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The concept of adorning and enhancing a person’s body is a method of self-expression and can be for multiple reasons such as tribal affiliation, social status and spiritual healing. This is a divisive subject creating negative and positive reactions throughout the world based on whether it is considered a mark of rebellion or a mark of pride and power. This exploration will examine the cultural meaning behind the theme of body modification through considering the three keywords of culture, identity and skin. As a designer cultural appropriation is predominant within fashion and new design, with designs influenced by traditions across the world. It is essential to understand the culture and community from which these have originated and their importance; the meaning that lies behind the designs as culturally significant in the same way as body modification has a specific purpose promoting identity through self-expression.	Comment by Julia Lockheart: is this your keyword? 
	Comment by Julia Lockheart: This is not an essay. It is an exploration of three keywords. Where are they? You need to introduce the three keywords. 	Comment by Julia Lockheart: Reading forward I see that this is Culture Identity and Skin - so introduce those three keywords here. 

  
 Culture 

The definition of culture is ‘the ideas, customs, and social behaviour of a particular people or society (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Stuart Hall utilises the concept of culture as a way of forming a ‘cultural identity’, “subject to the continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and power” (Hall, 1994, p.394). The role of body modification can be viewed as a cultural tool, a method of self-expression creating a cultural identity. It is suggested by Painful Pleasures that body modification originated in Africa and Asia in indigenous tribes. Archaeologists have discovered women with labret piercings and stretchers (see fig. 1) from Ethiopia (8700 BC), South America (1500 BC) and coastal Ecuador (500 BC). 
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Fig. 1: An example of lip plates


The meaning behind the piercings, however, is widely disputed. Some researchers suggest that these ‘disfigurations’ were purposely made to make women and young girls less attractive to slave traders whilst others suggest that the size correlates to social importance with the bigger the lip plate the higher the price the father can demand in her dowry (medicalbag.com, 2021). It is argued that the latter is not the case, as some historians suggest that the lip plates are a sign of a woman's power, strength and self-esteem often indicative of being ready for marriage (ref). This disparity in cultural meaning and understanding can be viewed also within the Kayan Tribe of Myanmar whereby metal rings are used to stretch the necks of the females (see figure 2). 
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Fig. 2: Kayan women stretching their neck

In Kayan culture the belief was the longer the neck the more attractive the female; this had the opposite effect on other tribes who believed it made the women ugly so less desirable to kidnap. Nowadays, they are worn to preserve cultural tradition (Korzhov and Kovlenko, 2013). 

Tattoos are a traditional practice in many cultures and are significant in forming a cultural identity. In “[t]raditional cultures, tattoos generally functioned to guarantee good health and to ward off evil” (Featherstone, p.41). In Hawaii, the natives would wear their tattoos as a symbol of memorial, strength, bravery and power. They would use natural ink from kukui nut ashes and sugarcane juice. “In Hawaii, tattoos were also employed to memorialise deceased relatives and in Indonesia they were indicative of important secular accomplishments” (Featherstone, p.41). Tattoos show history and pride in their culture however they are not the only form of body modification, with piercings, scarification and implants having traditional roots. Each of these methods symbolise different meanings, such as a sign of status or simply to show beauty within oneself. “The main point of African scarification is to beautify, although scars of a certain type, size and position on the body often indicate group identity or stages in a person's life” (Pitt Rivers.org, 2011). It can be argued that the theory behind body modification is symbolic interactionism whereby the meaning behind a certain image, word or symbol is not determined. This strongly connects with body modification as it is unique to the individual.	Comment by Julia Lockheart: Where are your theorists? Look at Raymond Williams 'Keywords' and Stuart Hall 'Representations' and Gillian Rose on semiotics  (Can't remember the name of here book off hand - look in the library.) 

Body modification is an important aspect of their culture demonstrative of how they wear their history, traditions and how proud they are to achieve these scars. Another purpose could be to show the child is of age to become an adult. 

Pain and blood can play a large part in the scarification process to determine a 		person's fitness, endurance and bravery. This is especially the case in puberty rites 	since a child must prove they are ready to face the realities and responsibilities of 	adulthood (Pitt Rivers). 

This statement indicates that scarification and body modification serve an important role of culture and its importance in their society. It's a ritual, an understanding that everyone has the same just part of life. Body modification not only shows a strong connection to their culture and beliefs but also, it’s a way of expressing themselves and who they are as an individual.
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Fig. 3: Scarification
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Fig. 4: Maori chin tattoo

Identity (self) 

The definition of identity is ‘who a person is, or the qualities of a person or group that make them different from others (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). People choose to modify their bodies arguably to have a sense of control over their actions and decisions. Robert Ornstein’s Multi-Mind (2003) discusses how the human mind works in different sections, working independently for one task. He suggests there are multiple ‘computers’ in the brain that decide how to interpret the amount of information that people encounter daily and herein lies the nature of identity. Ornstein quotes Descartes “I think therefore I am” (Ornstein, Chapter 2, 2003); in relation to identity, humans only exist by what they think about themselves. Furthermore, Stuart Hall in Representations (2013) discusses the ‘complex relations’ between concepts of identity (Hall, 2013, p.3). He argues how different things can be interpreted as the same using the example of a bird and plane, both flying objects. In this regard body modification becomes the same as identity as one arguably becomes a factor in creating the other. The brain interprets information on body modification with each mind working differently and processing certain designs in their own way (Ornstein, 2003).	Comment by Julia Lockheart: Good point where is the evidence? Reference? 	Comment by Julia Lockheart: Some good writing here but it needs to be organised and coherent. It is very fragmented at present.  

There is a strong causal link between culture and identity regarding body modification. Certain cultures have ways of identifying themselves as belonging to a particular tribe or community, see fig 1, 2, 3 and 4. Each of these communities have their own way of showing their identity. The purpose behind these modifications varies between each individual.

It was worn to fascinate, terrify, seduce, overcome, beguile, by the skin; it was 		carried to record, imprint, acknowledge, remember, honour, immortalise, in the 		flesh, in the skin; it was also affected to beautify, transform, enhance, mutate, 		extend the flesh, the skin, and the soul itself (Awekotuku, 2002, p.123). 

Tattoos, piercings and scarification were used as symbolic understanding of culture and tradition associated with that community. The way skin is imprinted not only identifies the person with a specific tribe but also in turn creates a form of identity, connecting them whilst also individualising them. Tattoos, in their basic form can be considered symbols; to some individuals these hold a deeper meaning signifying an event, a person or a status. “Ta moko - Māori tattoo - manifests pride, celebration, and identity for Māori people” (Awekotuku, 2002, p.123). Ta Moko tattoos are important to those who have them, forming connections with their ancestry.

A person’s identity, influenced by their culture can be asserted through the physical appearance of their body. “Our bodies, ourselves; bodies are maps of power and identity” (Harraway, 1985, p.26). Harraway expresses the notion that the body is an outlet of power, an extension of one's mind. In Cyborg Manifesto (1985) she attempts to construct parallels between the current economic and technological practices and human fictional capability to understand and interact with a changing ideological structure. Identity could be considered an ideology, an understanding between people enabling connection whilst also creating a unique pathway for them. Skin can in this way become a physical, visual way of asserting a person's identity.
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Figure 5: A sailor with tattoos.
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Fig.6: Forehead implants.
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Fig.7: Gang tattoos.

Skin 

Skin simply defined as “the natural outer layer that covers a person, animal, fruit” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021) however further definition in terms of technology changes this to be “the appearance of a character, object...that can be chosen and changed by the user” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Skin can be used as a personal surface, a private canvas for a person to modify according to their individual needs or desires. Purposes for modifying skin can be empowering: a way of regaining control, a method of release whether spiritual or emotional, allegiance to a certain grouping or often just for shock value. 

Tattooing offers many women control over their own bodies. Some have used the 	tattoo to challenge the limit-ed roles of wife and mother and to explore other ways 	to define themselves (Mehta, 2013).

ink and scars to make patterns. It can also be pierced, and things can be implanted like silicone to create raised surfaces. In Japan, there is a trend called bagel head where they inject a saline solution into the forehead. It was a fashion trend which was popular in 2007-8. They are a temporary modification which lasts for 6-24 hours (Bosmia et al. 2013). This type of implant allows people to experiment with trends without fully committing to the intensity of body modifications.

Tattoos and body modification also became popular in western culture, from 1910’s till 1930’s tattoos were mostly used to symbolise a line of work. For example, sailors would have an anchor, see figure 5. It was uncommon for those not in that industry to have a tattoo as religion forbade it. Women would get cosmetic tattoos, such as blush tattoos and lip contouring as makeup was expensive, but women wouldn't get tattoos like the men as society looked down upon it. From the 1950’s onwards tattoo designs improved and were seen as a form of expression, whether having the same tattoo as a celebrity or to demonstrate your gang affiliation (Custom tattoo design, 2020). From the 70’s onwards tattoos signified which community you belonged to, similar to gang culture, however this was a social rebellion.

Some people use their skin to create a shock value by hanging from hooks. It is called, body suspension. Not only is it shock factor, but it is also a religious and spiritual practise. In the Mandan tribe they practice the ‘Okipa’, a torture test to prove their physical courage and appease the spirits (Rego, 2017). By using your body to re-enact events that your ancestors went through it embodies that connection with your beliefs and spirituality. 

No objects, spaces, or bodies are sacred in themselves; any component can be 		interfaced with any other if the proper standard, the proper code, can be 			constructed for processing signals in a common language (Haraway, p.12). 

Harraway suggests that anything can be changed to mean something else, for example, the body can be used as a canvas and the person can chose to express themselves in any shape or form. In gang culture, it is very common to have a code tattooed onto yourself to affiliate with your group, (see figure 7), to reflect ownership and belonging to that community. Identity means that you have something that either makes you unique or connects you to a group, it can be argued that body modification does this also. Regarding gang culture, certain tattoos are seen as the ultimate commitment you can make to forever be part of the gang. To be a member you must either follow through with initiation tasks or commit a crime to show your loyalty. Certain scars from initiation fights are seen as admirable within the culture. Once tattooed however gang affiliation is permanent, the ultimate sacrifice.

They can’t find work with a rival cartel, and so they have to stay working for the 		gang that they started off with. This makes them much cheaper and it means that 	the gang can treat them how they like (Woody, 2016).

It is a form of branding with gang members pledging their life to that gang. The tattoo can be representative not only of belonging to a gang but also a sense of ownership and empowerment over a person’s own body. This can be a method of reasserting authority and gaining control particularly linked to body confidence issues. “I don't particularly like that area of my arm, and getting the tattoo meant I had to confront that. It was like taking control” (Theisen and Stefanou, 2013). For others this can be a method of emotional or physical release enabling them to manage emotions and external situations. “I get a release from having tattoos. It's therapeutic, like I'm translating my feelings into ink on my body” (Ashworth, 2013). A form of representation, the tattoo can be a way to define and express a person, a therapeutic practice for many and arguably a method of reclaiming identity.

The concept of body modification and the underlying reasons and purpose behind it will be key to my enquiry and in developing a deeper understanding of this aged practice. Body modification has spanned generations with multiple symbolic and cultural understandings influencing it. Tattoos with certain symbols can be used to represent a person, event or tradition; scarification, lip plates and piercings can hold a spiritual meaning often intrinsic to the formation of a cultural identity. 

The key words, culture, identity and skin, all link together through the concept of body modification. Culture, the ideas and customs of a community, can dictate the way a person uses their skin to express their identity and their sense of belonging to a certain group. Skin thereby becomes a method of expression, both individual and community led, expressing beliefs and personality through wearing designs on their skin; this can arguably be seen as the ultimate commitment, leading to a life-or-death ultimatum especially with regards to gang affiliation. A person’s identity becomes intrinsically linked to and reflected through their culture and their skin.

These key words reflect the deeper meaning underlying body modification, and how these can change according to culture and ethnic/ societal groupings. Physically changing a person’s exterior appearance is not only unique to the individual but also a form of connection creating a sense of community. Presenting yourself and your ideas on your skin can arguably improve self-esteem and enable a person to regain control of their body. Being able to accept yourself and your body can have tremendous advantages within the creative environment; it allows you to flow, be open to new possibilities and to accept ideas from different points of view. As for many things, there are negatives such as branding and perhaps the negative view from other cultures and society. As a designer, it is important to understand different beliefs and the meanings behind practices, using cultural appropriation to create your own version and understanding of art; this can be related directly to body modification. The main question leading my investigation is, why do people choose to modify their bodies and what is the purpose behind it? How can that help me as a designer?
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