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Abstract:

Representations of surgically enhanced breasts in the western media are usually connected
with beauty, glamour and sexuality, providing titillation for viewers. But this construction is
rejected by patients undergoing breast enlargement surgery, who claim ‘enhancement’
makes them feel ‘more like a woman’. Whilst genitals are considered to be ‘primary sex
characteristics’, present at birth, breasts are ‘secondary sex characteristics’, developed
during puberty. But this also affords them a hierarchy. Disciplines like psychoanalysis have
foregrounded the penis/ phallus, and its lack, as the ‘primary signifier’ of gender. But
perhaps ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ are misnomers given that genitals are covered at a young
age, whilst women'’s fashions make breasts a highly visible marker of gender. In addition, far
fewer trans people requested genital surgery once it was dropped as a legal requirement for
gender recognition. Whilst women wanting breast augmentation are pathologized as vain
and silly, men’s desire for breast reduction is regarded as understandable and legitimate.
Women who attempt to refuse reconstruction or request double mastectomy after breast
cancer are told they will feel ‘unfeminine’. Drawing on our research on cosmetic surgery
tourism, an intersexed person in Belgium was offered pectoral not breast implants, because
their passport recorded them as male, and in a Thai clinic traditional ‘orchidectamy’ (testicle
removal) for Kathoey (lady boys) had been banned following pressure from western
medicine. In this paper | use examples from our study to illustrate the gendered and colonial
nature of western cosmetic medicine, and question the hierarchy of genitals and breasts and

the binarism of ‘sex’.
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