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TATTOOING and body piercing may seem extreme forms of expression,

but at a Sydney conference this week they will be the mildest types

of bodily adornment and alteration under discussion. About 120 academics will discuss practices such as mouth-stitching, body suspension, scarification and self-demand amputation.

Dr Sullivan, a lecturer in critical and cultural studies at Macquarie,

said the conference aimed to find out why people engaged in body modification and how society reacted to confronting images. ``Bodies are always caught up in processes of transformation,” Dr Sullivan said. “We are interested in asking questions about why some kinds of bodies and body modification practices are considered normal or natural, others are set up as ideal and others are deemed inappropriate, denigrated or even legislated against.” For instance, Dr Sullivan said, there was no Western country in which a surgeon was allowed to perform an amputation of a healthy limb for a patient who wanted it.

Instead, people who considered themselves ``a one-legged person living

in a two-legged body'' resorted to mutilation by shooting a limb, attacking a limb with a power tool or lying down on train tracks so that the limb becomes so damaged that it has to be amputated. “I'm not suggesting that we should just light-heartedly remove people's legs,” Dr Sullivan said. “But it is interesting to ask ourselves why we can condone fairly major surgical interventions in other ways.”
Speakers will explore the issue of modern primitivism, which includes

the practice of suspension by hooks in the skin. “They adapt rituals from other cultures in order to achieve transcendental states of being,” Dr Sullivan said. “Things like flesh-hanging with flesh hooks is meant to induce in the person who is being hung a state of euphoria.

“For the most part, the people involved in these practices have done

their homework well and understand about how many hooks you'd

need to bear a body of a certain weight and how deeply you'd need

to put those hooks into the flesh.”
