


































































































































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. 

57 



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 
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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 

63 



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 

70 



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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