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ABSTRACT 

Author: Daniel Eric Bauer 
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Advisor: Dr. Michael Harris 
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In the United States tattooing has become popularized. Tattoo studios are now 

commonplace commercial venues. Tattooing has become a legitimate art form. This 

research examines the commodification of tattooing in South Florida and the 

relationship between consumption and identity production. 

In efforts to express the self and exert control over the body, individuals adorn 

themselves. In the United States we are increasingly using tattoos as one form of self

expression. However, this ·expression is grounded in Western consumerist ideals. It is 

through consumption of the symbolic commodity of the tattoo that the individual 

expresses the self and asserts control over the body. 
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CHAPTER I 

BACKGROUND AND THEORETICAL CONCERNS 

Introduction 

The act of penetrating the flesh with ink is something that has occurred 

throughout the world for thousands of years. According to Sanders, tattooing is the 

most ancient and widely employed form of permanent body alteration ( 1988, 1989). 

The tattoo is not only a physical emblem but also a social emblem. As a result, the 

body must be viewed as not merely a physical entity but as a sociaVcultural entity. 

Bryan S. Turner ( 1996) maintains that the self is fundamentally cultural, not 

biological, while Csordas recognizes that the body is a cultural phenomenon (2000). 

From this basic understanding of the body as a cultural phenomenon, we can ask 

questions about the relationship between the self and culture as well as the 

construction of self with respect to culture and society. We can also ask how it is that 

culture influences the physical body and what the consequences are of such influence. 

Society creates a bodily ideal and social pressures influence individuals to subscribe 

to that bodily ideal. Therefore, culture and society impact the physical body. This 

research focuses on the social and cultural aspects of tattooing and not the biological 

or physical transformation that occurs when an individual is tattooed. 

I believe that through the process of bodily alteration, the self is transformed. 

Moreover, it is my goal to present a step-by-step analysis of the transformation of 



self through the process of bodily modification. While the practice of tattooing in the 

United States has a great deal to do with spirituality, self-definition, and individual 

expression, the tattoo is also a commodity. The Western sense of self, spirituality, and 

individualism are deeply rooted in Western ideals of consumption. 

My interest in tattooing stems from the intrigue that surrounds tattooed bodies. 

There is a certain aesthetic quality about the tattooed body that elicits a curiosity in 

the observer and often a revulsion, fear or visceral response. My interest in tattooing 

has grown from the initial stage of curiosity and awe to an attempt at understanding 

the symbolic nature of tattoos and the role that tattoos play in the definition of self. 

The link between the increased incidence of tattoos over the past decade and the 

definition of self is of particular appeal within this study. It is through an examination 

of tattooing that I will attempt to draw a connection between tattooing, Western ideals 

of consumption, and the definition of self 

By understanding the means by which the society influences the individual we 

can better understand the significance of tattooing in the United States. The concept 

of the social body as discussed by Douglas (1973), Helman (1994), and Scheper

Hughes and Lock ( 1987), provides a framework for the individual to perceive and 

interpret their physical and psychological experiences. My research addresses the 

relationship that exists between the individual and society, how the social body 

influences the individual, and the role of tattoos in constructing one's identity. It is 

my contention that through the process of bodily transformation (i.e. tattooing), a 

transformation in body image takes place and thus the self is redefined. According to 
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Bryan S. Turner, "the body has become a fundamental feature in which the 

management of the human form becomes part of the major aspects of cultural or 

physical capital" (1992:47). Individuals seek to create a marketable self (Csordas 

2000), and tattoos are one form of self-commodification in that the individual marks 

the body to obtain an idealized marketable self. 

In the United States, tattoos are a means of self-expression as well as a 

representation of society. Bryan S. Turner maintains that the body is bound into 

society and regulated by culture (1992). Therefore, the increased incidence of tattoos 

among Americans is representative of the society in which we live as well as our 

cultural practices and social values. By speaking with tattooed individuals about their 

reasons for getting tattooed and the significance of their tattoos I have attempted to 

understand how the act of becoming tattooed is embedded in Western consumerist 

ideals and how tattooing exemplifies the American ideal of individuality. Through the 

study of tattoos, I investigate the American sense of self, membership in the 

American culture, and the link between culture and the self It is my contention that 

the decision to accentuate the body through tattooing is grounded in Western 

consumerist ideals in which the individual expresses the self through consumption. 

Literature Review 

During the initial stages of research for this thesis I focused primarily on the 

growing body of literature about the general practice of bodily modification including 

piercing, scarification, branding, and tattooing (Blanchard 1991, Brain 1979, DeMello 

2000, Grumet 1983, Hewitt 1997, Rosenblatt 1997, Sanders 1985, 1988, 1989, and 
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Wall 1999). While examining the literature I realized that little could be gained by 

relying solely on the literature pertaining to body modification. As a result, I have 

come to realize that while my initial intent was to focus on tattooing and incorporate 

various aspects of the literature of the anthropology of the body, it is better to focus 

on the anthropology of the body and utilize the information gained about tattooing to 

help illustrate some of my ideas. 

Tattooing is commonplace throughout the world (Hewitt 1997). However, 

little is known about the art of tattooing in the United States. Most research on the 

role of tattooing documents "far-away" cultures. Cross-cultural research shows that 

people are tattooed for a variety of reasons. Facial and body tattoos in Polynesia are 

symbols of status and ethnic identity (see Brain 1979, Burton 2001, Hewitt 1997). In 

Africa and throughout Melanesia, young females are tattooed in recognition of their 

future biological role (Brain 1979). Tattoos are often an emblematic rite of passage, a 

marker of social status, an ethnic identifier, a marker of group belonging, a religious 

symbol, a sign ofbeauty, or even a means of protecting the body from contamination 

(Brain 1979, Burton 2001; Hewitt 1997, Wall 1999). Tattoos may have some of the 

same functions in the U.S., but invariably there are differences. This research will 

examine the reasons for and consequences of becoming tattooed in the United States. 

Anthropological research has tended to focus on the process of body 

modification without discussing the self and identity (Blanchard 1991, Brain 1979, 

Grumet 1983, Sanders 1985, 1988, 1989). Due to the nature of the literature, I have 

selected a few studies that lend themselves to the discussion of tattooing as a 
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transfonnative process that results in a reconfiguration of self Some of the works are 

sociological (DeMello 2000, Hewitt 1997, Wall 1999). Anthropological works (i.e. 

Bell 1999, Blanchard 1991 , Falk 1995, Rosenblatt 1997, Sanders 1985, 1988, 1989) 

can be connected to the literature focusing on the anthropology/sociology of the body 

(Burton 2001, Csordas 2000, Lock 1993, Martin 1992, Turner 1992,1996) and the 

literature on consumption (Becker 2000, Mann 1995, Miller 1993, Starrett 1994) in 

order to gain an understanding of the relationship that exists between the individual 

and society. 

Rosenblatt ( 1997) discusses bodily adornment and the social/political 

implications of adorning the self but does not shed light on the intimate act of 

adornment and the impact it has on the individual. While he recognizes that "bodily 

adornment can become resistance because it is able to use the idea of the 'the 

primitive ' to explore the 'self" (1997:293), he does not define the self, nor does he 

fully consider the means by which the self is changed through the process of bodily 

adornment. Instead, he focuses on the tattoo as a symbol of social resistance. 

Rosenblatt refers to resistance as being self-exploration that can be figured as a threat 

to society at large (1997). While his work is valuable, it lacks a presentation of the 

self and the relationship that exists between the self and society. Even more 

importantly, while he recognizes that tattoos are seen as representing some aspect of 

the self and, indeed, are a marker of identity, he does not present the means by which 

the tattoo impacts identity. Nevertheless, his work is an important contribution to the 

body of anthropological literature pertaining to tattooing and identity. 
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A consensus has emerged in the literature that tattooing is a form of 

expression. Tattooing can be viewed as a form of expression because, in its barest 

essence, the physical act of tattooing involves embedding a symbol into the skin. This 

symbol, whether discemable or not, is an expression of something. According to 

Hewitt, for instance, acts of body modification are acts that ask to be witnessed; they 

are acts of self-expression ( 1997). Just as articles of clothing can be adopted to 

symbolically express such aspects of the self as values, lifestyle, morals, beliefs, 

personal interests, and social status, so too can tattoos and other forms of bodily 

modification (Rosenblatt 1997, Sanders 1989). According to Grumet (1983), tattooing 

is a permanent form of self-expression that can be linked directly to the definition of 

self. Furthermore, tattooing enables the individual to establish a "clear personal 

identity" through the process of externalizing important feelings (Grumet 1983:491). 

Many authors make the connection between adornment of the body and the self, but 

few take the observation any further. 

There is an assertion that in some way the body and the self are connected, but 

thus far anthropological · works have yet to demonstrate a clear connection between 

the two. There are a number of works that illustrate this point. Hewitt's (1997) 

emphasis on tattooing as a transformative process with a focus on the relationship 

between the individual and the body with respect to belief systems is central to my 

research. She maintains, "specific body alterations often connote social as well as 

spiritual status" (1997: II). Hewitt states that a connection does exist between the 

body and self but does not explain the manner in which body modification impacts 
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the individual and the understanding of self The work of Clinton Sanders 

corresponds with that of Hewitt. Sanders acknowledges, "tattoos are employed as 

symbolic representations of how one conceives of the self or interests and activities 

which are key to features of self definition . . . tattooees consistently conceive of the 

tattoo as having an impact on their definition of self' ( 1988:41 0-416). While Sanders 

presents a connection between the self and the tattoo, he does not delineate the means 

by which the tattoo impacts the self. 

Grumet proposes that the tattoo is a "pictorial quest for self-definition" 

( 1983:484) and is therefore, an expression of the individual. This compares favorably 

to Sanders (1989:41) when he states, "the decision to acquire a tattoo is motivated by 

how the recipient defines him or herself." As is the case with much of the 

anthropological literature available on body modification, these authors discuss the 

self extensively yet they shy away from a clear definition of the self. 

Self definition and the role that body image plays in the definition of self are 

common concerns among scholars working under the anthropology of the body 

rubric. A number of works focus on the construction of self and the relationship that 

exists between the individual and society (Burton 2001, Douglas 1973, Giri 1996, 

Harris 1989, Helman 1994, Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987, Schilder 1950, Sokefeld 

1999, Turner 1992, 1996, Weiss 1999, Wolf 1990). However, it must be noted that 

the literature comes from a variety of backgrounds and emphasizes the individual, 

self, and body within a number of cultural domains. Anthropological literature 

focuses on the body in relation to specific domains of cultural activity (Csordas 
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2000). The literature does not focus solely on the body and society with reference to 

tattoos, nor does it focus solely on the United States. However, the literature pertains 

to the discussion of tattooing in South Florida because the anthropology of the body 

literature provides a broad understanding of the body and its relation to society. It is 

through an examination of this literature that we can better understand the impact of 

tattooing in the United States. 

The works ofScheper-Hughes and Lock (1987), Douglas (1973), and Helman 

( 1994 ), can be used for the case of the increased incidence of bodily adornment in the 

United States. Based on their ideas, it appears that the increased incidence of 

tattooing in the U.S. must be socially sanctioned. An activity such as tattooing is 

socially sanctioned when the structural power (see Wolf 1990) or body politic creates 

an environment in which it is acceptable to modify the human body. As a result, the 

quest for individuality through the process of body modification may actually be a 

means of conformity or, an expression of structural power on the individual. This idea 

is in opposition to that expressed by Rosenblatt ( 1997). He maintains that the tattoo is 

an expression of resistance to the societal mainstream ( 1997). This idea must be 

questioned as tattooing is no longer a phenomenon that exists among isolated groups 

within the United States. Tattooing has become a mainstream phenomenon. 

Therefore, while tattoos are an expression of individual beliefs, they are equally an 

expression of society and the consumerist norms of some segments of society. 

Tattoos allow the individual to gain control over the body. They give the 

individual a sense of agency. This sense of agency must be understood with respect to 
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self and the definition of self as well as with reference to culture and identity. 

According to Sokefeld ( 1999), the self exists in a dual sense. The self is subjected to 

the conditions of the world and the self is also an agent of knowing and doing in the 

world (Sokefeld 1999). The conditions of the world are not only physical, but are also 

social and cultural. The cultural conditions of the world greatly influence the self. 

Culture is "a 'power' constituted by systems of shared meaning that is effective in 

shaping social reality" (Sokefeld 1999:427). To the individual, then, a tattoo can be a 

form of agency that allows for the interpretation of meaning and social reality. 

To summarize, my research attempts to pull from the literature that focuses on 

body modification as well as the literature that focuses on the definition of self and 

the relationship between the individual and society with respect to self-definition and 

power relations. This literature will be juxtaposed to the pertinent literature on 

consumption and commodification. I argue that while tattoos are a form of symbolic 

expression, tattoos are not simply an expression of individuality. Instead, tattoos are a 

reflection of society that is expressed through the individual in the process of 

acquiring a social identity; It is through the process of consumption that the individual 

defines the self Furthermore, tattoos are a form of agency that aids in the 

understanding of self as well as the understanding of culture and society. 

Setting 

Two ethnographic settings were used throughout this research. The first was 

the tattoo studio. The second was the tattoo community. Each setting will be 

discussed briefly within the following section. 
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The physical setting of this research consisted of various tattoo studios. While 

four studios were visited throughout the course of this research, one studio served as 

the primary location for studio visits. A-1 Tattoo (pseudonym) is located in an 

upscale South Florida community along a main roadway in a trendy retail district of 

the community. Palm trees line the roadway and large office buildings are located on 

the surrounding blocks as well as the old city hall and a well-landscaped park 

containing a large fountain and amphitheatre. 

All of the studios that I visited were located in small shopping plazas or strip 

malls along main roadways. The neighborhoods where the studios were located 

varied substantially in their demographics. Some of the studios such as A-1 Tattoo, 

were in affluent communities, while others were in lower income areas with some 

studios falling somewhere in the middle. 

The social setting of the tattoo community is something that is difficult to 

define. The tattoo community not only includes those individuals who are heavily 

tattooed, but it also includes individuals who have few tattoos. According to 

DeMello, the tattoo community is open to all people whom are tattooed (2000). 

However, there are degrees to which an individual will participate in the tattoo 

community. Some tattooed individuals will no doubt have a greater association with 

the "tattoo lifestyle" than others. When discussing the tattooing lifestyle, I am 

referring to the tattoo industry and all things that it encompasses. Therefore, a tattoo 

artist would have a stronger association to the "tattoo lifestyle" than an individual 

who has been to a tattoo studio once and only received one tattoo. Furthermore, an 
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individual who frequently attends tattoo conventions but is not an artist may have a 

greater association to the "tattoo lifestyle" than one who does not attend conventions 

and has few tattoos. 

As is the case with any group, some individuals feel a greater association to 

the group than others and some individuals participate in the culture to a greater 

extent than do others. Consequently, some individuals define themselves with respect 

to tattooing while others do not. According to DeMello, the tattoo community exists, 

"whenever tattooed people talk about themselves, about each other, and to each other

community is a function of that discourse" (2000: 18). It is through the process of 

entering the social setting of the tattoo community as well as the physical setting of 

the tattoo studio, that I have been able to conduct my research. 

Methods 

The focus of this thesis has changed greatly during the course of my research. 

Initially I was concerned with the function of tattoos. However, I have realized the 

lack of depth in such an approach. Therefore, wishing to improve upon the existing 

body of literature pertaining to the anthropology of the body, I have avoided a 

functional analysis of tattooing in the United States and instead I have adopted an 

approach that focuses on the transformation of the self through the consumption of 

tattoos. When deciding how to approach this investigation I decided to not use a 

single methodology. Instead, I have drawn from a wide range of sources, theories, 

and experiences. First-person accounts, case studies, theoretical investigations, and 
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observation techniques have all been utilized at various times during the research 

process. 

In order to understand the role of tattoos in the transformation of self I spoke 

with individuals who have tattoos and observed the tattooing process. To begin the 

observation process it was necessary for me to identify a tattoo studio where the 

proprietors were willing to allow me to conduct observations as well as informal 

interviews. Pseudonyms have been used for all names used throughout this thesis. 

The majority of my research was conducted at A-1 Tattoos. I chose this particular 

studio because I was familiar with its location and it seemed to be a comfortable fit. 

During the process of my research, nine formal, semi-structured interviews 

were conducted including two follow-up interviews. A total of fifty-seven informants 

were interviewed or observed. Thirty-two informants were male and twenty-five were 

female. Informants ranged in age from nineteen to sixty-two years of age. Informants 

came from diverse backgrounds including being students, professionals, tattoo artists, 

educators, parents, and grandparents. 

In the observation portion of my research I observed the interactions between 

the tattoo studio staff and customers as well as the interactions between customers. 

Observations within the studio were recorded on paper. The approximate age and sex 

of individuals was recorded. Location of tattoos was recorded as well as the type of 

tattoo design. Social interactions between the subjects were recorded when the 

interaction was of specific interest. 
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Subjects were interviewed using semi-structured face-to-face interviews with 

open-ended questions and informal interviews with open-ended questions. Subjects 

for formal interviews were selected based on prior knowledge of the individual and 

their tattoos through the process of snowball sampling. The subjects were not chosen 

based on the extent of their tattoos. Instead, they were chosen based on accessibility 

and willingness to participate in the study. All formal interviews were audiotaped, 

while notes from "impromptu" interviews were recorded on paper. All formal 

interviews followed a similar format where the subjects were asked a number of 

open-ended questions. As suggested by Bernard (1995:209), an interview guide was 

utilized during the semi-structured interviews (see appendix 1). 

Analysis of the data was conducted throughout the course of this research 

study. Descriptive data gathered from observations was compiled by hand. All formal 

interviews were audiotaped and transcribed in order to assure accuracy in analysis. 

Transcriptions of all audiotaped interviews were examined to identify repetitive 

themes and meanings. Due to the size of the population being studied, themes and 

meanings that appeared in· one transcribed interview were considered as relevant as 

those that appeared in multiple interviews given by various subjects. Transcribed 

interviews were also examined in order to reevaluate the questions posed within the 

interview guide as well as to exhibit any deficiencies in the interviews. When 

appropriate, subjects were asked to participate in a follow-up interview in which 

questions having arisen from the initial interview were examined more thoroughly. 

The information gathered from observations as well as interviews was evaluated and 
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linked to the literature pertaining to the self, the individual, the body, society, and 

tattooing in order to understand the role of tattoos in the formation of identity. 

The majority of the methods used during this research were highly successful. 

However, some methods were not very successful. This section will briefly review 

the successes and failures of this research in order to present an adequate 

understanding of what the research entailed. 

The most successful means of gathering information about the self and 

tattooing was the use of both semi-structured and informal interviews. The process of 

sitting and talking with tattooed individuals allowed me to gain a great deal of 

information used throughout this work. All of the informants interviewed were 

extremely willing to discuss their reasons for becoming tattooed and the meanings of 

their tattoos. Furthermore, the process of interviewing these individuals brought about 

insights into their identities and how tattoos impact our understanding of identity. By 

examining notes taken from interviews, I was able to locate common themes that 

presented themselves in multiple interviews. This was a very successful means of 

locating information and linking ideas from different interviews. As a result, the 

interview process was perhaps the most successful strategy used throughout the 

research process. 

Studio observations also played a prominent role in the research process. The 

studio observations allowed me to look for patterns that may occur during the tattoo 

process as well as allowing me to gain access to members of the tattoo community. 

While in the studio I limited the number of notes that were taken. I did so in order to 
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avoid being terribly conspicuous. This may have hindered my ability to capture all of 

the information that was available to me. Recognizing this, I tried to limit my studio 

visits to consecutive periods of time that were no more than two hours in length. I did 

so because given the amount of activity in the studio, I did not feel that I would be 

able to remember everything that would occur over a longer period of time. And, in 

fact, there are probably things that I witnessed that I did not remember after the two

hour period of observation. Furthermore, I did not record any conversations that took 

place in the studio. There were two reasons for this. I did not want to appear 

conspicuous and I did not want to take away from the natural conversation that was 

taking place in the studio. 

Although not all of my research methods were successful, I do believe that 

they were all valuable because I was able to gain information about tattooing and the 

tattoo community. However, for this particular research project, interviews provided 

me with the greatest amount of information and the most focused information. 
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CHAPTER II 

CONSTRUCTING BODIES 

Individualism, Body, Self, and Society 

The tenets of recent anthropological research place the human body at the 

center of all discussion within the discipline. All aspects of culture are undeniably 

related to the physical and social processes of being human. Ethnographic studies 

inherently focus on the human condition and the role of the individual within society. 

While it has been recognized that the body is a semi-malleable physical entity that is 

influenced by the social, it is just as important to recognize the danger of viewing the 

body as a singular entity. The body is more than a complex physical entity. It is an 

equally complex social entity that is never isolated in its own being but is instead an 

integral part of all relationships. The body is the primary locus of human expression. 

Through physical manipulation of the body (i.e. tattooing), body image 

changes, thus the self changes (i .e. the individual is able to manipulate the self 

through the physical alteration of the body). The process of tattooing results in more 

than a physical alteration of the human body. Through the process of tattooing, the 

physical and the social being are combined to develop/reconstruct the self Social 

symbols are embodied in an attempt to transform body image as well as control and 

define the body and the individual. 
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Within the discipline of anthropology there has been much discussion 

pertaining to the individual, self, and the body. Numerous definitions for each of the 

above mentioned terms have come out of this discussion. However, in the interest of 

clarity, I think it is important to briefly define each term and its usage within this 

work so as to avoid confusion. 

Individual 

The individual is a single member of human kind (Harris 1989), yet the 

individual is socially influenced as well as being an agent of action. However, 

for the purposes of this research, the individual is regarded as being a single 

member of society. 

Body 

The purest understanding of the body is that it is the physical structure of the 

human being. According to Pasi Falk, the body is a natural phenomenon; it is 

a "material object" (1995:95). However, the body is not merely a biological 

entity. It is also a social entity. The body is a symbol of the self and the 

individual. Furthermore, the body is not static; it is a semi-malleable entity. It 

is not object; the body is a subjective entity. The body is the primary medium 

through which individual expression occurs as well being a medium for social 

express ton. 

Self 

The self is a socially influenced entity that is defined by experience. The self 

is founded in one's unique ability to look inward and interpret their own 
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being. According to Mageo, the term self "refers to experience" (1995:282). 

Furthermore, Mageo distinguishes between individual experience and group 

experience. In cultures where individualism is valued, individual experience 

defines the self In cultures where group interaction is valued, group 

experience defines the self. However, each individual possesses a sense of 

self The self differs from the individual in that an important aspect of the self 

is the ability to look inward. The self is reflective and interpretive whereas the 

individual is not characterized by a reflective dimension. While the body is a 

part of the self, it is not the foundation of the self. Instead, the individual (i.e. 

the socially influenced singular entity) represents perhaps the most defining 

characteristic of the self with the body playing a secondary role. The self is a 

cultural entity. The self is a "reflective dimension within oneself which has 

the capacity to critically look at the given of social and cultural life" (Giri 

1997:95). "The self is conceived of as an individual's system of perceptions, 

conceptions, and images of himself as a person" (MacKinnon 1963:253). 

According to Cohen, "we achieve selfhood through continual participation in 

patterns of symbolic activities" (1997: 118). Furthermore, Cohen maintains 

that the "self is not a natural inborn feature of man, but is achieved through 

social inte.raction "(19.971 22) Se/f.bood is ''the shee.r oneness of the pe.rson" 

(Cohen 1997:122 ). The self is socially influenced yet is individually defined. 

The self exists on an individual level. The self is the complex whole of the 

individual being; socially, physically, and mentally. 
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The Body and Society 

The body and society are intricately linked. One's understanding of the body 

is directly linked to culture and social values. Furthermore, the body is influenced by 

society. This section focuses on how the society influences the body and impacts 

one's understanding of body image and therefore, one's body. 

Social conditions and cultural practices influence individual decisions. 

Foucault is often characterized as having maintained that the body is socially 

constructed. There is extensive cross-cultural evidence to support this. However, it is 

a bold statement to maintain that the individual and thus the body are socially 

constructed. While culture and society may impact our understandings of self, 

individuality, and the body, they do not entirely define the self nor do they construct 

the body. Therefore, I think it is better to focus on the individual and the body as 

being "socially influenced." The term social construct reveals the connotation that the 

individual and the body are no more than products of society. It expresses the 

understanding that the individual is controlled and created by the social. While I 

concede that the individual is influenced by society, I find it objectionable to discuss 

the body and the individual as determinate objects. Instead, they should be referred to 

as subjects. 

The human condition allows for interplay between the self and society. As a 

result, the individual reads the social and responds in the appropriate fashion. While 

the individual may reflect the social, the individual also responds to social conditions 
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based on his/her own unique cognition. Consequently, the individual is more than a 

simple reflection of the society and held social values. 

If it is accepted that the body is not a social construct, it is important to 

discuss the means by which the body is influenced by society as well as the role of 

the body within society. The body is "the raw material to be worked upon .. . the 

irreversible reshaping of the body and its permanent marking manifests the stable and 

static character of relations in society" (Falk 1995:96,99). The idea that the body and 

society are intricately linked is important. This is illustrated in the work of Nancy 

Scheper-Hughes and Margaret Lock ( 1987), which lends itself to the establishment of 

an informed understanding of the relationship between the body and society. Society 

itself is made up of bodies. Scheper-Hughes and Lock identify three primary types of 

bodies that are the core of society. These include the individual body, the social body, 

and the body politic (1987). When discussing the body, I find it beneficial to 

distinguish first between the "individual body" and the "social body." The individual 

body is "understood in the phenomenological sense of the lived experience of the 

body-self' (Scheper-Hughes· and Lock 1987:7). The social body refers to "the 

representational uses of the body as a natural symbol" or a social symbol (Scheper

Hughes and Lock 1987:7). The body politic refers to the regulation of bodies in the 

form of social control (Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987). Cecil Helman' s work relates 

to that of Scheper-Hughes and Lock. He maintains "each human being has, in a sense, 

two bodies: an individual body-self (both physical and psychological) which is 

acquired at birth, and also the social body that it needs in order to live within a 
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particular society" (1994:16). Given that the social body is a necessary part of the 

individual, it would appear as though the individual is influenced by society. 

Similarly, Douglas maintains that the social body influences how the individual 

interprets physical and psychological experiences (1973). She acknowledges that the 

social body provides a framework for the understanding of self and the image of the 

body ( 1973 ). From this perspective, society is a virtual text that is read and 

interpreted by the self in an attempt to decipher one 's own being. However, it is 

significant to note that the human condition allows for an interactive relationship 

between society and the individual. One' s understanding of self is intricately linked to 

this relationship. 

While the individual is influenced by society, the individual also influences 

society. According to Mary Douglas, society shapes and controls the bodies within it 

and the body provides a collection of symbols with which to understand society 

(Douglas 1973). Therefore, understanding the individual body can aid in our 

understanding of the social body and vice-versa. Furthermore, the control 

implemented by the body politic impacts the individual body as well as the social 

body. The presentation of the physical body and the individual understanding of the 

body are the result of the interaction between the social body and the self. Thus, while 

individuals may experience certain social phenomena, individual reactions will vary 

and are not necessarily predictable based solely on our knowledge of a culture. 

The body is subject to various societal constraints. According to Bryan S. 

Turner, the body is fabricated ( 1992). Our understanding of the body is culturally 
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influenced and the body itself is influenced by both culture and society. "The body is 

used to represent social phenomena ... the body is simultaneously, conjointly and 

concurrently socially constructed and organically founded" (Turner 1992: 17). If the 

body does indeed represent social phenomena, it is in our interest to understand which 

social phenomena are represented and how these phenomena are represented with 

respect to the individual and social bodies. One means by which social phenomena 

are symbolically expressed by the individual is through bodily adornment. In the 

United States for example, tattooing has become a very popular means of bodily 

expression. Furthermore, it is through the consumption of tattoos that individual 

expression can occur. 

The influence of the social body on the individual body can often lead to a 

desire in the individual to establish a particular sense of self by staking claim to the 

body and marking it as their own. The body can be marked through the process of 

bodily adornment. Tattooing is one means of bodily adornment that allows the 

individual to obtain a sense of agency or control over the body in light of continual 

social pressures implemented by the body politic. Thus, there is a constant struggle 

between the individual and the social body to maintain control over the individual 

body. Permanent adornment of the physical body allows the individual to lay claim to 

the body as well as to create a new understanding of self through the process of 

consumption. 
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The Physical Body and Body Images 

A great deal has been written pertaining to the role of body image and its 

relation to the understanding of self. The difficulty with discussing body image with 

respect to the self and the physical body is that body image is not a distinct entity 

separate from either the physical body or the self. As a result, when we discuss body 

image we are often likely to find ourselves discussing the physical body as well as the 

self. Schilder presents and defines body image as "the picture of our own body which 

we form in our mind, that is to say the way in which the body appears to ourselves" 

( 1950: 11 ). With respect to body image, we should recognize that one's body image is 

influenced by society in the same fashion that the self is socially influenced. 

Therefore, the desire to change one's body image may be manifested through a 

process of altering the body in a socially acceptable manner. 

In order to fully understand the impact that tattooing has on the individual and 

thus the self, it is necessary to examine the way that the self is constructed. It is my 

contention that body image is a defining characteristic of the self. Furthermore, I 

believe that modifying or changing one's body image also changes the self. There are 

many ways that body image can be changed. Tattooing is one form of bodily 

alteration that can lead to a change in body image and a consequential change in the 

self. 

Just as the self exists as a consequence of the interaction between the 

individual and society, so does body image. According to Weiss, body images are the 

"expression of an ongoing exchange between bodies and body images" ( 1999:3 ). This 
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can be read to mean that an individual's body image changes with respect to its 

relationship with other bodies. Body image is thus a fluid entity that can change 

dependent upon interaction with others. Body image mirrors the self in many ways. 

Both body image and the self are socially influenced and constantly susceptible to 

change. 

The physical body influences body image. Bodies and body image are 

constantly under construction and reconstruction (Weiss 1999) and one's body image 

can be transformed through intentional processes such as the bodily adornment. 

Bryan S. Turner maintains that the body is often thought of as a self-project within 

which individuals construct their bodies in order to express their own personal 

emotional needs (1996). Sanders relates, "a person's physical appearance is a central 

element affecting his or her self-definition, identity, and interaction with others" 

( 1988:395). Therefore, tattooing and the physical transformation of the body can be 

viewed as a means by which the individual expresses emotional needs as well as 

manipulates body image. Consequently, through the physical alteration of the body, 

the individual transforms body image while fulfilling the need for social expression. 

Body image is intricately linked to the self and the understanding of self and the 

relationship of the individual and society. The body and our image of the body are 

intricately linked to social experiences. 

Body image can be altered through the process of bodily adornment. 

Tattooing the body not only alters the physical body but also alters individual body 

image. In fact, the tattoo is a highly efficient means of altering body image. 
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According to Schilder, "body image expands beyond the confines of the body ... the 

more rigid the connection of the body with the object is, the more easily it becomes 

part of the body image" (1950:213). Based on the ideas presented by Schilder, it can 

be argued that a tattoo can greatly impact body image by becoming a part of body 

image. This is a consequence of the tattoo being perhaps the most rigid form of 

adornment. Articles of clothing, jewelry, and other forms of removable adornment, 

while part of the body image, are not permanent parts of the body image. The tattoo is 

a permanent fixture on the human body. Therefore, it is an important part of body 

image and it is through the process of altering the physical body that body image, and 

the self, can be altered. 

During my research I spoke to individuals about their tattoos and the reasons 

they chose to become tattooed and it became clear that many chose to get tattoos in 

order to transform body image while expressing certain ideals and beliefs. For 

Megan, a twenty-three-year old student, receiving a tattoo was a means of asserting 

control over her body as well as transforming her body image. She maintained "you 

get so many scars in your life, you get so many scars and birthmarks, I have lots of 

freckles, and all of these things I didn't put on my self and they don't really, they're 

like natural tattoos. So I was thinking, well why shouldn't I put something on that you 

know I wanted, that reflected me." Megan's decision to receive a tattoo was affected 

by her understanding of the body as a natural phenomenon. Natural processes created 

the marks on her body thereby influencing her body image. Megan wanted to alter her 

body image (i.e. the way she viewed her body). In her opinion, the natural marks on 

25 



her body are not a reflection of who she is as a person. She does not define herself 

solely based on natural attributes. 

When discussing Megan's decision to alter the body, the work of Weiss 

(1999) and Bryan S. Turner (1996) can be incorporated into the discussion. Weiss 

acknowledges that bodies and body images are constantly under construction while 

Turner maintains that individuals often seek to construct their bodies in order to fulfill 

a self-project. Megan transformed her body and her body image through the act of 

being tattooed. She opted to transform her body image by adorning her body in an 

attempt to "denaturalize" the body. Megan, like many tattooed individuals, felt the 

urge to transform her body from nature to culture. According to Pasi Falk, although 

"the body is never found in a 'natural' state---except for a short period after birth" 

(1995:95,99) however, the transformation from nature to culture is realized by 

inscribing the flesh Through the process of becoming tattooed, the individual can 

denaturalize the body by taking control of the body and defining it in their own terms. 

Furthermore, through the process of tattooing, the individual can express certain 

ideals and beliefs. 

Christina chose to transform her body by having two butterflies tattooed on 

her body. 

"I wanted a butterfly because butterflies are very symbolic to me, 
representative of growth and transformation and all things I hope to 
accomplish during my life. But it's more than that because butterflies 
have very short lives and within that time they do a lot of changing. So 
my theory of how I want to live my life is that at every moment I will 
be changing in some form and that I' 11 be reaching towards greater 
heights. It really speaks to who I want to be in life. Just like constantly 
changing and never being the same person for too long." 
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By becoming tattooed, Christina was able to express certain ideas about how 

she wants to live her life. One of the most interesting aspects of my time spent with 

Christina is that she consistently used the term "transform" or "transformation." 

While Christina was referring to butterflies and the changes that occur during the life 

of a butterfly, it invites discussion about the meaning of transformation and what it is 

to be transformed. To transform the self is to change identity or take on a new role. 

Transformation occurs during the "liminal period." As defined by Victor Turner 

(1967), liminality is a period of margin in which the state of an individual is not fully 

defined. This period of margin or liminality occurs when a person is being tattooed. 

Once the tattoo process has been completed, the body, individual, and self have been 

transformed. According to Thomson, "individualism has become a matter of turning 

inward for meaning and self-definition" (1989: 853 ). Tattooing can confirm identity 

through the transformation of self. An interesting note is that while Christina 

discussed transformation and her desire to constantly change as a person and exhibit 

personal growth, she neglected to realize that she had transformed herself by 

becoming tattooed. Christina's desires to grow and transform herself throughout her 

life, were in part realized when she became tattooed. 

Among many of the informants, the decision to alter the body was not 

consciously based on transforming body image. Instead, they became tattooed for a 

variety of other reasons. Theresa, for instance, is a forty-eight year old mother of 

three who was tattooed while on vacation in Hawaii. "I was in Hawaii with Allison 

(her daughter) and she had planned to get a tattoo and I went along to supervise. I had 
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not planned to get a tattoo but while I was waiting I looked through hundreds of 

designs and decided that I wanted to get a tattoo. It was my way of finally doing 

something on the wild side." Even though transformation of body image is not always 

consciously based, all of the individuals to whom I have spoken have had their body 

image altered by becoming tattooed. This is a consequence of the ongoing 

relationship between bodies that ultimately results in a constant reconfiguration of 

body image. Individual body image is impacted by the relationship between bodies. 

The body, self, body image, and the individual are intimately linked to 

society. As a consequence, I have attempted to discuss the relationship that exists 

between these entities. It is through an understanding of the body as the primary locus 

of human expression that we can attempt to understand the significance of body 

alteration and its link to society. 
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CHAPTERUI 

SYMBOL AND SELF 

Symbolic Expression as a Mode of Self-Reification 

Many individuals believe that tattooing is simply a process of physically 

altering the body. Until recently, few researchers have focused on the social, 

psychological, and spiritual transformations that take place when an individual 

becomes tattooed. Those that have looked at tattooing from a social perspective often 

indicate that tattooing is a means self-representation. However, adornment of the 

body is more than an expression of the self or a representation of spirituality. 

Permanent physical adornment can result in a renewed understanding of self as well 

as an increased sense of self. Therefore, the process of altering the body is not aimed 

solely at the expression or representation of the self to others but is also a means by 

which the individual can understand the self Through the process of altering the 

body, the individual not only changes the self but also reinforces an understanding of 

self and expresses the self in a symbolic manner. 

This chapter is aimed at formulating an understanding of the effects of 

physical transformations on the self and the individual perception of the self. In this 

chapter I will present an argument for the confirmation of identity through the process 
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of body modification and I will discuss the role of body modification with regard to 

the physical embodiment of self. 

Tattooing is one form of physical adornment that allows us to look at the 

embodiment of self. During the process of bodily alteration, the individual undergoes 

a physical transformation in which a symbol of the self is physically embodied and/or 

inscribed. The individual utilizes a symbol that represents the self to re-enforce 

identity. The tattoo or symbol of self is inscribed in the flesh of the body. It is through 

the process of tattooing that the self is physically embodied. 

Throughout my research, I have come to the conclusion that people tattoo 

themselves with symbols that are indicative of the self. Tattoos are generally 

representative of the individual and his/her held beliefs. Tattoos are representative of 

the self. Therefore, when the individual inscribes the body with a symbol that 

signifies some aspect of the self, the individual is physically embodying that aspect of 

the self. Furthermore, the individual is not only changing the self as has been 

established through the discussion of body image and self. The individual also reifies 

the self while simultaneously expressing the self in a symbolic manner. With respect 

to the reification of self, I am referring to the process by which the tattoo can 

reconfirm one's identity or one's beliefs. Daniel Miller (1993) refers to reification as 

the understanding that humans create objects that aid in the comprehension of the 

self. With reference to the work of Miller, the tattoo is the ultimate form of symbolic 

reification. One such example is an individual named Marc with whom I have 

interviewed. He has a tattoo of his family crest on his left shoulder. His family is from 
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Finland and his Finish background is very important to him. "It represents who I am, 

where I'm from." By virtue of having a tattoo of his family crest, he continually 

reaffirms his social identity and ancestral ties to Finland. 

Tattoos are more than a design of ink embedded in the flesh. They say 

something about the individual and the beliefs of the individual. The tattoo design is 

more than an icon for external consumption, it represents something that may be very 

personal and that may hold great meaning for the bearer. Furthermore, it 

simultaneously represents the self and defines the self. The tattoo is one way that 

individuals externalize personal feelings, beliefs, and definitions of self 

Tattooed individuals often choose a design that holds a specific meaning to 

them. It is rare to encounter an individual who chooses a design without giving 

thought to the meaning or significance of the design. All of the informants who I have 

spoken with during my research have indicated to me that their tattoos either have a 

specific meaning or had a specific meaning at one point in time. Therefore, I have 

concluded that the tattoo is a symbolic expression of self and through the process of 

becoming tattooed, the self is physically embodied. 

Some tattoos hold deeper meaning to the tattooed than do others. However, all 

tattoos do have meaning and are a representation of the individual. In the following 

sections, information gathered from informants will be presented for the purpose of 

illustrating the idea that tattoos hold meaning for the individual as well as being 

representative of the individual. Furthermore, examples will be linked to the ideas 

about the self, social body, and expressive consumption. 
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All of Christina's tattoos are indicative of who she is as a person and the 

beliefs that she holds. Christina spoke to me about her spiritual beliefs and her 

decision to express her beliefs in the form of a tattoo. I asked Christina to explain the 

significance of her Ohm tattoo. 

"The way I understand it is Ohm is a syllable. It's like the primordial 
sound of the universe. So the way I picture it is like, it's the sound that 
spawned the big bang. So everything is Ohm. So like, if there is a god, 
God is Ohm, God is or Ohm is the initiator of everything because of 
that sound. Basically Ohm to me is God. So if you get into Hindu 
religion, it's like the creator, the preserver, and the destroyer, all of 
that is Ohm. So, all that can be God basically comes together under 
Ohm." 

Christina's Ohm tattoo represents her beliefs and ideals. It is through the act of 

becoming tattooed that she has expressed her spirituality. 

Megan spoke to me about her tattoos and her decision to become tattooed. At 

the time of our initial conversation she had only one tattoo. However, she was 

literally waiting to get her second tattoo. We sat at a small Chinese restaurant on a 

Friday afternoon as she waited for the tattoo artist at the studio next door to finish the 

tattoo he was working on. 

Megan's first tattoo is one that she designed herself. This gives credence to 

the idea that her tattoo is deeply personalized. Furthermore, Megan chose her Zodiac 

sign as the design for her tattoo. She relayed her reasons for choosing her Zodiac sign 

and inscribing it in her lower back. 

"I was thinking, well why shouldn't I put something on that you know, 
reflected me. I always thought my Zodiac symbol because I've always 
been really into that personally, and I'll always be a Pisces, it's not 
like it's ever gonna change. I'm not gonna discover that my birthday is 
actually in May or anything like that so, it will never change so its not 

32 



like you know, a bad tattoo or anything. So it's important to me 
because I like my symbol and feel connected to it and because I drew 
it its even more special." 

Megan's case is one in which it is evident that her tattoo is highly 

representative of who she is as individual. Her tattoo is also representative of her 

beliefs as well as being a product of her creative imagination. "I feel that my 

astrological sign is pretty dead on with me. I've always felt that I was a good 

representative of the Pisces person." The tattoo is representative both physically and 

symbolically. She created the tattoo design; therefore it holds great mearung. 

Furthermore, her belief in the Zodiac suggests that her tattoo is a symbolic 

representation of her physical being. Megan's tattoo holds great meaning and is 

representative of Megan on many levels. The tattoo tells people when she was born, it 

is representative of something she believes in, and it is not only a part of her physical 

being, it is also her own creation. She maintains, "it just feels like something about 

me that is representative of my personality. I've always felt close to it." Furthermore, 

Megan wanted a tattoo that would be unique. She chose the Pisces symbol and 

designed it herself because '·'it was important that it was unique." 

When discussing tattoos with Megan, I asked her why she chose to get her 

tattoos done in black. She maintained that black is simple, neat, and clean. She said 

that she avoided colors and chose black because "it doesn't really stand out." I asked 

Megan if she thought that it said anything about who she is. 

She replied, "Oh yeah, definitely, because that's pretty much how a lot 
of things I do are. I'm not too outrageous or anything you know, I like 
my surroundings to be pretty simple. You know, just kinda natural. 
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Maybe that's how I want to be, not necessarily how I am. I'm drawn to 
things that are clean and plain, simple is the best word." 

Megan's choice to avoid colors in her tattoos is a reflection of her personality 

and who she is or who she wants to be. Her tattoos are both a means of self-

representation as well as a means of self-definition. I use the term self-definition 

because it is evident that Megan chose her tattoos at least partially because they 

express how she would like to be or who she would like to be. As a result, the tattoos 

can be viewed as a means of redefining the self in order to conform to who she would 

like to be. The tattoos can also reinforce her understanding of self. Through my 

discussions with Megan, it became evident that her tattoos hold a specific meaning 

for her and they are highly personalized. 

It must be conceded that not all tattoos hold deep personal meaning. When 

speaking with Alex, a thirty year-old individual with two tattoos, he discussed his 

reasons for getting tattoos. 

"We went up there, me and my friend Amy were driving to Vermont 
from Massachusetts and we both had wanted to get a tattoo. We were 
driving through this place in New Hampshire where we knew there 
was a good place to get tattoos so we decided to pull over. I couldn't 
think of anything I wanted but I remembered seeing this guy in Boston 
before who had basically the outline of the world across his back from 
one shoulder to the other. I thought it looked really cool . It was just 
basically the outline of all of the continents . . . I was thinking of 
something like that and the closest thing I could really find was like a 
globe that was on a marine tattoo. I thought it looked pretty cool so I 
went ahead and got it." 

The tattoo is a small tattoo of the earth located on his shoulder. Alex told me that he 

chose a design of the earth because "at the time I was a member of a couple of 

environmental clubs at school and very much into that whole green party type thing. 
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It was also a little message about myself." Alex's tattoo is a reflection of who he was 

at the time as well as a reflection of his beliefs. Furthermore, Alex does not express 

any regrets about getting the tattoo because "it is commemorative of that time in my 

life when I was just crazy and could do whatever." However, Alex did maintain that 

he regrets not getting a "more meaningful" tattoo. As a result, Alex will always be 

tied to the memories of his past. 

Another informant named James discussed his desire to get a tattoo and the 

meaning it holds for him. When asked why he chose to become tattooed he stated, 

"When I was young my parents and friends always called me Tiger . . . it was kinda 

my nickname. So when I got my tattoo I wanted a tiger. Its on my arm ... its climbing 

up my shoulder." James identifies with his tattoo because it is an expression of who 

he is as well as a symbol that represents the embodiment of self. Furthermore, the 

tattoo reconfirms his identity as Tiger. 

Rene chose to have a fairy tattooed on her upper left shoulder because "There 

is something kind of unknown and mysterious about them . . . I think it is a reflection 

of who I am in many ways. I also just like the design and thought it would be 

something that would look good." 

Shannon also has a tattoo of a fairy that is located on her right shoulder. She 

maintained that it is something that she wanted for a while and when she saw the 

design "It just seemed right ... I really think I have a connection to it. I see myself 

when I look at it ... it represents all of the things that I like most about myself." 
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Thus far, we have examined the tattoo as a symbolic portrayal of self as well 

as being a signifier of the ideal self. These presentations lend credence to the idea that 

a physical embodiment of the self can occur. Furthermore, the embodied symbol can 

lose meaning when the self is transformed. Therefore, the symbol mirrors the self in 

many ways. A transformation of meaning may occur dependent upon self-identity and 

the given situation. For example, if a tattooed individual undergoes a change in 

identity, the tattoo that was once representative of the past identity may undergo a 

change in meaning so that it is more closely linked to the "new" definition of self. 

The meaning of an image can change just as the self can change. While all 

tattoos do not have a deep personal meaning, all tattoos do have a meaning and this 

meaning can change. This transformation of image often takes place with respect to 

the transformation of self. To clarify, when an individual assumes a new identity or a 

new perception of self, the embodied symbol (i.e. tattoo), also assumes a new identity 

or a new meaning. 

David is a twenty-six year old student with seven tattoos. While speaking with 

David he gave me a description of each of his tattoos as well as presenting me with a 

brief history of each. He also spoke to me about their meanings. When asked about 

his decision to get tattooed David made it clear that his first tattoo was not planned, 

and it didn't really hold a great deal of meaning for him at the time it was received. 

"The first one I got it was more like you know, you were all getting together and just 

say lets get a tattoo. There wasn't really a whole lot of thought put into it. It was more 

just something to do." 
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Although David's first tattoo was not planned, he was able to ascribe meaning 

to his tattoo so that it became a representation of some aspect of his self When asked 

about the decision to get the other six tattoos, David expressed the importance of 

marking his body with something that represented his own beliefs. David maintained 

that the other tattoos "were all planned and thought out and had some sort of meaning 

relevant to my life and what I believe. So just the first one really doesn't kind of 

apply. But over time I've taken it and I've given it a meaning, now they all have 

meaning." Thus, tattoos are a symbolic representation of the self. Furthermore, as the 

self changes, meaning can also change. 

The transformation of meaning demands discussion. Just as one's ideas, 

beliefs, and physical appearance can change, so too can the meaning of a tattoo. The 

fluid transformation of meaning is perhaps one of the reasons that tattoos have 

become such a popular means of self-expression in the United States. As David 

mentioned, a tattoo that may not have meaning can be given meaning over a period of 

time. Furthermore, meaning can change. I believe it is only when a tattoo is without 

meaning or loses meaning, that removal or cover-up is desirable. 

David has encountered the above-mentioned problem. He has a tattoo that no 

longer holds a significant meaning for him. As a result he wishes to eventually cover 

the tattoo with a design that is more desirable. However, he cautioned me that he does 

not want to cover the tattoo until he finds something that holds significant meaning 

for him. 
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David did not express his desire to cover his tattoo until I asked him if he had 

thoughts of getting any additional tattoos. He stated, "I do want to get one more and 

that's to cover up one on my calf that doesn't really have any more meaning for me 

.. . it' s from another period in time." With continued discussion, David revealed to me 

the reasons for his desire to cover the tattoo. He stated that the tattoo represented "a 

different place, different time, different life." To David, the tattoo is no longer 

representative of who he has become. It is representative of who he once was; the 

meaning associated with that particular tattoo no longer applies. He wants it "dis-

embodied." The easiest means of doing this is to cover the tattoo so that it is no 

longer an externally existing feature of his body. 

"The one on my calf is the letters I-C-E, ice. And growing up from the 
time I was maybe thirteen up until really I moved to Florida, 
everybody I've met just called me Ice. Most people, even some of my 
family, not like my parents, called me Ice or Iceman or some form of 
Ice something, you know, and ... to put it as simply as possible, the 
Iceman was a completely different person than who I am now. And it's 
just something I choose to leave behind, so I don't want to be known 
as that anymore." 

Many of David's other tattoos do hold great meaning for him. When I asked 

David the reasons for getting his other tattoos he spoke to me about each tattoo and 

the reasons for getting it as well as the meaning behind each. He began by discussing 

a tattoo that he has on his left calf. This tattoo may in fact be the most meaningful to 

him. 

"I was looking for something that would only have meaning for me, 
like no one else could look at it and really give it their own 
interpretation other than looking at it and thinking that it's Chinese or 
Japanese letters. It's a personal spiritual message that really only has 
meaning for me and when I come across my soul mate, it's not that 

38 



I'm supposed to reveal it to her, that's just the way it'll happen. And 
this is what I believe and when I tell this person, the meaning will have 
some sort of relevance to them." 

The tattoo discussed by David represents his spiritual beliefs as well as having 

a very deep meaning for him. David did not want to reveal too much about the exact 

significance or meaning of his tattoo but he did let me know that this particular tattoo 

does hold great meaning for him. Furthermore, David discussed two other tattoos and 

their meanings. One is actually a composite of three tattoos that together have a 

specific meaning that is representative of David and his belief system. David 

described the tattoos in the following manner. 

"I got this one together. It's two tropical birds of paradise. And then I 
got this one which is a gargoyle sitting on top of a skull here and a 
genie rising up out of, up out of the smoke. But all together it has one 
theme. What it represents basically is ... like ying-yang, male-female, 
positive-negative, light-dark, basically dynamic opposites that come 
together and balance and equal each other out like harmony, spiritual 
harmony, and that's the way that I try to live, as much in balance and 
harmony with everything around me, you know what I mean." 

The last tattoo David described to me is a tattoo of a black panther that 

appears to be tearing out of his skin. This tattoo is located on his right bicep. He 

relayed to me that the tattoo is of significance because it serves as a means to 

externalize "something internal that was really plaguing" him. "So really no, again, 

no meaning for anybody else except they see it and they think its a black panther but, 

you know, it means something to me." As is the case with David, the change in status 

that occurs as a result of being tattooed "signifies an attempt to overcome a 

distressing experience and alter self-concept" (Hewitt 1997:78). 
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The process of changing the body through tattooing is a significant cultural 

process. Tattoos can be viewed as a representation of the self and are often thought of 

as an expression of individuality. The tattoo says something about the self, but the 

meaning is not always readily available to the viewer. Instead, the importance of 

meaning lies in the relationship that exists between the individual and the symbol. 

Although the tattoo may only appear to be a symbol etched in the body, it is more 

than just a symbol; it is a representation of the self. Tattoos can be a representation of 

one 's beliefs, philosophy, spirituality, etc. Through the process of receiving a tattoo 

the individual not only undergoes a physical transfonnation but a social 

transfonnation as well. The tattoo is a symbolic representation of the self. By inking a 

symbol in the flesh, the individual is making it accessible to the rest of society. 

Through the tattoo process, not only is the body transfonned, the self is also 

transfonned. Tattooing is a fonn of expression that leads to a new identity. Once 

tattooed, the individual becomes part of the tattoo community. The individual is 

redefined and the self is transfonned. 

To this point, there has been little discussion about the role that the social 

body plays in the decision to receive a tattoo. While it is difficult to pinpoint the exact 

influence that the social body has on the individual with respect to tattooing, it is 

evident that social influence does impact the decision of tattoo location. Tattooed 

individuals often choose the location of their tattoos based on influential social 

factors. The majority of the infonnants have indicated that the social body influenced 

the location of their tattoos. Female infonnants indicated that it was important to 
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have their tattoos located on an area of the body that could easily be concealed. Even 

Jessica, an infonnant who has her entire back tattooed, maintained that it is not 

socially acceptable to have one's appendages tattooed. "It's a huge step, especially as 

a woman, but as anyone in our society." Megan shared the same sentiments saying 

that she chose to have her lower back tattooed because it can be easily concealed. She 

also mentioned the social implications of getting her appendages tattooed. She 

maintained, "it's not like on my ann where every time I wear a tank top I'm gonna 

see it and everyone is gonna see it. I didn't want to be like having a job interview and 

have a big tattoo on my ankle and you know, be self-conscious of it and what 

someone might think." According to Kim, a twenty-seven year old designer, "I got 

my tattoo on my foot because it is not always visible ... it is visible if I am wearing 

sandals but it can be covered easily. Even if I am wearing flip flops you can barely 

see it." Steven, a sixty-two year old educator, shared similar sentiments, "I wanted 

something that could be hidden, its important that it not be visible when I am out in 

public. That's why I chose my hip." 

The social body is an influential entity that impacts the decision to get a tattoo 

as well as the location of tattoos. Furthermore, it is through the process of becoming 

tattooed that the body is changed and the selftransfonned By becoming tattooed, the 

individual can reinforce ideals and beliefs that are an important part of the 

construction of individual identity and the self. It is through the social process of 

becoming tattooed that the individual can redefine the self and transfonn identity. 
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CHAPTER IV 

TATTOO CONSUMPTION 

The Symbolic Commodity 

In the United States, the tattoo has become a commodity. People spend 

thousands of dollars on tattoos in an attempt to express the self and express a sense of 

individuality. In fact, in a 1997 study, it was reported that tattooing was the sixth 

fastest growing retail business of the year (Libbon 2000). During the process of 

"cultivating the body" (see Becker 2000), the body itself becomes a commodity. It is 

an object upon which society impresses core values. Becker maintains that "bodily 

cultivation has prospered within consumerist late Western capitalist culture which 

commodifies the body and encourages work upon it to enhance its value" (2000: 102 ). 

People consume goods that they perceive as being beneficial to their own being 

(Miller 1993 ). This is evident in the art of tattooing and the transformation that has 

taken place to create a mainstream phenomenon. 

In his work entitled Religious Commodities in Cairo, Starrett (1995) discusses 

the explosion of religious commodities in the Egyptian capital city. By reviewing his 

work, we can gain an appreciation for and understanding of the commodification of 

ideas and beliefs. As Starrett presents his concept of the "religious commodity," I 

here will present the concept of the symbolic commodity. The primary distinction 

between the religious commodity and the symbolic commodity is that Starrett's 
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religious commodity is a material entity, whereas the symbolic commodity is an 

abstract commodity. With respect to tattooing, the symbol is often without obvious or 

discemable meaning. It may be representative of an abstract idea that only has 

meaning for the bearer. However, this does not relegate it to a non-marketable status. 

The tattoo is a highly marketable commodity. "As a consumer society, it is not 

surprising that we are attracted to images of things and have tattooed ourselves 

accordingly" (Bell 1999:53). Just as people throughout Cairo purchase prayer beads, 

bumper stickers, keychains, and posters to express their religious beliefs, people in 

the United States have begun to purchase tattoos as an expression of the self and their 

spiritual beliefs. 

The transformation of the landscape of tattooing undoubtedly has a great deal 

to do with the increased incidence of tattooing in the United States. According to 

Marx as cited in Starrett: 

Production . . . creates the consumer. Production not only supplies a 
material for the need, but it also supplies a need for the material ... 
The object of art-like every other product-creates a public which is 
sensitive to art and enjoys beauty. . . . Thus production produces 
consumption (1) by creating the material for it; (2) by determining the 
manner of consumption; and (3) by creating the products, initially 
posited by it as objects, in the form of a need felt by the consumer 
[1857:230] (1995 :53). 

Tattooing is an art form that has created a niche for itself within American 

consumerist culture. Following the work of Marx and Starrett, it can be argued that 

the increased incidence of tattooing in the United States has resulted from an increase 

in tattoo production as well as the acceptance of tattoos by well known public figures. 

"This fashion of marking visible areas of your skin for the rest of your life is a 
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phenomenon of the last three years. Tattooists reckon it was inspired by pictures of 

various rock stars displaying their flesh's artwork" (Salewicz 1982: 13 ). Professional 

basketball players including Dennis Rodman, Shaquille O'Neal, and Allen Iverson 

are just a few examples of celebrities that are heavily tattooed. Even pop music icon 

Britney Spears has a tattoo gracing her lower back. In fact, a variety of sources cite 

MTV as having an impact on the increased incidence of tattoos among American 

youth (Fischler 2001, Hewitt 1997, James 2001a). Tattoos have become popularized. 

Increased production as well as celebrity acceptance of tattoos has led to a trend in 

which people often wish to emulate their favorite celebrity. Tattoos have moved from 

taboo to the mainstream. 

It is clear from the popular literature that tattooing has become a mainstream 

phenomenon in the United States. Articles pertaining to tattoos are now commonplace 

in informational media including The New York Times and The Chicago Tribune. In 

the past year, multiple articles pertaining to tattoos have been published in The New 

York Times including "Front Row; My Body, My Canvas" (Trebay 2001), "In This 

Artist's Hands, Skin Is the Canvas" (Fischler 2001), "From Back Alleys to Beauty 

Queens" (James 2001a) and "What to Do When the Novelty of a Tattoo Wears Off' 

(James 200lb). The Chicago Tribune has also presented its share of articles 

pertaining to the art of tattooing including "Tattoo Takes on Mythic Proportions" 

(Pohl 1999) and "Pierced, Tattooed Skin is the Medium of Choice in College" 

(Kotulak and Van 2002). 
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Not only is it evident that tattoos are a common fixture among many 

individuals throughout the United States, tattoo studios are also becoming part of the 

suburban landscape of our country. Tattoo studios are no longer relegated to run 

down inner-city neighborhoods. Throughout South Florida, tattoo studios have 

become a prominent part of the suburban landscape. It is not uncommon to encounter 

a tattoo studio in the same shopping plaza as a fine Italian restaurant, a trendy hair 

salon, a movie theater and a video rental store. My point is, in conjunction with the 

ideas of Marx and Starrett, tattoo production has increased, and perhaps, led to an 

increase in consumption. Whereas tattoos were once relegated to run-down 

neighborhoods and back alleys where they were not readily available to the general 

public, they now are available. Therefore, those individuals who were not willing to 

travel to "undesirable" locations to get tattooed now have access to tattoo studios. 

Tattoos have become available to the general public and therefore, the incidence of 

tattoos in the United States has increased. 

As an art form the beauty of tattoos is enjoyed by many. However, the 

attraction of the tattoo is much more than purely aesthetic. The tattoo is a form of 

expression and in many ways the tattoo is a self-imposed social label. The reasons for 

becoming tattooed far supercede our understanding of tattoos as artwork. The tattoo 

can be a quest for spirituality as well as a quest for self-definition and personal 

understanding. According to Bourdieu and Passeron as cited in Starrett, there has 

been a process that allows people to "consecrat[e] religious or cultural goods of 

salvation as worthy of being pursued, and . . . produc[ e] the need for these goods by 
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the mere fact of imposing their consumption" [1977:38)(1995:53). Perhaps in the 

United States, the tattoo has taken on much the same role of the religious goods 

discussed by Starrett and Bourdieu. People seeking a definition of self or even a sense 

of spirituality find themselves being tattooed. Through the commercialization of the 

tattoo industry and the commodification of the tattoo, the cycle is destined for future 

repetition. The ideal of a well-defined sense of self and an expression of the self, have 

been made attainable to at least some extent, by the consumption of symbolic 

commodities. 

With respect to commodification, tattoos have become a mainstream 

phenomenon throughout much of the United States. The image of the tattoo has 

changed. Rosenblatt suggests that tattoos are often associated with cultural radicals or 

so-called "modem primitives" ( 1997). However, despite their association with a 

group who utilize the "primitive" to explore the "self," tattoos can also be viewed as a 

mainstream phenomenon in which the tattoo is a commodity. 

An article from the December 26, 200 1 issue of The New York Times is 

perhaps representative of the mainstream nature of tattooing in the United States. The 

article titled "A Ticket That Stays Forever" maintains, "Get a tattoo and get a lifetime 

pass to 70 home games a year. The Daytona Cubs of baseball's Florida State League 

began offering the deal last month. The fan must be at least 18 years old and the 

tattoo must be done at Tropical Tattoo in Ormond Beach, Fla." This example 

epitomizes the ideas of Paul Mann as presented in his 1995 article titled "Stupid 

Undergrounds". According to Mann, "it is quite likely that the resurgence in the late 
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80's of the tattoo and the piercing ... owed its genesis most of all to the t-shirt ... 

The tattoo is recuperated as a commodity, a sign, and yet it indicates that there is 

something primitive and non-signifying about the sign" (Mann 1995:38-39). The 

tattoo has become a marketing tool used by the Chicago Cubs organization. The Cubs 

tattoo has replaced the Cubs t-shirt. The bearer of the tattoo "is a walking 

advertisement" (Sanders 1985:20). The tattoo has become a symbolic commodity. 

According to Sanders ( 1988) the tattoo has become a consumer product. "The larger 

world has begun to take notice of the medium ... the tattooists, as a consequence, 

profit as their work comes to look like art, is displayed like art, is discussed like art, 

and is bought and sold as art" (Sanders 1988:402). J.J. Solari maintains, "not only is 

tattoo art art, it's art of every type-abstract, surreal, cubist, expressionist, 

impressionist, minimalist, Fauvist . . . real art is supposed to make you gawk and 

stare" ( 1992:39-43 ). Many tattoo artists have embraced the transition from "body 

mutilation" to "art." Tattoos have become a means of adornment that is readily 

accessible throughout the United States. Furthermore, tattooing has become widely 

accepted among people of varying backgrounds and persuasions. Tattooing is no 

longer a form of expression that is relegated to bikers and outlaws. Tattooing is a 

mainstream phenomenon. 

Our bodies in both shape and adornment reflect held social values. Becker 

maintains, "core cultural values are encoded in - among other things - aesthetic or 

moral ideals of body shape" (2000: 1 00). Furthermore, "the appreciation of a 

particular form refers to a complex set of culturally specific symbols" (Becker 
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2000:100). Individual bodies are often representative of social bodies and social 

values. I believe that through the process of "bodily cultivation," the individual body 

becomes a commodity and a product of consumerist culture. 

The body is a public possession whereby the self and individualism are linked 

to commodification. In the United States, self-definition and individualism are held in 

high regard. According to Hewitt, "body perception is a large part of identity 

formation, and many body factors contribute to a person's image of his or her own 

body" (1997:22). These factors, which comprise the social body, include but are not 

limited to, our families, the media, and the larger society of which we are a part. The 

media and social values penetrate our minds and suggest which products to consume. 

We often find ourselves defining who we are based on what we consume. Therefore, 

the decision to accentuate the body through the process of tattooing is grounded in 

Western consumerist ideals in which the individual expresses the self through 

consumption. 

Consumption is an important aspect of the discussion of tattooing in the 

United States. With respect to their tattoos, all of the informants that were 

interviewed express the self through consumption. Megan informed me that her 

tattoos do not necessarily represent who she is but who she strives to be. They 

represent her ideal self It is through the process of becoming tattooed (i.e. 

consumption of tattoos), that Megan is able to express who she is as well as who she 

would like to be. Christina shared similar sentiments when she spoke to me about her 

butterfly tattoos. According to Bryan S. Turner, "given the emphasis on selfbood in 
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contemporary consumer culture, the body is regarded as a changeable form of 

existence which can be shaped and which is malleable to individual needs and 

desires" (1996:5). Implicit in Turner's statement is the understanding that 

consumption can lead to a change in the body. Perhaps this is the allure of tattoos. 

The tattoo allows the individual to manipulate the body and change physical 

appearance, thereby creating a new existence through symbolic expression. 

The body is a socially influenced entity that can be transformed by the 

individual. One means of altering the body so as to stake claim to one's identity is 

through the process of tattooing. Tattooing is a form of consumption that alters the 

human body and allows for social expression. The decision to accentuate the body 

through the process of tattooing is grounded in consumerist ideals in which the 

individual expresses the self through consumption. 

The Tattoo Studio as a Commercial Enterprise 

A number of characteristics of the tattoo studio indicate that it is a commercial 

venue much like any other retail business that provides either goods or services. 

Throughout this section I will examine the tattoo studio as a commercial enterprise 

and provide ethnographic data to support the claim that the tattoo studio is a 

commercial enterprise. 

The location of tattoo studios varies greatly. Studios can be found in urban 

areas as well as small communities, and studios exist in affluent communities and 

impoverished communities. The tattoo studio has become a staple of the modem 

landscape. However, despite the ability of the studio to exist in a broad range of 
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environments, studios are generally very similar in appearance. Most studios are 

located along a main roadway and the majority of tattoo studios are located in small 

shopping plazas or strip malls. Most studios share common exterior features. 

Throughout my research I visited multiple studios and photographed the exteriors of 

many studios. When comparing the exterior physical characteristics of the tattoo 

studio one notices the similarities between the appearances of studios regardless of 

location. The majority of the studios advertise their service in a large front window. 

Advertising usually occurs in the form of a neon sign or bright lettering on the 

window that simply states "tattoo." Hours of operation are generally posted either on 

the window or on the door and exterior decorations are often kept to a minimum. 

Two types of tattoo studios exist. Some studios only do custom work, that is, 

the artist works by appointment only and generally creates his or her own designs or 

uses designs provided by the customer. Custom-only tattoo studios generally cater to 

those individuals that have the money to afford elaborate tattoos and they rely 

primarily on repeat customers. Much of the work done by Kelli at A-1 Tattoos is 

custom work. She tends to shy away from tattoos taken from the "flash" pages 

located throughout the studio. In fact, Steve, the owner of the studio, does the 

majority of "non-custom" work. Kelli ' s work includes doing cover-up work and 

designs for repeat customers. She often creates the designs herself with little input 

from the customer. On one occasion, Kelli tattooed a young man who was a repeat 

customer. He had an appointment and when he arrived at the studio he described to 

Kelli what he wanted done. Using a blue pen she quickly sketched an outline on his 
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shoulder and began the process of tattooing. The customer gave her a rough idea of 

what he wanted and she used her own creativity to create the design. Kelli also 

tattooed Jessica. Kelli designed Jessica's back piece and has spent over thirty-five 

hours working on it. The work of the custom artist is generally aimed at gaining a 

repeat customer and is therefore frequently more elaborate and more time consuming 

than the work done by a non-custom artist. 

The second type of studio is the "traditional" studio. The traditional studio is 

characterized by "formulaic images favored by military personnel, bikers, laborers, 

and occasional groups of college students" (Sanders 1988:403 ). In a traditional 

studio, the tattoo is very much a commodity. The artist focuses on getting a client in 

and out as quickly as is possible. Whereas custom artists rely on elaborate expensive 

tattoos that take hours to complete, non-custom artists rely on quantity to make 

money. The non-custom studios generally deal in "flash" tattoos or designs taken 

from books. Flash designs usually cover the walls of tattoo studios and can also be 

found in binders that often contain individual tattoo styles. For example, one binder 

may contain "traditional" nautical themed tattoos while another might contain tribal 

designs. These tattoos are frequently very small and can often be done in less than 

one-half of an hour. The non-custom studios deal with walk-in customers and 

generally don't rely on repeat customers. 

When we examine the daily activities of studios, it becomes evident that 

tattoos are a commodity. Tattoos have become a commodity in which the artist is 

often a salesperson and, occasionally, the sale may take precedence over the quality 
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of the product. During an interview with Christina, she relayed to me her experience 

of getting her third tattoo. During the selection process she spoke with the tattoo artist 

and discussed the possibilities for her new tattoo. While relaying her story to me, she 

maintained "he was trying to help me design it and of course, I'm thinking something 

really you know, somewhat small and he is thinking, lets do a whole back piece. So I 

was like, maybe I'll think about it for a while." The tattoo artist is a dealer of the 

symbolic commodity. However, while the artist is a salesperson and a service 

provider, he/she is also an artist. It is a rare case when the artist is more concerned 

with the sale and monetary gains than with the art and the quality of production. 

Christina is not the only person I have spoken to who has had that type of experience 

with a tattoo artist. Jessica told me: 

"I went in and met this girl who was doing tattoos and opening this 
place up. I just said I wanted a Lotus flower and she's like 'all right, 
give me a deposit.' She wanted me to get a back piece really bad. She 
had one already drawn for me, like stenciled already and stuff, so she 
was just waiting for me to come in. She put it on, the stencil on and I 
was like all right, go ahead." 

During the course of my fieldwork I often encountered a situation in which an 

employee of a tattoo studio encouraged an individual to become tattooed. One such 

episode went as follows: While visiting Zephyr Tattoo, two young ladies entered to 

have their navels pierced. After the procedure, the resident artist said "you should get 

tattoos now." The females declined but he continued by stating, "take the next step, 

become part of the group." These comments struck me because although he seemed 

to be only half serious in his demeanor, he was trying to recruit them to become 

members of the tattoo community. These particular cases illustrate the idea that the 
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artist is providing a service and the tattoo is a commodity. The tattoo is a product that 

is to be sold. Consequently, the larger the tattoo and the more ornate the design, the 

more expensive the tattoo. While large ornate tattoos are very time consuming, they 

also mean more money in the artist's pocket. 

Some general rules exist with respect to tattoo prices and payment. Flash 

pages of tattoos rarely have prices indicated on them. Instead, it is at the discretion of 

the artist to decide the price of the tattoo. However, studios tend to have a minimum 

charge for tattoos that is usually somewhere in the range of thirty to fifty dollars with 

custom tattoos costing as much as a few thousand dollars. While there is no 

"standard" hourly rate that tattoo artists charge, Bell maintains, "professional 

tattooers are thought of as having some sort of artistic talent and are legitimized by 

the costliness of their time (about $80-$125/hr)" (1999:55). The hourly rate given is 

compatible with the information that I have presented for minimum charges. 

Generally, a small tattoo that costs the minimum, takes only about thirty minutes to 

complete. 

Another note pertaining to pricing of tattoos is that the price is not negotiable. 

However, it is not uncommon for artists to offer a lower rate for repeat customers. 

Referring to her first tattoo Christina maintained, "I think it was fifty dollars. 

Normally they have a fifty dollar minimum but I think because the guys had been in 

there the night before and then brought in more people, they gave me a discount so it 

was thirty." A final consideration pertaining to tattoo pricing deals with the payment 
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method. Most studios are "cash only" operations. At A-1 Tattoos there is a sign that 

reads "In God we trust, from everyone else we accept CASH ONLY." 

While many tattoo artists are skilled practitioners of their trade, some are in 

the business of tattooing solely because it can be lucrative. Often, when this is the 

case, the work suffers. Christina relayed a story to me about a friend who was 

receiving a tattoo at an Orlando studio. Her friend was receiving a tattoo across his 

upper back from his left to his right shoulder. According to Christina, the artist did 

not place a template on the skin before beginning the tattoo process. As a 

consequence, the tattoo began on the upper left of the back but did not span the 

recipient's entire back. Furthermore, the spacing of the letters was not even. 'The guy 

that did it started too far over and put them too close together so the rest of the letters 

were really spaced out because he didn't draw it on there." This is one example of the 

poor work that can be done by an unskilled practitioner. 

Kelli shared her thoughts on the tattoo industry. "There are artists who tattoo 

for the money . . . they know that they can make good money by tattooing." She 

maintained that the artist motivated by money is less likely to produce quality work 

and is also less likely to tattoo the same individual more than once. The relationship 

between the artist and the tattooee is often nothing more than a relationship in which 

the artist is providing a service. For some artists, the ultimate goal is to make money 

through their artwork. The tattoo has become a sought after commodity and a means 

of expression through consumption. An important note of difference between custom 

and non-custom studios is that it appears as though custom studios are selling a 
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service whereas non-custom studios are selling a good or product. Custom studios 

focus on customer satisfaction and gaining repeat business whereas the non-custom 

studio focuses on the sale of the tattoo as an object. 

Patterns of Consumption 

There are definite patterns to the consumption of tattoos. When discussing 

patterns of consumption, I am referring to the location of tattoos on the body. During 

the course of this research people were interviewed about their tattoos and 

observations were made in tattoo studios. I have compiled data pertaining to tattoo 

location on both males and females who were interviewed as well as observed. When 

we look at the data it is evident that there is a definite pattern of consumption with 

both males and females. 

Figures 1-A and 1-B are generalized outlines of the male human body. The 

figures will be used to highlight the general location of tattoos among male 

informants. For male informants, tattoos were located on both the front (Figure 1-A) 

and the back (Figure 1-B) of the individual. 

FIGURE 1-A 

Male Front 
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Figures 2-A and 2-B are generalized outlines of the female human body. 

These figures will be used to highlight the general location of tattoos among female 

informants. Just as with male informants, tattoos were located on both the front 

(Figure 2-A) and back (Figure 2-B) of female informants. 

FIGURE2-A 

Female Front 
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In order to analyze the data I have specified the location of tattoos on the 

human body. For male informants, tattoos were located on 25 specific areas of the 

body (see Figures 3-A and 3-B). For female informants, tattoos were located on 19 

specific areas of the body (see Figures 4-A and 4-B). Shaded areas indicate the 

locations of tattoos. In an attempt to quantify the research, I have divided the body on 

a vertical axis. Therefore, the location of tattoos will be described as either on the left 

half of the body, the right half of the body, or the middle of the body. Tattoos that 

have been described as being located on the middle of the body or the "whole" 

portion of the body, as is the case with tattoos that cover the whole back are described 

as such because they traverse the vertical axis of the body. Another note that is 

specific to the designation of tattoos on the body deals with the term "full" as it 

pertains to certain portions of the body. The term full refers to a portion of the body 

that is covered entirely by one tattoo or multiple tattoos. An example of this is the 

arm. If one tattoo exists and it covers the entire portion of the arm from the bicep to 

the wrist, it will be said that the full arm is tattooed. Additionally, if multiple tattoos 

exist on the arm so that it is difficult to distinguish one tattoo from another, it will be 

said that the full arm is tattooed. 
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Right Shoulder Left Shoulder Right Bicep Left Bicep Right Forearm Left Forearm 

Right Wrist Left Wrist Right Arm Full Left Arm Full 

Chest Left Hip Right Calf Left Calf 

FIGUREJ-A 

Location of Tattoos Among Male Infonnants 
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Upper Back Left Upper Back Middle Upper Back Right Upper Back Full 

Lower Back Middle Neck Right Elbow Left Elbow 

Full Back Right Calf Back Left CalfBack 

FIGUREJ-B 

Location of Tattoos Among Male Informants 

59 



Right Shoulder Left Shoulder Left Forearm Right Bicep Left Bicep 

Right Abdomen Navel Left Abdomen Right Calf 

Right Ankle Left Ankle Right Foot Left Foot 

FIGURE 4-A 

Location of Tattoos Among Female Informants 
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Lower Back Middle Lower Back Right Upper Back Left 

Upper Back Full Back 

FIGURE 4-B 

Location of Tattoos Among Female Informants 
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By examining the location of tattoos on individuals that were observed 

throughout the course of this research, it is possible to identify specific consumer 

behaviors in the form of patterns of consumption. I will attempt to illustrate some of 

the reasons that certain patterns of consumption exist. 

Among male informants, tattoos were found to be widespread throughout 

much of the body. The most common places for tattoos include the right bicep, the 

left bicep, the right shoulder, the left shoulder, the left outside forearm, the right 

inside forearm, the right calf, the neck, and the lower back. A total of 69 tattoos were 

recorded from 32 male informants. Tattoos located on the left bicep account for 8 of 

the 69 tattoos and 8 of the 32 informants. Tattoos located on the right bicep account 

for 8 of the 69 recorded tattoos. Eight tattoos were located on the right shoulder. Six 

tattoos were located on the left shoulder. Tattoos located on the right forearm account 

for 6 of the 69 tattoos. Tattoos located on the left forearm account for 4 of the 69 

tattoos. Two tattoos were recorded for each of the following locations on the male 

body: the chest, the right calf, the left calf, the neck, the lower back, the right side of 

the upper back, the left side of the upper back, and the full right arm. The remaining 

areas of the male body as designated in figures 3-A and 3-B only contained one tattoo 

per region from the sample size of 69 tattoos. 

The research suggested that there is a tendency towards receiving tattoos on 

the upper extremities (i.e. shoulders, biceps, and forearms). Forty of the recorded 69 

tattoos, or 58 percent, were located on the upper extremities of the 32 male 

informants. Three individuals had full arm tattoos. The existence of this type of 
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tattooing is rare among people who are not heavily tattooed but is a common 

occurrence among heavily tattooed individuals including tattoo artists. It also must be 

noted that this type of tattooing which is known among tattooees as "sleeving the 

arms," is very rare among females, even if they are heavily tattooed. 

Among female informants, tattoos were located on 19 distinct regions of the 

body. Eight of the 25 female informants had tattoos located on their lower backs. 

Seven of these tattoos were located in the middle of the lower back with one being 

located on the right side of the lower back. Six females were also tattooed on either 

their ankles or feet. Nine of the 25 female informants were tattooed on their upper 

extremities including their shoulders and biceps. However, as opposed to the males, 

only one female was tattooed on her forearm. Three females were tattooed on their 

necks while two females were tattooed on the lower abdominal region. Furthermore, 

one female was tattooed on her right calf, one female was tattooed around her navel, 

one female was tattooed on the left side of her upper back and one female had her 

entire back tattooed. 

The research suggests that among female informants, there is a tendency 

towards tattooing the upper extremities as well as the back. Twelve of the 39 tattoos, 

or 32 percent, were located on the backs of female informants. Twelve tattoos were 

also located on the upper extremities. 

If one examines the patterns of consumption of both male and female 

tattooees as well as the ethnographic accounts given by various informants, certain 

conclusions can be made. The back is a popular region of the body to have tattooed 
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for many reasons. The first reason that was given by many informants is that the 

lower back or any portion of the back for that matter can be concealed. Christina 

noted that she chose her back as an area to be tattooed because it would not be visible 

to everyone. She made particular note of this with respect to the tattoo on the back of 

her neck. She maintained that when her hair is down it entirely conceals her tattoo. 

Megan shared the same sentiments by stating that she chose to get her tattoos on her 

back because, 

"It is not an appendage which means it doesn't ever have to be seen if 
I don't want it to be. Its not like on my arm where every time I wear a 
tank top I'm gonna see it and everyone is gonna see it. Because I 
thought it was a good hideable spot. I didn't want to be having a job 
interview and have a big tattoo on my ankle and be self conscious of it 
and what someone might think." 

She chose her back as the location for her tattoo because she liked the idea of 

"concealment." Jessica also chose to have her back tattooed because she wanted a 

place where her tattoo would not be visible at all times. She informed me that 

socially, it is a big step for a woman to have her arms tattooed therefore, many 

woman are hesitant to have their arms tattooed and instead may opt for extensive 

tattooing on the back. The fact that the surface of the back is rarely exposed makes it 

a popular place to be tattooed. 

While many female informants discussed their reasons for not tattooing their 

appendages, a great number of informants were tattooed on their upper arms (i.e. 

biceps and shoulders). Some of the female informants who were tattooed on their 

upper arms made note of the fact that the upper arm can be easily concealed. 

Furthermore, the female informants who were tattooed on their upper arms did not 
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have large tattoos that covered a great surface area. Overall, among females, a 

correlation can be drawn between tattoo location and the ability to conceal the tattoo. 

Among male informants, the patterns of consumption vary slightly from those 

associated with female informants. Tattoo location among males was more diverse 

and tattooing on the back was not a "common" occurrence. Instead, the majority of 

the tattoos of male informants were located on the upper appendages, primarily the 

biceps and shoulders. While this a desirable location for a variety of reasons, one of 

the primary reasons seems to be the ability to easily conceal the tattoo. Those 

individuals that have tattoos on the lower portions of the arms have indicated to me 

that they are not concerned with concealing their tattoos. Furthermore, as mentioned 

by Jessica, even among males, tattooing the lower portions of the arms is not 

completely accepted by society. 

Male-female variation in the pattern of consumption of tattoos may be due to 

a number of factors. However, I believe that variations in consumption are due to 

tradition or lack thereof. Ferguson-Rayport and colleagues ( 1960) examined tattoo 

literature from the 1920s and the 1930s where they concluded that the most common 

place for males to obtain tattoos during that time period was the outside of the lower 

arm (i.e. forearm). They also indicated that among males, tattoos were common on 

the upper arms (i.e. shoulders and biceps). Unfortunately, there is very little literature 

pertaining to female tattooing in the early years of the twentieth century. However, I 

believe that for women in the U.S., there is no existing tradition of tattooing. For 

women, tattooing is a relatively new phenomenon and in many ways, it is less 
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socially acceptable for women than men. In an article written for the New York 

Times, famed tattoo artist Lyle Tuttle indicates that the women's liberation movement 

during the 1960s and 1970s had a large impact on the tattoo industry (James 2001a). 

It is perhaps as a consequence of the variation in "tattoo histories" or "tattoo 

traditions" that we see distinct differences in the patterns of consumption of male and 

female tattooees. 

Women and men view tattoos differently. It has been my experience that 

women are more open to talking about their tattoos and they also tend to reflect more 

on the meaning of their tattoos than do men. Women also tend to choose designs such 

as "flowers and softer, more personal images " (Bell 1999:55). In my experience, the 

butterfly tattoo is very common among females. While the tattoos of women tend to 

be "soft", the tattoos of men tend to be bold as men often adorn themselves with 

"macho" images. Tigers and panthers are common designs for men as well as dragons 

and other mythical images that symbolize strength. Thus, tattooing reifies gender 

stereotypes. While tattoo images and views of tattoos vary, men and women both 

experience a transformation of self through the process of becoming tattooed. 

Society influences the individual's decisions with respect to tattoo location. 

The body politic dictates the socially acceptable means of adorning the body. 

Therefore, among tattooed individuals, we see distinct patterns of consumption (see 

Figure 5 and Figure 6) that can be directly linked to the social pressures that attempt 

to implement control over the individual body. 
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CHAPTERV 

CONCLUSION 

Tattooing has occurred throughout the world for thousands of years if not 

longer. A vast body of literature pertaining to the art of tattooing exists. However, 

within this literature there has been little discussion of the self and the creation of 

identity through the process of tattooing or of tattooing as commodity consumption. 

Consequently, this research has been concerned with the creation of the self through 

the process of bodily alteration in the form of symbolic consumption. The human 

body has been presented as a semi-malleable entity that is the primary locus of human 

expresston. 

Through the process of altering the body the self is defined and changed. In 

order to gain a full understanding of the means by which the self is created, the 

relationship between the individual and society has been examined. Body image has 

been regarded as an important means by which the self is defined. With respect to 

body image, we should recognize that our body image is influenced by society in the 

same fashion that the self is socially influenced. Therefore, the desire to change one's 

body is manifested through a process of altering the body in a socially acceptable 

manner. Tattooing is one means of changing body image and thus the self. 
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I have focused on tattooing as one form of body adornment that can lead to 

the transformation of self This research has taken place within tattoo studios and 

throughout the tattoo community of South Florida. It is by spending time with those 

who are tattooed that I have come to an informed understanding of the process of 

tattooing and the meaning of tattooing in the United States. 

The act of becoming tattooed entails more than the procedure in which 

indelible ink is embedded into the flesh. By becoming tattooed, the individual 

becomes the bearer of a symbol. In many cases the symbol holds deep meaning for 

the individual. It is only when the symbol loses meaning that it is desirable to undergo 

a process of disembodiment either in the form of a cover-up tattoo or surgical 

removal of the tattoo. 

The tattoo has become a symbolic commodity. Tattoo studios flourish 

throughout both inner cities and suburbs. What once was considered a deviant act of 

expression has become a mainstream phenomenon. It is through the consumption of 

symbolic commodities that individual as well as societal expression occurs. In the 

United States, the process of tattooing is grounded in Western consumerist ideals in 

which the individual defines and expresses the self through consumption. 

Throughout this thesis I have attempted to integrate materials from a variety 

of sources in order to gain a better understanding of the tattoo industry in the United 

States and how the industry relates to identity production. The means by which the 

self is defined and the role that body image plays in the definition of self have been 

examined thoroughly. These topics are common concerns among scholars working 
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under the anthropology of the body rubric (Burton 2001, Csordas 2000, Douglas 

1973, Harris 1989, Helman 1994, Lock 1993, Rosenblatt 1997, Scheper-Hughes 

1987, Turner 1992, 1996, and Weiss 1999). Continued research on these topics can 

only serve to increase our understanding of the articulation of the self, identity, the 

body and society. 

Tattooing is one means of expression and identity production. Through the 

process of permanently altering the body the self is changed. Tattooing is much more 

than a form of expression; it is a means of transforming body image and self. 

Symbolic consumption results in a transformation of self. It is through the 

examination of tattoos as a commodity that we can better understand the link between 

individual and society as well as the significant role of the body in our understanding 

of self. By examining patterns of consumption we can better understand the 

relationship between the individual and society. We can also gain insight into the 

means by which self-expression and self-definition occur. It is my suggestion that 

future studies not limit themselves to a functional analysis of tattooing but also 

incorporate the symbolic and social aspects of tattooing in order to fully understand 

the role of tattooing in the social creation of the self. 
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APPENDIX ONE 

72 



Sample Interview Guide 

l) How man)l tattoos do you have? 

2) When did you receive your first tattoo? 

3) How old were you when you received your first tattoo? 

4) Where is your tattoo located? 

5) Why did you choose that region of your body? 

6) Please describe the process of getting tattooed. 

7) What made you decide to get a tattoo? 

8) What design did you choose for your tattoo? 

9) Where did the design come from? 

10) How long did it take you to choose the design? 

11) What is the significance of the design? 

12) How much did your tattoo cost? 

13) How did you choose the studio where you were tattooed? 

14) Are you satisfied with your tattoo? 

15) Do you have any regrets about getting tattooed? If so, what are they? 

16) What is your relationship with the artist who tattooed you? 

17) How do people react to your tattoos? 

18) Do you plan on getting more tattoos? 

19) What would you like to get? 

20) What do you think about the popularity of tattoos? 
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