How can a focus on ‘the body’ illuminate our understanding of power dynamics?
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Introduction:
This paper will be looking at how external items are applied to the body or placed in it to create a visual representation of something that the person embodying these things want to say about themselves. Often this is something related to their power or status within the community that they live amongst. The main themes to be looked into are tattooing, scarification, piercing, and body modification. 

Tattoos:
Tattooing has its origins all over the globe, from as far back as Otzi and the tattooed princess from ancient Egypt (Deter-Wolf, et al., 2016), as well as there being evidence of it occurring in the Americas, Africa, Asia and Australasia (Stirn, 2003).  In the more recent past, tattoos became important in the West for occupations such as sailors and soldiers, as well as for tagging criminals; this was also used on Jews by Hitler (Eisenstein, 1996, chapter 1).  Tattooing has been used for many different reasons, they can be worn simply for decoration, but more often or not they represent something and that something can vary greatly from religious reasons, such as a cross (Celtic crosses being common), weapons, to indicate power and strength, postcodes to link to certain locations for reasons of identity, or even murder victims to represent gang affiliation, which can also be seen in the use of tattoos by biker groups such as the Hells Angels, and in various initiations and subculture groups, especially seen in youths (Stirn, 2003; Roberts et al, 2004; Beazley and Chakraborty, 2008: 203; DeMello, 1995; Gambold, 1992; DeMello and Rubin, 2000:99). 
Maori tattoos have existed for centuries maybe even thousands of years, they can have many different meanings, they could have religious significance, a particular deity or demon, or maybe they could represent status, socially including marriage or lineage. They could even be used to represent achievements in the tribe, success as a hunter or a fisher, perhaps even success or even failure as a parent (Bell, 2004).
The purpose of their tattoos is either ritual, ornamental or to do with identity, and are always done by hand and not machine. Lots of their tattoos are received as a rite of passage usually into manhood or marriage. They can also be received to mark affiliations of age or wisdom. The facial tattoos known as ‘moko’ are unique to each family member and a Maori will draw their moko instead of using a signature. Maori tattoos very often use geometric designs and patterns and many dots and lines. (Bell, 2004).


Punks wore tattoos as a means of defiance which is central to there way of life and beliefs, they would also be used as a way of scaring and intimidating non-punks, because tattoos were not seen a great deal at that time in British history (Roberts et al, 2004; Gay and Whittington, 2002:54).
Tattoos have been a part of sailor and biker communities for a very long time. Bikers, like Punks wear tattoos as a way of scaring the populace, putting fear into others, and giving the group power as a gang; although biker ‘gangs’ often call themselves ‘clubs’ to perhaps play down the negative view of ‘gangs’ and give them a better chance of being seen as acceptable so they can have legal leverage (DeMello, 1995; Gambold, 1992). It can also be a case of fashion influences and cultural appropriation, bikers being influenced by mechanics wearing leather jackets which are also being worn as safety gear, with the tattoos being hidden underneath the safety gear to show that they are still part of the 1% (DeMello, 1995). 
Sailors have worn tattoos for centuries, coming from a rough life out at sea and the dangerous pirate lifestyle has given a tradition of sailors wearing tattoos. I recall many years ago my grandfather a veteran of world war two, the Royal Navy, telling me that when he served, it was only bikers and sailors who had tattoos. Sailors in particular would have taken on the power of cultures through their exotic tattoos, picked up on their travels, with these literally a mark of being to an exotic culture or place, a place not imaginable to someone who had not sailed; this also brings an element of the hero to the equation. Today sailors can get these cultural tattoos anywhere, so may add them to their bodies as soon as they begin this job to make their workmates think they have been doing it longer and trust and accept them more (DeMello and Rubin, 2000:49-51).
Criminals are often tattooed with something other than their own choice of tattoo’s; they were historically, and in some countries still are, tattooed with their prison number, prisoners during world war two’s the holocaust were tattooed with numbers, as a way if identifying and keeping record. It was also a way for the SS to assert their power and dominance over the inmates by the inhumane conditions, and not even calling them by their name but rather just by their number, they were not even given the dignity of a name when they were murdered (Eisenstein, 1996, chapter 1). This was a sign of ultimate power, albeit an evil power. This use of tattooed numbers could be in part due to the fact that the head of the SS Henrich Himmler was originally a chicken farmer, who was obsessed with statistics and recording everything, he even recorded every time he shaved and even ate. As a farmer he would have systematically logged the animals he was farming and then killing, therefore you can directly see the link between this and how he ran the death camps. His animals would have been confined, fed a small ration of food, had their children taken away from them and killed, and then they themselves are killed; all of the animals would have a number, either tattooed or as a tag (Eisenstein, 1996, chapter 1). A number is therefore used so that they can be found easily and retrieved, and their death logged, which is almost identical to the death camps. This all represents ownership, but in this case ownership and essentially murder of people; can we say that of chickens?

Scarification and Branding
Scarification is the method of cutting, breaking, manipulating, burning or branding the skin; usually with specific designs or culturally recognized markings or symbols. Scarification has long been debated anthropologically, for its significance in indigenous culture and their historic traditions (Gay and Whittington, 2002: 65-66). Van Gennep in 1909 described transforming the body including scarification as ‘rites of passage’(Ludvico, and Kurland, 1995), Levi Strauss in 1963 described the body as ‘a surface waiting for the imprintation of culture’(Schildkrout, 2004) In the modern west scarification is often worn by “alternative” people such as, “hippies” or “goths” etc, the eccentrics of life. Geometric mandalas are quite common designs. This could be to do with power, because of taking association from these generally peaceful spiritual symbols to make them look clever, or well-travelled, or spiritual. So they could wear these symbols to make a statement in our world today (Ludvico, and Kurland, 1995; Schildkrout, 2004).
People might use scarification instead of tattooing because it looks ore striking. People are not used to seeing it so when people do see it it’s a lot more of a shock, just as tattoos would have done many years ago before they became common place. It involves literally using a razor blade or something similar (a scalpel) to cut designs, images into the skin so the resulting scar that is left is the image. It is by nature very painful, in some tribes the women receive scars on their stomach, it’s a way of showing willingness to becoming a mother, the pain of the scar on the stomach represents bearing the pain of childbirth (Gay and Whittington, 2002: 65-66; Jeffreys, 2000; Johnstone, 1997).
Branding is also significant in its own rite, the method of burning a pattern or design onto your skin, its not dissimilar to tattooing in the sense of it carries the same meanings and uses, but it also has had and still has a dark use in the world, its use to ‘mark’ slaves. Throughout time slaves have been branded, a way of defining their ownership, their lack of freedom, dominance and therefore the power of their masters. 
Farm animals have been branded by their farmers for centuries (originally with a hot brand, but now done with a freezing brand which is deemed less painful) much like tattooing of farm animals and of prisoners, but is a brand more painful than a tattoo or scar? Yes. So what does this tell us about the choice to do it, the person doing gets power from marking another’s body and from them being in extreme pain.
Piercings:
Sailors have worn piercings for centuries, but this was not for fashion or wealth, they would often only have one or only a few gold earrings, it was the need to have enough money from the gold in it to leave something after death for their loved ones, so that they could pay for a funeral (if they were not buried at sea) and a little something to keep them going, in a way the gold earrings were a worn will. The earrings have power because if you one it says to the rest of your shipmates “I’m not rich but I’m not poor, my family will be ok when I die” the more earrings the sailor has the more wealth he has and therefore more power.
 Similarly, wealth in the adornments of Indian women at their marriage is representative of the wealth of their families and themselves, thus giving them power in their relationship with their husband. Some of the representations of the jewellery like the earring and nose stud being joined by a chain has representation of being locked into the relationship.
Today, in western society, piercings are very often worn as decoration, but there must be a reason why people get them in the first place. Earrings and studs in the ears, lips, eyebrows, nose and tongue are common place in the world, but things like stretchers (big holes stretched in the earlobes) metal bars (a long metal bar pierced between two bits of skin) are becoming more and more common, particularly amongst the youth of today. 
Why do people wear piercings? Is it anything to do with power and status or is it related to another culture? Would a person in the Uk wear the same piercings as an Indian woman to mean the same things, probably not, but it means it own thing in our culture and our power dynamics. I think it means that people are becoming more awake and more individual, wearing piercings is a way of saying to the world I am different and I’m not afraid of it. (Stirn, 2003)
Stretchers and bars have their roots in African tribes, in which the women would often stretch their ear lobes and in some cases their lips. The holes are then filled with a clay plate, the size of the plate often indicates some kind of status of the woman, one ear plate could be worth forty cows (for the husband when the women marries) a smaller one would be worth twenty, so therefore the bigger the stretcher the more wealth you have and the more wealth you have the more desirable the women are to the men;  a power dynamic from the body (Turton, 2004).
The ancient south American tribes, who were cannibals used to put the bones of their victims through their noses, naturally inspiring fear into those they came across. If I were to put a bone through my nose and walk down the street people would avoid me, because they would make the connection between this piercing and the cannibal people, instantly creating fear. Would I then have power over that person via fear, very possibly.
Body modification:
What is considered ‘strange’ even in our modern diverse western world, is body modifications. For example, people who have plastic surgery on their ears to look like an elf, and they then identify as elves. Or there are people who have similar surgery to look like cats or dogs (often because of a sexual fetish) here we see power dynamics changing completely because of the body, humans acting like cats and then having surgery to physically look like a cat, one species to another. Why would one decide to do this, well the world of plastic surgery has advanced very far in the last fifty years, originally used to treat burn victims, with ever advancing technology and methods and an ever-evolving accepting society, it seems that it is culturally ok to want to be a cat. If its ok to be a bi-sexual transgender drag queen, then why should it not be acceptable to want to be a cat or a dog (Ferrando, 2013).
Then we have the debate of plastic surgery to enhance a women’s breasts or buttocks, this aspiration to become ‘ideal’ the perfect looking human, perhaps a mirror of how shallow some people have become in western society. 
In conclusion:
To conclude, people and cultures from all over the world have used and continue to use their bodies in conjunction with tattoos, piercings and body modification. Each culture or group has their distinct identities using their bodies and there are great and complex power dynamics that come from these cultures’ bodies.
Past cultures do these things for rites of passage, symbology and religion. These all relate to power because the previous mentioned have so much to do with power. Modern cultures do these things for the same reasons but in a different way. Rebellion, conformity, religion and race. 
Why do we impose such things on people such as slaves and criminals? Because to have a slave or to be in charge of a prisoner you need to have total power and control over them and their lives, otherwise they are not a slave or a prisoner; so, we chain them up and brand and tattoo them as a way or asserting that power. So then why choose to tattoo or brand yourself? It is simple, it is a choice. A prisoner or a slave does not have the choice to tattoo or brand themselves.
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