
meanings. It represents
more than just physical
appearance. It represents
the whole being, including
values and personality. It
also has to do with the
embracing of self and being comfortable in one’s own skin.
It is more than just what one person sees in another. As I
approached my final semester of graduate school and these
forms became more apparent to me, I chose to dig deeper
into the meaning of beauty, trying to understand the cultural
differences expressed in beauty standards and expectations.

7. Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, p. 233..
8. Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, p. 27.
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Another popular topic within
the Korean community was
weight. Discussing weight
and diets was just another
ordinary conversation. As
a result, I began to notice
how my bigger body —
and I mean bigger by the
Korean standards, which is
anything over 110 pounds
— seemed to pop out more
in photos. If I was already
feeling out of place due
to cultural differences and
slight language barriers, the
clothes that I wore, my
bare face, and my body
began to create a wider
distance between me and
this group of people I
wished to belong to.

I grew up in a world of multiple cultures and have always
felt out of place. I was always an outsider. To Romanians, I
was always “this Asian girl;” to South Koreans, “this girl
who grew up in Romania;” to Americans, “this girl with
an interesting background.” From a young age, I felt like
I had to compensate for who I was not. It has always been
about appearance — not the physical look as much as how I
portrayed myself. I always smiled more, always gave more. I
did all I could to make myself feel more connected to those
around me. The end goal of all I did was simply to feel like I
belonged in one of these cultures in which I grew up.
Because of my appearance, I might have believed that I
would most easily fit within the Korean culture. I was wrong.
My face fits, yes; my behavior, my values, my thought process
(although influenced by Korean culture), do not fully fit. Out
of the three countries to influence my life, Korea is the one
I have never lived in. What I know of what it means to be
Korean is based on my upbringing under Korean parents
and the experiences
I accumulated within
the Korean-American
community. In other words,
I am not Korean enough to
claim that I am Korean.

“[Beauty] is seen
both as a source of
strength and as a
source of weakness
and enslavement,
something that
blinds others to
our deeper nature.”8

We all have a need for
acceptance. At group
gatherings, we look
for people we know or
search for people we feel
we can connect with. In
new settings, we look
for that place of comfort,
something that feels
familiar. We all like to
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The notions of beauty interact with many aspects of our
daily lives, from appearance, to behavior, to work. We
question what is good and
what looks good and search
for answers in what we see in
history or in the present time,
and we let it influence us.
It seems we leave it to the
majority to decide what
is good for us. In the past,
it seems to have been
philosophers, the bourgeoisie,
and artists who decided. In
the present, it seems to be
celebrities, influencers, and
money-hungry industries
that claim to offer a solution
for every insecurity people
may have. What does history
tell us about beauty, and
9
what role does it play in
our lives presently?

“American beauties
have reflected
the fact that
northern and
western Europeans
arrived first
and established
themselves as
the elite.”

Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, p. 117.
Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, p. 7.
Sagmeister and Walsh, Sagmeister & Walsh: Beauty.
Umberto Eco, History of Beauty. 3rd pred. New York (etc): Rizzoli, 2017, p.40-41.

While some people may be more comfortable with who they
are, there are many others, including myself, who still search
for that place of comfort where we don’t have to please, hide
certain parts of ourselves, or try to be someone we are not.
Notions of beauty start far back in history and are everchanging, ever-evolving, with people accepting them as
norms. Those who do not follow these norms or do not meet
the standards of beauty are often neglected, leaving them
feeling alone and outcast.

HISTORY OF BEAUTY
9.
10.
11.
12.

be acknowledged, and we all feel lonely when no one
seems to notice us. In a world where we are told how and
who we should be in order to be seen and loved, it is hard
to feel “enough.”

Throughout history, beauty has been associated with good
and ugliness with evil. Many philosophers, artists, and
scholars have attempted to define beauty.
Since ancient Greece, humans have searched for ideal
Beauty. Nancy Etcoff, professor at Harvard Medical School
and psychologist at Massachusetts General Hospital,
argues that the human pursuit of beauty is born from
basic instinct.10 We seem to be able to distinguish between
something beautiful and something ugly. There seems to
be solidarity in beauty. When designers Stefan Sagmeister
and Jessica Walsh conducted a survey on what people found
beautiful, they discovered that most people agreed on the
same options. For example, blue was more beautiful than
brown, a circle more beautiful than a triangle. Their aim
was to debunk the idea that beauty was in the eye of the
beholder and reveal that there are some forms of universal
beauty, but not in the way modernists aimed to find it.11
Beauty (kalón, in Greek) means “all that pleases, arouses
admiration and draws the eye.”12 Clarity, justice, moderation,
harmony, symmetry, and vivid color have all been associated
with beauty — Western beauty. It is important to note
that many of the ideal beauty standards we have today all
seem to stem from the Western beauty ideal created by the
Greeks. In my research, I have found that many resources
on the subject of beauty seem to do so from the Western
perspective. There doesn’t seem to be much on the origins
of Eastern beauty, as even the rigid beauty standards of
Korea seem to have started with Western modernization. For
the purpose of discussing beauty in this thesis, I will focus
mostly on the beauty culture of Korea as I have seen it and
experienced it in comparison to the one in the United States.
Beauty standards and the pursuit of beauty can be found
in the earliest recorded cultures, not only in Greece but in
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Of course, while searching for ideal beauty, many scholars
and artists have found that canonical beauty based
on proportions and numbers was not
always accurate. Edmund Burke, in
Against Proportion (A Philosophical
A ratio of one-part head to a total
eight-part body has been found in the
Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas
mathematical proportions of beauty
of the Sublime and Beautiful, III,
since
Ancient Greece and Medieval times.
4, 1756), questions the concept of
Sculptors and painters have created their
divine proportion and harmony,
work according to these proportions
arguing that these proportions
based on Pythagoras’s mathematical
are found in both beautiful and
laws and the Golden ratio. Many existing
sculptures and paintings from these
ugly bodies. Also, a painter who
times
show the symmetry the artists
perfectly paints according to
strove
for:
equal eyes, equally distributed
these proportions may find the
hair, equally proportioned arms and legs.
final portrait ugly, while one
However, when measured closely, these
who deviates from them may
mathematical proportions have varied
end up with a beautiful image.17
from artist to artist, because rather than
applying them literally, artists adapted
Leslie Farkas, pioneer of modern
them in relation to the position of the
craniofacial anthropometry,
viewer. Proportions changed
measured hundreds of white
with perspective, and later they
women’s faces in order to check if
changed with taste.18
they divided equally based on the Greek

13. Lisa Eldridge, Face Paint. New York: Abrams, 2015, p. 40.
14. Eco, History of Beauty, p. 61.
15. Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, p. 60.
16. Eco, History of Beauty, p. 61.
17. Eco, History of Beauty, p. 61.
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18. Eco, History of Beauty.
19. Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, 140-141.
20. Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, 140-141.
21. Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest : The Science of Beauty, p.14.

other parts of the world, as well. The use of eyeliner has
been traced back to ancient Egyptians, and skin whitening
with lead-based ingredients was used in ancient China.13
However, it was Greek philosophers who gave birth to
ideal images of Venus, the Divine Beauty. Many of these
philosophers also believed that the ideal beauty was based
on proportion. Plato believed in beauty based on proper
proportions. To St. Augustine, beauty was in geometric form
and balance. To Aristotle, it was order and symmetry. We
see the works of proportion in the sculptures and drawings
of Leonardo Da Vinci.14 Albrecht Dürer constructed the ideal
beauty based on proportions measured by his own hands,
which I might add were very long.15 As Umberto Eco notes
in his History of Beauty, “The origin of all things lay
in numbers.”16

canons. He found that very few women fit these standards,
even if they were considered beautiful.19 No women of other
races, measured by cosmetic surgeon W. Earle Matory, Jr.,
could fit within the numbers set by the Greek philosophers.20
Beauty is ever-changing. We continue to see different
models of beauty, from the Greek goddesses to the
contemporary Barbie. We have notions of functional beauty,
divine beauty, natural beauty, and dramatic beauty. Ideal
beauty as viewed by the artists and philosophers continues
to change like the trends of fashion we see in the present. I
believe that beauty standards as seen today can be defined
simply as trends. Every time a new type of beauty comes
out, people strive to achieve this beauty in “a quest for love
and acceptance, to have a face and a body that other people
want to look at and know.”21
While our desire to achieve beauty might be instinctive,
the way we see beauty is mostly trained. The image of
ideal beauty — as framed in Korea and the States — is
manipulated by a patriarchal society that views women as
objects. It is molded by the insecurities and fears of people
who are trained to believe that weight and age are enemies
of beauty. It is the end product of excessive digital distortion
that cannot be emulated by a real person. Our mediasaturated world is dominated by the beauty industry that
tells people how to look and how to dress to be beautiful.
We are bombarded by images of “ideal” beauty and
continuously reminded that if we do not look like images
in magazines, TV, and billboards, we are not beautiful. But
instinctively we know these ideals are not true — why do we
still seek this beauty when we are aware that it is not true?
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When I visited Seoul in 2010, I felt like I was a country girl
visiting a city for the first time. I wore a burgundy T-shirt with
an illustration of a cookie and a milk bottle and the words
“teamwork.” I was wearing some leather sandals my mother
had bought me and had a small leather camera bag on my
shoulder. I had short hair and no makeup on my face. My
best friend was wearing a similar
outfit, a hooded T-shirt and some
ripped short jeans, bright orange
sandals, and her camera bag on
her shoulder. We instantly knew
we didn’t fit in, at least not in the
attire we wore. All the people
— French Proverb
we met on the street were well
dressed — men wore button-down
shirts with nice shoes; women were decked out in dresses or
dress pants, and almost all of them wore high-heeled shoes.
We did not see one bare face, and we rarely saw a body that
was not skinny.

“One must suffer
to be beautiful.”22
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There is a saying in Korean, “미녀는 괴로워” [minyeoneun
goelowo], translated as “a beautiful woman will always be
in pain.” This means that, in order to be beautiful, a woman
must go through pain, whether it would be time sacrificed
on applying makeup and doing her hair or pain and money
spent on cosmetic products and plastic surgery.
Korea boasts the highest number of cosmetic procedures
per capita worldwide. It is reported to have had more than
200,000 medical tourists in 2013, many of whom were
women and were often stopped at the borders on their way
back for looking too different from their IDs. In 2011, there
were more than 600 clinics and nearly 650,000 cosmetic
procedures performed.23 In Gangnam, a cosmetic surgery
clinic can be found at almost every turn of the corner, as if
they were convenience stores.

22. Naomi Wolf, The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used against Women.
First Anchor books ed. New York: Anchor Books, 1992, p. 218.
23. Alexa Lee, “South Korea’s Plastic Surgery Boom: A Quest To Be ‘Above Normal.’” Huffpost.Com, 2019.
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/korea-plastic-surgery_l_5d72afb0e4b07521022c00e1.
24. Timothy J. Craig, Japan Pop! : Inside the World of Japanese Popular Culture.
Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 2000

PACKAGED BEAUTY

Plastic surgery is a common concept in South Korea;
many of the procedures are not even considered surgeries.
Most Korean women will have had Asian blepharoplasty
(commonly known as double-eyelid surgery) after
graduating high school, and many will have tried various
diets in order to lose as much weight as possible. The
celebrity industry plays a huge role in society, with young
teenagers and young adults struggling to look like their
favorite singers and actors. K-pop band members are
literally called idols and are often adored and worshipped
by fans. Any merchandise an idol wears will likely be sold
out within days, if not minutes. Clothing, makeup, and
hairstyles are copied on a daily basis. YouTube is flooded
with tutorials on how to look like so-and-so celebrity.

Unfortunately, beauty standards set by celebrities in Korea
do not only put pressure on fans. Beauty in Korea has
become a must-have tool for survival. Appearance has
become an important aspect of careers, with
beautiful faces often being preferred
While the word “idol” was
over experience. Topics of image
initially taken from English, it
and appearance are not seen as
developed a new definition with the rise of
offensive in conversation, but
Japanese pop. An Idol, アイドル [aidoru], is a
rather more like concerns to be
designed entertainer, usually a younger person
shared. As I have personally
with good looks and an innocent image. Idols
are marketed as the ideal image of beauty and
experienced, Korean women
youth and are adored by fans, with whom they are
will openly suggest diet
expected to maintain a strong relationship. Idols
options and cosmetic
will often hold fan meetings where they will shake
procedures to other women.
hands with their fans, listen to various requests
They
will not back down from
made by fans, and interact with their fans to make
letting someone know that
sure they leave satisfied. Although primarily
singers, idols are not necessarily expected to sing
she may be too fat or that
well as much as they are expected to entertain well
her bare face makes her look
and fit the image the people are looking for.
tired. It is extreme pressure
The idol craze first began in Japan, later
disguised as concern and
being marketed to other countries in Asia.
constructive
criticism to help one
The term soon became popularized in
succeed in a society where the
K-pop. Among Korea’s first produced
idols are Soteji-Wa-Idol
beautiful rule.
and Susie Kang.24
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PLEASE PHOTOSHOP ME
13. Umberto Eco, History of Beauty, p. 97
14. Naomi Wolf, The Beauty Myth, p. 257

Many photo studios in Korea offer full package deals on photos taken
specifically for job applications. While the number of blind interviews —
interviews that do not require a photo for the application — have increased,
eighty-three percent of hiring companies still request a photo of the
applicant. Out of the companies that do request photos, more than sixtytwo percent have admitted that they have failed an applicant just based on a
photo. They look not only at the face but also at attire. Many have revealed
that they assume applicants whose photos were more casual lack the basic
manners society requires.25 With pressure to look the part, many graduates
turn to photo studios for help. Here they receive not only the makeup and
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I would like to be able to say that the first thing I see when
meeting a new person is character. Unfortunately, this
is almost impossible, since without interaction I cannot
say that I know a person at all.
Therefore, the first thing I notice
is appearance. I have heard many
teach not to judge a book by its
cover, but the beautiful covers tend
to attract more interest in general.
The same goes for products
that have attractive packaging,
and boxes that are smashed in
or wrinkled are less likely to be
purchased. I believe that beauty
standards are based on the same
idea. A beautiful woman will stand
out just as a beautifully packaged
product will draw more attention
than ones in regular brown boxes.

“We treat
appearance not
just as a source
of pleasure
or shame but
as a source of
information.”27

25. 신승희. “블라인드 채용 확대에도 이력서 사진 평가 여전.” 베리타스알파, 2019.
http://www.veritas-a.com/news/articleView.html?idxno=301572.
26. 황혜린. “뽀샵 이력서 사진 그대로 성형할 거예요.” 오마이뉴스, 2013.
https://n.news.naver.com/article/047/0002030607.
27. Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, p.39.
28. Eldridge, Face Paint, p. 93.

But who is this beauty for?

hairstyle required by the company they are applying for, but also the attire.
After taking several photos in a manner that suits the job requirements —
if working in service, showing teeth with a nice smile, or if in an artistic
field, making sure to show unique character — the applicant will sit with
the photographer for a Photoshop session. Applicants can request to be
retouched in any way they desire, on top of basic tweaks. One fashion
corporation has reported that more than eighty percent of their applicants
actually look completely different from their photos.26 The job application
process becomes a continuous battle for applicants whose chances of
succeeding seem to be based more on their fabricated image than their skills.

However, it is important to understand that the images of
beauty we see in media and that we perceive as beautiful are
often images of manipulated faces and bodies. No matter
how hard we try, we will never live up to the presented
standards of beauty, regardless of what we are promised in
product advertisements.
It is important to remember where these
beauty ideals come from. Historically,
it is not the women but the men who
establish them. In the past it has been
the aristocrats and the bourgeoisie,
and it is the celebrities and the
beauty industry now. Women have
been objectified for too long for us
to continue to grovel at the mercy of
the beauty culture. Our identity is so
much more than the pretty bow we are
expected to wear for the world.

During the Renaissance,
pamphlets with beauty advice
and recipes were made available
for people of all classes. Most of
these pamphlets were written by
men. The only beauty manual
that has been proved to be written
by a woman is Gli Experimenti,
which was a collection of recipes
and experiments put together
by Caterina Sforza, an Italian
noblewoman of the 1500s.28
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RE-DESIGNING BEAUTY — PART 1. COSMETIC
SURGERY

— So Yeon Leem,
researcher at Seoul
National University

29. Lee, “South Korea’s Plastic Surgery Boom: A Quest To Be ‘Above Normal.’”
30. Lee, “South Korea’s Plastic Surgery Boom: A Quest To Be ‘Above Normal.’”
31. Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, p. 135.

“Plastic surgery to look
white is an old trend
which occurred before
the 1990s. Korean women
want to achieve a
‘universal beauty’
through plastic surgery.”

While many scholars and media outlets lead one to
believe that cosmetic surgery’s popularity in Korea is due
the nation’s hope to look more Western, Seoul National
University researcher So Yeon Leem explains that this is not
entirely true, as the rise of plastic surgery is not just about
looking pretty “but about moving forward and being ‘above
normal.’”29 South Korea is a very competitive nation, as can
be proven by its fast economic and industrial development
and obsession with education. I agree that the desire to
be ‘above normal’ is a big motivator in Korean culture,
but the influence of the West cannot be ignored. Asian
blepharoplasty originated with American military doctors in
the late 1950s and early 1960s who wished to fix the “oriental
eyes” of the natives30 because they looked expressionless.31
I grew up not knowing much about Korean celebrities, but
when I first discovered them in 2006, I became a devoted
follower. I loved finally having someone to look up to that
looked like me — Korean. However, as time went by I started
to notice a change in these celebrities’ appearance. After a
year-long hiatus, singers I used to like would somehow look
different. Some of them I no longer recognized. This was
the result of the beauty trend in Korea. When questioned
about an idol’s change in appearance, agencies and
representatives will reply either by assuring that it is due to
weight loss, change in makeup style, or maturing with time.
However, a lot of the time it is due to cosmetic surgery. I later
found out that there are cosmetic surgery waves where all
idols of an agency undergo procedures that change their
appearance to varying degrees — from small tweaks to
extensive makeovers. Over time, their nose bridges will get
higher, their eyes wider, their jawlines smaller. Their bodies
will become smaller, their collarbones more pronounced.
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Koreans love to advertise cosmetic surgery as harmless
procedures, despite the fact that they often involve cutting
the skin, shaving off the jawbones, and even breaking bones
to restructure them. I have also read many horror stories
of procedures gone wrong, of women who lost feeling in
their faces and of husbands horrified by their wives whose

32. Eco, History of Beauty, p.97.
33. Laura Stampler, “Here’s What Faces Would Actually Look Like If They Were Perfectly Symmetrical.” Time, 2014.
https://time.com/2848303/heres-what-faces-would-look-like-if-they-were-perfectly-symmetrical/.
34. Adam Withnall, “What People Would Look Like If Faces Were Symmetrical — And The Results Aren’t Pretty.”
The Independent, 2015. https://tinyurl.com/yymddngo.
35. Wolf, The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used against Women, p.257.
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While wanting to achieve universal beauty, many Koreans
will often deny undergoing cosmetic surgery. Koreans
love “natural” beauty, which is ironic because real natural
beauty continues to fade through the “small” procedures
women and men get on a regular basis – fillers, adjusting
the inner corners of the eyes after a double-eyelid surgery,
lifting the mouth edges to create more of a smiling face, etc.
What Korea now presents as natural Korean beauty does
not represent what most Korean women really look like. A
“beautiful” woman in Korea now has big eyes with a double
crease, a small V-shaped jawline with slightly protruding
cheekbones, and a high-bridge nose that connects to a
round forehead. Her neckline is long with straight shoulders
featuring a prominent collar bone. Her body is lean, with
slight definition but never showing excessive muscles,
especially in the calves. The “ideal” woman is tall with a small
head, having the perfect ratio of one-part head to a total
eight-part body. (This is coincidentally — or not — the same
as the Greek ideal beauty proportions.) She has smooth and
fair skin, and the longer her legs and arms are, the better.
Let’s not forget the ant waist — a small waist creates more
curve to the body, which is a desirable trait. These standards
are nowhere near what a natural Korean woman looks like.
What defines a natural Korean woman is quite the opposite.
Most Koreans are darker-skinned, with small mono-lid eyes
and angular jawlines. While the height average is currently
increasing, perhaps due to better living conditions as
opposed to previous decades, Koreans tend to be shorter,
have longer torsos, and shorter legs and arms. How much,
then, do Koreans need to re-design themselves to fit the
standards placed upon them by the beauty industry?

eyes would not close at night.
The pain and side effects of
cosmetic surgery are hidden
underneath the glorified
image of what one could
look like. Unfortunately,
Symmetry has been considered a beauty feature
what one could look like
since Ancient Greece. Symmetrical faces are
is not always what one
promoted in the beauty industry, but are the faces
ends up looking like.
of those deemed beautiful really symmetrical? A
One
terrible downside of
photography project by Alex John Beck reveals
cosmetic surgery is that
just how much a face changes when it is made
completely symmetrical. By mirroring one side of
often one procedure is
the face and then the other, Beck creates perfectly
not enough to produce the
symmetrical portraits. The results are two different
image of ideal beauty. Once
faces coming from one portrait, which shows how
the eyes are done, the nose
asymmetrical our faces really are. “I think they
looks
off. When the nose is
lack character” is what Beck says of the
done, the cheekbones are off.
mirrored portraits, pointing out the
error in beauty being
The reconstruction of the bodies
rooted in symmetry.33 34
is very much like a design project
where one adjustment prompts
another. And then another. Every designer
has experienced naming a finished project Final
and then going back to continue making adjustments,
eventually ending with Final_Final_Final_32. If cosmetic
surgery can be compared to designing ideal beauty,
where does it stop? When is it complete? Unlike design
projects that can be started over, a face cannot return to
its original form.
“The neck, say they, in beautiful bodies, should
measure with the calf of the leg; it should likewise
be twice the circumference of the wrist. But what
relation has the calf of the leg to the neck; or either
of these parts to the wrist?”32

“Cosmetic surgery is not ‘cosmetic,’
and human flesh is not ‘plastic.’ ...
Surgery changes one forever, the
mind as well as the body.”35
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Photos from Time, https://tinyurl.com/y44svppr.

Photos from art-, https://tinyurl.com/y4nskqpz.
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RE-DESIGNING BEAUTY — PART 2. MAKEUP
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According to the Merriam Webster dictionary, a mask is
“a cover or partial cover for the face used for disguise.” I
believe I have worn a mask my entire life — a culture mask. I
disguised myself as the person I thought people wanted me
to be. I became a reflection of my surroundings and adapted
accordingly. Much like a chameleon, I shifted in personality,
begging to be accepted in a world I felt alienated from. My
true self remained contained inside, waiting for that quiet
moment when no one could see me, so I could be myself.
Makeup is a mask that I have found both comforting and
painful in the midst of finding my place in the world.

“I think that we
all are masks.”37

Makeup can be seen as an art form.
People use makeup not
only to enhance facial features
but also as a form of expression.
Makeup can completely transform a face, becoming the
perfect mask. Different forms of makeup can be traced to
the earliest cultures in history, and, like beauty, makeup
is ever-changing, our relationship with it continuously
evolving as well.

36. Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, p. 6.
37. Lauren Greenfield, Beauty Culture. Video. Los Angeles, California: Evergreen Pictures, 2012.
38. Eldridge, Face Paint, p.13.
39. Eldridge, Face Paint, p.14.

It has been reported that in 1996, 696,904 Americans have
undergone cosmetic surgery that involved “tearing or
burning their skin, shucking their fat, or implanting foreign
materials.”36 While the expectations of beauty are different
in the States, the desire to be beautiful remains the same.
Women are more confident when someone tells them they
are beautiful and long to hear the words. The extent to which
they go to achieve this beauty is what makes the concept
of universal beauty problematic. The fact that women easily
accept that they are not pretty enough, not skinny enough,
and not good enough as they are is disheartening.

“We’ve been
altering our
skin with paints
and oils and
dabbling in
artistry and
artifice since
the Ice Age.
But what drives
our desire to
paint ourselves?”38

Throughout the years, styles
of makeup have continued
to change. Today we have
hundreds of styles of makeup.
Much like fashion trends,
makeup trends have come and
gone. From the ways eyebrows
are shaped to lipstick colors,
makeup trends have been
shifting, each time adding
a new type of style to the
previously existing ones. There
seems to be a style for every
occasion — the natural look,
the party look, the professional
look. Depending on how we
apply makeup, we can change
how we look and how others
see us.

While makeup was once used
as a form of protection, ritual, or
tribal allegiance, it has gradually shifted into a decoration
tool “associated with beautification, social status, and
preserving youthfulness.”39 Presently, makeup is most often
associated with a beautification process, women being
stereotyped as taking longer than men to get ready, but
what choice do they have if society tells them they need to
look “perfect” for any occasion?
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I have mentioned that I had no interest in makeup until my
college years, when I began meeting more Korean women.
This new interest was largely because in
my own circle of college friends I was the
Koreans often associate wearing
only one not wearing makeup. While a
makeup with an effort to look
part of me could not understand this
presentable in public. This concept
obsession with making eyes look bigger
in Korean culture that beauty can
be achieved if one only tries hard
or shaping eyebrows a certain way, a
enough
is a flawed one. A bare face
part of me longed to belong in the
is often considered a lack of effort
circle of those who were thought to be
and is associated with laziness. After
beautiful. The act of applying makeup
all, one would need only to wake up
earlier to make time for makeup. It is
seemed like a ritual. All of a sudden,
the same with not having a lean body.
when I looked in the mirror, I started to
A bigger person is seen as lazy. After
wonder how I would look if I did take
all, with a little effort they should
their advice. What would happen if I
be able to lose the weight. Flaws are
did wear a little bit of eyeliner? Would
attributed to poor self-discipline.
This concept also exists in the
my eyes look bigger, too? Would I be
American
beauty culture; however,
able to cover that pimple if I used a little
I have found that Koreans
bit of foundation? Not long after I became
tend to be more
more comfortable with the group, I got asked
blatant about it.
why I looked so tired. I wasn’t, but glowing
skin is associated with beauty. Without foundation,
Koreans perceive skin to be dull. For Koreans, this is a sign of

40. Eldridge, Face Paint, p.19.

I would like to take a brief pause and note that I do not think
makeup is inherently bad and that all who use it are either being
manipulated or looking for attention. I wholeheartedly embrace that
makeup can be an empowering tool, or, as my grandmother used
to use it, a form of celebration of beauty. The problem arises when
makeup becomes a defense mechanism to the harsh criticism thrown
at people by a society that cares more about increasing their financial
gain rather than the health and wellness of the people. Makeup
should not be a mask under which we are forced to hide our true
self, and it should not become a criterion of judgement of whether a
person is or is not acceptable within a society.

tiredness or exhaustion. Being asked if one is tired can even
be taken to a level of being offensive. Rather than a question
of care, it is an attack on the lack of makeup.

At last, curiosity and pressure got the best of me. I began
watching tutorials on how to apply makeup and began
lightly touching up my face. This small act alone was
received with great excitement among my friends. I received
recommendations on products and styles that might
look good. It seemed like makeup had opened a
whole new door of conversation, and, truthfully,
However, makeup has not
it felt good. I felt like I was more a part of the
always been welcomed with open
pack. I felt more welcomed and accepted. I
arms. While today makeup is
still wear makeup when I meet my Korean
considered a form of expression,
there have been moments in history
friends. Makeup is part of my codewhen makeup was not tolerated or,
switching when I engage with the Korean
if it was, it had to be inconspicuous.
community. Suddenly, my guard goes up
For example, with the rise of the
on appearance. Talk of diet is on my lips —
Reformation, makeup and all other
yes, I have gained a few pounds but I am
decorations and adornments were
working
out. Makeup has become a coping
banished. The idea that nothing
should detract from the Divine
mechanism to ensure that I do still belong.
had pushed the pursuit of
beauty to be seen as vain.
Cosmetics and toiletries represent thirty
percent of the global market. Makeup products
are seen as essential items by many women, some
not leaving the house without a makeup pouch. Flawless
skin, long luscious eyelashes, and big plump lips are
features to be desired in the beauty culture, and they are all
seemingly achieved with makeup (I do not have flawless skin
when I wear foundation. I am pretending that I do).
We continue to see history repeat itself not only in beauty
but in makeup, as well. The use of adornments and
decorations of the body and face has been a common
practice in the past. Red lipstick and rosy cheekbones have
been a common favorite, especially in Eastern cultures; the
color red symbolizes desirability, love, passion, youth, and
health.40 Portraits from the sixteenth century have shown
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We are able to study the Western beauty culture through
many paintings left behind — portraits of European
royalties that have set the trends and paved a
pathway for the beauty standards that exist today.
Also known as
Jeanne-Antoinette
Umberto Eco gives a detailed account in his book,
Le Normant
History of Beauty, but he makes a clear disclaimer
d’Étioles, Madame
that his findings are based on the Western culture
de Pompadour was
and may not apply to the Eastern one (about which
the mistress of King
there has not been much research). I became
Louis XV of France.42
curious to know more. During my research, I, too,
found little information on the beauty ideals of South
Korea before the Western modernization, and these
were articles written in Korean with no English translations.

Photo from Daum Blog, http://blog.daum.net/mirpjl/1287217.

“미인도” [miindo] or “Portrait of Beauty,” created by
Other painters
eighteenth-century Joseon Korean painter Shin
from the Joseon
Korea include
Yun-Bok, is considered the best representation of
Kim Hongdo and
ideal beauty in Korea before westernization. Other
Chae Yong-Shin.44
small clues are found in paintings by artists of the
same time. But in general, there is no comprehensive
record of beauty ideals of the time. The most common
characteristics found in what little evidence exists is that
the ideally beautiful woman resembled a fairy. She had
a youthful, pretty face and a good-natured attitude that
radiated innocence. (The blooming age was between
sixteen and eighteen.) Her brows were black and thin,
resembling a crescent moon, and she had plentiful hair
neatly arranged. Her eyes were portrayed as slender and
long, and her skin was white as snow. While her neck and
fingers were long and slender, her overall body was petite
with a narrow waist.43

41. Eldridge, Face Paint, p. 32.
42. Nancy Mitford, “Jeanne-Antoinette Poisson, Marquise De Pompadour | French Aristocrat.” Encyclopedia Britannica, 2020.
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Jeanne-Antoinette-Poisson-marquise-de-Pompadour.
43. 정해은, “미인의 조건.” 우리역사넷, 2020. http://contents.history.go.kr/mobile/km/view.do?levelId=km_035_0080_0020_0010.
44. “미인도(美人圖),” 한국민족문화대백과사전, 2020. https://encykorea.aks.ac.kr/Contents/Item/E0019993.

that pale skin and red cheeks were a symbol of beauty at
that time. Madame de Pompadour became a trendsetter
with her rouged cheeks. The shade Madame de Pompadour
used on her cheeks was so closely associated with her that it
has been named after her as “Pompadour pink.”41

Everywhere we go we are greeted with some sort of image
of beauty. Fashion magazines at the counter while we buy
groceries, flawless skin advertisements we get in our mail,
hundreds of billboards of beautiful jewelry we see while
driving to work — these are images that remind us of beauty
and of the desire to be beautiful. It is not just the images
of celebrities that we see on TV, but sometimes even the
images of our friends who look so good in their selfies that
can trigger a sense of comparison and want.
Growing up as part of the only Korean family in the county
we lived in, I did not have much to compare myself to.

45. Kallie Szczepanski, “Gisaeng: Korea’s Geisha Women.” Thoughtco, 2019.
https://tinyurl.com/y49ec45w.
46. Katrina Maynes, “Korean Perceptions of Chastity, Gender Roles, and Libido;
From Kisaengs to the Twenty First Century,”
Grand Valley Journal of History: Vol. 1 : Iss. 1 , Article 2, 2012.
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gvjh/vol1/iss1/2.

Beginning of the Beauty Culture

47. Robert Neff, “[Joseon Images] Korean Gisaeng In The American Press.”
The Korea Times, 2020. http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2020/02/177_261637.html.
48. 정춘옥, “기생에 대해 우리가 몰랐던 사실.” 시사뉴스, 2020.
http://www.sisa-news.com/mobile/article.html?no=111447#0DLP.

MARKETING BEAUTY

Perhaps it was due to the aftermath of communism, but
I don’t recall seeing too many advertisements for beauty
products or fashion trends. Any beauty advertisements that
I did see seemed to have nothing to do with me. Looking
back to my childhood now, I had confidence in the fact that
I looked different. Of course, my appearance brought on a
myriad of other problems, but I did not feel pressured by
the beauty aspect of it, because I had no one to compare
myself to. In this sense and looking at where I am now, I
was perhaps blessed not to have had access to the beauty
culture as a middle schooler.
There is a growing concern among adults in Korea and
perhaps also in the States of children wanting to grow up
very quickly. When I was twelve, my free time consisted
of playing tag and popping water balloons for fun. While,
even then, there were children who were more interested

THE GISAENG
The traditional Korean woman was portrayed as an obedient and loyal
wife, mother, and daughter. Rather than through physical appearance,
her beauty shone through her calm and collected attitude; her values were
portrayed through a clean and simple look, wearing the traditional hanbok.
In opposition to the traditionally Confucian women stood the gisaeng, also
known as “flowers that speak poetry.” The gisaeng were “highly-trained
artists women [...] who entertained men with music, conversation, and
poetry.”45 The gisaeng were recruited between the ages six and ten, and they
were “the most beautiful and intelligent daughters of the lower class.”46
While historically Korean women were kept from receiving education
following Confucian principles, the gisaeng received extensive schooling in
order to match the lifestyle of the noblemen they were to spend most of their
time with. The gisaeng were also the only women allowed to wear colorful
and elaborate garments, heavy makeup, and beautiful ornaments. Although

seen as being in the lowest class in society and openly frowned upon as they
were mostly considered prostitutes, the gisaeng actually had more freedom
in expressing themselves, and they were free to travel and make money —
luxuries that many other women in the nation did not have.47
According to journalist Chun-Ok Jung, gisaeng began to emerge in 1930.
These gisaeng were beautiful and educated women who proudly wore
Western clothing and enjoyed drinking coffee and wine. Gisaeng recognized
for their talents were also respected and were not easily accessible. It was
hard for common people to meet such high-class gisaeng.48 The gisaeng
were the women more open to change and more accepting of the Western
modernization and education. It is the gisaeng or the daughters of the
gisaeng who would often leave to receive education in the States and would
then return to Korea as sinyeosong, or modern women.

“It cannot be
about women, for
the ‘ideal’ is not
about women but
about money.”
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I remember I had always thought my mother’s heels
were pretty. I would try them on when she wasn’t looking,
awaiting the day I could have pretty shoes of my own. It has
now become a more serious concern, as health issues linked
to prematurely wearing high heels have been identified, but
elementary students still tend to walk around wearing their
mothers’ heels. Many companies also create shoes with heels
for young children.50 Women often wear heels because it
defines their bodies. The legs look longer and the butt firmer.
Why would children need that? Children see adults as role

49. Wolf, The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used against Women, p. 232.
50. Jana Charyk, “How High Heels Can Bring Your Little Girl Lifelong Harm.” Dr. Dina, 2019.
https://drdina.ca/high-heels-little-girl-lifelong-harm/.

in clothes and makeup, it
seems that presently the age
at which girls start caring
about these things is much
younger. A few years ago, my
husband and I drove to Ohio
for a Thanksgiving reunion with
his family. While most of his
cousins are on the older side, his
youngest cousin at the time was
49
twelve. While it was unfortunate
that she spent most of her time
either on her phone or iPad, I was intrigued by the fact that
she was ecstatic to be shopping for Black Friday. At her
age, I probably wanted to go to the park with my friends.
On Black Friday, she was up early, all dressed, hair done,
and ready to go. She had a little handbag and set out on a
mission — to buy makeup and earrings. I watched her trying
out samples in a makeup store, trying out different lipstick
colors, putting on foundation, and browsing for eyeshadow.
I followed her around the store, fascinated by the fact that
a girl her age would be so interested in makeup. Being
exposed to so many images of beauty from an early age, it
is not hard to understand why appearance has become so
important. Children learn that they need to make themselves
more beautiful even before they get the chance to fully
explore and accept who they are.

models and often imitate them. They are easily influenced
as they absorb the information around them like sponges.
Unfortunately, with more access to screens at the present
time, children’s role models often come from TV shows and
the entertainment world, lately also coming from social
media in an even more dangerous form. People on social
media are not always truthful. Those who love to create the
illusion of a perfect life cause damage — if an acquaintance,
a neighbor, or a friend can have such a life, why can’t I?
Social media becomes a platform for comparison, but this
time not with the unattainable life of a celebrity, but with the
seemingly attainable life of someone I know.
The advertising of beauty is not a new concept. It has been
present throughout history. From the portraits of muses of
the past to the influencers today, beauty has always been
promoted as a need. The difference is that in the past there
were not as many media which could spread the ideal
beauty image. It was only in the sixteenth century when
printing became easier that broad messages around beauty
could start to spread.
While the beauty culture was steadily growing across the
world and the rise of printed material set the stage for a
future of popular products, advertisements, and beauty
expectations, makeup was still frowned upon in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Similar to the notion
in Korea that any heavy makeup belonged to the gisaeng —
the lowest in class in the society — makeup beyond light oils
and creams was associated with prostitutes in the Victorian
era. However, with the rise in popularity of the theater and
the phenomenon of idealizing actors and actresses, this
view began to change. Women in England found performers
attractive and wanted to look like them. Actors and actresses
performed in theaters with strong lighting and had to wear
makeup that matched the set illuminations. The cosmetic
industry, seeing performers’ images rise in popularity
— especially among women — did not hesitate to take
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I have always wondered how performers and celebrities
ended up becoming spokespeople for the majority of the
marketing we see today. It started with the manipulation of
people who saw something they felt attracted to and wanted
to have for themselves.

Culture of Perfection
Part 1. Media distortion and manipulation
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The search for ideal beauty has been going on for centuries,
but nothing seems to have amplified it more than the
present approach. Advertisements, social media, and
technology all play a huge role in promoting an unrealistic
goal of ideal beauty, an image of beauty that continues to
shift at the whim and convenience of those who promote it. I
believe that the immediate access we have to the internet is
especially dangerous to younger generations, who become
increasingly dependent on what the world is telling them to
be. A quick search on Google results in thousands of images
of what people are supposed to look like. These images
are accompanied by thousands of ways to lose weight, get
smooth skin, and apply perfect daily makeup. While the
beauty industry is now seemingly trying to include more
representation of different ethnicities in their advertisements
and brands, it still remains true that standards such as a
tall figure, lean body, youth, and flawless skin (as well as
often lighter skin) are what define traditional beauty. This
traditional beauty is everywhere, convincing young girls
and women across the world that they need to fit in a certain
mold if they want to be considered beautiful.

51. Eldridge, Face Paint, p. 97.
52. DW Documentary,. The Social Media Beauty Cult. Video. 2019.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5PBs7RqPTrI.
53. Brenna Daldorph, “New French Law Says Airbrushed Or Photoshopped Images Must Be Labelled.” France 24, 2017.
https://www.france24.com/en/20170930-france-fashion-photoshop-law-models-skinny.
54. Eco, History of Beauty, p. 205.

advantage of the moment. “Cosmetics companies quickly
learned to monetize [the desire to look like performers] by
getting their products endorsed by actors in ads featured in
theater programs.”51

“Something is
always too big,
too small, too
thin, too fat,
too little, too
short, too long,
or too much”52

As of October 1, 2017, a new law
was passed in France making it
mandatory for any images used for
commercial purposes to be labeled
as “retouched photo” if the body
presented was edited in any way.
This applied to both magazines
and online images, and failure
to do so resulted in a fine up to
€37,500. Another law was passed
that required models to present
a medical certificate that proved
that they were healthy. These
measurements were taken in hopes
of promoting a healthy image
to young girls and putting a
stop to eating disorders and
This traditional beauty does not only affect
unhealthy goals for a beauty
women, of course. There are plenty of standards
and rules for men as well, but it seems that,
that does not exist.53 This is a
historically and presently, beauty standards affect
step forward, but photos will
women more. Women tend to be held to higher
always tend to speak louder
standards, their appearance is commented on
than a label.
more, they spend more on beauty products, and
they are valued more as objects of beauty. The
Neoplatonic movement began in the fifteenth
Unfortunately, the majority
century, started by Marsilio Ficino, an Italian
of the beauty industry does
philosopher and theologian who believed that
not follow this protocol. In
divine beauty was not only found in nature but
fact, the beauty industry
was diffused through humankind. With his
representation of the divine through people
seems to make a fortune
came the rise of sensual images, the Venetian
from exploiting ideal
iconography — celestial and terrestrial Venuses.
beauty
standards. The
However, while women were being compared
more women chase after an
to beings with divine features, the men were
gauged by their strength and pleasures. They were
unrealistic goal, the more
supposed to be fat but not muscular, with flowing
they will spend on cosmetics
robes, representing a wealthy and powerful
and procedures. If ideal
man — one to be envied. In classical Beauty,
beauty were achievable, women
the man was perceived as the master of
would feel no need to continue
all animals and the woman as a
gentle, docile being.54
buying products.
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“We see
extreme
beauty, not
real people”
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We rarely see anything but the perfected image of models.
They are designed to please, excite, and tempt. Models
are perceived as the epitome of perfect beauty, but that is
because we are not shown their imperfections. Body parts
are often mixed and matched to create the perfect image.
Hands-only models exist, as do feet-only models. These
hands and feet are placed with the faces of supermodels
who have the right facial features. There is so much
distortion and manipulation happening behind the scenes
that women are either not aware of, or choose to ignore
and still desire what they see. Renee Engeln defines this as
“beauty sickness.”57

What society is telling us we are supposed to look like
is dangerous. Throughout history, women have been
objectified and reduced to their appearance. While it is sad
that men often put women on a rating scale and judge them
on a scale of one to ten on attractiveness, it is heartbreaking
that women often rate other women as well, and actually
more harshly. I more regularly feel uncomfortable with
how I look around women. It is women who more regularly
“check me out,” scanning my appearance up and down. It is
extremely awkward. It’s not like I can’t see their eyes going
up and down. It makes me feel more self-conscious, and after
a scan I feel a need to double-check myself to make sure that

Photo from BBC News, https://tinyurl.com/y5a6k7kc.

The real issue of the beauty culture lies within the hearts of
young girls and women. We are so absorbed by this notion
of ideal beauty that is presented to us that we become more
and more aware of what we do not have. I am 5'2" and often
don’t feel tall enough. What am I measuring myself against?
The preferred height in South Korea, between 5'5" and 5'9"? I
feel overweight when I weigh over 110 lbs. because a woman
in Korea is expected to stay under this number. I do not have
big double-lidded eyes, nor do I have a high-bridge nose. I

have a double chin and small hands with short fingers. The
list of what I am not and do not have could go on for days.
I know I am not alone in my dissatisfaction with my body.
According to Carolyn Coker Ross, “80 percent of women in
the US are dissatisfied with their appearance. And more than
10 million are suffering from eating disorders.”58

55. Greenfield, Beauty CULTure.
56. TEDxMidAtlantic. Looks Aren’t Everything. Believe Me, I’m A Model. Video. 2012. https://tinyurl.com/nr2223r.
57. TEDxUConn. An Epidemic Of Beauty Sickness. Video. 2013. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=63XsokRPV_Y.
58. Carolyn Coker Ross, “Why Do Women Hate Their Bodies?” Psych Central, 2018.
https://psychcentral.com/blog/why-do-women-hate-their-bodies/.

What we see on a daily basis on TV, in magazines, and
any other products featuring beautiful women is actually
the result of carefully applied makeup and technological
manipulation that enhances the features
that have been labeled as attractive (e.g.,
big eyes, plump lips, light smooth skin,
luxurious hair). It doesn’t stop there. The
belly that may be slightly poking out
is nicely tucked in, and the arms and
legs are slimmed down. That perfect
55
light and camera angle give the model
proportions that simply do not exist in
real life. Cameron Russell, an American model who began
her career at only sixteen years old, calls her final images
“constructions” rather than photos.56
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It is hard not to notice other people. The first thing we
see is someone’s appearance, and unfortunately, our
first instinct is to rate them. In South Korea, 첫인상 [cheot
insang], which means “first impression,” is very important.
The first impressions are usually based on appearance,
which many believe can reveal what kind of character a
person has. In reality, though,
“physical appearance tells us little
about a person’s intelligence,
kindness, pluck, sense of humor,
or steadfastness.”59 However,
because of our own tendency
to look at others and measure
them, we can be certain that we
are also subject to other people’s
measuring. It is really an unhealthy
circle of action that lowers our
self-esteem and confidence. It is
called the objectification theory —
internalizing the notion that our
bodies are always on display for
other people to rate and evaluate.
It is this theory that explains the
actions of our cultures that damage
girls as young as thirteen.

“Women are
comparing
themselves
and young men
are comparing
young women
with a new breed
that is a hybrid
nonwoman.”60

Instead of tearing down other women for their looks, let’s
encourage one another. By rating each other, we play along

59. Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, p. 241.
60. Wolf, Beauty Myth, p. 267.

nothing looked out of place. My shirt was tucked in weirdly
and made me look extra fat? Great... I smiled and I actually
had that piece of spinach stuck between my teeth? Kill me
now. Of course, I am not always the victim. I often find myself
scanning others as well. There is usually envy over someone
who looks pretty or a disapproving feeling towards someone
who may just have a different sense of fashion than mine.
These are only two examples of the myriad feelings we have
when we see other people.

in the objectification of women. We ought to fight against
judgment with love and kindness. Wanting to look pretty
is not wrong. Having a beautification ritual, whether it be
makeup or adorning oneself in pretty jewels is not wrong.
But to pursue beauty because someone told us that we are
not beautiful is wrong. We are beautiful.
As I’ve mentioned, celebrities in Korea are always on
display. Being a celebrity in South Korea tends to be a way
of living. Celebrities are held to higher expectations, often
becoming ambassadors and representatives of the nation.
As appearance is a very important aspect of the country’s
representation, celebrities need to be beautiful in order
to succeed. They are the ones who set the
standard for the general public, yet
the standards for them are set by
There was a time in Korea when
their companies.
talented singers were not allowed to

perform on stage because of their looks.
Their appearance simply wasn’t good enough
for them to be presented to the public. Their
voices have been featured in movies and dramas,
however, they were not allowed to perform live.
They were called “singers without a face.” Other
singers were forced to wear sunglasses at all times in
order to hide their small eyes.

Celebrities in Korea are
known to undergo severe
restrictions and routines
in order to maintain their
looks. Top idols often reveal
their diets and routines
even if they are aware that
This has changed over time, and these singers are now
what they follow is not
able to perform in front of the public. However, their
healthy. IU, a top Korean
appearance is still often scrutinized and joked over. It
singer and performer,
is almost a given to think that someone who does not
once revealed that her diet
fit the beauty standard and yet has become a
routine
included eating just
celebrity must be amazingly talented, or they are
one apple for breakfast, two
most likely a comedian. People who fit the
beauty standards can become celebrities
sweet potatoes for lunch, and
even without talent or skill, but those
one protein shake for dinner
who do not must have incredible
each day. This would expand over
talent or skill in order
a couple of weeks depending on
to become a star.
need. The artist later revealed that she
suffered from bulimia and was receiving
help for her struggle with image and weight.
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Although discussions about weight and appearance
are common in Korean culture, I still find it hard to take
comments such as “you should go on a diet” or “you should
put on some makeup” casually. Several years ago I went to a
friend’s wedding at a church I used to attend. I met a number
of older women who knew me in previous years. While they
greeted me with open arms, one of the first things they
would say was, “Oh, you look so healthy! Your husband must
be treating you well!” This is a polite way for Koreans to say,
“Oh, looks like you have gained weight!”
Not all Koreans are this polite, if you can call this polite.
Often, Koreans will be much more straightforward.
• “You need to work out more.”
• “You won’t find a date looking like that.”
• “You should take care of yourself more.”

Photo from hipwee, https://www.hipwee.com/tips/diet-iu/.

Celebrities, representatives of the nation’s beauty, are
harshly criticized on their appearance, and this is especially
true of female celebrities. Women celebrities receive more
comments about their body weight than men, often being
criticized for being too fat or too skinny. Netizens — the
people of the internet — in particular play a huge role in
Korean celebrities’ lives, sometimes even having the power
to make or break a career. People who sit behind a computer
tend to feel more confident when making comments
or calling out other people. They feel safe knowing that
they can stay anonymous, and many will use this to
their advantage. In Korea, the netizens are most active,
commenting on literally every move of anyone in the media
business. They are present at the smallest hiccups and will
not shy away from digging up past issues on celebrities they
dislike. As celebrities are human and vulnerable to mistakes,
it is not that hard for netizens to criticize, taunt, and leave
malicious comments for their own entertainment.

These are sentences that are normal because, for most
Koreans, beauty correlates with self-care.
These pressures to conform to this ideal beauty are
overwhelming. Over the past few years, I have made quite
a few Korean friends. I am sad to say that I have yet to see
some of them without makeup. Even if I’m just stopping by
their place to drop something off, they will take the time to
put on foundation and eyeliner and they pride themselves in
having achieved a presentable look in so short a time. What
saddens me is not the fact that they want to be presentable,
but rather, that they believe that their bare face is not worth
presenting. This leads me to ask, “But isn’t your bare face you
as well?” In Korea, there are many women who will not walk
out of their apartments without having applied makeup. One
scene that will be forever ingrained in my memory is that of
a woman I saw as a child while visiting my grandmother in
Korea. My grandmother lived in a hilly area on the outskirts
of Seoul. My grandmother’s building was on a steep slant.
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When Renee Engeln, writer and professor of psychology at
Northwestern University, presented to her students that fiftyfour percent of women would rather be hit by a truck than
be fat, her female students responded with questions like,
“How big is the truck?” rather than being surprised by the
statistic.61 In an interview conducted in South Korea, women
replied that they would rather be skinny than healthy
because appearance seems to matter more.62 Obesity in
Korea is not tolerated. Stores will often stop plus-size people
from entering their stores, stating that they simply do not
carry large sizes. Body positivity and plus-size brands
are represented by size-two models. Bigger people are
regularly fat shamed on the streets by friends, strangers, and,
unfortunately, even by their families.
More and more women measure themselves against
unachievable goals, despite the fact that most of them
fully know that they are striving for the unattainable
and unhealthy. Celebrities may reveal their diet habits
and workout sessions, but they will not reveal just how
micromanaged their lives are in order to achieve these
beauty standards. They diet, but they will do so under the
supervision of nutritionists. They have private coaches
to help with their workout, not to mention frequent visits
to cosmetic surgery offices. Many girl idol groups are
suspected to have received injections for leaner legs and
arms. Flawless hair is the result of many hours of work by
hair stylists who are available at all times in public spaces.
Their fabulous attire is the result of fashion coordinators

61. TEDxUConn, An Epidemic Of Beauty Sickness.
62. Asian Boss, What’s The Ideal Weight For Korean Girls? Video. 2018. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B3x5tef8wv4.

There was a little store nearby, and while my mother and I
went out for a walk towards a store I saw a woman. She had a
lot of makeup on, her hair was long with beautiful curls, and
she wore a short dress with super high heels. She was slowly
coming down the hill, walking sideways. She seemed to
struggle but looked determined to make it all the way down.
I wonder if wherever she was headed was worth risking a
sprained ankle or worse.

FASHION AND TRENDS
Fashion brands often use celebrities and influencers to wear their clothes.
In Korea, this creates a huge wave of sales, fans all over the country aiming
to copy their favorite star. For this reason, product placement is very popular
in Korea. Companies use celebrities, TV shows, and dramas as opportunities
for advertising. The most common are cell phone advertisements in dramas,
where the camera zooms in towards the main character using a feature of the
newest Samsung phone. Even the poor girl who lives in one of those semibasement apartments has the latest-model phone. While in a cafe, the focus
is on a certain brand of juice while other ones are blurred. Actually, most
products will be blurred unless they are there for advertisement purposes.
This tactic works because people who see these products automatically want
to have them for themselves. Trends catch on very quickly in Korea, and if a
trend is started by a celebrity, people follow.
Trends are vital to Koreans. Unlike in the States, where people want to be
seen as individuals and the more unique one is the better, in Korea people
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who have everything ready for them to wear before an
outing, and outfits are from brands who want their clothes
and items to be advertised. In truth, the beauty standard in
Korea is based on money and power, and only those who
have both could reach the beauty standards. However, if
one has both money and power, wouldn’t one be setting the
standards? And yet, even the rich and famous are trying to
live up to beauty standards. What, then, do beauty standards
really mean?
Celebrities, especially idols, are carefully constructed images
meant to attract an audience. They are prepared for many
years as trainees. During this time, they develop not only
their skills as singers and dancers but also as entertainers
and marketing strategists. Many idols are expected to have a
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“Clothes are adornments for
people wanting to be loved”63

63. Greenfield, Beauty CULTure.

seem to want to be the same. If there is a trend happening and someone
can’t be a part of it, they feel left out and alienated. I used to watch a Korean
show called Hello, Counselor, about people bringing their concerns to the
hosts looking for a resolution. One of the concerns came from a student who
struggled to fit in at school. Her biggest disappointment was that everyone
at her school wore long padded coats, as was the trend, but her mother never
bought her one. I also remember a time when white shirts worn with jean
skirts was a trend in Korea. My friend who had recently returned to Korea
shared that literally all females on the street were wearing a white shirt with a
blue jean skirt. Most recently, there has been a trend to make Dalgona coffee,
which is basically coffee topped with whipped instant coffee that becomes
similar to toffee. It had become such a huge trend that everyone I knew was

trying it and talking about it. Celebrities on shows were doing it. Staying on
trend is a survival tactic. Those who refuse to follow or look the other way
are considered outsiders.
The traditional concept of recognizing different categories of people
seems to have been preserved. People used to differentiate social class and
occupation by the colors of the hanbok and the types of adornments worn.
People’s occupations are often easily recognized by the type of clothes they
wear. Students will almost always be in uniforms and corporate workers in
professional clothing, full suits for men, and blouses and skirts for women.
Social class can be recognized, unfortunately, based on the brands of the
clothes and bags people wear and use. It is not uncommon for Koreans
to be looked down upon or shamed for not wearing appropriate clothes,
not wearing brand-name clothes, or for carrying cheap-looking bags. Job
interviews can go better based on the type of shoes one wears. It is a neverending fight against a society that functions on beauty and wealth.
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Photo from Soompi, https://tinyurl.com/y4x8fu5z.

wide spectrum of skills as they are sent out on variety shows
as part of their promotional appearance. Those who do not
perform well on TV shows — those who aren’t funny enough,
interesting enough, or who have too little presence — are
edited out completely from the program. Those who make
it to stardom are the ones who are able to shine through a
nightmarish competition and keep up with the demands of
the industry and the people who follow it. Avoiding scrutiny
is impossible.
The use of models and celebrities to promote an ideal of
beauty is not limited to Korea. I believe it is similar in the
United States, although I do think it is not as pronounced.
While Americans seem to love their individuality, criteria
for the perfect body or face still exists. With the rise of social

bigger, chin smaller, lips bigger, etc. All of my Korean friends,
including myself, use Snow when taking photos and selfies. I
try to avoid using it as much as I can, but I cannot deny that
I feel better about myself when I use the app. At the same
time, I also have to admit that the person in the photo taken
with this app reflects a photo that is not really me. In the end,
the reality is that I do not have those bigger eyes and I still
have my double chin. The edits might be minor, but they are
enough to imply a version of me that doesn’t exist.

media, influencers, and access to tools for manipulation,
beauty sickness is only growing more threatening and
more dangerous.

Culture of Perfection — Part 2. Social Media
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Photos on Instagram and similar apps introduce us to
a world of perfection. Photos of influencers and those
who seemingly have a perfect life are posted to make
users want to have a similar experience, a similar life, a
similar face. They make us long for perfect beauty. What
we tend to forget, however, is that images nowadays can
be manipulated, at just one touch of a button. Through
Photoshop and filters, we can create that perfect backdrop,
that perfect sky. We can remove all blemishes from our
faces and apply makeup. Apps like Facetune and Snow
allow users to edit their face structures, making their eyes

s://tiny
thinkbig.com, http
Photo from Blog

Social media has become a space where everyone can
make up their own story. While some choose to use the
space for expression and connection, others choose to
flaunt their seemingly perfect appearances and perfect
lives. Image-based apps such as Instagram have significantly
amplified issues of not feeling and looking good enough.
Instagram and Facebook encourage the evaluation and
rating of other people, more likes and more followers
somehow offering more validation. We naturally like
attention and seek approval. We all long to fit in. Numbers
of likes and followers feed that need when they are high
and, unfortunately, throw us into despair when they are
low. When I opened my Instagram account a few years ago,
I told myself that I would not let myself be affected by the
number of followers and likes. The truth is, every time I get a
notification of a new follower or a like I sense a small feeling
of accomplishment. When certain posts don’t get as many
likes as others I subconsciously question if perhaps my post
was not good enough.

Social media is filled with images of Photoshopped beauty.
As followers, we only see the end product, and we want it.
This is a growing issue especially among younger people
who set their goals to look like these images of perfection.
It is a pursuit of a carefully designed, made-up image that

Behind the Scenes of Beauty Culture
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How aware are we of what goes on behind the scenes in the
beauty industry? How well do we know where our products
come from and how they are produced? How aware are we
of the risks and impacts of beauty rituals? When can we say
enough is enough when it comes to altering our bodies
and appearance?
“Why does a synthetically produced red lip, for example,
read as sultry rather than machinic?64 asks contemporary
artist Sarah Cwynar. Most, if not all, makeup products are
created in factories by machines. If one took the time to
read the packages, the ingredients would most likely be
almost identical. However, we are drawn to makeup
products that have a known name because we trust
them more. Why do we trust them more? Because
Merriam Webster
they have established themselves through strong
defines this as: of or
marketing and branding. But how much can we
relating to manual
trust their marketing and branding?
work or skill.
For centuries, companies have used clever
marketing tactics to sell merchandise. Targeting our

64. Hannah Stamler, “Sara Cwynar’S Photoshop Proletariat.” The Nation, 2019.
https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/sara-cwynar-aldrich-museum-show-review/.
65. Camille Sojit, “Easy, Breezy, Beautiful: Sara Cwynar’s ’Covergirl’ And The Political Economy Of Color.”
Document Journal, 2019. https://tinyurl.com/yyg29ctb
66. Nadja Sayej, “Artist Sara Cwynar On Perceptions Of Beauty.” Teen Vogue, 2018.
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/artist-sara-cwynar-beauty-perceptions.

does not exist in reality. The desire to be these images is a
futile struggle that results in eating disorders, depression,
and hate towards oneself, and yet people still willingly
engage in the struggle. If ideal beauty once belonged only
to supermodels and celebrities, now it seems to belong to
anyone who has a social media account. When I look at a
celebrity, it is easy for me to say, well, they’re a celebrity.
The conflict arises when I scroll through my feed and see an
unedited photo of myself directly followed by an enhanced
photo of a friend. My brain knows it is an edited photo, but
instead of criticizing the fake image promoting an unhealthy
and unrealistic standard, I more often find myself wishing I
was prettier and I had that “better life.”

inner desires, they have used psychoanalysis and our natural
attraction to beauty to create products that we will continue
to buy. Throughout history, symmetry and proportion have
been seen as features of ideal beauty. However, I wonder
if this is also part of what we have been trained to see as
beautiful. If philosophers and artists from the past described
ideal beauty as asymmetrical and unorganized, would we
perceive symmetry and proportion differently? Our notion of
ideal beauty has been skewed throughout history by issues
of status, power, and race. If portrait paintings from the past
reveal the ideal beauty at the time, it is important to look at
who was painted. It wasn’t just anyone — it was people with
power and money, the noble class who could afford to have
their image permanently recorded on canvas.

White Is Power?
Pale skin or lighter skin color is an ongoing beauty standard
that has been emphasized for centuries. It is a desired
trait all over the world; in the East it especially represents
wealth and power, a cultural and social beauty ideal. Skin
lightening has been practiced for thousands of years, often
involving life-threatening methods. Combining all cosmetics
and perfumes used, it has been revealed
that “women place around 515 individual
chemicals on their skin each day.”65 Most
of these cosmetics contain brightening
ingredients for lighter skin.

“We only ever
see rich
white ladies.”66

Lighter skin, while a beauty standard
for centuries, is considered a symbol of youth and status.
In South Korea, paler skin has been a representation of
nobility — people who did not have to stay out in the sun
farming. While it is not the case anymore, Koreans still prefer
white skin and most cosmetic products boast brightening
ingredients that deliver glowing skin. This industry is
expected to grow over 24 billion dollars in the next decade,
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Skin lightening is one of the most controversial beauty
standards, not only because of its direct relationship to a
racist history that believed lighter skin was superior, but
also because of its association with illegal and deadly
ingredients. Lead, mercury, and arsenic are ingredients
known to have been used for skin lightening by the Greeks
and by European aristocrats. Women used creams and
cosmetic products including these ingredients in hopes to
achieve the perfect glowing skin, unaware of the dangerous
consequences. The more women used these products the
more their skin decayed, prompting them to use even more
products to cover up the deteriorating skin. Paintings of
these bright-skinned icons may preserve their image as pale
beauties, but what they really looked like behind the white
masks no one can be sure of. Another method for achieving
paler skin was leeches: for a period of time, it was popular to
use leeches for bloodletting in hopes of looking paler. It was
a vicious trend in which women caused themselves harm
after harm in the name of beauty.
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67. Refinery2, Why People Risk Their Lives To Bleach Their Skin. Video. 2019.
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but the process of skin lightening isn’t as glamorous as the
beauty industry would like us to believe.67

Even in the fifteenth century we see the power of branding
and marketing, as Venetian ceruse or white lead was
promoted as the ingredient that worked better than others —
although chances were that it was little to no different than
any other kind of lead. It was most likely put into creams
in higher doses which ultimately caused more harm to
women’s skin. Not only did women suffer from decaying skin,
but also hair loss and bald patches, which is believed to have
potentially caused the beauty trend of high foreheads and
plucked eyebrows.68 Elizabeth I is a proud icon of this ideal
beauty trend. Venetian ceruse was advertised as superior
and it cost more, ironically causing more damage to women
with more money.69
White skin has a long history of promotion as ideal beauty
and something women should strive for. While more variety
is advertised now, the modeling industry is still filled
with white women. The majority of Disney princesses are
described as fair with blonde hair and blue eyes. While it
can be argued that these princesses are from regions
whose populations generally have these features, it remains
true that the image of a beautiful princess skews towards
lighter skin.

Photo from Breaking Asia, https://tinyurl.com/y2cjbcow.

There is an artist I love in Korea, Yoon Mirae (also known
as Tasha), whose mother is Korean and father is African
American. She has a song called “Black Happiness,” in which
she describes her experience trying to make it in the music
industry of South Korea. In one particular part she sings
of washing herself with soap multiple times a day trying
to lighten her skin. Later on in the lyrics, she recounts her
music label asking her to put on white makeup and deny
her African American heritage. Skin lightening as a beauty
standard has racist connotations and evokes classism, yet
the practice still survives today.
While non-harmful skin-lightening ingredients have been
developed since the eighteenth century, the controversy
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Where does your beauty come from?
How aware are you of what goes into your makeup? People
are becoming more and more aware of the ingredients in
their daily cosmetic products. Sulfate-free shampoos and
cruelty-free cosmetics are becoming more popular. But are
labels enough? Is a piece of paper acknowledging that no
unethical ingredients were used sufficient?

Photo from The Guardian, https://tinyurl.com/rl7vqqc.
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Fair skin is promoted everywhere in Korea. Most
celebrities boast white skin, unless they are comedians.
Beauty standards seem not to apply to comedians in the
entertainment industry, as they use these “non-beautiful”
features as a form of entertainment. My friends will often
complain about their darker tone, some even avoiding being
in the sun at all costs. I was born with a lighter skin tone. I
am not a fan of tanning, mostly because I tend to burn rather
than actually get darker. Also, there’s the risk of sun spots, as
my mother would always remind me. But, once in a while, I
wonder if my avoidance of the sun does ultimately have to
do with my own comparison to the beauty standards of the
celebrities I follow.

70. Refinery29, Why People Risk Their Lives To Bleach Their Skin.
71. Greenfield, Beauty CULTure.

of skin bleaching continues. The Philippines is known to
have the highest usage rate of skin-lightening products.
Additional controversy arises when many of these products
are illegally imported from countries like Japan and
China and sold for a low price in the markets. Women buy
them regularly despite health issues that can arise from
using them. Thony Dizon, Chemical Safety Campaigner at
Ecowaste Coalition, reveals that these products, sold for one
or two dollars, contain high doses of mercury, 42,000 times
the legal amount in the Philippines. However, when lighter
skin is what grants a better quality of life, it is not hard to
understand why women continue to use these products.70

One ingredient that has gained attention with the rise
of glowing and shimmery trends is mica, a naturally
occurring mineral used not only in makeup products but
also electronics and paint. Sixty percent of all mica in the
world is mined in India, with ninety percent of these mines
being illegal. What’s more, up to 20,000 miners are child
laborers, many of them working as early as three years old.
Mica mining is dangerous, as
children go in and out of mica
pits pulling buckets of dirt that
they then sift through to extract
the mica. The mineral may be
safe in the final products of our
cosmetics, but its dust particles
can cause respiratory damage
and lung cancer to those mining
it. The mining itself is not safe
either: many children experience
physical harm and even death.
71
However, with mining being

“The Beauty
industry and
magazine business
are culpable
in a genocide
of beauty.”
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Companies that source mica often have no idea where their
minerals come from, as exporters specifically follow a notrace system. They may advertise that their ingredients come
from reliable sources, but no one can be sure how much of
this is true. Companies like LUSH have pulled out completely
from using mica and others such as Estée Lauder donate
towards systems that remove children from labor and put
them in schools. Companies like BeautyCounter take it a
step further, striving to create a system in which the supply
chain can be made traceable. They are also working closely
with US-based suppliers rather than countries such as India.
There are definitely ethical ways to source ingredients, but
how aware are we of the subject? Perhaps asking ourselves
about the products we use every day may help us rethink
how we see beauty standards as well as question the
companies and industries that set these ideals and trends.

72. Wolf, The Beauty Myth, p. 264.

the only source of income, families are forced to continue
working in order to survive.

Not many celebrities will admit to having undergone plastic
surgery, but the few who do often speak openly about their
procedures and worries. One particular idol, Kwanghee
Hwang of idol group ZE:A, known for being open about
restructuring his face, has expressed multiple times that he
cannot participate in certain activities in fear that something
will break or explode inside his face. People who have had
nose surgeries admit that they cannot touch their noses
freely. In South Korea, the procedure of creating double
eyelids is so common that it is not even considered surgical
anymore, but the healing process takes up to six months, a
period in which infections can easily occur. The sad part of
cosmetic surgery is that often one procedure is not enough.
Eyes will need to be retouched, and fillers go away after a
while. Furthermore, many people have suffered the side
effects of becoming addicted to cosmetic surgery, ending
up looking unnatural and literally plastic, incapable of real
expression. Where does it all end? How many foreign objects
do we need to inject in our bodies in order to feel beautiful?
If we become living dolls, are we beautiful? And if we are
dolls, are we still human?

What You Don’t Know
Too often the side effects of cosmetic procedures and
beautification rituals are hidden by the beauty culture. Many
products are advertised as safe, but how can we be onehundred percent sure? Cosmetic procedures have become
so common that people freely talk about them, but the risks
are almost never mentioned. Few openly discuss how the
procedures are done and how long it takes for a body to
recover. Liposuction, a fat-removing procedure, guarantees
a slimmer body, but the dangers of anesthesia, a chemically
induced coma, are not mentioned. The removal of the fat
and tissue from a body can result in fluid loss and infection,
leading to shock and, ultimately, death.72 But advertisements,
of course, make no mention of this.

Ideal Beauty in Design
“Just make it look pretty/beautiful.” This is a phrase I heard
from every client I got when I first started my job as a
freelancer. Every time, I tried hard to hold back a “Really?”
face. I should mention that my unhappy face was largely
due to the fact that my clients never knew what they wanted,
but also because in my mind design was less beauty and
more function. I had been taught that as a designer I was a
problem solver, and my job was to make sure that the answer
was clear. Function came first, and then I could worry about
form. Sound familiar?
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In art and design, Katherine McCoy, American graphic
designer and educator, prefers to use
the words “integrity and authenticity
and quality and appropriateness.”73
In Korea, people with tattoos are not
In The Invisible Dragon: Four Essays
looked upon kindly, often being associated
with gangs or seen as criminals or outcasts of
on Beauty, art critic Dave Hickey
society. Tattoos are permitted, however, and
says it is the “language of visual
many idols and celebrities have them, which
effect — to the rhetoric of how
to me seems ironic as they are supposed to be
things look — to the iconography
role models. Fans often find them cool and
something to boast about. Nevertheless, it is
of desire.”74 For me, beauty in
required that all celebrities with tattoos cover
design always had to do with
them for any television shows in which they
how things are supposed to look,
appear as hosts or guests. This notion seems
with the rules I was taught in
pretty ridiculous, as celebrities will often slap a
my first years of college. Many
BandAid on their tattoo, but it really isn’t hard
to tell what it is. Sometimes the program will
of these rules have a direct
blur the tattoos, which is highly ineffective.
relationship to modernism, the
If anything, it calls more attention to it, so what
movement that strove to achieve
is the point of hiding it? Is it the risk that
universality and perfection.
younger viewers will see the tattoos and
want to get their own, or is it to avoid the
scrutiny of the generation who
Although modernism as a movement
still believe tattoos are bad?
became popular in the last hundreds

73.
74.
75.
76.

When I search for beauty in the world of design, I find two
major groups that have been sitting on opposite ends
throughout the centuries, defining and redefining ideal
beauty in design — modernism vs. ornamentation. Beauty
in design is not easily defined, especially not like the beauty
criteria for women when it comes to outer appearance.

77. Warde, The Crystal Goblet, Or Printing Should Be Invisible.
78. Ulrich Conrads, Programs and Manifestoes on 20th-Century Architecture.
Cambridge, Mass, 2002, p.24.
79. Ian Lynam, “Anything With A Shape Cannot Be Broken.” 2020, p. 54.

While beauty is a hot topic in pop culture, it is often omitted
in the world of design. My undergrad critiques went
something like this: I present the work, students go, “Oh,
interesting!” I present the work, the ideas, and thoughts
behind it. The professor asks, “So, what works, and what
doesn’t?” The overall aesthetic of the work is not discussed
as a whole, but rather it is taken apart. This part is clean, that
part needs polishing. This part works, that part doesn’t. “Is it
beautiful?” is never the question. But should it be?

of years in history, modernist views were not completely
absent before modernism’s rise. For example, moral Beauty,
as defined by Thomas Aquinas, is the notion that something
beautiful must also be suited for its function. Aquinas
believed a crystal hammer, as grand as it might look,
cannot be used for what it is, and therefore it cannot be
The “father of
considered beautiful. Another example of functional
criminology” who
beauty is in “The Crystal Goblet” by Beatrice Warde.
posited in The
Criminal
Man (1876)
It is the idea that typography should essentially be
that
ornamentation
invisible. It should not detract from what the text is
such as tattooing was
trying to say. This means that there should be no
the result of
warping or decorating of the text; it should not be too
genetically inherited
colorful or too wide because “our subconsciousness is
social deviance.75
always afraid of blunders (which illogical setting, tight
spacing and too-wide unleaded lines can trick us into), of
boredom, and of officiousness.”76 Good type, according to
Warde, should be clear like a crystal goblet that allows us to
see the content it holds without obstacles. The function of
type is to make it easy for the reader to focus and read the
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text. Legibility is the beauty of type. As Warde believed, “All
good typography is modernist.”77
With the rise of modernism, ornamentation was increasingly
ridiculed and blamed for impeding evolution. There are
two notions associated with modernism that are often
mentioned in design: less is more and form follows function.
Both define modernism, and yet both have been taken out
of context. The notion that “less is more” was popularized
by Adolf Loos, who, in “Ornament and Crime,” wrote against
ornamentation and boasted elitism over all who may have a
passion for it. Deemed to slow down cultural evolution and
waste labor-power and health, Loos argued that “freedom
from ornament is a sign of spiritual strength.”78 Furthermore,
Loos associated all ornaments with crime and criminals, as
did Cesare Lombroso, who argued that ornamentations of
all kinds, on the body or on objects, can only sit positively
with “born criminals.”79

The principles of modernism were based on the desire
to achieve universality – a utopia founded on rationality,
functionality, timelessness, and, ultimately, perfection.
Modernist design can be described by simple
appearance, smooth surfaces, minimal colors,
perfect machining, and mass production.
Bauhaus is a German
school founded in 1919
by Walter Gropius. The
With Bauhaus ideals and methods being
goal
of the Bauhaus was to
adopted all over the world, modernism
unify the arts and develop
became the academic creed in the 1950s and
craft-based curriculum
1960s. It is my assumption that only good
that would turn out
intentions lay at the foundation of the Bauhaus,
artisans and designers
capable of creating useful
that it stemmed from a desire for hope in a new
and beautiful objects
world after the devastation brought on by the
appropriate
to this new
First World War. Walter Gropius, the founder of
system of living.80
the Bauhaus, longed for unity and harmony of all
craftsmen that would create a new world of peace.
The execution, however, took the intent to the other extreme,
in which their methods and ideals promoted elitism and
superiority. Modernism became known as the universal
style, good design, and the way design should be. Designers
such as Herbert Bayer and László Moholy-Nagy supported
the modernist ideals and promoted the mechanization
and advances of technology. Bayer claimed that culture
was “artificial” and that only reason and science were
pure. Bauhaus designers aimed to create objective and
universal laws. They believed that removing indigenous and
individual voices would bring freedom from culture and
tradition and create a universal, international aesthetic that
would be timeless throughout history, untied to any human
flaw. But flaws are unavoidable. We have flaws because
we are human. We have flaws because we are alive. Yet, at
the core of modernism lay fear of life — a fear that without
strict guidelines and with human empathy, the world would
crumble once more.81

80. Alexandra Griffith Winton,, “The Bauhaus, 1919-1933.” Metmuseum.Org, 2007.
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/bauh/hd_bauh.htm.
81. Natalia Ilyin, Chasing the Perfect: Thoughts on Modernist Design in Our Time.
New York: Metropolis Books, 2006.

112

“Let us then create a new
guild of craftsmen without
the class distinctions that
raise an arrogant barrier
between craftsman and
artist! Together let us desire,
conceive, and create the new
structure of the future, which
will embrace architecture and
sculpture and painting in
one unity and which will one
day rise toward heaven from
the hands of a million
workers like the crystal
symbol of a new faith.”
— Walter Gropius, 1919.

KOREAN IDENTITY
Korea is often accused of wanting to look more Western. The beauty
standards certainly seem to make it appear so. However, when confronted,
Koreans respond that they want to achieve universal beauty. I thought
about the universal aesthetic modernists were trying to achieve and, when I
compared it to the Korean beauty and design culture, I found a strange but
fascinating connection. When I was younger and into K-pop, I would often
get upset when my Romanian friends would say that all the members of the
group looked the same. I found it quite offensive, as I saw many different
features in each member. I am sad to say that today, when I see new idol
groups and celebrities, I really just see similar faces as well. Modernists
aimed for unity, one style that would rule over all. Are Koreans doing the
same? If standards are universal, then there can only be one face that fits.

We cannot remove ourselves from beauty or from human
experience, tradition, and culture. We are not machines. As
design scholar and critic Natalia Ilyin notes, “The crisis of
Modernism lies in the contradictory desire to occupy a place
outside of society while at the same time transforming it; its
critical stance must now be
relocated as an analysis from
within culture, rather than a
critique from above.”82

“The modernists
built us a box — a
box of rules and
grids and values
that keep the pain
of reality at bay.”83

When I think of modern
design I automatically think
of IKEA. I think of massproduced minimalist designs
that are meant to have a
clean and sharp aesthetic and
not much character. Modern
design focuses on the crucial
components of an object, and form needs only to reflect
function. Dieter Rams, a modernist designer influenced

In design, South Korea still lacks in identity and authenticity. Could this also
be an influence of modernism, where industrialization and technological
development are more important than culture and tradition? While Korea
is praised for being a rapidly growing country, Koreans seem to be leaving
behind what it truly means to be Korean. Is this a result of upholding
modernist ideals?

82. Ellen Lupton, “Low and High: Design In Everyday Life.” In Looking Closer.
Originally published in Eye Magazine. No. 7. Vol. 2, 1992. p. 108.
83. Ilyin, Chasing the Perfect: Thoughts on Modernist Design in Our Time, p. 98.
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Could this be a reason why faces are becoming increasingly similar? But
if the universal concept stemmed from the Western world, can Koreans
really claim not to want Western beauty? And if Western aesthetics dictate
universal beauty, is it just another form of white supremacy?
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DIETER RAMS: TEN PRINCIPLES FOR GOOD DESIGN
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Good design is innovative.
Good design makes a product useful.
Good design is aesthetic.
Good design makes a product understandable.
Good design is unobtrusive.
Good design is honest.
Good design is long-lasting.
Good design is thorough down to the last detail.
Good design is environmentally friendly.
Good design is as little design as possible.

“We forget about
the balance we must
find if we are going
to be whole people,
a whole culture.”85

The pursuit of perfection
is a hard journey, one that
we need to learn to leave
behind. Individuality, culture, tradition — these are the
traits that I find attractive. I see beauty in the explosion of
colors and patterns in the Romanian folk uniforms and in the
hanbok of Korean tradition. I see beauty in the flourishes of
calligraphy and the imperfect lines made by the hand of a
painter. If ornament is a crime, I would rather be a criminal

84. Lupton,“Low and High: Design In Everyday Life,” p. 105.
85. Ilyin, Chasing the Perfect: Thoughts on Modernist Design in Our Time, p. 132.
86. Maurice Dufrene, “A Survey of Modern Tendencies in Decorative Art,” 1931.
87. Denise Gonzales Crisp, “Toward a Definition of the Decorational.” In Design Research. Laurel, Brenda, ed. MIT Press, 2004.
88. Jackie Craven, “The Meaning Of ‘Form Follows Function.’” Thoughtco, 2019. https://tinyurl.com/y4za7e3o.
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by the Bauhaus, was an avid promoter of the “less is more”
notion and wrote ten commandments on what good
design is. But commandments like these do not necessarily
represent objective truth. I was watching an interior design
show a while ago in which one of the contestants relied
on the concept of less is more and did minimalist
work on part of the building. One of the comments he
Seymour Chwast,
received from the judges was that sometimes less is
Milton Glaser,
just that — less.
Edward Sorel, and
Reynold Ruffins
I believe that modernism itself is simply another trend.
The artists of Push Pin Studios, a New York-based
design firm founded in 1954, chose to treat modernism
itself “as a kind of vernacular, one dialect among many
rather than a standard grammar.”84 Modernism, when placed
on a pedestal as the only acceptable standard in design, is
dangerous and wrong, based on unhealthy perfectionist
ideals. When the goal is perfection, the project is bound
to fail. To be human is to be imperfect, and that is where
the beauty comes from. Imagine a world where everyone
looks the same. Is that world
beautiful? If you ask me,
not at all. The many brown
buildings that all look the
same around major cities are
the result of the international
style based on functionality.
How do they make us feel?

and be free to express myself than be bound by the rules of
modernism, stuck in fear of failure and a crumbling dream of
perfection. I would rather adorn myself with makeup out of
creative curiosity and individual expression than out of blind
adherence to perfectionist beauty standards.
This is not to say that all modernism is bad. As I have
mentioned, I believe that at the core of modernism lie good
intentions. The issue is that modernist ideals have proven to
limit self-expression and discourage individuality, which in
turn discourages variety and uniqueness. It is a controlled
aesthetic dictated by a generation that did not find value in
the personal, which I believe is important and necessary.
But as in every situation, I believe that balance is important.
We cannot move from one extreme to another. “Excess in
everything — or nothing — is wrong.”86 As a response to
modernism, Denise Gonzales Crisp brings a new approach
to ornamentation, one that more closely reflects the view
on ornament today: “I value ornament for its own sake.”
Crisp calls out modernism and its principle of form follows
function, where often “functionalism is decorated by
capitalism, and desire.”87
“Form follows function,” the other concept that has been
associated with modernism, promotes the idea that function
comes first and suggests that form is secondary. This
notion, in the sense that architect Louis Sullivan meant it
when he coined the phrase, does not undermine the role
of ornament but rather appreciates it. A building may
function well without ornament, but ornament is what gives
it individuality and personality. Ornament cannot take
away from function — it can only heighten it. Function for
Sullivan was the core of his buildings, the ground shaped
by nature. As described by Sullivan’s draftsman, Frank Lloyd
Wright, Sullivan’s often-quoted phrase only ever meant that
“function and form are one.”88
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THE WORST MONSTERS ARE NOT
THE ONES UNDER YOUR BED

MONSTERS
Confronting the
Monster Within

The world we live in continues to show us what we have, what
we don’t have, and what we could do to make our lives better. It
continues to feed us the illusion of perfection and is gentle in its
persuasion that we can achieve it. At the same time, cultures and
societies constantly put us under scrutiny, reminding us that we are
never good enough to just exist. We are exhorted to try harder, do
more, and buy more. They continue to tell us that, as long as we put
in the time and money, we can achieve the perfect image and have
the perfect life.
I often feel like an outcast when I do not fit the mold. It feels wrong
to be the only one walking one way when everyone else is walking
the other direction. It is nerve wracking to speak out against a
statement when everyone else in the room seems to agree with it. I
am afraid to go against the grain. So, instead of facing my fears and
standing my ground, I often turn a blind eye towards my inner self. I
put on a mask and follow the crowd. It feels safer that way.
Our capitalist society knows of this feeling very well. It plays upon
our fears and our desires and offers us tools for survival. Anti-aging
creams for those who feel irrelevant in the beauty culture because
of their wrinkles, since ideal beauty means young, smooth skin.
Myriad weight loss programs and personalized diets for those who
feel ashamed of their fuller bodies, because society tells them that
ideal beauty is being skinny. Cosmetic surgery promoted as a quick
and harmless solution towards a better me, because somehow
the nose and the eyes I received from my parents do not fit the
standards of society. Lightening creams and pills so we can achieve
porcelain, flawless skin, because somehow darker skin means a
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“All publicity works
upon anxiety. The
sum of everything
is money, to get
money is to overcome
anxiety. Alternatively,
the anxiety on which
publicity plays is
the fear that having
nothing you will
be nothing.”1

1. John Berger, Sven Blomberg, Chris Fox, Michael Dibb, 		
and Richard Hollis. Ways of Seeing.Penguin Art and 		
Architecture. London: British Broadcasting Corp, 1977, p. 143.
2. Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, p. 46.
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lower value of life. Ironically,
tanning sprays and tan beds,
because darker is also trendy.

This beauty and perfection
culture affects us down to
the very core of who we are.
When beauty campaigns by
companies like Estée Lauder
tell us that “there are no
homely women only careless
women,”2 we can only feel that
we are at fault. Maybe I really
am being lazy. Maybe I really
do need that product. We
constantly measure ourselves
and our worth against what
society tells us is worthy. More
and more women spend their time in front of the mirror, ashamed
of their appearance. Some struggle to hide their wrinkles. Others
are afraid to show their bodies because social media implies to
them that they are fat. And still others feel inadequate because they
cannot afford the luxury brands and their homes don’t look like
they were torn out of a magazine. Low self-esteem and depression
are common — and even though we might intellectually disagree
with the push to an unattainable standard of life, when we are
bombarded by such messages, it’s almost like we have no choice
but to continue to strive for a life beyond our reach.

Our perception of self is distorted by the world around us and the
mirror of worthlessness it puts in front of us. We begin to grow
monsters of fear and doubt. We seek reassurance in other people
and forget to be ourselves, because just me is not good enough.

“Capitalism survives by
forcing the majority, whom
it exploits, to define their
own interests as narrowly
as possible. This was once
achieved by extensive
deprivation. Today in the
developed countries it is
being achieved by imposing a
false standard of what is and
what is not desirable.”
— John Berger
		 Ways of Seeing, p. 154

We put ourselves at the mercy of others, obsessed over followers
and likes. We rank others and wait to be ranked ourselves as a way
of life. This is reflected in my own life.
Our perception of self is distorted by the world around us and the
mirror of worthlessness it puts in front of us. We seek reassurance in
other people and we forget to be ourselves because just me is not
good enough. We put ourselves at the mercy of others, obsessed
over followers and likes. We rank others and wait to be ranked
ourselves as a way of life.
My transition from Romania to the United States was a rough one.
I was fourteen years old, and I had only found out that I was leaving
life as I knew it behind about two months prior to our move. I knew
there had been talk of potentially moving to the States, but I had
never taken it seriously until my mother asked me why I wasn’t
packing. Once we arrived in the States, both my brother and I
attended a private Romanian school because we assumed it
might be an easier transition for both of us. We were right, and
we were wrong. Most teachers were first-generation Romanians,
which meant that they all spoke and understood Romanian. If
we got stuck in English we were able to ask questions and get
answers in Romanian. Academically the transition was not too
bad, although multiple-choice tests and calculators allowed in
math was a whole new world for me. We could only dream of
such luxuries in Romania.
What I found hard in my transition was relationships. I had never
really realized how much I had longed to fit in before I came to
the States. In Romania, it seemed so natural that people wanted to
get to know me, but now I was realizing that maybe it hadn’t been
me that they were attracted to. It was my “exotic” appearance. As
the only Korean girl in school, I naturally drew attention, and kids
were curious. In the States, being Korean was nothing really special,
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despite the fact that I was, again, the only Korean girl in school
even though many Koreans live in Chicago. Speaking Romanian
was entertaining for a while, but that too soon lost spark, and I felt
like I had nothing to make me interesting anymore. As students at
a private Romanian school that spanned pre-K to high school, all
of my classmates had known each other since they were babies.
They knew each other’s likes and dislikes, and they shared so much
history that no matter how hard I tried, I could not easily connect
and belong. There was also the fact that, despite most of them
being Romanians, they did not behave like the Romanians I grew
up with. This was a new culture of Romanian-American that I, as a
Korean-Romanian, could not understand.
One day, my teacher asked to see me after classes and talked
to me a little about my struggles to fit in and be part of the
friendships in class. She mentioned how Romanian culture was
so different from the one in the States and that, because of the
predominant individuality culture, the kind of collectivist, allinclusive friendships I was looking for might be hard to find. Then
she proceeded to say this one phrase that I will never forget: “It’s
on you to try harder to be included.” I am sure she meant it from a
good place, but as a lonely and insecure teenager, these words only
made me doubt myself even more. What more did I have to do? My
mission became figuring out the answer. What would make them
want to include me more? What would make them like me more? I
was so overcome with a thirst to belong that I stopped caring about
the small voice inside me pleading to remember who I was and
what made me happy. I put my values aside in order to accept the
supposed norms of those I desired acceptance of. I was the odd one
out, and I had to try harder to be “normal.” But what is truly normal,
and why do I have to be normal?
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MY BEAUTY IS
NOT YOURS TO DEFINE
3. Etcoff, Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, p. 139.

CHANGING THE WAY WE SEE BEAUTY
Ideal beauty is not real, and beauty standards are made up. In
Korea, idols are the epitome of the beauty standard. However,
there are exceptions. For a period of time, UEE, a former idol and
currently an actress, was described as having “honey thighs.” Her
thighs were thick, as opposed to the slender standard, but the
beauty industry made it work by advertising her as a different
standard. The same thing is happening with actresses Kim Go
Eun and Park So Dam who do not have big, double-eyelid eyes.
They are described as having charisma. Why is it that when noncelebrities have thick thighs and mono-lid eyes they are considered
fat and ordinary, but when a celebrity has these “flaws,” they
suddenly become beauty features? It is because beauty standards
are made up by those who advertise them.
Beauty culture is driven by money and fame, with people’s fears
and insecurities as its foundation. We continue to chase beauty,
but the truth is we will never attain it because, when we do, ideal
beauty will have changed again. The beauty industry needs to
make money, so it will keep changing the rules of the game.

ideal beauty. What we find beautiful is what we find familiar and,
unfortunately, what society has trained us to see. Could we retrain
ourselves to see beauty not through the eyes of those who advertise
it but through our own eyes of love and kindness? Could we choose
our own beauty standards?
When we try to be like everybody else we lose our identity. My
mind continues to wander back to Korea, where the question of
what is Korean identity and authenticity is still unanswered. I find
many of the cultural traditions passed on in Korea to be harmful.
Many promote patriarchy and hierarchy that causes division and
discrimination based on age and experience. The beauty
standards are unrealistic, but unfortunately demanded by a
patriarchal society.
I also recognize that there is a fine line between culture and
tradition shaping who we are versus dictating who we should be.
Koreans have raced through industrialization and, as a result, much
of their visual culture has been left behind. I do not believe that
industrialization is bad, but I do believe that culture and tradition
are what give us identity and make us unique. It is important to
note that there are good values being passed on from previous
generations, too, values such as loyalty, respect, and determination.
I believe that Korea has a rich culture of which to boast, if only they
would find the right balance between modernity and tradition.

Studies have shown that people of the same culture usually
find people whose features and races are similar to theirs more
attractive and prefer to look like them.3 A Korean young woman
will generally want to look like Kim Tae Hee, considered the most
beautiful woman in Korea, as opposed to, let’s say, Kylie Jenner
(although there are exceptions). This alone shows that there is no
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Morocco

Pakistan

Philippines

BEAUTY AROUND THE WORLD
4. Jessica Brown, “What A ‘Beautiful’ Woman Looks Like In 25 Countries Around The World.”
Indy100, 2016. https://tinyurl.com/uhg3hkf
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When journalist Esther Honig sent her portrait to Photoshop editors all over the
world asking them to modify her face according to each country’s beauty standards,
the results she received were fascinating in their variety. Her project stands as a
testimony that beauty standards do not reflect a universal beauty, but rather the
preferences of the people within a society, perhaps the beauty industry influenced by
culture and traditions that have permeated from the past.4
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FINDING BALANCE
5. Asian Art Museum of San Francisco. Couture Korea, (p.viii)
6. Asian Art Museum of San Francisco. Couture Korea, (p. ix)
7. Asian Art Museum of San Francisco. Couture Korea, (p. 4)

Couture Korea is the catalogue that accompanied the Couture Korea Exhibition, the first
major US exhibition featuring garments that successfully bridged the traditional
and the contemporary. In the foreword of the book, Jay Xu, the director of the Asian
Art Museum of San Francisco, noted that the garments presented at the exhibition
were “markers of Korean culture — as outward symbols of a specifically Korean
aesthetic — but also as artworks of the highest standard.”5 The Asian Art Museum of
San Francisco and Arumjigi Culture Keepers Foundation are pioneers in presenting
Korean art outside of Korea. The Asian Art Museum of San Francisco is the largest
museum in the States featuring Asian art exclusively, while Arumjigi Culture Keepers
Foundation is a nonprofit organization that “explores the beauty of traditional
Korean culture in clothing, food, and housing and updates it for contemporary
times.”6 The exhibition was held to show the unique beauty of the traditional hanbok,
but also to pave the way to modernize and globalize them. The designers who
participated in this exhibition created hanbok that are practical, can transcend time
and generations, have a universal appeal, but still honor the traditional by following
the philosophy and aesthetics of the classic hanbok.

I believe that this sort of balance is possible, and as one living in between cultures, I
strive for it. Not being completely rooted within a culture is both a strength and a
weakness. It is a strength because I am able to be more objective in my observations,
but a weakness because I do not fully understand the customs and traditions.
Achieving balance, for me, starts with first searching, learning, and attempting to
understand the traditions of the cultures I grew up in. There are not many resources
in Korean or Romanian that are available in English, so perhaps, the next step is
working on translating. The key, I believe, is not to directly represent the history and
values of the people, but rather, to aid in interpretation so that other cultures and the
modern world can understand them better.

Couture Korea Exhibition sought to uncover the new possibilities of global fashion by
exploring the Korean traditional fashion as a platform to “explore novel interactions
between East and West.”7 Two designers featured in the exhibition were Im Seonoc
and Jung Misun, who aimed to reinterpret, re-create, and transform tradition. These
fashion designers aimed to honor the traditional by representing it in the modern
world. Rather than completely changing the production and aesthetics of the original
hanbok, they respected the methods and customs of the traditions, thus creating a
bridge between the old and the new.
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While the beauty industry in Korea is ever-growing, a group
of women is now saying enough is enough. In a conformist,
collectivist, and patriarchal society, women survive more on their
appearance than on their abilities. Many women spend hours
on their daily beauty routine, refusing to go out without proper
preparation. Femininity is defined by a “goddess” appearance,
which almost always involves long hair and a dress, looking
like a princess, or having a fairy-like image. Looking back
throughout history, we can see traces of beauty being a standard
for meeting a mate. Many early advertisements and many seen
today use the male gaze as a selling point of beauty. Smell good
to be attractive. Look irresistible wearing this garment. A sexual
tension always exists in beauty – the more beautiful we are, the
more attractive we will be. But attractive to whom, and why?
Escape the Corset is a feminist movement in Korea that was
started by women who no longer saw value in spending hours
upon hours to look pretty. They
challenge the notion of femininity
and fight against unrealistic beauty
standards by cutting their hair
short and wearing comfortable
clothes, often a simple shirt and
pants. They throw away makeup
products and encourage other
women to do the same as a direct
attack on the beauty industry. It is
8
a brave stand against a society that
discriminates based on appearance
and, unfortunately, gender. Korea still remains heavily influenced
by the beauty culture and, while the movement seems to be
growing, it is not clear how much impact it is actually having.

“Makeup isn’t my
power. Getting
dolled up isn’t a
power. The lack of
need to get dolled
up is a power.”
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8. Sophie Jeong, “Escape The Corset: How South Koreans Are Pushing Back
Against Beauty Standards.” CNN, 2019.
https://www.cnn.com/style/article/south-korea-escape-the-corset-intl/index.html.
9. Benjamin Haas, “’Escape The Corset’: South Korean Women Rebel Against Strict
Beauty Standards.” The Guardian, 2018. https://tinyurl.com/ycogm4uf

RECLAIMING OUR OWN BEAUTY

Nevertheless, women involved with the Escape the Corset
movement declare freedom from the restraints of beauty
standards and experience liberation from the many hours spent
applying makeup and worrying about their appearance. Cha
Ji-won, who is part of Escape the Corset, says she now uses the
time she would have spent on her beauty routine to read books
and exercise, and doesn’t feel bothered by the fact that she has
been called a “son” by her mother following her transformation.9

While I commend these women for their bravery in standing
against submission and conformity, I can’t help but wonder if the
Escape the Corset movement is just demanding adherence to
an opposite aesthetic in exchange for the “goddess”
look. Women of the movement often cut their
hair short, don’t wear makeup, and choose to
wear pants and comfortable shoes
This can also be challenged
over dresses and heels. There
in terms of expectations of
is nothing wrong with that,
beauty. If we take another look at Disney
but is this look becoming
princesses, fairy tales, and movies, the beautiful ones
just another “trend” of
always get the “prince.” The main characters are always
sameness? If I prefer
the beautiful ones, the fair ones. Cinderella’s stepsisters
are not as beautiful, and the queen in Snow White turns
longer hair and find
into an old and unattractive woman. This also makes an
pleasure in applying
interesting point of how beauty is always regarded as
makeup, am I a hypocrite
good and ugliness as evil — but that is another story.
for speaking out against
beauty standards?
The concept that only the beautiful will succeed is harmful

to young minds. It becomes ingrained that beauty is all
that matters and that a person’s being is summed up in how
beautiful they are. Adults are used to calling little girls pretty,
and some will joke that they are ugly. But why is appearance
important? Could we instead focus on how well children
can do certain things and stop calling out their appearance?
Perhaps if we praise children more on their abilities and less
on their appearance, they will grow up less worried about
how they look. They will not wait on someone
to call them pretty or handsome, because they
will know that appearance has nothing to
do with how great a person is or isn’t.

I believe beauty is
about being confident
in who you are with or
without a beauty ritual.
It is fighting against
the notion that we are on
a pedestal for others to rate,
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Photo from CNN, https://tinyurl.com/y8v4ouck.

and not putting others on a pedestal for us to rate. It is embracing
our imperfections instead of waiting for compliments on our
appearance. It is shifting our attention towards our abilities and
skills. It is looking in the mirror and seeing our wrinkles as signs of
wisdom we acquire as we go through life. It is being responsible
on social media and showing ourselves as we are and not as who
we think everyone else wants us to be. First and foremost, we need
to stop looking at ourselves as objects. Stop feeding the monsters
who continue to say that we are not beautiful and we need to do x,
y, and z in order to be accepted by those around us.
There is naturally a part of us that needs recognition and seeks
approval. We all seek love and we all want to be seen. Problem
arise when, having been constantly faced with unrealistic
expectations, rejection, and judgment, we begin to lose
confidence. We begin to doubt ourselves and blame ourselves for
not being good enough, beautiful enough, smart enough, funny
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“There’s a wide spectrum
when it comes to wearing
makeup. Yes, there’s the
extreme, almost cartoonish
flawless look at the one end,
barefaced at the other. But
there is a middle ground
of everyday makeup that’s
about being the best you
can be – healthy, radiant,
youthful – not about
being someone else.”
– Elaine Slater, Psychologist

enough. We begin mistaking
other people’s approval for
our own. Thomas Mussweiler,
a professor of organizational
behavior, said that comparison
is “one of the most basic ways
we develop an understanding
of who we are, what we’re good at, and what we’re not so good
at.”11 Comparison to some extent can be helpful, as it provides
motivation to improve. When positive, it can boost self-esteem and
a healthy mindset. However, it is dangerous when the outcome is a
cycle of inferiority blasts.

Merriam Webster defines inferiority complex as “an acute sense
of personal inferiority often resulting in either timidity or through
overcompensation in exaggerated aggressiveness.” Caroline
McHugh, founder of IDology, says that an inferiority complex
is suffering from “over-modest self-regard or delusions of
insignificance.”12 I, for one, have an inferiority complex and often
mistake it for humility — only it is not humility. It is self-doubt and
constant comparison to others who seem to be far better than I ever
will. I am well aware of my skills, the things I am good at, and the
things I am not so good at, but because I never feel good enough
I overcompensate and try to hide both strengths and weaknesses.
For example, I will often start a conversation with, “Oh, I haven’t
tried that before,” or, “I’m not so good at that,” so that I can start
with low expectations. This way no one can judge me on something
I cannot do well. However, in most cases, no one is trying to judge
my performance. It is my own inferiority complex that will not allow
me to be seen as weak or not good enough. Opposite this feeling
sits the superiority complex, “the exaggerated opinion of self” or
the delusions of grandeur, as McHugh puts it. It is believing that
you are better and more important than everyone else. This can be
mistaken with self-confidence. I believe that a superiority complex
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10. Luna, The Crossroads of Should and Must: Find and Follow Your Passion.
11. Webber, Rebecca. 2017. “The Comparison Trap.” Psychology Today.
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/articles/201711/the-comparison-trap.
12. TEDx Talks. 2013. The Art Of Being Yourself. Video. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=veEQQ-N9xWU.

“A prison doesn’t have
to be a physical place;
it can be anything
your mind creates.”10

is a direct result of feeling inadequate. I will tell myself that I can do
something better than someone else or that I am smarter than X
and Y just to make myself feel better. Do I believe it? Not really. It is
a self-defense reaction to my inferiority complex.
Ever since I was a child, I believed I had to be exceptional. As eyes
were naturally drawn to me, it was my responsibility to be good and
live up to expectations. I would refuse to acknowledge that I did
not know something in fear of disappointing others. I constantly
compared myself to others and pretended to be someone I was
not. Why? Because, in my mind, if I was exceptional I would not
be rejected. I would stand out in a crowd, and I would be needed
and loved. It was a lie I continued to tell myself because all I really
wanted was to feel like I belonged. And I did, but not as myself.
I am an extreme introvert. I dread meeting new people, making
phone calls, and going to large gatherings whether I know some
people there or not. I fit all the stereotypes of an introvert. For the
longest time, I envied people who could easily start conversations
and seem to get along with just about everybody. It felt like they
had a spark that no matter how hard I tried I could not have. And
I actually did try, only to feel like a complete hypocrite and to be
exhausted by the end of the day. I felt like something was wrong
with me. My personality somehow seemed inferior because I
could not do what others did with ease. However, what I was really
undervaluing were the strengths of my own personality.
Growing up in three different cultures was not easy. I never felt like I
had a home. I have lived in apartments my entire life, and when my
husband and I started talking about buying a house, I wondered
if I would finally feel I have a home. Would I finally feel like I am
landing on a dock instead of lowering a temporary anchor? Not
Romanian enough, not Korean enough, not American enough —
what am I? I have always existed in-between, and for a long time
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— Never Not a Lovely Moon: The Art of
Being Yourself, by Caroline McHugh

13. TEDx Talks. The Art Of Being Yourself.

“Of all the things you
wear, your face is the most
important. I found that it
wasn’t only my countenance
that changed when I looked
in the True Mirror, but the
nature of my gaze. We look
in a regular mirror, not for
clues to who we are, but to
reassure ourselves that we’re
tidy, or beautiful or young. In
a True Mirror, you look for
revelation, not reassurance.
You don’t look at yourself,
you look for yourself.”

“We all have our
own thing, that’s
the magic, and
everybody comes
with their own sense
of strength, and
their own queendom.
Mine could never
compare to hers, and
hers could never
compare to mine.”13

I felt like that wasn’t enough. I felt
that I had to apologize for not
understanding the folk culture
of Romania well enough, for not
knowing an iconic American song
from the ’70s, for never having
tried a nostalgic ice cream from
South Korea. I apologized for not
knowing how to apply makeup
and for not knowing all of the
presidents of the United States.
I apologized for everything I could
not be or do, and I compensated
by becoming someone I was not.
I continued to smile and followed
the rules, believing that if I was
careful enough I wouldn’t break.
Well, I broke, and I am still picking
up the pieces.

It had never really occurred to me that we rarely or maybe never
see ourselves as we are. Our reflections in the mirror are altered by
the reverse effect a regular mirror has. Our images in photos are
also altered by the same reversed effect, as well as from retouching
and processing. We never truly see ourselves as others see us. If
you had the opportunity to truly see yourself, would you? Would
you be excited? Anxious? Would you be afraid that you would see
more flaws, or would you be delighted to see the beautiful features
you’ve been missing? Looking at ourselves, who we truly are — not
who others see, what we think they see, or what we want them to
see — is frightening, but it can also be rewarding.
When I first began my journey to finding myself, I was scared. I
had been pleasing others for so long that I wasn’t even sure I
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There is a concept called wabi-sabi in the Japanese culture that
represents “a beauty of things imperfect, impermanent, and
incomplete. It is a beauty of things modest and humble. It is a
beauty of things unconventional.14 I have lived life feeling that I
was always the odd one out. As a person living in between cultures,
I felt different, alienated by each country. But as I continued to
peel away at the layers of self-doubt and expectations, I began to
see the cultures and traditions that have shaped me more clearly
and was able to meet them more critically. If I previously followed
the Korean hierarchy systems and used honorifics blindly, now
I questioned how they affected my relationships. In Korea it is
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14. Leonard Koren, Wabi-Sabi for Artists, Designers, Poets & Philosophers. Point Reyes, 		
California: Imperfect Publishing, 2008.

would be able to remove the layers of who I was supposed to be.
I was not prepared to tap into the scars left from racism in my
childhood or the lonely moments of my teenage years, fighting
back tears in high school. I was afraid to face my monsters of not
being good enough, smart enough, friendly enough, or confident
enough. Sometime in middle school, one of the boys in my class
asked me to carry his backpack to the classroom. Our school was
a four-story building with a basement, and our classes were on the
third floor. He asked me to carry his backpack from the first floor.
Because I wanted him to like me, I naturally said, “Of course,” and
carried his backpack. Why couldn’t he carry it himself? I jumped
at the opportunity to please. He knew I would do it. When I talked
about it with my father, he said, “People are not going to respect
you if you don’t respect yourself. You have to know your value.”
For the first time in my life, I was ashamed of how eager I was to
be used. I found value in the approval and acceptance of others. I
failed at valuing myself. Accepting that I often did things out of
peer pressure or simply because I wanted to be one of the pack
was rough. Admitting that I never really felt welcomed anywhere
and that I looked for every opportunity to feel wanted was
heartbreaking. However, in the midst of all the hurt, I also found
love and kindness and, ultimately, freedom.

customary for younger people to use honorifics to older people
even if the difference is only one year. In my group of friends, I
am the youngest, and therefore I used honorifics with all of
them. I should also mention that in Korea the term “friends” is
only used between individuals born in the same year. Everyone
else is addressed differently. Despite the fact that we are pretty
close, I felt obligated to use honorifics because this is the culture
of Korea. However, I started to realize that my using honorifics
subconsciously created a wall for me. I felt distant. So, after more
than three years of knowing them, I finally asked if I could use ban
mal, or informal speaking, with them. They were all completely fine
with it, and I was so relieved. They had not realized that to me it was
uncomfortable. They had thought nothing of it. I felt uncomfortable
because I am not from Korea and, to me, this cultural standard
seems ridiculous when it comes to close friends. This is one of the
reasons why I continue to say, “I am Korean… but not really.”
I mention wabi-sabi because it is something that gives me a
glimpse of freedom from perfectionism. It resonates with me in not
being conventional and allows me to find beauty in imperfection.
I may not be considered beautiful by Korean standards, but I am
beautiful because of my experiences, whether good or bad. I may
not belong in any one culture, but the pieces I do have from the
cultures I grew up in give me character and make me unique. I
am still picking up my broken pieces, but the glue I choose to use
to put myself back together depends on me. Will it consist of my
beliefs, my values, and my identity, or will it crumble once again
from a shaky self-worth based solely on other people’s reassurance?
Beauty may not be entirely in the eye of the beholder, but I do
believe that beauty comes from within. The way we see ourselves,
accept ourselves, and love ourselves is reflected in our beauty.
It is really up to us to find it. I don’t think we will ever be rid of a
society that tells us who we should be, but we can change the way
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CHARACTERISTICS OF WABI-SABI
From Wabi-Sabi for Artists, Designers, Poets & Philosophers by Leonard Koren.
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• Man-made objects, spaces, and designs
• Strong reactions against the dominant, established sensibilities of its time
(Chinese perfection and gorgeousness of the sixteenth century and earlier)
• Eschew any decoration that is not integral to structure
• Abstract, nonrepresentational ideals of beauty
• Earthy, imperfect, variegated
• Expressed in private domain
• Intuitive worldview
• Relative
• Personal idiosyncratic solutions
• One-of-a-kind/variable
• No progress
• Present-oriented
• Believes in the fundamental uncontrollability of nature
• Romanticizes nature
• People adapting to nature
• Organic organization of forms: soft, vague shapes and edges
• Natural materials
• Ostensibly crude
• Accommodates to degradation and attrition
• Corrosion and contamination make its expression richer
• Solicits expansion of sensory information
• Comfortable with ambiguity and contradiction
• Warm
• Dark and dim
• Function and utility are not so important
• Perfect immateriality is an ideal
• Not everlasting — to everything there is a season

we receive these notions. Instead of searching for beauty icons
across the globe, let’s turn our attention to those close to us, the
ones we love for who they are, and who love us for who we are.
Beauty is not the faces we see plastered on billboards and featured
in advertisements, but neither is it criticism of women who feel
happiness in that hint of cherry on their lips. A beauty routine in
and of itself is not the problem; it becomes a problem when it is
driven by an unrealistic goal of achieving ideal beauty as dictated
by a society whose only concern is money. When we face our
monsters, we draw the strength to define our own beauty. We can
learn to escape the mold and not be ashamed of who we are.

SAFE SPACE
Have you ever found a wall somewhere that had the words “Before
I Die I want to…” followed by numerous anonymous answers? Some
could be more serious, like “let my walls come down,” “abandon
all my insecurities,” or “have no regrets.” Others could be simpler,
like “plant a tree,” or “eat strawberry cake,” or funny, like “eat all the
candy and sushi in the world.” This project was first started in 2011
by artist Candy Chang, and these walls have been filled in over forty
countries across six continents.
Death is not something we want to think about. It is often a topic
best avoided, but when we are challenged to think about it, our
perspective on life changes. If we found out that we had just a
few more days to live, would we still be concerned that we aren’t
wearing eyeliner in public or that the size 00 dress we bought for
motivation still doesn’t fit? Would we still be concerned about what
others think of us, and would we still pretend to be someone else?
Would we wish that we had lived our life differently, or would we be
content that we lived to the fullest as ourselves?
When confronted with this wall, my mind jumped back to the
numerous, seemingly endless times I did not speak out, did not
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Photo from Before I Die..., by Cany Chang.
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Photos from Cany Chang, http://candychang.com/work/confessions/.
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“These public yet
anonymous walls are
an honest mess of
the longing, pain, joy,
insecurity, gratitude,
fear, and wonder.”

15. Chang, Candy. Before I Die. New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2013, p. 14.
16. TEDxTalks. The Art Of Being Yourself.

trust myself, and cowered when given the opportunity to be myself.
I regretted the days I spent in fear of rejection and disappointment.
When I looked at many of these answers, I found that I was not
alone. We like to post the best
version of ourselves on social
media. We tweak our photos
and descriptions so that people
will like it and follow it. But
often the reality is that these
posts are nothing more than
masks to hide our own insecurity.
We don’t want to come off as
boring, weak, or unreliable, so
15
we hide our monsters—our fears
and our worries.

It is scary to dig within. It is hard to face the fears and struggles,
the pain and the hurt — but no one is truly alone. When we allow
ourselves to be more than what our friends want us to be, or what
social media tells us to be, we begin to build a safe space for
expression, love, and kindness. When we are in this safe space, we
essentially free ourselves from the perception of others. We can
remove our approval addiction and have an honest conversation
with ourselves and with those who are ready to truly get to know
us. Contrary to what I used to believe, safe space is not that hard to
find. It takes will and courage, but most importantly it takes love
and kindness towards yourself. Stop measuring yourself against
others. Postpone any kind of judgment. Quiet down the voices that
say you are not enough, you don’t belong, or you are not beautiful.
Instead, listen to the ones that say you are loved, you have a voice,
you are enough, you do belong, and you are beautiful.

In another project, Confessions, Chang showed just how quickly
people were willing to expose their struggles and vulnerabilities
when given the right conditions. Inspired by the Shinto Shrine
Prayer Walls, Chang set up private confession booths and gave out
wooden plaques. She gathered more than 1,500 confessions.
Why do we fear the gaze of others when so many others are like
ourselves? As a Romanian/American/Korean, wife, daughter,
Christian, missionary-kid, designer, artist, professor, maker, and
lifetime learner, I want to offer a safe space for everyone to be
themselves. We are not tied to our titles. Caroline McHugh says,
“You are not your thoughts because you think them. You can’t be
your feelings because otherwise who’s the you that feels them?
You’re not what you have; you’re not what you do; you’re not
even who you love, or who loves you. There has to be something
underneath all that.”16
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At the Shinto Shrine
in Japan, people would
write their prayers on a
plaque and hang them
on a public wall for the
spirits to receive.
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MY ROLE AS A DESIGNER

I have impostor syndrome. My impostor syndrome stems from the
expectations and standards I grew up with. Because I never felt fully
Romanian, American, or Korean, I felt like I was not a whole person.
My impostor syndrome triggered my obsession with perfection and,
as a result, amplified my anxiety and insecurities that I will ever be
good enough.
I first found out about graphic design in my second year of college.
I had practiced music all my life, but because I thought I was not
good enough to pursue a career in music I had chosen a major
in psychology. The reason why I believed I wasn’t good enough
was that I knew I could never play music like my brother. After my
first semester as a psychology student, I realized that this was not
the career path for me, either. At that point, the only thing I was
somewhat decent at was music, so during the second semester of
my first year I switched my major to music. Not surprisingly, by the
end of my freshman year, I knew music wasn’t it either. So I browsed
my school’s catalog, and there it was: graphic design. I did not
know what it was. I knew of art, and I have always loved drawing
and using my hands and making things. The descriptions seemed
to fit, so I spoke to the graphic design department head, who
encouraged me to take a class. My first graphic design class was
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17. Danielle Page, "How Impostor Syndrome Is Holding You Back At Work." Better By Today, 2017.
https://www.nbcnews.com/better/health/how-impostor-syndrome-holding-you-back-work-ncna814231.

Seventy percent of successful people experience “impostor
syndrome.” This is a little different from anything I had mentioned
before, but I believe that it has a direct connection to our feeling
of inadequacy. Impostor syndrome is when people feel like their
talents and abilities are not as good as other people think they
are. People with impostor syndrome feel that they are undeserving
of the praise they receive and often believe that they are failures
despite their success.17

in Photoshop. I had fun learning to manipulate photos. I learned
how to change backgrounds, how to isolate certain objects and
shift their colors, and, eventually, I learned to switch faces between
people in a photo. I learned that I could slim down bodies and
change the shape of faces. My professor thought I did pretty well,
and next semester I was a graphic design major.
I don’t think I fully understood what graphic design was until I
began my journey in grad school. My goal in my undergraduate
years was to design with purpose, but I did not know what that
meant. My capstone focused on reminding people to take a break
from daily routines and remember the small things that made them
happy. I wanted my work to encourage a healthy mind that would
lead to a healthy community. After I graduated, I got hired at a
publications company and began making stationery products.
The bulk of the work I produced was coloring books, sticker books,
and recipe binders. I enjoyed working, and it was definitely fun
seeing the books that I had created on the shelves of large retail
stores. However, as the years passed, I began to wonder if I was
holding true to my goal of designing with purpose. Was this part
of my plan?
In my first year of grad school, I was asked, “What are you trying
to communicate through your work?” And then it hit me. All of
my work, so far, had been for someone else. My purpose had
disappeared somewhere under the weight of other people’s
purposes. I felt lost. The following year, I was asked, “What do you
want your own practice to look like?” Another baffling question.
I can have my own practice? Hello, impostor syndrome. I had
never considered that I had something interesting or important to
communicate. I never believed that I was good enough to have my
own practice. And yet, amazing professors were asking me these
questions as if I had what it takes to figure it out. The truth is that,
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18. Alana Herro, "Fellows Friday Q&A With Candy Chang." TED Blog, 2011.
https://blog.ted.com/fellows-friday-with-candy-chang/.

despite my straight As in college, the wonderful job my boss told
me I did at work, and all the encouragements and commendations
I would receive in grad school, I never felt like I was good. I
continued to doubt what they saw in me, and that built up as a
pressure to perform, to do even better. With this pressure came
the fear that as soon as I messed up, I would be rejected.
Even as I am writing this, my mind wonders what gives me
the right to talk about this. I have not overcome my impostor
syndrome, and I still haven’t figured out my identity. What I do
know, though, is that I have begun to trust those who have told
me that I do have something to offer to the world. As a designer,
I have a responsibility. I have a responsibility not to manipulate
images to create impossible expectations. I have a responsibility
not to encourage a set of rules and call them universal. I have a
responsibility to be inclusive, to teach and to learn, and to create
the right circumstances so that people can find themselves and
be themselves. I have a responsibility to stand not as a critic of
others, but as a peer. And as a designer, artist, maker, illustrator,
photographer — you get the point — I want to tell those who feel
like they can only choose one profession that they are wrong. You
can wear multiple hats.
Joseph Paxton was a gardener and the first to grow a giant water
lily plant (about six feet in diameter). It had a special, rigid, crossribbed structure, and Joseph wanted to see how strong it really
was. He experimented with children and found out that the
lily pad could support up to five or six kids. Then he wondered
where else he could apply this pattern and experimented with
greenhouses. He then built the Crystal Palace, a gigantic cast iron
and glass building in London. A great gardener can be an inspiring
architect.18 By giving ourselves permission not to belong to one
category only, we can be who we want to be without the pressure
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to fit a single mold. This does not make us mediocre at both. On the
contrary, it strengthens us.
I believe that design paves a way for honest communication. It
has a huge impact on the society we live in, so much so that it can
convince millions that beauty is dictated by manipulated images.
It can convince a society that any sort of ornament is bad and
that cultures and identities can lead to a slowdown of industrial
development. I believe that it is time for designers to rectify these
misconceptions, and I am glad to know that many are already
doing it.

HYBRID
When I first heard the word “hybrid” I could only think of the movie Underworld and
the half-vampire, half-werewolf character, Michael Corvin. While I am not halfvampire and half-werewolf (though that would be cool), I am a hybrid of different
cultures, and that is an advantage. Ahmed Ansari, lecturer in Design Studies at
Carnegie Mellon University and a member of Decolonizing Design, describes it as
“speaking multiple languages of knowledge” — knowing the history of more than one
culture, particularly more than the European culture. The European culture seems
to dominate our education system. While our textbooks are filled with the history of
Western civilization, it includes maybe one or two chapters of the rest of the world.
Even in the arts, when I visit the Art Institute of Chicago, I notice the vast majority
of the exhibits are Western with perhaps one or two galleries dedicated to Asian or
lesser-known cultures. I think the whole museum has only one wall of Korean works
of art. I am pretty sure there is more of it in real history. Nonetheless, the history of
Europe has somehow become the reference point of all histories. The World History of
Design by Victor Margolin, as recalled by Ansari, is actually the history of Europe and
America after colonization.
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In direct response to Adolf Loos’ “Ornament and Crime,”
British-Nigerian artist Yinka Shonibare presented “Criminal
Ornamentation,” an exhibition full of patterns and colors from
across different art practices.

Criminal Ornamentation is
an exploration of pattern
as “a genuine expression that
breaks away from traditional
conceptions of art and seeks
to celebrate the radical
deviancy of pattern.”20

In “Honour,” an essay included in the book I Wonder, Marian Bantjes
responds to Beatrice Warde’s “The Crystal Goblet” by adding a
pasta frame around the text. (As a reminder, “The Crystal Goblet”
is all about typography being transparent, void of anything
that might distract the reader from the text.) Silas Munro and
Ramon Tejada have formed “Throw the Bauhaus Under the Bus,” a
workshop that “explores breaking habits, structures, and models of
thought that have become canonized, systematized, and ingrained
as the way to make work.”19 Together, they are questioning the
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I have been researching the history of Korean art and design, and I am disappointed
by the lack of resources translated in English. However, many American and British
history books can be found translated in Korean. It’s as if many non-Western countries
set the Western world as a standard and, while Western history doesn’t feel the need
to mention other cultures, others feel an “obligation,” as Ansari puts it, to reference
the Western world. It is time for us to turn our eyes to the different parts of the world
and, by trying to understand other cultures, learn “creative ways of being otherwise.”2

19. "Letterform Archive Presents It’s Time To Throw The Bauhaus Under The Bus
Workshop - Typeroom.” Typeroom, 2019. https://tinyurl.com/y3ct98wj
20. “Criminal Ornamentation: Yinka Shonibare MBE Curates
The Arts Council Collection | Arts Council Collection.” Arts Council Collection. 2020.
http://www.artscouncilcollection.org.uk/exhibition/criminal-ornamentation-yinkashonibare-mbe-curates-arts-council-collection.
21. Design History Friday with Ahmed Ansari. Video. January 17, 2020.

In “What’s ‘Crystal Goblet’ in Korean,” an essay by Jiwon Lee, the value of translation
is emphasized, as well as the importance of translation done correctly with the right
research and understanding. I believe that, as hybrids, we can do this well. As hybrids,
we can overthrow the dominance of the Western world, and we can bring to light the
“invisible” histories of the cultures that are often overlooked by European history.
We can do so as both locals and foreigners. We can do so by understanding it, as well
as by standing impartial. Advancing the design future and scholarly discipline takes
more than writing for just one specific culture.

Silas Munro is the
founder of poly-mode. He is also
a professor at Otis College of Art
and Design and Advisor and Chair
Emeritus in the MFA Graphic
Design program at Vermont
College of Fine Arts.
Ramon Tejada is an independent
designer and a professor at Rhode
Island School of Design.

Who are you? Where are you coming from? Where are you situated? Whose histories are
important to you? Whose histories are you unaware of?
If you are hybrid like me, perhaps start with your own history.
I remember speaking to a professor who is also hybrid about the struggles of growing
up in different cultures. As we recalled our experiences, we were able to find the
advantages in having a multicultural background as well. Her response was that the
more exposed we are to different cultures, the more we can understand and know.
We have access to and can resonate with a bigger world. I am realizing more and
more that my struggle to fit in in just one of these worlds is foolish — that in and of
itself would mean to encase myself in a box. I am learning to accept myself as a true
hybrid, living between worlds and yet being part of all of them. This is definitely an
advantage to me as a person, designer, and artist.
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“Design is distinctive
from other visual
disciplines not
because it sells
product, everything
‘sells’ something or
other, but because
it communicates
ideas through
shared language.”22
22. Crisp, “Toward a Definition of the Decorational.”
23. "Letterform Archive Presents It’s Time To Throw
The Bauhaus Under The Bus Workshop - Typeroom."
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long-standing framework of how
design is defined and taught
in accordance to the principles
of the Bauhaus. Through this
workshop, the two designers
are experimenting with different
formats (2D, 3D, and 4D), exploring
and rethinking how design may
be taught free of the demands of
what has been deemed the “right
way” for over one hundred years.
They encourage making “from
a personal place that engages
and tells stories — that forms can
inherit unconventional ways for
designers and people to share,
inform, and live.”23

Designers absolutely have what it takes to challenge dogma. I
believe that workshops like these are extremely important to
help us challenge preset rules and standards that often keep us
from exploring and moving forward, and they are important for
me personally. Experimentation, exploration, and sometimes
leaving things to chance are necessary tools I need to hone for
honest expression and communication. I have a responsibility as a
designer to dive into the unknown and the uncomfortable, but to
do so I first need to free myself of the chains of what others tell me
is good, correct, and beautiful.

What I am proposing is
a pattern of voices and
ideas – a decentralizing of
aesthetics. There is a rich
area connected to pattern
and ornament which takes in
aesthetics, culture, politics,
class, taste, snobbery, gender,
postcolonialism – things we
deal with on a daily basis.”
— Criminal Ornamentation
by Yinka Shonibare

THE JOURNEY CONTINUES

“If you want to
change how you
see your problems,
you have to change
what you value
and/or how
you measure
failure/success.”24

When we no longer see ourselves on
a pedestal for others to judge, when
we no longer obsess over likes and
followers, and when we truly begin to accept that there is more
to us and our offerings than merely appearance, we can start the
process of leaving our monsters behind. My identity no longer
relies on belonging or not belonging to one given culture. My
beauty is no longer tied to how much makeup I choose to wear or
how fat I feel. My worth is no longer tied to how well I perform. I
exist, and so do you. That is more than enough.
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24. Mark Manson, The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck: A Counterintuitive Approach to Living a Good Life.
First ed. New York, NY: HarperOne, 2017, p.79.
25. Danielle Krysa, Your Inner Critic Is an Asshole and Other Truths About Creativity.
San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2016, p. 95.

Just like there are always monsters under your bed, the monsters
of life will continue to follow. However, this does not mean that
we constantly have to be on the run. We can learn to quiet the
monsters or leave them behind for a while. Eventually, we can
have days in which we completely forget that they are even there.
But it starts with us. If we take a moment to look around us, to the
people close to us, we will realize that
most (or all?) of us don’t look like the
celebrities posted all over billboards
and ads and that our lives are not
as perfect as those of influencers on
social media. Do we tell each other
that we are not good or beautiful
enough? Of course not. If you are
multicultural, would you ever tell
another multicultural soul that they
don’t belong anywhere?

“No one can wrestle the
pencil out of your hand.
You get to keep going
in absolute defiance.”25
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