WORKING TITLE: An investigation into the growing subculture that is body modification


My dissertation is on  the topic of body modification. There are a few aspects of this that I want to look at; first of all I want to look at ‘extreme’ body modification. The term ‘extreme’ is something that I intend to look at as it is a subjective term- it is something I plan on looking into it next as, reflecting on my fieldwork, I do not want to come across as judgmental which is something I found myself concerned about when conducting fieldwork.
I also want to look at attitudes towards body modification in the UK. From my own experience, I have found that some people are quite judgemental and disapproving of body modifications, tattoos in particular, and so I am looking at whether the extremity of a modification has any effect on attitudes towards it. 
Comparing with the way in which body modifications are approached and attitudes towards them in a tribal context is also something that I am in the process of looking at, especially within the Mursi tribe of Ethiopia.
Social skin is also something that I have come across a lot and am interested in looking at- it only came up recently so I have begun reading into the ways in which the skin is used as a means of communication and the ways this can be applied in terms of ‘decorating’ the body and the body as ‘art’.

Methodology

Firstly, I used participant observation which I believe is one of the most important methods to use as being immersed in the experience made it feel more authentic. 
I also used informal interviews. It was important to me that my interviews were informal and chatty as I found myself worried that the modified people I spoke to would feel as if they were being judged- I found myself making sure my tattoos were on show when I did this in an attempt to prevent this.
I used voice recordings in the second part of my fieldwork for ease and efficiency to record an interview so that I would be able to listen back to and write down the useful responses for analysis and use. I plan on using thematic analysis to pull out common themes throughout my fieldwork.
I also kept a brief journal during the first section of my fieldwork in which I wrote down elements of conversations that I had with the people I spoke to about their modifications.

Fieldwork

My fieldwork was split into three parts; the first part I conducted at Download Festival in Donnington 12th-16th June 2019. There I could not find anybody that had what I would consider ‘extreme’ modification and so I chose to speak to the people I was camping with about their tattoos; why they got them, experiences they had had concerning them.
Secondly I spoke with a man named Eli, a tattoo artist and piercer who also does scarification which is something that I am particularly interested in. He had a number of different modifications; stretched nostrils, partially amputated finger, scarification, tattooed eyeballs and was completely ‘blacked out’. Eli gave me very different answers to my questions during our interview than I had initially anticipated he which have me a number of new things to consider.
Finally, I spoke with people who were not modified at all or had very basic and little levels of modification. I had 5 participants aged 5-74 and had quite mixed responses to my questions, I asked about their attitudes towards body modifications in both a tribal context and a non-tribal context and found that there was a difference in attitude. 

Theory

As I look at my fieldwork, the theory I plan on using has been changing; my current plans are to look at communitas in alignment with my findings- I have begun reading Edith Turner in this respect.
Secondly I plan to look at kinship theory, as a theme I have so far pulled from my fieldwork is a feeling of kinship between those who are modified- I plan on looking at whether there are differing types of kinship within the community depending on the extremity or type of modification i.e. whether somebody with stretched nostrils may feel a sense of individuality over people with just tattoos but kinship amongst others with similar modifications.
I also plan on using performativity in terms of both gender (Butler, 1986) and the skin as gender cropped up a little during my fieldwork, although I am unsure how significant of a part this will play in my actual dissertation. I also want to look at performativity in terms of skin after reading about the skin as a form of communication. 


Literature

I have already looked at a fair amount of literature; one of the most useful books I have found is In The Flesh: The Cultural Politics of Body Modification by Victoria Pitts which covers a wide variety of aspects and views on body modifications.
Communitas: the anthropology of collective joy by Edith Turner; to look at the sense of community, brought together by body modifications.
I am also currently looking into literature on body art as modifications can be considered art and decoration.
I plan on looking at the Mursi tribe as an example and seeing if there are any comparisons that I can make, linking with the results of my fieldwork and any further research. One piece of literature, which I am in the process of reading, is by David Turton; Lip-plates and the people who take photographs. Eli, whom I spoke to during my fieldwork, used to have a lip-plate and I plan on getting back in touch to do some follow up questions where I feel there have been a few gaps in my fieldwork. I would like to speak to him maybe in reference to this article.
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