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In recent years, there has been a significant increase in body modification, particularly tattooing and piercing (SWEETMAN, P. 1999). The hypothesis behind my research suggestion is that body modification/alteration has widely differing meanings behind it and or it is more accepted amongst tribal culture than it is in modern western society. Piercings, tattoos, scarification etc. can be and are often performed in western culture, yet they are often viewed as acts of rebellion and are discriminated against- often subjected to prejudice. However, modification in tribal culture is arguably more accepted by the westernised society than it is in our own. I want to gain a greater understanding of why people modify, both in western and tribal culture and how the significance differs- is modification in western culture less important?

Ideally, research would take place in piercing/tattoo parlours and in amongst the modified community, which I find myself belonging to and having access to, around the South Yorkshire area where I can talk to people about why they have chosen to modify their bodies and their opinions on it, including both tribal and western. I am aware that more extreme modifications such as scarification is offered within the area and due to the extremity of this practice there is likely reasoning behind each person who goes through with it. The men of the Karo tribe of Southern Ethiopia, also known as the ‘crocodile people’ (Tattoodo, 2019), are scarred on their stomachs in order to mock crocodile scales- this is seen as a rite of passage and as a demonstration of social status. This is most definitely not the case in western society. 

I would be particularly interested in seeing if there is a generational gap in how body modification is perceived and whether people do in fact find it more accepted for a member of a particular tribe, for example the Mursi tribe who are one of the last groups in Africa where it is the norm for the women to wear lip plates (Turton, 2004), to be modified. 

Data collection would be taken in the form of informal interviews and conversations in which I can talk casually with my interviewees to hopefully gain a more personal understanding of what their modifications mean to them as I am aware that modifications, particularly tattoos, often have a meaning behind them. With permission, I would also like to take photos of people’s own modifications to compare with those of tribal culture or with other western modifications. I would also be using notes to keep track of information that may emerge that I might not have first thought of or to make notes on people’s modifications. 
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