
Self-mutilation: secret
activity or outward
expression of despair?

By Sheila Jeffreys

        he cutting up that girls do secretly in
their bedrooms, the nipple piercing that is
performed in street studios, breast implant
surgery, sex reassignment surgery, are
connected. They are all forms of self-muti-
lation. Increasingly the cutting is carried out
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by proxies for a profit. They are responses
to low social status, sexual and physical
abuse or severe emotional distress.
  Self-mutilation is overwhelmingly a se-
cret behavior of  girls and young women.
It’s most common form is cutting of the
clothing concealed arm or leg  with razors,
or other sharp implements, although other
areas of the body can be injured as well.
It is a common behavior. An estimated two
million young women in the US regularly
self-mutilate, then cover up to conceal the
results from family, friends, teachers, etc.
   Females who have no outlet for the rage
and pain they experience from
violence and abuse, attack their own bod-
ies. Often they are emotionally disasso-
ciated from their bodies, having learned
and practiced this technique to survive
abuse. The frequency of self-mutilation by
young women fits into a context of increas-
ing mental and physical health problems
in teenage girls.
  The practices in which women, and some
men, request others to cut up their bod-
ies - as in cosmetic surgery, amputee iden-
tity disorder (pursuit of limb amputation)
and other forms of sadomasochism, is
self-mutilation by proxy. The proxy, such
as the surgeon, the piercer in a piercing
studio, the sadist, takes the role that in
self-mutilation is more normally taken pri-
vately by the mutilatee themselves.

   The proxy may gain financial benefit,
sexual excitement, or both, from carry-
ing out the mutilation.
  Self-mutilation born of despair and self-
directed rage at abuse and oppression
was exploited by piercing studios. Yet
some of those acquiring piercings and
tattooings were simply being fashionable
rather than deliberately pursuing pain and
the mortification of the flesh.
   Cutting, piercing, tattooing and scarifi-
cation have quickly become common-
place and socially acceptable. But some
young people who are already self-muti-
lating in private are attracted to more than
just multiple piercings. They graduate to
the extreme forms of what are now called
“body modification”. Internet websites en-
courage practices such as tongue split-
ting, suspension from hooks in shoulder
muscles, and castration. They show pho-
tos with fresh blood and are creating self-
harming networks. Male pornophiles can
pay to access the photos for the satis-
faction of seeing girls being cut up.
   One extreme product of this movement
is the development of “body integrity iden-
tity disorder.” Previously called amputee
identity disorder, it’s the cutting off of limbs
of those who say that they have always
felt uncomfortable with their body shape.




