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Body Modification in Western and Non-Western Contemporary Culture 

The question of individual identity, and the ensuant struggle over its formation and 

expression, continues to pervade the core of contemporary Western consciousness as people are 

forced to label and define themselves from a young age. Body modification plays a significant 

role in the establishment of identity; however, instead of just turning the question of the self 

inwards, body modification attempts to turn the question back onto the society that originally 

posed it, contesting Western ideals of beauty, individuality, and power. The image that my 

research centers around depicts a young, contemporary, white-skinned woman who has her ears 

gauged with large spiral plugs that appear to be made of a dark wood and her dreaded hair 

wrapped into a large bun held by a red ribbon atop her head. With her hands placed firmly upon 

her hips, the young woman creates a striking profile that is assertive, dominant, and even 

comfortable in her decidedly alternative appearance. In this photograph, she has more airs of the 

natural, the elemental, and the earth-bound, than that of the urban, Western society of which one 

can assume she is a part. Through the employment of archival and ethnographic research, I 

believe that body modification is an ineffective and ultimately futile way of trying to establish a 

connection with indigenous cultures because of the importance of individualism and aesthetics in 

Western society that counter non-Western cultural ideals of community and ritual symbolism. 
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 The practice of piercing and stretching the earlobes was seen as an important rite of 

passage in many parts of South Africa in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the case 

of the Zulu peoples of South Africa, more significance was placed on the ear-piercing ceremony, 

called Qhumbuza, than in the actual adornment of body jewelry (Jolles 47). The ceremony would 

take place before the child reached puberty, without distinction being made to gender, so as to 

solidify the formation of the child’s identity as both a member of their family and as a 

representative of the Zulu nation (Jolles 49). “The intrinsic meaning of the ear-piercing 

ceremony was the acquisition of a social identity,” not an individual identity, and earplugs were 

symbolic of one’s belonging to a certain ethnicity, one’s permanent loyalty to community, and 

one’s dedication as a fully-formed member of his or her family (Jolles 49). The ritual 

significance of earlobe stretching, with the focus on its traditional application rather than its 

cosmetic appearance, demonstrates the political and social values of the Zulu people in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries before it became difficult to maintain “the fiction of 

nationhood in the face of the very different realities of colonial rule” in the middle of the 

twentieth century (Jolles 50). While earplugs still retain some aspects of their social relevance 

for the Zulu people in the modern era, they are used mainly as objects of personal adornment, as 

jewelry, than as politically charged signifiers or culturally transformative symbols. 

By the same token as the Zulu peoples of South Africa, for many Westerners who choose 

to undergo some form of body modification, the transformation of their bodies has greater 

implications than merely the manipulation of the flesh: they “address sexual politics, gender 

inequality, and cultural identity” (Pitts 2-3). The image that I have chosen focuses on a specific 

movement within the body modification community called “Modern Primitivism,” a term coined 

by body-modifier Fakir Musafar in the late 1970s (Pitts 8). He believed that “through the revival 
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of non-Western, ‘primitive’ body rituals, body modifiers aim to demonstrate symbolic control 

over their bodies by experiencing and adorning them in ways prohibited by Western culture” 

(Pitts 9). This movement included the practices of scarification, branding, body piercing, 

subdermal implants, and earlobe stretching as a way of spiritually connecting with the rituals 

associated with these practices in non-Western cultures, but in a new, romanticized Western 

tradition. Some important aspects of the self’s relationship with the body that are focused on by 

“Modern Primitives” are the “moments of pain, release, marking, and healing” that are 

experienced during body modification (Pitts 131). For them, the body is seen as a vastly 

untapped source of a rich social and spiritual life brought about by “the communal rituals of 

indigenous cultures” (Pitts 131). Instead of seeking to establish their identities as individuals, 

they look to align their identities with other peoples and cultures, and in so doing, establish a 

community of like-minded people with the same fundamental goals. For “Modern Primitives,” 

individual identity loses its value as a force of self-reliance and uniqueness if it inherently means 

alienating oneself from the rest of society, especially one that encourages vicious competition for 

the promotion of the self over others and sets unrealistic standards of beauty under the guise of 

being naturally attainable.  

Anthropologist Margo DeMello criticizes the rationale of the “Modern Primitives” for 

body piercing and tattooing, which was historically stigmatized as only being done by lower, 

working-class bikers and sailors. She argues that “the essentialist language of 

primitivism…naturalizes it. The rationale is that because ‘all primitive societies’ practiced 

tattooing and piercing, it is only natural that we should, too” (DeMello 183). Similarly, Aidan 

Campbell believes that the authenticity longed for by “Modern Primitives” cannot be achieved, 

because “they do not abandon their own Western cultural practices or lifestyles” even though 
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they adopt new, Non-Western body modifiers (Pitts 128). While the acts and intentions of 

“Modern Primitives” are not reflective of the culture in which they live, the context of Western 

society in which those acts are undertaken remains the same. It is difficult to reject a culture 

completely while still living and participating in that culture in other aspects of life aside from 

body modification, whether they are professional, economic, political, or social. Both critics 

recognize that “Modern Primitives” are often unconcerned with authenticity, instead seeing 

themselves as capable of modifying traditional practices to fit their own needs. “Modern 

Primitivism” can be seen as a “legacy of colonialism” and an “exercise of Western privilege” as 

all non-Western cultures are singularly marginalized into “The Other” through the Westerner’s 

identification with indigenous cultures (Pitts 129). This continues to form the dichotomous 

relationship with the white, middle-class, Western culture through the appropriation and 

modification of body rituals and practices for contemporary Western society. 

While the archival research revealed criticism for the larger cultural practices of body 

modification in Western society and their inherently larger implications on ideas of race, 

fetishization of other cultures, and group identity, the ethnographic surveys focused the topic of 

body modification on ideas of individuality and immediate, more personal forms of expression 

and their resulting impact. The most common thread that linked the interviews together was the 

view that “Western culture is all about individualism. There’s this need to define yourself as an 

individual that isn’t as prevalent in other cultures” (Mahood). Tattoos and piercings are then 

utilized to assert that individuality by visually marking oneself as different from other people in a 

way that, as most of the people I interviewed agreed, can be visually unsettling. “People find the 

altering of skin to be ugly. There’s this idea of beauty in its natural form, like untouched flesh” 

which is so strongly emphasized in Western culture (Yaros). However when people alter their 
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bodies through plastic surgery, for example, it is seen as more acceptable because people are 

adhering to the ideal shape and presentation of the body instead of attempting to distort it: “body 

modification that does not pretend to be natural is considered out of the norm, out of the 

ordinary” (Yaros).  

In comparison to the Zulu people of South Africa and their practices of earlobe 

stretching, much more attention is paid to the aesthetics of the body as motivation for altering it 

rather than the proliferation of symbolic or ritual meaning. Piercing and tattooing one’s body 

does not align oneself with a specific community or group of people like it does for the Zulu 

because there is no one motivation for undergoing body modification; everyone has a different 

justification or reasoning for marking their skin. No matter what the intention of the body-

modifier is, because there is no standard justification to which body modification in Western 

culture can be held, there will be a permanent divide between how their actions are translated in 

the eyes of society leading to further “alienation and solitariness…that can be isolating” 

(Chodos). The purpose of participating in an “embodied and real-world” community is to feel 

connected to a larger group identity, to feel useful and gain meaning outside of selfish desires 

and impulses, but the community that extreme body modification establishes, within a Western 

society that prizes the individual above all else, is perennially stigmatized because “the aesthetics 

of extremity” lead to isolation, not inclusion (Chodos).  

Another point of contention that was brought up during the ethnographic surveys was the 

view of spirituality held by “Modern Primitives” who see “indigenous cultures as a repository of 

‘authentic’ and spiritual experiences” (Pitts 3). As I know little to nothing about the religious 

practices and beliefs of cultures outside of my own, I can only address this topic through my 

knowledge of the Abrahamic religions. I think that the strongest communities of varied 
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individuals that are established in Western culture are the communities of common faith: people 

who come together as a like-minded community with a similarity of desires and beliefs. In this 

aspect, the body-modifier community and religious communities share their ability to bring a 

wide range of people together with common interests. However, body-modifiers are forced to 

rely on the limited powers of the external, the physical, and of the alienated individuals who 

continue to seek acceptance from society even after coming together as a group. As Claudia Park 

said in our interview, “I think spirituality is more internal, like I feel like it’s about your soul, not 

about your outward appearance. I feel like it’s all about internal change, and internal 

modification, if you want to put it that way” (Park). In this way, the changes that are worth 

making in one’s life are the ones that are not so readily apparent or so flagrantly self-

aggrandizing, but subtler, humbler, and more permanent in a way that doesn’t just mark the 

flesh. 

The message of body modification, while deeply personal and profound, is easily lost in 

translation to the public, especially in Western culture. It does not hold the symbolic and ritual 

meaning that it does for the Zulu people of South Africa, but instead is appealing for its altering 

of the body’s aesthetic and challenging natural forms. While it may prove to be indicative of an 

individual’s right to control over their body, it fails to stand out as unique and proves little else to 

the community of similarly questioning individuals around them because of the limited powers 

of outward appearance and a skin-deep dogma. Body modification is ultimately an important 

response to the problems faced every day in the modern world, but unless the alterations that are 

made to the human body can also be applied to the face of Western society, one can only 

continue to impatiently scratch the surface in vain. 

 



Céspedes 7 

 

Works Cited 

1. DeMello, Margo. Bodies of Inscription. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2000. 

Print. 

2. Pitts, Victoria L. In the Flesh: The Cultural Politics of Body Modification. New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2003. Print. 

3. Jolles, Frank. “Zulu Earplugs: A Study in Transformation.” African Arts 30.2 (1997): 46-

59 + 94-95. Web. 7 Feb. 2013. 

4. Mahood, Dylan. Personal interview. 22 Feb. 2013. 

5. Chodos, Tobin. Personal interview. 26 Feb. 2013. 

6. Yaros, Camryn. Personal interview. 26 Feb. 2013. 

7. Park, Claudia. Personal interview. 7 March 2013. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


