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by 
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Sociology 

(ABSTRACT) 

Tattooing is an ancient art. Tattoos have been used to 

worship gods, to show tribal membership, and to display 

wealth. However, in modern Western culture tattooing has 

been a devalued practice reserved for the those on the 

fringe of society. 

In the last twenty-five years, however, more mainstream 

people, including college students, have begun to get 

tattoos. Despite the increased acceptance of tattoos, a 

person aspiring to become a professional who gets a tattoo 

is putting her/his personal life and career at risk. This 

study examines the process by which college students become 

tattooed. Two models put forth by Sanders will be used to 

facilitate this examination. 

The findings reveal that college students come to be 

tattooed in a different manner than do others. College 

students are more risk averse. They choose small, easily 

concealed, non-violent tattoos. Their designs have themes 

such of nature, fraternity/sorority membership, and animal



appreciation. These differences have led the author to term 

this form of tattoos, "College Tattoos." 

In future research, the first objective should be to 

gain an estimate of the population of tattooed college 

students. Next, research should examine the psychological 

profiles of tattooed college students to see how they might 

vary from those in the mainstream of college. This will 

allow researchers to see if College Tattoos are a form of 

psychopathology or if they are simply an alternate mode of 

self-expression.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

HISTORY OF TATTOOING 

Tattooing is a process by which pigment is placed 

underneath the skin by puncture. Tattoos are indelible 

marks that have traditionally represented "clan or tribal 

membership" or "conceptions of beauty that show considerable 

continuity from generation to generation" (Sanders 1988, p. 

396). Although the symbolic meaning of tattooing is 

culturally relative, the practice itself is ancient. It is 

possible that the practice of tattooing is fourteen thousand 

years old (Steward 1990, p. 183). 

Investigators have discovered indirect evidence of the 

existence of tattoos in France, Portugal, Romania, and 

Scandinavia that dates to 8,000 B.C. Tattooing implements 

such as pigments, needles made out of reindeer antlers, and 

bowls have been found in these locations. Along with these 

items, figurines with engraved tattoo-like markings have 

also been found (Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 22). 

Direct evidence of tattooing has been discovered on 

Egyptian mummies that date from between 4,000 B.C. and 2,000 

B.C. (Steward 1990, p. 184). The Egyptian priestess of 

Hathor had marks tattooed on her stomach. They are believed 

to have been placed there by artists to relieve the pain of 
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pregnancy. Early Egyptian society also used tattooing to 

represent the mystical and religious aspects of their 

culture (Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 24). According to Keimer 

(cited in Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 24), an expert on 

Egyptian history, female entertainers primarily made use of 

tattoos to worship their deity, Bes. In nearby Lybia, women 

did not wear tattoos. Instead, men wore tattoos as part of 

their sun worship. Despite these cases, tattoos have not 

always been used for celebration and worship (Scutt and 

Gotch 1986, p. 24). Other cultures have made various uses 

of tattoos: to mark slaves and criminals (Scutt and Gotch 

1986, p. 25), to show tribal membership (Sanders 1988, p. 

400), and to display wealth (Richie 1973, p. 50). Besides 

having a specific function (e.g., religious), tattoos also 

have two general functions: bonding and differentiation. 

Having a tattoo allows a person to bond with people who have 

Similar designs. Simultaneously, tattoos serve as a way for 

people to differentiate themselves from those that wear 

different tattoos or do not have tattoos (Sanders 1988, p. 

421). 

While the Egyptians and the Lybians used tattoos as 

symbols in their religious worship, the Greeks reserved 

tattooing for the devalued members of their society. The 

authorities tattooed the faces of slaves and criminal to 

keep them from being able to successfully run away (Scutt



and Gotch 1986, p. 25). The word "stigma" has its origins 

in ancient Greece. It "[referred] to bodily signs designed 

to expose something unusual and bad about the moral status 

of the signifier" (Goffman 1974, p. 41). 

Evidence of tattooing in other parts of the world has 

also surfaced. In 1948, a well preserved, 2,000 year old 

body of a Scythian chief, was uncovered in the Soviet Union. 

The body was decorated with many tattoos of animals similar 

to those found on cave walls (Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 25). 

This appears to offer support to the idea that tribal 

members used tattoos to represent group membership. 

The Orient was not immune to tattoos either. In this 

part of the world tattooing also predated the birth of 

Jesus. Tattooed people were spotted in 842 B.C. in an area 

now encompassed by modern day China. However, two thousand 

years later the practice would be used solely to mark 

criminals in that country (Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 25). In 

other societies, such as 18th century Japan, tattooing was 

decorative and used in a way to display status among the 

merchant class (Richie 1973, p. 50). It allowed Japanese 

merchants a form of fashion to wear as legal restrictions 

banned them from wearing items such as gold, silver, and 

fine cloth (Richie 1973, p. 50). Eventually, this led to 

the Japanese "suit" (Richie 1973, p. 60):



A completely tattooed man wore his 
decorations from his shoulders to his elbow, 
halfway down his thighs; his entire back and 
buttocks were covered; and only a section from his 
throat through the sternum to his navel, the 
genitals, and the insides of the thighs was left 
undecorated. 

Therefore, in Japanese culture, tattooing people used 

tattooing as a way to decorate their bodies and to be 

fashionable. The suit was large, cost thousands of dollars, 

and could take several months to finish. A highly trained 

practitioner used a series of gouges to complete the process 

(Richie 1973, p. 59). The Japanese wore tattoos for 

decorative and conspicuous consumption purposes. These 

tattoos were highly artistic and allowed their wearers to 

display an image of wealth (Richie 1973, p. 50). 

Early American Tattooing 

A tradition of tattooing has been found in the Americas 

among native groups such as the Aztecs, Incas, and Mayans. 

However, the archeological evidence can only place tattooing 

among these groups as early as the eleventh century (Scutt 

and Gotch 1986, pp. 25-26). According to St. Clair and 

Govenar (1982, p. xv), these people used tattooing as a rite 

of passage. Traditionally, they wore totemic tattoos but 

Puritans discouraged them from spreading the tradition to 

European settlers. This was due to the Puritans’ strong



religious convictions against such a practice (Parry 1933, 

p.- 123). According to Scutt and Gotch (1986, p. 26), 

researchers can only speculate whether tattooing was brought 

to the Americas or whether it developed independently of 

outside influence. 

Beginning of Modern Western Tattooing 

Modern Western tattooing began in 1769 (Scutt and Gotch 

1986, p. 28) when Captain James Cook’s party landed on 

various islands near New Zealand (Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 

29). The inhabitants of these islands had developed a 

particular style of tattooing that consisted of elaborate 

spirals on their faces (Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 29) while 

natives in neighboring islands had similar tattoos on their 

buttocks (Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 28). Although each 

person wore similar spirals, the designs were distinct 

enough that the individual could use it to sign contracts 

(Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 30). Some sailors in Cook’s party 

underwent the tattooing process and began the tradition 

among Western sailors (Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 89). 

The early American colonists reserved tattooing for 

convicts. According to Sinclair (cited in Parry 1933, p. 

107), tattooing existed in New Hampshire in the 17th and 

18th centuries as a way of marking prisoners. However, it 

is debatable whether this marking was tattooing or branding. 
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It is certain that as of 1818 authorities were tattooing 

certain prisoners with "Mass S.P.", presumably to stand for 

Massachusetts State Penitentiary, to mark their criminality 

(quotes in original, cited in Parry 1933, p. 107). 

The first person to make a living through tattooing in 

the United States was Martin Hildebrant who established a 

tattoo parlor in New York City in 1846. The Civil War 

helped to increase the popularity of tattoos (St. Clair and 

Govenar 1982, p. xv). The Spanish-American war veterans 

were also tattooed. Tattoos represented commitment and 

devotion at these times but later the military would 

discourage the practice (St. Clair and Govenar 1982, p. 

XVii). Tattooing in Western culture, however, would 

eventually take on a different social significance than it 

had possessed previously in other cultures (Sanders 1988, p. 

401). Sailors began Western tattooing (Scutt and Gotch 

1986, p. 51), and it has been associated with lower class 

and devalued people (Sanders 1988, p. 401). Traditional 

Western tattoo designs have consisted of anchors, daggers, 

and skulls (Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 97). The artistic 

quality present in 18th century Japanese tattooing (Richie 

1973, p. 59) was absent in Western tattooing in the mid-20th 

century (Sanders 1988, p. 400). Another difference between 

18th century Japanese tattooing and Western tattooing is



that the former was performed by fine gouges (Richie 1973, 

p. 59) while the latter was performed by an electric needle 

(Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 51). 

By the late 1800s, Western tattooing had undergone a 

significant technological change. That change was the 

invention of a battery powered tattooing needle by Samuel 

O’Reilly about 1880 (Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 51). In 1891, 

Tom Riley patented an improved version of the original 

electric tattooing needle. This device allowed artists to 

work at a much faster rate (two to three thousand insertions 

per minute) than they had been able to before its invention. 

By the beginning of the twentieth century, Western tattoo 

artists were using this needle (Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 

16). Since then, many people with a limited amount of skill 

and a modest amount of money have been able to set up shop, 

typically near military bases or in a bad section of town 

(Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 57). Tattoo artists in the 

Western world have typically been unskilled men operating 

dirty shops that maintain only the minimum standards of 

hygiene (Sanders 1988, p. 401). Prior to the 1960s, 

artistry was not a key issue in the West (Richie 1973, p. 

59). Also, western designs have historically been, and 

currently are, much smaller than the Japanese body suit 

(Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 60). They have typically included 

military people, bikers, laborers (Sanders 1988, p. 403) and 
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occasionally college students (Hill 1972, p. 245). Whereas 

tattooing has enjoyed certain levels of prestige and 

importance in other cultures, it has remained a devalued 

practice in the West (Sanders 1988, p. 401). 

The deviant nature of tattooing has not deterred many 

individuals from obtaining tattoos. There was even a 

"golden age of tattooing" among high society figures in the 

United States, Europe, and Russia during the late nineteenth 

century (Parry 1933, p. 91). In different parts of the 

world, artists tattooed princes who were serving in various 

navies of the world. Parry (1933, p. 91) believes that this 

may have been an attempt by royalty to prove their manhood. 

Parry (1933, p. 92) claims that members of the upper class 

during this time turned to the lower class to gain the 

ruggedness which they believed existed there. 

Tattooing served as a way by which the upper class 

adopted the symbols of the lower class. However, the upper 

class person was tattooed in a much different manner from 

his/her lower class counterpart. The tattoos of the upper 

class were of aristocratic themes such as their family’s 

coat of arms and fox hunts. The process of tattooing among 

social elites was further distanced from that of the poor by 

referring to it as "tinting" instead of tattooing (quotes in 

original, Parry 1933, p. 93).



The list of tattooed royalty during this time is not 

insignificant. Among them were two men that were later to 

become Kings of England, King Edward VII and King George V, 

and, Czar Nicholas II. Some suspected Kaiser Wilhelm of 

having a tattoo on his chest (Parry 1933, p. 98). Edward 

VII, as the Prince of Wales, received a tattoo while 

visiting Jerusalem at the age of twenty. The famous artist, 

Francois Souwan, created a design that incorporated a cross 

and placed it on the prince’s forearm (Scutt and Gotch 1986, 

p. 165). George V, as the Duke of York, was tattooed with 

crosses, Japanese dragons, and a sailing ship while in Japan 

(Scutt and Gotch 1986, pp. 166-67). Amateurs did not apply 

these designs, expert artists did (Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 

165). 

In the United States, at the Racquet Club of New York, 

bath attendants reported that the prestigious Earl of Craven 

possessed a tattoo (Parry 1933, p. 101). The tattoo fad 

among the wealthy in the United States hit the country in 

several waves from Europe. During this fad, women were 

initially tattooed and then it spread to the men (Parry 

1933, p. 102). 

Despite this golden era, American tattooing and Western 

tattooing in general, remained a devalued product (Sanders 

1988, p. 401). According to Talese (cited in St. Clair and 

Govenar 1982, p. xxii), by 1950, those that wore tattoos



were "associated with hot-rodders, motorcyclists, 

prostitutes, juvenile, delinquents, and other deviant or 

lower class groups." Grumet (1983, p. 486) claims that 

people who do physical jobs are more likely to be tattooed. 

This would include sailors and military men. Tattoos have 

also been associated with bikers. Outlaw biker tattoos 

represent their anti-social values. Their emblem is of a 

grinning skull and it is not uncommon to find bikers with 

this tattoo (Grumet 1983, p. 485). Tattoos have also been 

associated with criminals (Rollins 1991, p. 38). This 

deviant mystique of tattoos has also been used in commercial 

ways. By the late 1950s, tattoos would be used as a 

marketing strategy by companies looking to change the image 

of their product (St. Clair and Govenar 1982, p. xxii). 

The Marlboro cigarette company used tattoos in their 

marketing strategy to change their image. Prior to this, 

Marlboro marketed cigarettes to women. To make their 

product appear masculine, Marlboro featured tattooed 

masculine men (St. Clair and Govenar 1982, p. xxii). By the 

1960s, tattoo customers had changed to include a variety of 

people: women participating in the Women’s Movement (Tucker 

1976, p. 29), entertainers (Hill 1972, p. 246; St. Clair and 

Govenar 1982, p. xxv), and professionals (St. Clair and 

Govenar 1982, p. xxv). By the late 1960s, a Renaissance had 

occurred in the tattoo industry (Hill 1972, p. 245). 
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TATTOO RENAISSANCE 

In 1972, Hill reported that a Renaissance period in the 

tattoo world had already begun. In her article, she claims 

that tattooing was a normal practice among the Incan, Aztec, 

and Egyptian cultures. However, the "Judaeo-Christian- 

Puritan-goodguy Ethic" forced the art of tattooing 

underground in the United States (Hill 1972, p. 245). With 

the onset of the Renaissance period, the skill level of the 

artist, the quality of designs applied, and the 

sophistication of the clients have all increased (Sanders 

1988, p. 402). Tattoo shops are also found in better 

neighborhoods than they were in the past (St. Clair and 

Govenar 1982, p. xxv). Instead of being untrained, new 

tattoo artists are more likely to have art school training 

(Sanders 1988, p. 401). The designs have also changed. 

Currently, the designs are more custom and have designs that 

are more abstract (Sanders 1988, pp. 401-02). This trend 

has produced one notable artist, Lyle Tuttle of San 

Francisco. He gained notoriety for tattooing Janis Joplin 

(Hill 1972, p. 245) but also for tattooing Peter Fonda, Flip 

Wilson, and Cher (St. Clair and Govenar 1982, p. xxv). 

Tuttle embodies the new movement in tattooing. 

Tuttle’s shop is "disappointingly clean and well-lighted." 

The tattooing area "is hospital-spotless behind a gleaming 

bar of chrome" (Hill 1972, p. 246). Tuttle, himself, is 
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polite and offers privacy for those who wish it. 

Traditionally, people have chosen their tattoos from the 

sheets of tattoo designs on the wall (referred to as 

"flash") (Sanders 1985, p. 19), but the popularity of 

personal designs for tattoos has increased. Tattooing has 

become more customized. Tuttle claims that "the new trend 

... is softer, more fanciful, more purely decorative and 

less violent designs" (Hill 1972, p. 247). He does not 

tattoo anti-social statements for fear that it will anger 

the authorities. He also refuses to tattoo people under 

eighteen and those that are under the influence of alcohol 

or drugs. He discourages people from getting tattoos that 

he believes would be a mistake for that particular person 

(Hill 1972, p. 248). 

Lewis (1972, p. 249) claims that Janis Joplin "highly 

publicized death" in 1970 sparked the beginning of an 

increase in tattooing in the U.S. Further, Lewis claims 

that "tattooing was legitimized by the acceptance (and the 

exploitation) of Janis Joplin in the mass media." Henry 

Rollins (1991, p. 38), of the Rollins Band, claims that 

tattoos gained greater acceptance in the 1980s. He also 

claims that "a tattoo is a real rock and roll thing to do." 

Therefore, it would appear that tattooing’s Renaissance has 

occurred among those people that listen to rock music such 

as college students. It should be noted that while 
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tattooing among college students has increased, college 

students have historically made up a small part of tattoo 

customers (Hill 1972, p. 245). 

Sanders (1988) has also noted the tattoo Renaissance. 

According to Sanders (1988, p. 401), the new tattoo “artists 

emphasize creative over economic motives." Many tattoo 

artists now wear surgical gloves and use sanitized equipment 

(Steward 1990, p. 181). Tattoo artists have begun to see 

themselves as artists and have begun to move their art into 

mainstream spheres. Subsequently, the tattooing clientele 

has changed to include people with more money and more 

"aesthetic tastes" (Sanders 1988, p. 402). 

Tattoos have worked their way into popular culture in 

other ways. Children place small rub-on tattoos on their 

bodies that they can purchase for a few pennies. These 

tattoos are typically of cartoon characters and are applied 

to the skin by placing a small amount of water on the 

tattoo. These tattoos do not look like real (i.e., 

permanent) tattoos and come off with relative ease. Rub-on 

tattoos can now be found in certain soft drink twelve-pack 

containers and are part of that product’s advertising 

campaign. Also, larger rub-on tattoos can be purchased at 

many novelty and card shops. The cost of these tattoos may 

be as high a few dollars, but they tend to last longer than 

the smaller ones. 
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In the last decade, tattoo artists have had cause to 

increase their level of sterility as AIDS has become a major 

concern. The author’s phone call to an AIDS hotline 

(personal communication January 1993) revealed that the 

hotline had no confirmed cases of AIDS resulting from a 

tattoo needle. However, the unconfirmed reports of AIDS 

occurring as the result of a tattoo have all happened in 

prison. Nevertheless, tattoo parlors have had to respond to 

the concerns of both customers and health departments. In 

tattoo parlors, it is common to find posted material that 

describes the risk of getting AIDS and the precautions taken 

by the artists to prevent this from happening. The 

responsible artist wears surgical gloves and uses sterile 

needles (Gilbert N.d., p. 2). Some localities make other 

restrictions. The author, while collecting data for this 

study, has learned that the Health Department of Arlington 

County, Virginia, requires that no one but the person 

receiving the tattoo and the artist be in the tattooing room 

during the procedure. 

SUMMARY 

In summary, tattooing has existed for thousands of 

years. In some cultures having a tattoo is the norm, while 

in others, it is a deviant practice. In the United States, 

the people who have traditionally bought and sold tattoos 
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have been devalued members of society such as those in the 

military, laborers and bikers (Sanders 1988, p. 403). In 

the last twenty-five years, however, there has been a tattoo 

Renaissance. As a result, people from within mainstream 

society are now being tattooed. One of those groups has 

been college students. It is likely that mass media heroes, 

such as rock music stars, have influenced college students. 

While it is true that teenagers and college students may 

imitate popular musicians, imitation by tattooing appears 

drastic. College students presumably have aspirations of 

becoming professional people, who are not expected to be 

tattooed. It is probable that possessing a tattoo could 

hurt their chances in the professional world. It is true 

that college students have traditionally been known for 

their antics. College students have participated in 

activities such as stealing a president’s car, disassembling 

it, and reassembling it on the roof of a building. College, 

for many, has been a time for experimentation with things 

such as drugs, alcohol, and sex (Bryant 1990, p. 744). 

However, tattoos are indelible and because of that they can 

be stigmatizing. Given the deviant history of tattoos in 

the United States, the deviant nature of those who have 

possessed them, and their current stigmatizing potential it 

seems that this form of expression would not be one that 

would appeal to college students. 
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INTENT OF THESIS 

The intent of this thesis is to investigate the process 

by which college students come to be tattooed.' Why would 

college students jeopardize their future employment, 

personal interactions, and general social status by having a 

permanent deviant mark placed on their bodies? 

To examine this phenomenon, a sample of college 

students was queried about their reasons for wanting a 

tattoo, the process they went through in obtaining a tattoo, 

and their social interactions after being tattooed. The 

results from the college student sample were then compared 

to Sanders’ (1988) research in which he examined the same 

process but with a sample of tattooed adults from a non- 

college population. 

Given the small sample size of this work no inferences 

can be drawn to the larger population of tattooed college 

students. This study is exploratory, the purpose of which 

is to provide the reader with insights into the process by 

which college students are tattooed. Also, this work will 

suggest directions for further research in this area of 

study. 

  

‘In this work, the phrase "process by which college students 
come to be tattooed" is defined to be all-encompassing and includes 
the following: decision making process, choice of tattoo design, 
having ink placed underneath the skin, and change in personal 
interactions after receiving the tattoo. 

16



CHAPTER ITI 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

TATTOOS AS FASHION 

People throughout the world adorn their bodies in 

various ways. According to fossil records, people have 

probably been doing so for at least 500,000 years (Horn and 

Gurel 1981, p. 15). The adornment has taken the form of: 

cosmetics, tattoos, hair arrangement, ornaments of 
jewelry; badges and insignia of office or rank; 
extensions of the body in the form of canes, 
umbrellas, and handkerchiefs; as well as apparel 
or garments (Horn and Gurel 1981, p. 11). 

Once one realizes the similarity between tattoos and 

other body coverings like clothes, it may be informative to 

examine the reasons why people wear clothes, to gain some 

insights into why persons may want to get tattooed. The 

term clothes is defined broadly enough to include those 

mentioned above all forms of bodily adornment that also 

would include tattoos (Horn and Gurel 1981, p. 11). With 

that in mind, it may be helpful to summarize several major 

theories that have been put forth to explain why humans wear 

clothing. There are four major theories to explain the 

wearing of clothes. Horn and Gurel (1981) developed these 

theories in the field of Clothing and Textiles. 
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Modesty Theory 

Adherents to this theory use the biblical account of 

Adam and Eve to make their case. According to the account, 

people became ashamed of their bodies after they committed 

sin and began to wear clothes to hide their nakedness 

(Genesis 3:7). This idea has been rejected on three 

grounds. The first is that concepts of modesty are not 

universal; they are relative. In some parts of the world a 

woman may wear nothing to cover her breasts but always 

concealed her thighs. Cretan women circa 1600 B.C. also 

wore dresses that left their breasts completely exposed. 

During the Old and Middle Kingdoms of Egypt, the fashion of 

the elite women also was to leave the breasts uncovered. In 

modern Western society, this would not be acceptable. Even 

women attempting to breast feed their children in public may 

be subject to social sanction. Some people would never be 

seen without their lip plugs or body paint. The Suya 

Indians of Brazil put plugs in their ear lobes and lips to 

stretch or elongate them. They would feel a sense of shame 

if anyone were to see them without their lip plugs. 

However, they do not have to wear anything else to be 

considered within the bounds of propriety. Although these 

items cover little or nothing of the human body they, 

nonetheless, are the deciding factors in defining modesty in 

their respective cultures (Horn and Gurel 1981, p. 19). 
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The second reason for rejecting the Modesty Theory is 

that children must be socialized into feeling shame. 

Parents of young children may have to be on guard to make 

sure that their children do not undress at inappropriate 

times. A child’s idea of modesty or immodesty is not an 

innate; it is learned (Horn and Gurel 1981, p. 21). 

The third reason is that concepts of modesty change 

with the age of the individual (Horn and Gurel 1981, p. 22). 

Modesty appears then to be a social construction that 

aiffers according to social status and situation. It is 

probable that concepts of modesty developed after clothing 

already was being worn, as a rationalization that encouraged 

conformity to a particular kind of fashion. 

Immodesty Theory 

The Immodesty theory does have some support. It states 

that humans cover up body parts that they want to call 

attention to or make erotic. Tight clothes or low necklines 

may be more sexually pleasing to the observer than the naked 

body itself. Those frequenting nudist colonies claim that 

when the human body is freed from clothing, differences 

between the sexes begin to disappear and the sexuality of 

the body is reduced (Horn and Gurel 1981, p. 22). Although 
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this theory has some support, it also has been rejected 

because it does not account for the origins of the wearing 

of clothes (Horn and Gurel 1981, p. 24). 

Protection Theory 

The Protection Theory states that people wear clothes 

to protect themselves from environmental perils, such as 

heat, cold, humidity, and sharp objects. It is true that 

clothes do protect the human body. It is possible that as 

humans began to walk upright they needed to protect their 

sex organs. However, it does not appear that humans began 

to wear clothes as protection from the cold (Horn and Gurel 

1981, p. 24), as the wearing of clothes originated in 

tropical zones where protection from the cold would be 

needed the least. Also, there are people, such as the 

Patagonians of South America, who only wear a piece of cloth 

on one shoulder although they live in a cold climate (Horn 

and Gurel 1981, p. 25). It is possible that such clothing 

offers as more "psychological protection" than it does 

protection from the environment (Horn and Gurel 1981, p. 

24). Popplestone (1963, p. 15) claims that people use a 

variety of symbols (which include clothing) to protect 

themselves from perceived threats. 
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Popplestone (1963, p. 15) claims that people may employ 

an "exoskeletal" defense when they feel threatened. The 

term "exoskeleton" is typically used to refer to the 

external skeleton of some animals, such as the shell of a 

crustacean. Popplestone (1963, p. 15) claims that people 

may use tattoos, muscle development, or apparel in much the 

same way. It is obvious that a tattoo does not protect a 

person in the same way that a shell or body armor would. 

However, Popplestone says that exoskeletal defenses 

"“[subsidize] the psychological integrity of the person" 

(Popplestone 1963, p. 15). In other words, exoskeletal 

defenses may protect a person from some perceived 

psychological harm. Popplestone argues that an exoskeletal 

defense differs from other, "classical" defenses in some 

important ways. The exoskeletal defense is "expressed 

directly," recognized by the actor, and "wards off an 

external threat." Conversely, classical defenses are 

indirect, unconscious, and "fend off intrapsychic chaos." 

Also, classical defenses can become part of the personality 

of the actor, whereas the exoskeletal defense remains 

external (Popplestone 1963, p. 23). Therefore, tattoos, 

along with other exoskeletal defenses such as bodybuilding 

may serve positive functions in a person’s life. If an 

exoskeletal defense replaces another less effective 

classical defense mechanism, then the tattoo can be 
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beneficial to its wearer. For instance, if a small person 

can feel stronger or more self-efficacious by getting a 

tattoo (exoskeletal defense), instead of developing an 

authoritarian personality (classical defense), then the 

tattoo serves a positive function (Popplestone 1963, p. 23). 

A male with low self-esteem may get tattooed to strengthen 

his self-image. If he does this instead of assaulting his 

girlfriend, then the tattoo has served a positive function 

for the people involved and for society. While it is true 

that some body adornment does primarily serve as protection 

from physical and psychological perils, this theory does not 

apply to all clothing. It is unlikely that people choose 

their clothing solely on the basis of protecting themselves 

from a perceived physical or psychological harm (Horn and 

Gurel 1981, p. 26). 

Symbolic Communication Theory 

The fourth and most widely accepted theory concerning 

the origin and persistence of clothing is that clothes 

provide an avenue for symbolic communication. All known 

groups of people have practiced some form of body adornment. 

Myers (1992, p. 267) states that various forms of body 

modification have been performed since the existence of the 

genus Homo. He defines body modification as “cosmetics, 

coiffure, ornamentations, adornment, scarification, 
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piercing, cutting, branding, and other procedures done for 

aesthetic reasons" (Myers 1992, p. 267). The desire to 

adorn has also been seen even in non-humans. Apes, for 

example, seem to have an appreciation of cloth and will 

adorn themselves with cloth and string (Horn and Gurel 1981, 

p. 26; Jamieson 1984, p. 149). However, apes do not seem to 

have a particular pattern to their adornment. Humans seem 

to be the only animals that use body adornment with a 

structured and dynamic quality to communicate emotion 

effectively (Jamieson 1984, p. 149). 

Jamieson 

Jamieson claims that humans "interpret" their 

surroundings ina utilitarian, as well as, an emotional 

manner (Jamieson 1984, pp. 145-47). According to Jamieson 

(1984, p. 145): 
f 
© 

the aesthetic experience may be a human luxury 
rooted in the freedom to enjoy emotional 
experiences without the need to react to immediate 
stimuli. 

Jamieson defines art in such a way as to include body 

mutilation, such as tattooing (Jamieson 1984, p. 151). As 

people were able to provide for more than their basic needs, 

civilization begins to flourish (Jamieson 1984, p. 147). As 

society flourishes so do people’s desires to seek the 

23



“aesthetic thrill" (quotes in original, Jamieson 1984, p. 

147). To do this, the individual resorts to experiencing 

emotional satisfaction through another medium such as 

painting and sculpture (Jamieson 1984, p. 153), story 

telling (Jamieson 1984, p. 147) and body mutilation 

(Jamieson 1984, p. 151). 

Jamieson contends that in modern Western culture the 

art has been reduced to fashion. Folk art reflects the 

traditions and common values of the group. Folk art has 

"cultural continuity." By contrast, in "mass cultures" 

traditional art forms are discarded in favor of fashion. 

Whereas art represents long standing traditions, fashion 

changes quickly and "innovation is regarded as a status- 

conferring quality" (Jamieson 1984, p. 160). This is due, 

in part, to the fact that in modern society social status is 

chiefly achieved while in pre-literate society social status 

is chiefly ascribed. Those that have ascribed status choose 

symbols that reflect the values of the group, while those 

that must achieve (compete for) status choose symbols that 

make the individual different (Jamieson 1984, p. 160). 

Goffman 

Goffman discuss the idea of a "front" (quotes in 

original, Goffman 1959, p. 22). The front encompasses 

things that an individual is attempting to reveal about 
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his/her self (Goffman 1959, p. 30). When people engage in 

social interaction, they will attempt to discover the other 

person’s "‘true’ attitudes, beliefs, and emotions" (Goffman 

1959, p. 2). This cannot be found out directly but only 

indirectly through signs "expressed" by the individual and 

"impressed" on others. Successfully projecting a front 

involves developing a personal front (Goffman 1959, pp. 23- 

24). A personal front may consist of clothing, speech, and 

posture. This personal front can be divided into two parts: 

"appearance" and "manner." Appearance helps the audience 

develop a definition of the situation. During an 

interaction, a person may wish to announce something about 

his/her self that might not be recognized in a quick enough 

way prescribed by norms of interaction (Goffman 1959, p. 

30). According to Kiecolt (1994, p. 50; personal 

communication), it is possible that a person’s decision to 

get tattooed is a way to announce externally an internal 

change. 

Goffman (1959, p. 24) defines a person’s appearance in 

a way that would include clothing, and thus tattooing. He 

makes the point that a person’s appearance affects how 

others think of his/her social status. Goffman (1974, p. 3) 

defines a stigma as a discrediting "discrepancy between 

virtual and actual social identities" of a person. The 

virtual social identity of a person is what is expected out 
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of him/her, a “characterization." The actual social 

identity refers to the attributes that the person is capable 

of possessing (Goffman 1974, p. 2). The individual’s 

attributes are not measured on an absolute scale, but one 

that is relative to what is expected of them. An attribute 

can be discrediting and thus stigmatizing in some situation 

but not in others (Goffman 1974, p. 3). Goffman (1974, p. 

4) divides stigma into three categories. First, "bodily" 

stigma comes from some sort of physical deformity. Second, 

stigma may develop because of immoral acts that can be 

revealed from documents such as arrest records, for example. 

Third, stigma can come from a person’s tribal membership 

that would include things such as one’s race. A stigmatized 

person has some attribute that keeps him/her from engaging 

with "normals" effectively. The stigma is an "undesirable 

differentness" that hurts the ability of the possessor to be 

successful in life endeavors, such as work and personal 

relationships (quotes in original, Goffman 1974, p. 4). 

Tattoos, like other forms of bodily adornment, serve 

the purpose of symbolic communication. It is possible that 

individuals in modern Western Culture are getting tattoos, 

because mainstream fashion does not provide them with the 

aesthetic experience that they need. Tattoos are a way in 

which people can make a life-long commitment to a group or 

permanently set themselves apart from others. According to 
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Goffman, people reflect who they are by the way that they 

perform as they are creating their personal front. Part of 

a person’s performance is his/her appearance. The tattoo is 

one way that an individual can impress others. It is also 

possible that individuals get tattooed to change their 

appearance so that they can express something about 

themselves in a quick, concise manner. Even if this is so, 

tattoos have been, and continue to be, a deviant art form or 

fashion. In modern Western culture, those that choose to be 

tattooed risk stigmatization. To see how tattoos impact on 

an individual’s position in society, it should be beneficial 

to examine some other sociological theories. In order to 

gain insight, the theories of Spencer, Simmel, Durkheim, and 

Harman will be explored. 

SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES 

Spencer 

According to Spencer, the custom of body mutilation 

began "when social conditions make it advantageous to keep 

conquered foes as servants instead of eating them" (Spencer 

1898, p. 53). Body mutilation serves the purpose of showing 

ownership, political power, and as a reminder of that power. 

The conquerors would mutilate the bodies of the conquered in 

some way as to show the subjugation of the conquered to the 

conquerors (Spencer 1898, p. 54). If a conqueror cut off a 

27



hand or leg, that would greatly reduce the utility of the 

conquered. A one-handed or one-legged person would not be 

able to be as productive for his/her conqueror (Spencer 

1898, p. 55). Therefore, mutilations that were less 

dysfunctional and more symbolic evolved (Spencer 1898, p. 

60). The cutting off of a finger or a portion of the finger 

became a way to symbolize being conquered but it would not 

interfere with daily activities (Spencer 1898, pp. 56-57). 

Other body parts such as the nose, ears, lips, and hair 

became objects that conquerors also mutilated (Spencer 1898, 

p. 61). Spencer claims that people have also been marked as 

part of ancestor worship and group membership. The marks 

tend to be worn for ornamentation long after the original 

purpose has been forgotten (Spencer 1898, p. 72). Prisoners 

also may receive body mutilations to mark their position in 

society (Spencer 1898, p. 57). Body mutilation has been 

seen both as a sign of subjugation and as a sign of 

Superiority depending on who is the conqueror and who is the 

conquered. If the conqueror already practiced a form of 

body mutilation, then the conquered were not allowed to 

participate in its practice. In other instances, the 

conquered would mutilate the bodies of the conquered 

(Spencer 1898, pp. 74-75). Spencer believed that the rate 
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of body mutilation would differ depending on what type of 

society that a person lived in: "militant" or "industrial" 

(Spencer 1898, p. 80). 

According to Spencer, militant societies were 

characterized by compulsory cooperation, restraints on 

"liberty", “fixity of rank", and "patriotism". Conversely, 

industrial societies were considered by Spencer to consist 

of "voluntary cooperation", "freedom", "openness of rank", 

and "independence" (cited in Coser 1977, p. 95). He 

believed that body mutilations flourished in military 

societies. As a society evolved into an industrial society, 

body mutilations would decrease except in the militant 

portions of the industrial society such as the military 

(among soldiers) and corrections (among prisoners) (Spencer 

1898, pp. 80-81). 

Simmel 

Simmel (1971, pp. 294-295) claimed that in modern 

society individuals use "fashion" to allow themselves to 

fulfill the dialectical needs of imitation and 

differentiation. Simmel theorized that through imitation 

people have been able to pass down important creations 

throughout history. Without imitation people would not be 

able to make advancements. Imitation allows society to 

build on the accomplishments of the previous generation 
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(Simmel 1971, p. 295). However, there are those instances 

in which diversity, and not conformity (imitation), is best 

for society. This is because differentiation can protect 

society. It allows the society to be flexible and to adapt 

to new demands that come about because of technological 

advancements or change in the physical environment (Simmel 

1971, p. 294). 

Simmel (1971, p. 296) thought that fashion was a 

category in life that allows the individual to fulfill the 

conflicting needs of imitation and differentiation 

simultaneously. Fashion is, by Simmel’s definition, dynamic 

(Simmel 1971, p. 302). When the upper class adopts a 

fashion, there will be other groups beneath it that wish to 

infiltrate the higher group, thus breaking down the barriers 

between the group and destroying the differentiation portion 

of the dialectic (Simmel 1971, p. 299). Therefore, the 

members of a group must constantly change their fashion in 

order for the members of the group to differentiate 

themselves from members of other groups. 

Simmel believed that pre-literate people did not need 

fashion because they were homogeneous. Modern life requires 

fashion to provide segregation because absorption into other 

cultures is always a threat. In pre-literate groups, people 

had a greater sense of self and their relationship to the 
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group. Integration was better. They knew the difference 

between themselves and members of other groups (Simmel 1971, 

p.- 301). 

Durkheim 

Emile Durkheim discussed the idea of solidarity 

regarding early and modern society. According to Durkheim, 

in early society there was little division of labor and 

differentiation between people. In tribal life, division of 

labor was based largely on sex and age. Males of an 

appropriate age hunted, while females of an appropriate age 

gathered. There were differences in the work that people 

did, but they were minor. In tribal life, social solidarity 

was based on the similarities between people. Durkheim 

termed this form of solidarity, mechanical solidarity 

(Durkheim 1984, pp. 60-61). In modern society, there is a 

high division of labor and there are great differences 

between people. People must rely on others to survive. 

With regard to labor, people in modern society are not as 

interchangeable as they were in earlier society. A highly 

skilled surgeon is functional in modern society but she 

cannot provide for all of her other needs such as building a 

house, growing food, and making a car. In modern society, 

solidarity is based on the fact that people are specialized, 

and everyone is interdependent (Durkheim 1984, pp. 84-85). 
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Durkheim viewed deviance as necessary in society. He 

believed that it would be impossible to get rid of deviance 

completely. He said that what is considered deviant in one 

time period may be what is functional to the same society in 

another time period (cited in Coser and Rosenberg 1982, p. 

431). 

Durkheim believed that social factors could influence 

individual behavior. He claimed that the suicide rate 

varied with the degree to which people were socially 

integrated (Durkheim 1951, p. 209) and regulated (Durkheim 

1951, p. 241). Durkheim hypothesized that when people had a 

low level of integration into their groups, they become 

self-absorbed and the suicide rate increases. This type of 

suicide he termed "egoistic suicide" (Durkheim 1951, p. 

209). He described another form of suicide, "altruistic 

suicide." When people are too integrated into their groups, 

Durkheim hypothesized that the rate of suicide would 

increase because people would commit suicide in order to 

further the causes of their groups (Durkheim 1951, p. 221). 

Durkheim believed that the rate of suicide would increase 

when people were not well regulated (Durkheim 1951, p. 241). 

He termed this form of suicide, "anomic suicide." Anomic 

suicide occurs because people become consumed by their 

passions (Durkheim 1951, p. 258). This can lead to people 

being unhappy because as they meet each desire, another 
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desire appears, and the individual is never satiated 

(Durkheim 1951, p. 247). When people are too regulated, the 

rate of suicide increases because the individual sees no way 

out of their situation and his/her desires are suppressed. 

Durkheim termed this "fatalistic suicide" (Durkheim 1951, p. 

276). 

Although Durkheim’s work does not offer any insight 

into why people might choose to become tattooed, it may be 

able to explain the difference between tattoos of early 

society and those found in modern society. Tattoos in 

modern society often vary from person to person. Many 

people choose to be tattooed because they are attempting to 

make themselves distinct. The tattoos in pre-literate 

societies did not differ. They tended to be similar (if not 

identical) and were often used "as an important rite of 

passage (St. Clair and Govenar 1982, p. xv). However, it is 

important to recognize that there are many people that get 

tattooed in modern society to pledge their allegiance to 

some group. Typically that group is one in which the 

individual expects to have a long (possibly life) 

membership. It is possible that those individuals are 

looking for a way to announce their mechanical solidarity in 

a society that is held together by differences. Durkheim’s 

typology of suicide might offer some insight into the type 

of tattoo that a person may get. It is possible that the 
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design a person chooses has something to do with him/her 

feeling egoistic, altruistic, anomic, or fatalistic. Ifa 

person chooses a tattoo primarily to symbolize their own 

person, then that tattoo can be termed an egoistic tattoo. 

Examples of this may include getting a tattoo of one’s own 

name or getting a tattoo of a rose because a person’s name 

is Rose. Conversely, if a person chooses a tattoo primarily 

to symbolize their unity with another or a group of people, 

then that tattoo can be called an altruistic tattoo. 

Tattoos that meet this criterion would be a soccer ball 

tattoo for someone on the soccer team or a tattoo of the 

letters of one’s fraternity. If a tattoo had a bizarre 

theme then it could be termed an anomic tattoo. Examples 

would include words tattooed on an arm that read "Born to 

Lose." Because of Durkheim’s lack of discussion concerning 

fatalistic suicide, no corresponding tattoo category will be 

discussed. 

Acceptable Deviance 

Harman builds on Simmel’s conceptions when he 

introduces the idea of "acceptable deviance." Acceptable 

deviance is an act that an individual is allowed to commit 

that deviates from the norm, but not enough to threaten the 

stability of the group. Thus acceptable deviance is offered 

as a "form of social control in the guise of personal 
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freedom" (Harman 1990, p. 62). Things that qualify as 

acceptable deviance serve as safety valves. By establishing 

certain boundaries in which people can engage in impulsive 

behaviors, conformity may be better insured than if no 

impulsive behavior was allowed at all (Bryant 1990, p. 32). 

Summary of Sociological Theories 

Spencer claims that the practice of body mutilation 

began aS conquerors marked, instead of killing, those that 

they conquered. He hypothesized that as a society moved 

from a militant to an industrial one; the practice of body 

mutilation should exist. To the point of this study, 

Spencer claims that tattoos in an industrial society should 

be among those in the militant part (military, corrections). 

He also explains that body mutilations may be worn as 

ornamentation long after the original reason for their 

existence has disappeared. At this point, body mutilations 

may become objects that people actively seek and wear with 

pride instead of being marks of subjugation. 

The literature reflects differences between the body 

adornment of pre-literate people and that of the members of 

modern society. In pre-literate culture, body adornment 

reflects the values of the group. It represents the rhythm 

and continuity of the group. The adornment of the pre- 

literate group provides the “aesthetic thrill" needed by the 
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individual. The adornment is abstract and meant to cause an 

emotional response in the individual. It is slow to change. 

Conversely, body adornment in mass culture is quick to 

change. It does not provide the wearer with intrinsic 

value. It allows the wearer the ability to imitate and 

differentiate. While the body adornment of the pre-literate 

is brought about to promote group values, the body adornment 

of the modern person, or fashion, is brought to establish 

differentiation between groups. Whereas the body adornment 

of the pre-literate is continuous and reflects the values of 

a stable group, the fashion of the modern person is 

necessary to accentuate the differences between groups, in 

essence to preserve the smaller group within the larger one. 

Harman’s idea of acceptable deviance is one in which tattoos 

might be viewed as a safety valve. Tattoos can be seen as 

something that allows people to be impulsive and deviate but 

not far enough to threaten the social group of which they 

are a part. 

While tattooed people have been considered deviant, the 

way in which they have been considered deviant has varied. 

To understand further the social significance of tattooing, 

it is useful to examine the ways in which tattooing has been 

and is still considered deviant. Dinitz has developed a 

five category typology of deviant persons. There is room in 

each category for tattooed people. Next, the tattooed 
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person will be explored in each of five categories: "freak," 

"sinner," "criminal," "sick," and “alienated" (Dinitz 1975, 

p. 11). 

THE DINITZ DEVIANT PERSON TYPOLOGY 

Tattooed Person as Freak 

Dinitz (1975, p. 11) places people into the freak 

category based on some sort of physical condition or mental 

disorder that the person possesses that varies greatly from 

the norm. The person is considered deviant because of what 

they are. Dinitz offers "midget[s]," "dwarf[s]," and 

“mentally retarded" people as examples. Possibly due toa 

lack of mainstream opportunities, these people (freaks) 

often have appeared in the side-show attractions of 

travelling circuses. In 1851, Dan Rice became the first 

person to make money from a tattooed freak exhibit. P. T. 

Barnum was responsible for promoting the most famous 

tattooed freak, Constantine (Parry 1933, p. 59). 

Constantine entertained circus-goers with an elaborate story 

of having been taken prisoner in Burma for committing a 

crime. He claimed that he had his body forcibly tattooed 

(Parry 1933, p. 60). Constantine’s body certainly was 

tattooed. Intricate designs of various subjects, such as 

animals, and "leaves and flowers" completely covered his 

body (Parry 1933, p. 61). At the beginning of the twentieth 
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century, many circuses possessed tattooed exhibits including 

entire "families" of tattooed people. At least one exhibit 

had a tattooed dog on display. As these exhibits became 

more common, their uniqueness diminished along with their 

revenues. Eventually, the tattooed freak exhibit all but 

disappeared from circus life (Parry 1933, p. 67). 

Obviously, being tattooed is not beyond an individual’s 

control, and so it challenges the notion that the person 

qualifies for inclusion in the freak category. However, 

circus promoters often invented exotic tales to explain how 

the person became tattooed, usually during some great 

ordeal, as mentioned above. Although the tattooed person is 

not born tattooed, the promoter’s story removes 

responsibility from the individual for being tattooed and in 

doing so, helps the person qualify for placement in the 

freak category. 

Tattooed Person as Sinner 

According to the King James version of the Bible, God 

commands that "Ye shall not make any cuttings in your flesh 

for the dead, nor print any marks upon you: I am the Lord" 

(itlaics in original, Leviticus 19:28). Despite this Old 

Testament prohibition, it is believed that early christians 

tattooed themselves with symbols of the cross. Some 

researchers have even claimed that Jesus of Nazareth had 
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"Yahweh" tattooed on his thigh. However, by 325 A.D., 

Constantine (the ruler, not the side-show freak) “forbade 

facial tattooing on the grounds that it disfigured ‘that 

fashioned in God’s image’" (Steward 1990, p. 186). Despite 

this restriction, tattooing was common enough in the 

Christian community to be banned by Pope Hadrian I in 787 

A.D. at the Ecumenical Council of Nicaea. It is possible 

that the Pope deemed the ban necessary, because many members 

of pagan religions were getting tattooed, possibly blurring 

the distinction between pagans and christians. Since the 

time of this prohibition, the Catholic Church has considered 

tattooing a deviant practice (Steward 1990, p. 186). 

Dinitz defines the category of sin in a way that 

encompasses both religious and moral violations. Sinners 

are considered to be different than rebels because "[T])he 

presumption is that the sinner, or the immoral person 

accepts the doctrines and norms that he [sic] violates" 

(italics in original, Dinitz 1975, p. 12). The tattooed 

person fits into this category because there are religious 

prohibitions against tattoos in Christianity, Islam (Steward 

1990, p. 186), and Judaism (Scutt and Gotch 1986, p. 24). 

39



Tattooed Person as Criminal 

Dinitz criminal category consists of “deviant behavior 

[which] is embodied in the criminal law" (Dinitz 1975, p. 

12). The famed Italian criminologist Caesar Lombroso (1968, 

p. xxix) believed that criminals had physical 

characteristics that distinguished them from the general 

non-criminal public. These criminal characteristics were 

"“atavistic", or from the “lower races and species." He also 

observed that criminals were tattooed more than the general 

public and believed that a tattoo was an atavistic 

characteristic. Lombroso examined 13,566 tattooed people 

and declared nearly half the group to be criminal. He 

claimed that "(T)attooing is in fact one of the essential 

characteristics of primitive man and of the man who is still 

living in a savage state" (Lombroso 1968, p. xix). 

In Japan, criminals once were tattooed because of their 

actions (Richie 1973, p. 50). Currently, Japanese gang 

members are tattooed to show allegiance to their criminal 

groups (Rome 1975, pp. 213-14). In the United States, 

bikers have marked themselves with tattoos (Webb 1976, p. 

iv). Gittleson and Wallen (1973, p. 299) found that, ina 

military hospital, tattooed men were three times more likely 

to have been "criminally convicted." According to Taylor, 

there is some evidence that criminals are more likely to 

receive amateur tattoos that are poorly done while "non- 
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criminals are more likely to have professional tattoos 

showing greater restraint in design, location, and number" 

(cited in Grumet 1983, p. 490). 

Tattoos also have affected the way victims of crimes 

are treated by the criminal justice system. There has been 

at least one documented case of a tattoo having a serious 

impact on a criminal case: 

A 1930s’ Boston rape decision was reversed in 
favor of the rapist when it was discovered that, 
although a virgin, the victim had a butterfly on 
her leg (Tucker 1976, p. 33). 

In a more recent case, a tattoo had a similar impact. 

Members of the infamous "Spur Posse" competed with each 

other by attempting to sleep with the most teenage girls 

(Didion 1993, p. 46). In one instance, when the local 

district attorney was asked to bring these males to justice, 

she was reported to have refused citing the fact that one 

girls in question had tattoos (Didion 1993, p. 54). 

Tattooed Person as Sick 

The sick category consists of acts of deviance that 

have pathological origins such as a psychiatric disorder or 

character disorder (Dinitz 1975, p. 11). There has been 

much literature produced by the psychiatric community 

concerning the deviant nature of tattooing. 
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There are those in the psychological community who have 

considered the nature of Western tattooing to be different 

from that of other cultures. A team of psychologists, 

Ferguson-Rayport, et al. (1955, p. 112), claimed that: 

Today, in our culture, the tattoo no longer has 
the significance that it had among primitive 
peoples; yet it is not merely a haphazard 
souvenir. Rather, it may be waived as a mode of 
expression of a life pattern. 

Ferguson-Rayport, et al. believed that "although a group 

factor has been preserved, the symbol is usually empty, 

insofar as it extols no actual experience" (Ferguson-Rayport 

et al. 1955, p. 114); and "that, as the social significance 

deteriorated, the esthetic [sic] value of the tattoo also 

dropped" (Ferguson-Rayport et al. 1955, p. 115). The 

authors recognized that there were non-pathological reasons 

for the pre-literate person being tattooed but that, in 

modern society, this was not so. Instead, the authors 

believed that the tattoo could serve as a mark of an 

individual’s "personality disorder" (Ferguson-Rayport et 

al., p. 130). The authors found in their study that, ona 

psychiatric ward, different diagnostic groups had different 

types of tattoos (Ferguson-Rayport et al. 1955, pp. 129-30). 

The schizophrenic person tended to have tattoos that 

represented an earlier time "and at the same time 

express[ed] their estrangement from the normal world" 
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(Ferguson-Rayport et al. 1955, pp. 129-30). Tattooed 

Personality Disorder patients were found to have tattoos to 

"express inner conflicts and satisfy inner needs and... 

Signify another deviation from the mores of our culture" 

(Ferguson-Rayport et al. 1955, p. 130). Many other authors 

have dealt with tattooing and its psychological 

consequences. Their findings will be listed briefly. 

Tattooing and Psychological Disorders 

Gittleson and Wallen (1973) studied patients ina 

military hospital. Their study compared men on the physical 

disorders ward with those on a mental disorder ward. 

Gittleson and Wallen discovered that these patients were 

Similar in several ways. First, there were approximately 

the same percentage of tattooed men in each group. It was 

discovered that the tattooed men, whether they were on the 

normal ward or the psychiatric ward, shared much in common. 

They concluded that being tattooed was "more related to 

personality factors than overt psychosis." They also 

concluded that for males there was some “relationship 

between suicide attempts and the presence of tattoos" 

(Gittleson and Wallen 1973, p. 299). 

Several authors believe that the presence of tattoos 

represents a problem with self identity. Freud believed 

that the ego was a bodily one, and Fisher believed that a 
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clear ego identity required a distinct boundary of self. 

Both Freud and Fisher believed that the ego, or sense of 

self, began at the skin since the skin is the barrier 

between the self and the social and physical environment. 

Fisher claimed that those individuals who had a well formed 

self-boundary would be more likely to function successfully 

in life, when compared to those who did not. In this way, 

the tattoo may be used as an artificial barrier to 

strengthen someone’s personality (cited in Grumet 1983, p. 

483). Earlier, Popplestone (1963, p. 15) had suggested that 

tattoos have a similar function. 

Mayo believed that adolescents, in a modern society 

where they feel alienated, may use the tattoo as "a 

pictorial quest for self-definition" (cited in Grumet 1983, 

p. 484). Edgerton and Dingman believed that tattoos have 

been used as some sort of last ditch effort of an individual 

to call attention to his/her self when all other avenues are 

closed (cited in Grumet 1983, p. 484). Mathis called the 

tattoo the "personalized Rorschach of its wearer" that the 

person wears to make sure that they still exist as an 

individual (cited in Grumet 1983, p. 484). 

Grumet (1983, p. 491) views tattoos as a "crutch" to 

strengthen a weak self identity. He says that tattoos 

represent a time in a person’s life when they “felt 

incomplete." Grumet claims that "the tattoo is typically an 
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attempt to make permanent that which is fleeting." It is 

possible that some people do not like their tattoos because 

the tattoo represents part of a former identity that they 

now wish to forget (Grumet 1983, p. 488). 

In these ways, the tattooed person has been categorized 

as sick. Their pathology, or psychiatric disorder, 

manifests itself in the acquisition of the tattoo. There 

are others that, although not necessarily mentally ill, are 

alienated from society. 

Tattooed Person as Alienated 

This category consists of people that have "rejected 

dominant cultural values." However, these people are not 

conscious rebels. Examples given by Dinitz are "bums," 

"Suicides," and "bohemians™ (Dinitz 1975, p. 11). 

Antisocial themes can be found on the bodies of many 

tattooed people. Their tattoos reflect their antisocial 

nature with vulgar phrases such as "Fuck the Army" (Grumet 

1983, p. 485, quotes in original). The mass murderer, 

Richard F. Speck, had "Born to Lose" as well as other items 

tattooed on his arm (Wehrwein 1966, p. 1). Dr. Michael 

Baden examined one thousand cadavers of teenage addicts and 

found that twenty percent had been tattooed. There were 

many antisocial themes tattooed on their bodies (Grumet 

1983, p. 485). In these cases, tattoos appear to serve as a 
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symbol of antisociality. These particular designs are 

chosen by people who wish to express their break from 

mainstream society. 

TATTOOING TODAY 

As noted in Chapter 1, a tattooing Renaissance appears 

to have begun in the United States during the late 1960s and 

early 1970s. This has resulted in the cost, professional 

level of artists, and artistic quality increasing (Sanders 

1988, p. 401). The designs have become more customized and 

less violent (Hill 1972, p. 247). 

Sanders (1988), a sociologist, has research the world 

of tattooing. Sanders (1988, p. 404) reports the findings 

of his research on the process of getting tattooed. He 

interviewed sixteen people (ten men, six women) that "were 

representative of the sex, age, and social status categories 

[he] encountered in the field settings." Their ages ranged 

from seventeen to thirty-nine (mean = twenty-four). The 

subjects had thirty-five tattoos (Sanders 1988, p. 404). He 

also surveyed 163 people (111 men, fifty-two women) (Sanders 

1988, p. 413). Their age range was seventeen to seventy-one 

(mean = thirty). Sixty-two percent had some post high 

school education. The occupations of the men were "skilled 

craftswork, machine operation, and general laboring." The 

women were employed in "service and clerical work." He also 

46



found that "twelve percent of the men and 6% of the women 

were involved in professional or technical occupations" 

(Sanders 1988, p. 404). 

Sanders (1988, p. 424) discussed five stages in the 

process of being tattooed: 

1) Decisional Antecedents 
2) Locate Tattoo Site 
3) Acquire Tattoo 
4) Revelation 
5) Social/Personal Response 

SANDERS’ STAGES OF TATTOOING 

Decisional Antecedents 

Before receiving their first tattoo, most individuals 

have had some contact with other tattooed people. They have 

typically had a family member or close friend encourage them 

to get a tattoo or they have emulated someone, such as a 

movie star, musician or athlete who is tattooed (Sanders 

1988, p. 409). Sometimes a person comes into contact with a 

particular place or group of people in which tattoos are 

common, such as in the military (Sanders 1988, p. 410). 

Also, before being tattooed, people tend to develop an 

opinion concerning tattoos and what they symbolize. 

According to Sanders, the motives behind getting tattooed 
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are to build a connection to others that are tattooed, to be 

different, and to fulfill the need to beautify oneself 

(Sanders 1988, p. 409). 

Locate Tattoo Site 

Some individuals are referred to a tattoo parlor by the 

people that are encouraging them to get tattooed. Others 

learn of a tattoo parlor’s existence through “business 

cards," "newspapers," "radio," or "television." Although 

not as common, some people do locate tattoo parlors simply 

by happening upon their location (Sanders 1988, p. 424). In 

Sanders study, he found that among his questionnaire sample 

28% chose a parlor based on its location, while 20% choice a 

parlor because it was the only one known to them (Sanders 

1988, p. 407). 

Acquire Tattoo 

Most people have had little or no experience with 

tattoos prior to engaging in the acquisition process. In 

his research, Sanders found that fifty-eight percent of his 

questionnaire sample had never visited a tattoo parlor prior 

to being tattooed. They received their tattoos when they 

had extra time, extra, and were near a tattoo parlor 

(Sanders 1988, p. 405). Sixty-four percent of those 

surveyed by questionnaire and 69% of those interviewed went 
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with "purchase pals" to be tattooed for the first time 

(Sanders 1988, p. 406). For many people, their first visit 

to a tattoo parlor is different from their visits to other 

businesses. It is "exotic" (Sanders 1988, p. 424) and risky 

(Sanders 1985, p. 18). 

Revelation - Social/Personal Response 

Sanders claims that when a person reveals his/her 

tattoo and receives a positive response it has several 

effects. The first effect of receiving a positive response 

is to "reinforce connection to positive responder." It also 

"reinforce[s] positive self definition." After positive 

reinforcement, the tattooed person is also more likely to 

get another tattoo and to reveal his/her tattoo(s) more 

often (Sanders 1988, p. 421). However, it is also possible 

that the tattooed person will encounter negative responses. 

Sanders lists five options for the tattooed person that 

has received a negative response. First, the tattooed 

person can "negatively define source of negative response", 

or practice "avoidance." Second, he/she may "negatively 

define self." This would entail a decreased level of self- 

esteem of the tattooed person. To regain self-esteem, the 

tattooed person might "[(disavow]... responsibility/intent" 

to "reestablish positive self definition." Third, if a 

person’s tattoo is easily concealed, then he/she can attempt 
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to "pass" as a non-tattooed person by simply not revealing 

the tattoo. Fourth, although costly, a person can attempt 

to remove the tattoo with some kind of chemical solution, 

surgery, or by laser. Laser removal of tattoos is an option 

which medical technology has recently provided to tattooed 

people. Hospitals are now advertising, in magazines and in 

malls, that tattoos can be virtually completely removed. It 

is true that the removal of a tattoo by laser is successful 

and leaves only a small scar. However, the process may 

involve several treatments and may cost hundreds or 

thousands of dollars, none of which is usually covered by 

insurance (personal communication with hospital 1994). The 

laser can make tattoos non-permanent. The implications of 

this will be discussed later. Finally, if the tattooed 

person has negative feelings toward the particular design or 

quality of the work they can try to have cover-up work 

performed (Sanders 1988, p. 423). Besides dealing with 

negative responses, a tattooed person also must deal with 

purchase and possession risk. In another work, Sanders 

(1985) explains the purchase and possession risk involved in 

obtaining and wearing a tattoo. 

50



PURCHASE AND POSSESSION RISK 

According to Luckenbill (1990, p. 606), the purchase of 

a "marginally deviant" item (a tattoo) differs from that of 

a normal purchase in several crucial ways. Tattoos are an 

example of a marginally deviant good, the purchase and 

possession of which breaks social norms. Luckenbill says: 

"(T)he deviant sale is a transaction in which a customer 

buys an illicit good or service from a seller." In the 

normal sale, "the participants perform customary roles 

regulated by formal rules that are enforced by authorities." 

There is a high level of risk inherent in the marginally 

deviant purchase (Sanders 1985, p. 21). Not only is the 

possession of a tattoo deviant, but so is the act of 

acquiring a tattoo. It violated norms in that: 

There are few settings in everyday life in which 
extensive physical contact, the willful infliction 
of pain and exposure of intimate parts of the body 
are routine aspects of secondary interaction 
(Sanders 1985, p. 18). 

Sanders compares tattooing to the product of other 

skilled craftsworker such as barbers in that tattooing: 

1) requires that the customer be present 
throughout the service delivery, 2) entails a 
close personal involvement between the client and 
service worker, 3) is a relatively nonstandardized 
service, 4) is produced only upon request (Sanders 
1985, p. 17). 
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The retailers of the deviant goods such as tattoo 

artists sell their products under different conditions than 

do retailers of mainstream goods. These differences are: 

1) no guarantees of satisfaction, 2) no legal 
recourse, 3) quality is not standardized, 4) 
tattoo studios are "dangerous and unfamiliar", and 
5) the artists has a reputation of being 
"untrustworthy" (Sanders 1985, p. 19). 

The risk factors involved in the interaction are 

"inexperience, permanence, expense, pain, exposure and 

physical contact" (Sanders 1985, p. 18). This may encourage 

some individuals to bargain with the artist over price or to 

select a tattoo based on price alone. People who wish to be 

tattooed also must deal with a "time loss risk" unless they 

are able to arrange an appointment. The tattooed person 

also must encounter "psychological risk". This can occur 

when the permanency of the tattoo becomes salient to the 

individual. The person begins to worry about the type of 

tattoo, its location on the body, and its size. The 

"physiological risk" involves the potential of contracting 

hepatitis (Sanders 1985, p. 19) or AIDS (personal 

communication with AIDS hotline, January 1993; Gilbert N.d., 

p. 1). 

The tattooed person is usually unfamiliar with the 

technical skills of the artist. This is because tattoos are 

not something that people purchase or observe being 
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purchased regularly. The tattoo is a virtually permanent 

purchase that "is sold, produced and purchased 

simultaneously." Therefore, satisfaction or dissatisfaction 

will last a long time after the sale (Sanders 1985, p. 17). 

The "search qualities" are low, because few attributes 

can be determined before the encounter. There are no rating 

systems for tattoo artists and virtually no way for the 

average person to find out much about artists ahead of time. 

Tattooing is high in "experience qualities" in that the 

product can only be evaluated after the purchase. The 

purchase is also high in "credence qualities." This means 

that even after a person has purchased a tattoo they lack 

the technical sills to judge the artist’s work or service 

(Sanders 1985, p. 17). 

RISK REDUCTION STRATEGIES 

With these risks in mind, there are things that the 

client can do to decrease the chances of becoming 

stigmatized and of suffering physical injury. Sanders 

develops two areas of risk reduction in which the client can 

engage. The first is "purchase risk reduction", and the 

second is "possession risk reduction" (Sanders 1985, p. 19). 

Sanders (1985, p. 19) discusses: 
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steps to decrease consequences of having a bad 
experience in the purchase setting while 
increasing the certainty that the purchase 
encounter will proceed smoothly and result in 
maximum satisfaction of defined needs. 

Risk Reduction in Purchase Situation 

So as to decrease the risk of the purchase situation, 

potential tattooed people may use alcohol or depressants to 

relax a potentially tense situation. However, reputable 

artist will not tattoo an individual who is drunk or 

obviously under the influence. There are two reasons for 

this. The first is that an individual may make poor choices 

concerning the decision to get tattooed and/or choice of 

design while under the influence of drugs or alcohol. The 

second reason is that the artist may have trouble tattooing 

a client if he/she is moving and is uncooperative that is 

often the case when the client is under the influence of 

alcohol or drugs (Sanders 1985, p. 19). A third possible 

reason is that the tattoo artist may have a tough time 

getting paid if the client is inebriated. 

Another way to reduce purchase risk is to go to the 

tattoo parlor with a friend, or “purchase pal," for moral 

support. The purchase pal can offer feedback in the 

decision making process (Sanders 1985, p. 20). It is common 

for first time tattooed people to go with one or more people 

to get a tattoo (Sanders 1988, p. 406). It is also helpful 
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if the individual gets a small tattoo. There will be less 

pain, a shorter amount of time spent in the parlor, and 

usually less money spent (Sanders 1985, p. 19). 

Certainty of Purchase situation 

Sanders claims that, to increase the certainty of the 

purchase situation, patrons use five different strategies. 

The first is to “patronize [a] reputable artist." The next 

thing that can be done is for the customer to look at the 

physical environment of the parlor. The third strategy is 

for the potential client to observe the tattooing process 

itself (Sanders 1985, p. 19). It is quite common for those 

considering a tattoo to watch another person get tattooed. 

The fourth strategy is for the client to "attend to 

interaction with tattooist." By developing trust in an 

artist a patron increases the certainty of the 

purchase situation. The final way of increasing the 

certainty of the purchase situation is for the client to 

increase the amount of "word-of-mouth" information (Sanders 

1985, p. 20). 

Recently, the computer has created another way in which 

people may learn information about tattooing (Durkin and 

Bryant 1993, p. 9); therefore increasing the certainty of 

the purchase situation. There are now computer bulletin 

boards for a variety of topics (Durkin and Bryant 1993, p. 
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8) including body art. On the bulletin boards, there are 

people who post letters dealing with tattoos. There are 

depictions of first time tattooing experiences, names of 

artists, and encouragement for people to share their 

experiences. These notices are an opportunity for help 

people to learn more about tattooing procedures, thereby 

reducing their purchase risk (Durkin and Bryant 1993, p. 

12). The following is an actual USENET (quotes in original, 

Usenet 1993, rec.arts.bodyart) posting: 

has anyone heard of getting "fang marks" tattoo’d 
[sic] I was thinking about getting this done to 
myself, since I thought it’d be a great idea, but 
I was just wondering how common it was. I have 
never seen it personally but of course you could 
have them placed so they cant [sic] be seen in 
general without the owner wishing you too. 

This note then elicited the following response: 

Well, I’ve seen about four of five done in the 
shop I work in. It seems fairly common. Not like 
black panthers/ roses/ taz [sic]/ eagle tattoos 
but it’s not necessarily unheard of in mainstream 
circles (slashes in original, Usenet 1993, 
rec.arts.bodyart). 

From the above interaction, it is apparent that people are 

sharing information concerning a deviant activity. The fact 

that the computer bulletin board promises anonymity makes it 

easier for the risk-averse person to ask questions and get 

answers. This has the potential of facilitating deviant 
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behavior (Durkin and Bryant 1993, p. 12). After the client 

successfully deals with the purchase risks, he/she also must 

deal with the possession risk that comes after a person gets 

a tattoo (Sanders 1985, p. 20). 

Risk Reduction in Possession of Tattoo 

Sanders also discusses ways in which the individual, 

can reduce their risk of possessing the tattoo. One way to 

accomplish this is by choosing a small design. The smaller 

the tattoo, the less chance of having it seen, and so less 

the chance of the wearer being stigmatized. Risk-averse 

tattoo seeker also can get a tattoo in a concealed location 

on the body (Sanders 1985, p. 19). Similarly, tattooed 

people can reduce risk by being selective with whom they 

reveal their tattoo. The reaction that the tattooed person 

gets can serve as a way to screen people. A positive 

reaction from someone to whom the tattoo is revealed, 

encourages a belief in "shared values" while a negative 

response implies the opposite (Sanders 1985, p. 20). 

Sanders also mentions the fact that tattooed people can 

decrease the consequences of tattoo possession by taking 

care of the tattoo in an appropriate way. This includes 

keeping it bandaged initially, staying out of the sun, and 

57



keeping it dry. This will help the tattoo heal correctly 

and will make sure that the tattoo looks its best (Sanders 

1985, p. 19). 

Certainty of Tattoo Possession 

Sanders lists four techniques to increase the 

"certainty of tattoo possession." The first technique to 

get a tattoo from a reputable tattoo artist. This will help 

to ensure that the tattoo will be of good quality and will, 

therefore, decrease the chance of the possessor being 

stigmatized (Sanders 1985, p. 19). Purchase pals also help 

to increase the certainty of the individual possessing a 

tattoo by assuring the tattooed person that his/her decision 

to get tattooed and his/her design choice was appropriate 

(Sanders 1985, p. 20). 

Following the tattoo acquisition, the individual’s 

possession of a tattoo is positively reinforced by having 

"valued" people confirm the decision to get a tattoo. Also, 

having devalued people respond in a negative way also may 

reinforce the person’s decision to be tattooed. Finally, 

the tattooed person can compare his/her tattoo to those of 

others (Sanders 1985, p. 20). Sanders claims that most 

tattoo work is average at best. Therefore, it is not 

particularly difficult to find a person that has a tattoo of 
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lesser quality. Even a person with a poorly done tattoo can 

convince his/her self that the tattoo is of an acceptable 

quality (Sanders 1985, p. 21). 

A person that is dissatisfied severely can get her/his 

tattoo covered up or "re-worked" into another design. A 

tattoo artist can place darker ink on top of lighter ink and 

create a design that will hide the first. The new design 

must be larger to cover the older one. For example, a bird 

with much plumage might cover the name of a former love. 

Some tattoo artists claim that as much as forty percent of 

their work is cover-up work. Finally, it is important to 

note that most dissatisfied tattooed persons claim that 

their dissatisfaction is with the quality of the tattoo not 

their decision to be tattooed. This is perhaps why an 

unhappy customer is willing to go to another artist for 

cover-up work to minimize the risk of possessing the tattoo 

(Sanders 1985, p. 20). 

SUMMARY 

Horn and Gurel (1981) define clothing in such a way as 

to include the wearing of tattoos. They have offered four 

theories to explain the wearing of clothes. The theories 

are: Modesty, Immodesty, Protection, and Symbolic 

Communication. 
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Although the first three theories may have hold some 

truth the last theory, Symbolic Communication, is the most 

widely accepted theory to explain the wearing of clothes by 

people. In this regard, Jamieson (1984, p. 151) defines art 

in such a way as to include tattooing. He contends that art 

allows people to fulfill their need to experience life 

emotionally. He also claims that art forms of tribal groups 

represent continuity and tradition, but the art forms of the 

present represent nothing more than novelty. Similarly, 

Simmel (1971, p. 299) claims that the modern society 

fashion, with its dynamic nature, is needed by groups so 

that they may represent themselves in a distinct way ina 

society where people will attempt to imitate their symbols. 

It is possible that people today are getting tattooed, 

because they want to express themselves in a way that is 

more permanent and has more meaning than the latest fashion. 

People may feel that fashion does not provide them with the 

aesthetic pleasure that they need. The individual who 

desires to express more meaning in their clothing and who 

does not value novelty may choose tattooing as a form of 

clothing/art by which to express themselves. 

Tattooing, however, is more than simply an alternate 

mode of expression, it is a deviant mark. Goffman explains 

how a bodily stigma can cause the individual to be less 

successful in life. Tattooing fits into each category of 
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deviance in Dinitz typology of deviants. The categories 

are: Freak, Sinner, Criminal, Sick, and Alienated. It is 

just as likely that people are being tattooed, because they 

feel a need to be deviant. That is, if tattoos were not a 

deviant mode of expression they would not be worn. Tattoos 

have been characterized as a form of acceptable deviance, or 

deviance that does not affect the structure of the group. 

Tattoos allow people to assert themselves as individuals, 

distinct from untattooed people. Sanders (1988, p. 424) 

places the process of tattooing into five stages: Decisional 

Antecedents, Locate Tattoo Site, Acquire Tattoo, Revelation, 

and Social/Personal Response. He also described strategies 

by which an individual may take to reduce the risk of 

purchasing and possessing a tattoo. 

In Chapter 4, each of Sanders’ Stages of Tattooing will 

be explored as each pertains to observations made in several 

tattoo parlors and a sample of college students. The 

attitudes of non-tattooed college students also is examined. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODS 

The author observed five parlors from October, 1992 - 

October, 1993. Three were visited in-state and two in other 

states. Of the three in-state parlors, one was ina large 

metropolitan area, one was in a middle-sized city, and 

another was in the college town. Both out of state tattoo 

parlors were in medium size cities. The out-of-state 

parlors were visited once each. The in-state parlors were 

visited frequently. The one in the college town was visited 

once or twice a week, while the others were visited 

bimonthly. The artists in the parlors outside the college 

town claimed that college students and women did not make up 

most of their business. The artists, in the college town, 

however, showed that college students and women did make up 

a significant portion of their business, approximately 

twenty to thirty percent. The author was able to be a 

participant in tattoo parlors by "hanging out" and engaging 

in discussions of tattoos with artists and other clientele. 

The author’s tattoos made it easy for him to gain acceptance 

and provided a topic of conversation. The tattoo parlors 

provided the author with general information concerning the 

tattooing process and the business aspects of tattooing. 
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After initial observations, the author decided that the 

best way to contact college students would be by asking for 

volunteers in various classes on campus. The author 

considered the idea of interviewing people at the tattoo 

parlor. However, when the author discussed this with the 

proprietor of one parlor, he indicated that he was afraid 

that consent forms would scare away some of his business. 

The author also had concerns about the stability of the 

business (i.e., it looked as though the artists could go out 

of business any time). This situation would have had the 

potential for slowing or completely stalling the research 

project. 

Survey of College Students Concerning Tattoos 

The students interviewed were chosen by way of a 

snowball sample. In two large introductory sociology 

classes (400+ students each) an announcement was made 

concerning the research and a request for volunteers made. 

These initial contacts provided names of other tattooed 

people and in the end twenty names were collected. Members 

of one of these classes were also asked if they were 

tattooed. 

All twenty subjects contacted were cooperative and 

eager to share their tattooing experiences. Sixty percent 

of those interviewed were women. Most respondents were 
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between eighteen and twenty-three years old with the oldest 

being twenty-nine. Their year in college varied between 1 

and 7, with eighty percent being undergraduates (year in 

school: 1-4). Most subjects were currently majoring in an 

area that was in the College of Arts and Sciences or in the 

College of Education. There were three interviewees that 

were majoring in an engineering field. 

Each student was engaged in an unstructured interview 

concerning the process by which they became tattooed and the 

risk reduction strategies they employed. In Chapter 4, 

these findings are compared to the findings and predictions 

of Sanders 1988 and 1985, respectively, as outlined in 

Chapter 2. 

This work is largely qualitative and exploratory in 

nature. Its purpose is to examine the process by which 

college students become tattooed to provide a better 

understanding and to lay the foundation for future research. 

Due to the non-random sampling procedure generalization to 

the college population cannot be made. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

AN ETHNOGRAPHIC CASE STUDY OF THE TATTOO PROCESS 

The author’s first visit to a tattoo parlor was ina 

college town. During this visit, he observed four women 

enter the premises whose ages appeared to range from 

eighteen to twenty-one. When engaged in casual 

conversation, these women informed the author that they were 

college students from the nearby school and were considering 

getting tattooed. Over the period of the next few weeks, 

the author returned to find typical college students, female 

and male, being tattooed. This is not what the author had 

anticipated to find at a tattoo parlor. 

Instead of blue collar men being tattooed, the author 

observed college students, male and female, being tattooed. 

During this period of observation, the author had an 

opportunity to talk with the tattoo artist and discuss his 

clientele. The artist in the college town, however, claimed 

that there were more women than men getting tattooed and 

that a large portion of his business was college students. 

After the author made initial observations, interviews 

were conducted. The responses of these interviews are 

listed below. They have been placed into the framework 

developed by Sanders (1988) and listed in Chapter 2. 
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STAGES OF TATTOOING 

Decisional Antecedents 

According to Sanders, prior to receiving their first 

tattoo most individuals have had some contact with another 

tattooed person, group, or place. Also, before being 

tattooed, people tend to have developed an opinion 

concerning tattoos and have learned their meaning (Sanders 

1988, p. 424). 

In this study, most subjects had developed distinct 

images of tattooed people before they were tattooed. The 

subjects associated tattoos with "bikers," "truck drivers," 

"punks," and "military personnel." The adjectives used to 

describe those with tattoos were "radical," "scummy," "free- 

willed," "rebellious ," "carefree," and "sexy." When asked 

why they wanted to be tattooed, sixty-five percent claimed 

that it was to facilitate individualism or to further 

accentuate some aspect of themselves. These people 

eventually got designs that were of names, birth sign, or 

personality, such as a sun to represent a person’s attitude 

that is “bright and cheery." The others would eventually 

get tattoos that linked them with a fraternity/sorority, 

sports team, or boyfriend/girlfriend. After developing a 

desire to be tattooed, the subjects’ next task was to locate 

a parlor. 
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Locate Tattoo Site 

In Chapter 2, Sanders claimed that people locate tattoo 

parlors through associate referral, through the media, or by 

happening upon their location. The business card is another 

common method of advertising that artists use (Sanders 1988, 

p-. 424). 

The university where the research took place had a 

tattoo parlor located within a forty-five minute drive. 

This parlor regularly advertises in the university 

newspaper. Therefore, its existence is common knowledge to 

many students on the campus. Despite this, only one subject 

mentioned that a newspaper advertisement had been primarily 

responsible for his/her locating a tattoo parlor. Twelve 

subjects attributed friends, social contacts, and even 

parents with providing them information concerning the 

location of a tattoo parlor. The remaining seven subjects 

said that they learned of the tattoo parlor’s location by 

walking or driving past the site. 

Acquire Tattoo 

For most people, getting a tattoo is a new experience. 

In Chapter 2, it was mentioned that Sanders found that his 

subjects purchased a tattoo when they had the extra time, 

money, and were near a parlor. He also found that many 

people got tattooed with friends (Sanders 1988, p. 405). 
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In the tattooed college sample, an overwhelming 

majority of the subjects (ninety percent) went to the tattoo 

parlor for their first tattoo with at least one other 

person. Eighty percent of the subjects went to be tattooed 

with at least one associate who was also tattooed during the 

visit. 

The twenty college subjects surveyed had a total of 

thirty tattoos (see Appendix A for a summary of descriptive 

statistics). The 12 had 21 tattoos and the 8 men had 9 

tattoos. The average tattoo was about 1.5 times the size of 

a quarter with the men having tattoos slightly larger than 

those that the women had received. The smallest tattoo was 

approximately 0.5 inches in diameter while the largest 

tattoo was 2.5 inches in length. Based on the author’s 

experience, these tattoos are noticeably smaller when 

compared to the tattoos observed among non-college students. 

The average price paid for these tattoos was $45-$50 

with the range being from $20 to $100. All of the tattoos 

took the artists less than forty-five minutes to complete 

with the average tattoo taking twenty minutes. The subjects 

of this study did not have tattoos of bloody daggers, 

snakes, serpents, anti-social themes, or nude women. Only 

about half (14 of 30) of the designs came from designs found 
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at the parlor. The rest of the designs were copied from 

magazines, books, designed by subject or associate, or were 

copied from personal items (keychains, rings, watches). 

The size and cost of the tattoos do not seem 

particularly great. The tattoos chosen by the subjects were 

small and inexpensive. The placement of the tattoos also is 

such that the wearer can easily conceal them. The most 

conspicuous of the tattoos, in normal daily wear, was one 

that a male had on his arm just below the elbow. The hip 

(N=7) and ankle (N=13) were the most popular locations to 

place tattoos with twenty of the tattoos placed in one of 

those locations. The rest of the tattoos were located on 

the back (5), stomach (2), chest (1), and buttocks (1). 

Nineteen of the twenty subjects believed that their tattoos 

could be concealed easily in normal everyday wear. Half of 

those surveyed admitted that their tattoos, particularly 

those on the ankles, would be/have been noticed while in 

summer wear (shorts, no socks/shoes, bathing suit). After 

receiving a tattoo the person has to decide whether to 

reveal its existence to others (Sanders 1988, p. 419). If 

she/he chooses to reveal the tattoo, she/he must cope with 

the social personal responses that they receive (Sanders 

1988, p. 424). 
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Revelation - Social/Personal Response 

In Chapter 2, the author noted that when people receive 

a positive reaction to their tattoo(s) that it builds a 

connection between the two and provides the wearer with a 

greater positive self-definition (Sanders 1985, p. 19). 

However, when people receive negative responses to their 

tattoo(s), they may use one of five coping techniques to 

overcome such a reaction: avoidance, remove responsibility 

from self, pass as non-deviant, remove tattoo, or get cover- 

up work done (Sanders 1985, p. 424). 

The subjects controlled adverse consequences of tattoo 

possession by attending to the after-care instructions. The 

most common breach of these instructions was to remove the 

bandage prematurely. In this study, all of the college 

subjects reported having had positive feedback concerning 

their tattoo. Most of the individuals received this for the 

first time from the people who accompanied them to the 

parlor. Also, in the college setting, there are many 

opportunities for people to reveal their tattoo to others 

such as at parties and while exercising. Some subjects 

claimed that their tattoo served as an "icebreaker" and when 

someone admired it they felt positive toward that person and 

it made them feel good personally. 
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Seventeen of the 20 subjects claimed that they were 

considering getting another tattoo. When questioned about 

why they wanted another tattoo they would typically reply: 

"because their addictive" or "I don’t know why." Although, 

some were not able to elaborate on their desire for another 

tattoo, the desire was there. Among their reasons for not 

having already gotten another tattoo were: "haven’t found 

the right design yet," "don’t have enough money," or 

"haven’t had the time." 

The subjects willingly answered all questions put to 

them concerning their tattoos. Since many subjects had 

tattoos that were concealed, they did not always have an 

opportunity to show them to others. However, most claimed 

that they did not care who knew about their tattoo and would 

show it if asked. Only two of the subjects seemed reticent 

to reveal their tattoo to others. Although most subjects 

appeared to have no inhibitions about showing their tattoos, 

they did not think that it was appropriate to brag about or 

flaunt their tattoos. There seemed a general pattern among 

most people receiving their first tattoo. At first, they 

wanted to tell everyone about it but then after the 

honeymoon period, they seemed to act very nonchalant about 

the event, revealing their tattoo only when asked. Perhaps, 

this is why some people wanted to get another tattoo. 

Maybe, there is a period of elation just after receiving the 

71



tattoo that the subjects want to recapture. Despite the 

willingness of the subjects to reveal their tattoos, all but 

one subject indicated a desire to have some control over who 

saw his/her tattoo. All subjects surveyed were aware that 

at some point in their lives they would be in an environment 

that would be more conservative than college, and that the 

tattoo could adversely affect their lives. 

The willingness of the subjects to reveal their tattoos 

may come from the fact that most subjects (17 of 20) had 

been tattooed since coming to college. Most of the people 

that they had revealed their tattoos to were other college 

students. It is possible that the college setting offers a 

kind of protected environment in which people may experiment 

with forms of self-expression including deviant ones. If 

this is true, then it is possible that a non-college 

audience would not be as accepting of different forms of 

self-expression. 

Six of the 20 subjects had received negative responses 

concerning their tattoo. Four of the six subjects had 

received negative responses from family members, who 

eventually accepted the fact that their son or daughter had 

gotten tattooed. The other two subjects who received 

negative responses had been in public or at a party where 

they were able to avoid the people in question. One subject 

recounts her story: 
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I was in a yogurt shop standing in line. There 
was a little girl about two or three years old. I 
started playing with the kid and at first, it was 
okay with the mother. Then her mom saw the tattoo 
on my ankle and pulled the kid away. 

Ten of the subjects had hidden the fact that they were 

tattooed or that they had obtained additional tattoos from 

their parents. Many subjects would show anyone their 

tattoos except their parents. While they were around their 

parents, they passed as non-tattooed people. None of the 

subjects had tried to get their tattoos reworked (although 

two had discussed it), "negatively defined self," or had 

tried to have their tattoo surgically removed (Sanders 1988, 

p. 424). The fourteen subjects who claimed never to have 

received a negative response to their tattoo were asked what 

they would do if they did receive one. All claimed that 

they would defend their decision to be tattooed and have 

nothing to do with (avoid) the person who had insulted then. 

It would be interesting to see how the tattooed 

subjects surveyed actually will cope when faced with a 

potentially risky social situation, because of their tattoo. 

It is the author’s belief that more will use the strategy of 

passing, particularly since their tattoos are easily 

concealed. Next, the risk and certainty strategies in the 

purchase and possession situations will be examined. 
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RISK REDUCTION STRATEGIES 

Risk Reduction in Purchase situation 

People who get tattooed often use intoxication as an 

excuse for getting tattooed (Sanders 1985, p. 19). Although 

reputable artists generally turn away inebriated people, it 

is not uncommon for people seeking tattoos to have had a 

couple of drinks. In this study, only 1 of the 20 subjects 

claimed to have been under the influence of alcohol at the 

time they were receiving their tattoo. College students 

were more likely to reduce risk in the purchase situation by 

bringing a friend or “purchase pal" with them. Eighteen of 

the 20 subjects had a friend accompany them to the parlor 

and all but two "purchase pals" also got tattooed during the 

Same visit. The purchase of a small tattoo also can reduce 

purchase risk, because there will be less time spent in the 

parlor, less money spent, and less pain inflicted. The 

average amount of time spent getting tattooed was twenty 

minutes, with the longest amount of time being forty-five 

minutes. In the author’s experience, twenty minutes is a 

short amount of time to be spent getting tattooed. Forty- 

five to 75 minutes would by the typical amount of time 

needed to complete average-size tattoos, in the author’s 

estimation. Many tattoos can take more than an hour to 

complete. 
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Certainty of Purchase Situation 

Most subjects were tattooed at shops that friends had 

recommended. Word-of-mouth information is important. Few 

subjects knew enough about the tattooing process to be aware 

of the reputation of an artist. The small amount of 

information that they did have was word-of-mouth. 

Although subjects were aware that the parlor would have 

"atmosphere," or be exotic, they were concerned about the 

cleanliness of the parlor, particularly the work area. Two 

subjects claimed that they rejected parlors after they "did 

not look right." The subjects did not spend much time 

talking to the artists. Seventy-five percent of the 

subjects talked to the artist just enough to deal with the 

technical aspects of the tattoos, such as the choice of 

design and placement of the tattoo. The rest of the 

subjects talked to the artist extensively about all aspects 

of tattooing. The majority (eighty percent) observed 

someone else being tattooed before they were tattooed. 

Risk Reduction of Tattoo Possession 

The college subjects seemed to get tattooed in a way 

that minimized possession risk. Their choices of small, 

concealed (twenty-nine out of thirty tattoos) also decreased 

their chances of suffering social disgrace. Also, all 
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subjects claimed to have followed after-care instructions. 

However, some did admit that they did not leave the bandage 

on long enough because they could not wait to show others. 

At first glance, the subjects did not seem risk-averse 

when it came to revealing their tattoos to others. Many 

subjects claimed that they did not care who knew about their 

tattoos. Upon further examination, it was found that half 

of the subjects admitted to purposefully hiding the 

existence of their tattoo from their parents. Also, they 

claimed that they would not reveal their tattoos to their 

future employers. Though the subjects currently reveal 

their tattoos to other college students, they may only do so 

because they feel that the college environment is not 

particularly threatening. 

Certainty of Tattoo Possession 

Besides attempting to reduce purchase and possession 

risk, the tattoo patron also attempts to increase the 

certainty of the purchase and possession of a tattoo 

(Sanders 1985, p. 19). Most subjects went to an artist 

based on the location of the parlor or because the parlor 

was the only one known to them. None of the subjects 

claimed to have gone to a tattoo artist because of the 

reputation of the artist. However, most (eighty-five 
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percent) claimed to be satisfied with his/her artist. A 

recommendation from a friend/social connection was more 

important than general reputation. 

The purchase pal also helped to increase purchase 

certainty. This occurred as purchase pals (16 of 18) gave 

positive feedback and assurance concerning the decision to 

get tattooed. The subjects also received positive feedback 

from valued associates. This helped to reaffirm the 

subjects’ decisions to get tattooed. Finally, eighteen of 

20 tattooed subjects had compared their tattoos to those of 

others and were satisfied with the tattoos they had 

received. 

SUMMARY 

When college students go to get their tattoos from the 

artist, it is a highly social activity. Ninety percent of 

the subjects surveyed who had tattoos had gone with someone 

else to be tattooed. Many located parlors through 

associates’ recommendations and advice. Newspaper 

advertisements were crucial in only one case. 

Sixty-five percent of the subjects admitted getting 

tattoos to stress their individualism. The remaining 

thirty-five percent of the subjects were tattooed to show 

membership in some group, such as a sports team or 

fraternity/sorority. The subjects chose designs that were 
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primarily of nature (flowers, animals, astrological bodies) 

and fraternity/sorority symbols (letters or other 

representation). Noticeably absent among the college 

students studied were violent and antisocial tattoo designs. 

All tattoos were small and placed in concealed locations. 

The subjects, after being tattooed, often were very anxious 

to show their tattoos to others. Half of the students 

interviewed, however, said that they initially had hidden 

the existence of the tattoo from their parents. 

Clearly, the subjects used some risk reductions 

strategies discussed by Sanders. Nearly all those surveyed 

said that a purchase pal had accompanied them to a tattoo 

parlor. The designs were easily concealed and all said that 

they had followed after-care instructions. The subjects did 

engage in some interaction with the tattoo artists whom they 

had chosen primarily based on word-of-mouth information. 

Afterward, they got positive feedback from loved ones and 

purchase pals. Subjects also reassured themselves of the 

quality of their tattoo by favorably comparing it to the 

tattoos of others. 

Subjects apparently failed to make full use of the 

various risk reduction strategies outlined by Sanders 

(1985). Most did not compare several shops before being 

tattooed. Subjects typically knew little about the process 

of tattooing or the quality of the artist before being 
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tattooed. Although Sanders did claim that it is difficult 

to learn about tattooing quality prior to being tattooed, 

the subjects could have learned more. They also may have 

benefitted from more interaction with the artist before 

beginning the tattoo process. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

HISTORY 

Tattooing is an ancient practice; it is probably 

fourteen thousand years old or older. People have used 

tattoos in a variety of social context in different cultures 

throughout history. In Egypt, women used tattoos for 

religious purposes. In 18th century Japan, the wealthy used 

tattoos to make a fashion statement as the law restricted 

them from purchasing other fine fashions. However, tattoos 

have not always been socially acceptable. In Ancient Greece 

and the colonial United States, tattoos were used to mark 

criminals. Also, deviant groups, such as gangs in present 

day Japan and the United States, have adopted certain kinds 

of tattoos to distinguish themselves from their respective 

mainstream cultures. 

Modern Western tattooing was introduced by sailors in 

the 1770s. Although there was a brief "golden age of 

tattooing," tattoos have maintained the status of a devalued 

product and tattooists have remained members of a devalued 

profession. 

In the United States, tattoos have been associated with 

lower, devalued groups, such as bikers and military people. 

However, since the late 1960s, there has been a tattoo 
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Renaissance. A wider variety of people in the United States 

has been purchasing tattoos, including those in the 

mainstream. Despite this fact, tattooed people still risk 

being stigmatized. 

Given the deviant connotation that continues to be, it 

is surprising that college students are getting tattooed. 

Presumably, college students are being educated to become 

the future professionals. It is possible that their tattoos 

could interfere with their profession and future 

relationships. It is true that college students do violate 

norms concerning alcohol/drug use, sexuality, and personal 

adornment (clothing, hair cuts). However, these are acts 

that can be changed or disavowed. Hair can grow back, 

clothes can be changed, sexual deviance can be disavowed, 

and the effects of drugs can wear off. The fact that a 

young professional may have violated certain norms while in 

college need not affect her/his career provided there is no 

way to link the person to her/his deviance. However, the 

removal of a tattoo can be costly and time consuming. The 

tattoo cannot be disavowed as easily. The tattoo provides 

its wearer with a permanent visible record of her/his 

commission of a deviant act. 
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TATTOOING TODAY 

Due to the limited amount of literature on this topic, 

a qualitative, exploratory research design was used in this 

study. The extant literature concerning tattoos includes 

two articles by Sanders. In his research, Sanders (1988, p. 

413) used sixteen interviews and 163 surveys to find out 

about the process by which each subject became tattooed. 

The five stages in the tattoo process discussed by Sanders 

are: decisional antecedents, locating tattoo site, acquiring 

tattoo, revelation, and social/personal response (Sanders 

1988, p. 424). In another work, Sanders (1985) discusses 

the purchase and possession risk that a person seeking a 

tattoo encounters. He also discusses risk reduction 

strategies that the person may employ. The current study 

was designed to see how the tattoo process that college 

students engage in compares to that depicted by Sanders. 

Due to the exploratory nature of this study’s design, a 

probability sample is not used. Therefore, the tentative 

findings presented cannot be generalized to the college 

population, at large. The twenty tattooed subjects surveyed 

in this study were questioned concerning the process by 

which they became tattooed and any risk reduction strategies 

that they might have employed. The tattooed subjects from 

the college population differed from Sanders population in 

some noticeable ways. The way in which college students get 
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tattooed appears to be unique enough as to warrant its own 

typology. College tattoos appear to be distinct from those 

worn by bikers, sailors, and criminals. 

COLLEGE TATTOOS 

College students have taken a deviant mark (the tattoo) 

and have shaped it in a particular manner. The subjects 

tended to get small, easily concealed tattoos. Nineteen of 

the 20 subjects had no trouble concealing their tattoo under 

their everyday attire. The placement of their tattoos 

primarily was on hips, ankles, stomach, and shoulder blades. 

This is one way in which college students are distinguished 

from sailors, bikers, and criminals. These groups typically 

wear their tattoos in an easily visible location. 

Conversely, college students did not want the existence of 

their tattoo to be made salient in a situation where it 

would potentially stigmatize them. Also, the subjects chose 

designs that were not violent or antisocial. Whereas biker 

and jailhouse tattoos may be of a violent nature, college 

tattoos certainly are not. In fact, the most violent tattoo 

found in this study was a wild animal in stride. However, 

the wearer of this tattoo felt that the tattoo represented 

strength and agility, not violence. Most designs (eighty- 

seven percent) were of animals, astrological bodies, 

flowers, or fraternity/sorority symbols. 
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College students went to be tattooed with others in 90% 

of the cases. The majority (ninety-five percent) did not 

use alcohol prior to being tattooed and the decision to be 

tattooed did not seem to be made lightly. Many respondents 

claimed that they had thought about getting tattooed for two 

or more years. Also, more than half (fifty-four percent) of 

college students personally designed or had someone 

personally design their tattoo. This has not been the case 

with bikers and with sailors. 

SOCIOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 

According to Durkheim and Simmel, in pre-literate 

societies, people were not particularly different. Durkheim 

claimed that they had a mechanical solidarity, one based on 

being similar. As society has changed from pre-literate to 

modern, people and the roles that they play have become 

differentiated. In pre-literate society, there was little 

division of labor. In contrast, there is a large amount of 

division of labor in modern society. In pre-literate 

society, status was ascribed but in modern society status is 

achieved. According to Simmel, in modern society, there is 

a greater chance that the smaller group will be absorbed 

into the larger group. Therefore, any group of people that 

wishes to preserve their beliefs and values must set 

themselves apart in some manner from other group. Making 
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use of certain form of body adornment is one way to 

accomplish this. Body adornment allows the wearer to 

communicate symbolically to his/her audience. The body 

adornment of the member of a pre-literate group symbolized 

commitment to the group and its values. The body adornment 

was slow to change and had deep meaning for its possessors. 

In contrast, in modern society, body adornment has taken the 

form of fashion. Fashion is a fast changing style of body 

adornment. It has to be since there will always be people 

from different social groups trying to "steal" the symbols 

of a great higher than it on the social scale. In fashion, 

the individual gains social status not from the intrinsic 

meaning of the adornment (as in pre-literate societies) but 

from the novelty of the adornment. 

It is not surprising that an individual living in 

modern society where differentiation and novelty are valued 

that an individual would seek some body adornment, or mark, 

that would set them apart from the others. For some, 

mainstream fashion statements made with clothing, hair 

styles, jewelry, make-up, shoes, and earrings are not enough 

to allow the individual to express themselves in a way 

satisfactory to them. Instead, they choose to use a 

permanent mark. This mark can differentiate the wearer from 

others while also bonding them to others who choose the same 

fashion. It is possible that tattooed people want some way 
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to express themselves that cannot be counterfeited as 

clothes can be. A lower class person can always wear the 

clothes of an upper class person in an attempt to infiltrate 

that group. However, once the imposter is done with his/her 

performance she/he can simply disrobe and be done with the 

act. The tattooed person does not have the option of simply 

discarding his/her tattoo at will. The tattooed person has 

differentiated his/her self from mainstream society. 

Thirteen subjects said that they were tattooed to be 

different while seven said that they were tattooed for group 

membership. Those that were tattooed to show allegiance to 

an organization may have done so because they were seeking a 

symbol that had intrinsic value for them and would symbolize 

their complete commitment to the group. Those, for which 

this is true, are attempting to use body adornment in the 

way that it was used by members in pre-literate group. 

Conversely, those that are tattooed to differentiate 

themselves are probably using tattoos as an ultimate form of 

fashion. Fashion is characterized by novelty. When people 

use mainstream clothing to adorn themselves, they must 

constantly change the style of clothes so as to not be 

infiltrated by impostors. Novelty is achieved by constant 

change. At first, tattoos would not appear to be able serve 

in this capacity since they are indelible. However, novelty 

is only threatened when many people are willing and able to 
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adopt the adornment. Since much fewer people are tattooed 

than wear particular styles of clothing, novelty is 

preserved. The search for novelty also can be seen in the 

increased demand for custom work. By choosing a custom 

design and having it placed in a particular way on the body, 

an individual can almost assure that her/his tattoo is an 

original. Although the tattoo is indelible, it can still 

serve the function that fashion does, differentiation and 

novelty. 

Despite the function that a tattoo may serve in an 

individual’s life, it still has the potential for 

stigmatizing a person. Stigmatized people do not have the 

Same opportunities for success that non-stigmatized people 

have. It was initially asked why college students, with 

aspirations of becoming professional, jeopardize that 

success with a tattoo. Although the subjects were tattooed, 

most (ninety-five percent) did so in a way that allowed them 

control over when the tattoo was revealed and to whom. The 

subjects took measures to minimize their risk of stigma. 

Instead of being a mark of general disaffiliation from 

society, the tattoo appears to serve as one tool that can be 

called upon when needed. Particularly with regard to a 

hidden tattoo, the individual can pass as a non-tattooed 

person most of the time. Only when needed, is the tattoo 

shown or made salient. The tattoo can be a way that the 
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individual captures or creates some part of their 

personality. When they feel close to someone they can 

reveal this part of themselves. 

Tattoos are a form of "acceptable deviance." They 

allow the wearer to differentiate themselves and allow the 

wearer a way to be impulsive but in a way that does not harm 

the group of which they are a part. A person’s ability to 

function successfully in most groups is hampered less by the 

wearing of a tattoo than the ingestion of drugs or violence. 

It is possible that an individual may get tattooed to 

express his/her self rather than engaging in some sore of 

drug/alcohol abuse. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

Future research should include a systematic probability 

sampling that will allow generalizability to a broader 

population of university students. The nature of tattooing 

is reported to have changed in the last twenty-five years. 

It would be interesting to see how various audiences 

(racial, gender, and class) view tattooing with respect to 

deviance. It would also be beneficial to see if tattoos are 

indicative of other psychological pathology or if they are 

simply a form of "acceptable deviance." However, 

psychological studies have suggested that tattoos may be an 

indicator of some sort of psychological pathology. It would 
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be beneficial to measure the tattooed person’s mental health 

using a device, such as the Comprehensive International 

Diagnostic Inventory (CIDI) (World Health Organization 

1990). Given such information, it would be easier to decide 

if the tattoo is a sign of inner turmoil and conflict ora 

healthy form of self-expression. 

The appeal of a tattoo to some is the fact that it is 

indelible. Recently, technological advances have made it 

possible to remove tattoos. Despite the fact that cost of 

removal is prohibitive, just the fact that it can be removed 

may make tattoos seem less permanent in the eyes of those 

that get them. The availability of laser removal may make 

tattooing more mainstream. It may encourage more people 

from the mainstream to be tattooed. It may discourage 

people who want to be different from being tattooed. It 

also may lead people to wear tattoos as if they were 

earrings. The individual would put the tattoos on when 

she/he wanted to wear them and laser them off when done. 

Finally, it would be interesting to follow a cohort of 

tattooed college students to see how the presence of a 

tattoo affects a person’s life as it progresses. By doing 

this, researchers could find out if the presence of a tattoo 

harms an individual’s relationships and/or jobs. Tattoos 

have the potential for shaping an individual’s interactions 

and therefore his/her life. Yet, little research has been 
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done on tattooing in the field of Sociology. Tattooing 

among college students is certainly a neglected area of 

study. 

90



APPENDIX A 
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

NUMBER OF PEOPLE INTERVIEWED: 
NUMBER OF TATTOOS: 

GENDER: 
NUMBER OF TATTOOS: 

AVERAGE SIZE: 
RANGE OF SIZE: 

AVERAGE PRICE: 
RANGE OF PRICES: 

AVERAGE TIME (being tattooed): 
RANGE OF TIME: 

PLACEMENT: 

ANKLE: 

HIP: 

SHOULDER/ BACK: 

STOMACH: 

CHEST: 

BUTTOCKS: 

ARM: 

DESIGNS: 

ANIMALS: 
GREEK SYMBOLS: 
ASTROLOGICAL BODIES: 
FLOWERS : 
OTHERS : 

20 
30 

12 females and 8 males 

21 and 9 

1.5x size of a quarter 
0.5 = 2.5 in. 

$45 - $50 
$20 - $100 

20 minutes 
5 - 45 minutes 
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in diameter 

- 90% of subjects were accompanied to parlor 

- 46% of tattoo designs were obtained in the store 
through "flash" or books/magazines in store. 
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