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Abstract

Social media, which is rapidly becoming an integral part of society; plays an
extensive role in people’s inclination toward plastic surgery procedures. This article
analyzes and examines the Instagram pages of cosmetic surgeons. The aim of this
research is to conduct semiotic analysis of social media from the perspectives of
body management, representation of beauty and youth ideals, and the tendency
toward cosmetic surgery among women. The research methodology is qualitative
semiotics analysis based on John Fisk's approach. From among 40 popular
Instagram pages of cosmetic surgeons, four sample pages were selected and
analyzed according to John Fiske's theory at three levels of descriptive (social
codes), representational (technical codes) and ideological (ideological codes). The
findings indicate that these cosmetic surgeons’ Instagram pages are influenced by
patriarchal ideology and discourse. This process contributes to the pathologization
of aging, the objectification of beauty and youth, identity construction,
commodification of women, reinforcement of stereotypes, and the dissemination and
promotion of beauty and youth standards through medical discourse about
appearance and the body, particularly regarding aged or natural bodies. Through the
use of cultural industry and advertising, it promotes consumerism, and thus plays a
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significant role in encouraging women to undergo cosmetic and rejuvenation
surgeries while strengthening the motivation of these procedures.

Keywords: Women's cosmetic surgery, social media, semiotics, women, Beauty
ideals, Pathologization of aging.

Introduction

This article examines the popular Instagram pages of doctor influencers and
promotional pages of cosmetic surgeons in Iran. By analyzing content production,
imagery, the display of manipulated bodies, and audience engagement, the study
seeks to uncover how these promotional pages contribute to the medicalization of
beauty and youth, the control and colonization of women’s bodies through the
representation of manipulated female bodies as "natural bodies." It also investigates
how natural bodily changes are presented as "signs of disease" requiring medical
intervention, thereby promoting a medicalized and commercial perspective toward
the body. This article further explores how the idealized female image is represented
in society and how dominant ideologies shape the standard and desirable body
image. The aim is to demonstrate how, by combining reality, representations, and
ideology, a signal, seemingly natural meaning is created and these elements are

presented cohesively.

Materials & Methods

This study uses John Fiske’s semiotic analysis approach. It aims to analyze, using
John Fisk's semiotics, the representation of women in media, especially on the social
platform Instagram, and the encouragement of cosmetic and rejuvenation surgeries
across three levels: social codes, technical codes and ideological codes. A purposive
sampling method was used, aligned with the research topic. The selection of
cosmetic surgeons' pages was done in two stages. Initially, 40 popular Instagram
pages of cosmetic surgeons (with follower counts ranging from 30K to 400K, and
high levels of likes, shares, and exposure in the Explore page) were examined to
gather comprehensive data on posts and advertising strategies. In the second stage, 3
pages were selected based on criteria such as follower count, type and variety of
content, audience interaction, visual content, and textual explanations. From these,
posts that offered the richest semiotic elements at both the reality and representation

levels were selected for detailed analysis. Ultimately, two posts from the first page
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and one post each from the other two pages—that had the highest views, likes,

comments, advertisements, and audience engagement—were chosen.

Discussion & Result

By selecting and analyzing four samples from three Instagram pages of cosmetic
surgeons, this study shows that the managers of these social media pages, through
advertising strategies, are trying to medicalize natural bodily states and reframe
them as pathological, in order to achieve profit, to construct femininity under the
influence of patriarchal discourse of patriarchy and the commodification of women.
Women become entrapped within the intersection of cultural industries, capitalism,
patriarchy, and the beauty/rejuvenation— industry. Through John Fiske’s three
levels of semiotic analysis, we found out that how signs and codes in these images
and videos consistently produce integrated meanings, while reflecting and
legitimizing the dominant ideologies of society. In all the selected samples we are
faced with the reproduction of prevailing dominant stereotypes that present young
and beautiful women as the standard of beauty and social value. This process
emphasizes the intersection of gender and age in constructing the ideal woman,
indicating that societal expectations shape a specific, ideal image of women based
on their gender and age. In such a way that women with specific features and
youthful appearances are portrayed as beauty standards in the media. Through
advertising, natural bodily conditions are inverted, and the surgically altered body is
promoted as healthy, normal, and natural. Beauty and youth are framed as
treatments for disease, using before-and-after images to psychologically and
motivationally internalize the idea that such transformations bring confidence, joy,
and vitality. By representing women as the constructed ideal woman, the media
modernly deconstructs women's identities and urges them, under patriarchal and
capitalist pressures, to undergo difficult and risky surgeries in pursuit of a
supposedly complete and flawless alternative identity, presenting surgically

manipulated bodies appear natural.

Conclusion

Findings show that the Instagram pages of cosmetic surgeons are influenced by the
dominant patriarchal ideology and discourse. This trend contributes to the
pathologizing of aging, the obsession with youthfulness, the construction of the

object of beauty and youth, the notion of eternal youth, identity transformation,
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commodification of women, stereotypical representation, and engineering of beauty
and youth preferences through media discourse and the medicalization of
appearance and body—particularly the aging or natural body. By utilizing cultural
industries and advertising, these pages promote a consumerist culture and thus play
a significant role in encouraging women to undergo cosmetic and rejuvenation

surgeries and strengthening their motivation to pursue such procedures.
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